Civil Reawakening in the Post-disaster:

The Re-emergence of Housing Struggles after the 2010 Earthquake in Concepcidn, Chile

Omar Adrian Nufo Ihiguez

A Thesis
in
the Department
of

Geography, Planning and Environment

Presented in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Degree
of Master of Science (Geography, Planning and Environment) at
Concordia University

Montréal, Québec, Canada

May 2023

© Omar Adrian Nuio Ifiguez, 2023



CONCORDIA UNIVERSITY
School of Graduate Studies

This is to certify that the thesis prepared

By: Omar Adrian Nuho Iniguez

Entitled: Civil Reawakening in the Post-disaster: The Re-emergence of Housing
Struggles after 2010 Earthquake in Concepcidn, Chile

and submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Science (Geography, Planning & Environment)

complies with the regulations of the University and meets the accepted standards with re-

spect to originality and quality.

Signed by the final examining committee:

Chair
Alexandra Lesnikowski

Examiner
Gonzalo Lizarralde

Examiner
Jacob A. C. Remes

Supervisor

Kevin A. Gould

Approved by

Craig Townsend
Chair of Department

Pascale Sicotte
Dean of Faculty

Date: May 8" 2023



ifi

Abstract

Civil Reawakening in the Post-disaster: The Re-emergence of Housing Struggles af-
ter 2010 Earthquake in Concepcion, Chile

Omar Adrian Nufo Ifiguez
On February 27t 2010, one of the strongest earthquakes ever recorded, struck Southern
Chile. This earthquake, known as 27F by the locals, disrupted not only the physical structures
of Chile, but also its social structures. The failure of the government to adequately respond
the immediate aftermath and later the reconstruction, highlighted key structural failures in
Chile’s socioeconomic fabric. Specifically, 27F exposed public disappointment with Chile’s
post-dictatorship government and rekindled neglected and nearly forgotten social struggles.
I analyze the post-disaster as a moment of resilience through a historical lens. My research
explores how 27F brought back actors and struggles of past social movements giving conti-
nuity to their memory and practices, eventually linking the weaknesses of the post-disaster

response with foundational structural failures in Chilean policymaking.

Specifically, this thesis explores the historical conditions of post-disaster gentrifica-
tion and housing activism in neighborhoods of Ribera Norte, in Greater Concepcion. Drawing
on grey literature, archival documents and semi-structured interviews with activists and
members of civil society who were affected by 27F, I show how the shortcomings of the
reconstruction and the post-disaster housing mobilizations were in some respects a contin-
uation of Chile’s contested 20™" century housing policies. Furthermore, my research shows
that the legacies of past social movements brought critical experience and leadership to the
movement for reconstruction that followed 27F.

Keywords: Post-disaster reconstruction, housing struggles, grassroots movements, Chile,
gentrification, resilience, neoliberalism.
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process of land redistribution that
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troduced a market-based landowning
system.

ALDEA Spanish for ‘village’ or ‘hamlet.” How-
ever in the context of post-27F Chile,
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small mountain. In Concepcién the
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two most defining ones are Cerro
Caracol, and Cerro Chepe, along the
northern banks of the Biobio River.
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for political gains or votes.
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with the redaction of Chile’s new con-
stitution.

‘Comptroller office.” Autonomous of-
fice in charge of independently audit-
ing and scrutinizing the use of public
funds.
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Seizure of a government by force.
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Term coined by author Naomi Klein to
designate the use of a disaster to ex-
ceptionally apply a radical set of oth-
erwise unpopular neoliberal politics.
Strengths-based approach to analyze
post-disaster dynamics. Alternative to
the shock doctrine in which the disas-
ter ignites mutual aid and the organi-
zation of civil society.

Meteorological phenomenon that
causes increased temperatures and
rainfall along Chile’s Pacific coast.
‘Uproot.” The dissipation of an aldea
or poblacion, usually by displacement
and/or dispossession. However, it can
also mean successful transition to
ownership or regularization of a set-
tlement.

Series of protests at the national level
that occurred during 2019-2020. One
of the defining events that led to the
plebiscite for a new constitution.
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xi
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a particular individual or group.

An economic right-wing ideology that
aims to depoliticize social organiza-
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Elected official in charge of adminis-
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Group of the Mapuche people native
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‘Long duration.” Proposed by Fernand
Braudel, member of the Annales
School, longue durée refers to long-
term historical phenomena. This term
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series of events and instead under-
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structure.
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inhabit the region of Araucania, as
well of parts of Argentina.
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3x6m room with no bathroom or utili-
ties.

In the Chilean context, ‘memory’ is a
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of Chileans. It is also a concept of re-
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to natural hazards.
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POBLACION CALLAMPA

POBLADOR
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of the Annales School, that aims to
capture the collective ‘thought’ of a
determined historical group or an era,
closely related to collective memory.
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An organization dedicated to the mu-
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‘Birdhouse.” Familiar term that refers
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Strike or walkout.

Inhabitant of Greater Concepcion.
Public square.
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An exceptional public vote to deter-
mine a major national event. In this
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end Pinochet’s government and tran-
sition to democracy.

Poblacion Callampa is a derogatory
term for shantytown, the literal trans-
lation is ‘mushroom community.” How-
ever, as many poblaciones have been
improved and turned into formal
neighborhoods. Poblacion by itself
does not have the same connotation.
It describes a working-class or indus-
trial neighborhood.

A Poblador or Pobladora, is an inhab-
itant of a poblacion. The term is used
to describe all inhabitants of camps,
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from rural areas that settled on availa-
ble urban land.

‘To take root.’ Is the act of establish-
ing permanency somewhere. For
Pobladores, this meant not only to
settle in vacant land but to improve
and build the poblacion.

Region, with upper case, is the largest
administrative territorial designation
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1. Introduction
I arrived in Chile in November 2021. It was late spring, a time of changes. Chile, as the rest

of the world, was struggling at the time with the COVID-19 pandemic. It also was undergoing
an intergenerational change, represented by the presidential elections between Gabriel Bo-
ric, one of the social leaders of 2011 student movement, and José Antonio Kast, a life-long
far-right politician. However, this intergenerational process was far bigger than the elections.
At the same time, Chileans passed a referendum to write a new Constitution, as the previous
one was imposed during a period of dictatorship. This new Constitution would be a first,
written by designated official elected by citizens, called constituyentes. The systematic
change that the new Constitution represents was made possible by a variety of intercon-
nected struggles. These struggles share a legacy of resisting repression and social organiz-
ing. This process also represents the will of Chileans to step away from a legacy of concen-
trated power and impunity, while bringing back the legacy of the social progresses achieved
before 1973's coup d’état, a legacy that was violently interrupted and replaced by decades

of neoliberal policymaking.

The ongoing change in Chile is the continuation of various efforts to elaborate alter-
natives to political economic systems put in place during the dictatorship of General Au-
gusto Pinochet Ugarte (1973-1990). Although Pinochet’s autocratic rule ended in 1990 by
the government that followed known as the Concertacién (Coalition of Parties for Democ-
racy), was still influenced by Pinochet’s policies, including the constitution of 1980. The luke-
warm approach of the Concertacién’s administrations to enact meaningful change after tak-
ing power, slowly and steadily built discontent and disappointment for Chileans who yearned
a transition away from Pinochet’s policies. The precariousness and atomization of society
that took root during the Pinochet years and continued during the Concertacion made Chil-

ean society deeply vulnerable.



The weakened state of Chilean civil society and institutions amplified the damage
caused by the 2010 earthquake that shook Southern Chile (27F). The earthquake put on
display many of the structural issues on Chile’s socioeconomic ordering. The strain of the
earthquake on the housing stock, and the inadequate reconstruction process brought Chile’s
housing policies to a point of rupture, which prompted Chileans to organize a nation-wide
movement. This thesis is an exploration of the legacy of past housing struggles and the
movement for reconstruction that followed the 2010 earthquake. Specifically, I examine how
citizens recovered practices and experiences of past housing-related social movements to
navigate the difficult period after the earthquake including exclusionary government recon-

struction policies and grassroots alternatives.

During this process of reconstruction, citizens found themselves not only in the midst
of wider-ranging phenomena, but also of diverging and mutually exclusive interests, logics
of the market, financialization, and political clientelism.! Consequently, citizens had to or-
ganize, learn from each other and reconnect among themselves. The victory of the Concer-
tacion in 1990 led to a period of complacency for civil society, as they expected the center-
left administrations to phase away the dictatorship’s neoliberal policies. Instead, the Con-
certacion consolidated those policies, attempting to introduce welfare provisions within
them. The disillusionment caused by the Concertacion, prompted old actors of civil society
and struggles to re-emerge, as their concerns were not addressed. The 2010 earthquake put
in evidence fundamental flaws in Chile’s socioeconomic structures. Out of need, citizens
acted in solidarity, and stepped up when the government could not fulfill their needs. Chile-
ans reconnected in the aftermath of a great disaster, not only to rebuild again but to navigate

a period of struggle and significant social change.

" The exchange of favors or resources for political gains or votes.



This thesis draws on a collection of experiences and clues, which come in the form
of interviews, articles, policies, and maps among others. My intent to demonstrate the links
between the actors and phenomena that shaped the reconstruction as well as the underlying
processes that left many Chileans vulnerable to a powerful natural hazard in the form of 27F.
With these research materials linked in place and explained, it is possible to have a clearer
perspective on how Chileans - despite being in the cradle of neoliberalism following a po-
litical repression under Pinochet, complacency during the Concertacién, and a ongoing ex-
posure to natural hazards - have not only reorganized and struggled, but have negotiated
with their governments to advance common interests. In the case of the reconstruction, this
meant forming the first national-scale movement to resist post-disaster gentrification and
obtain better housing solutions to those affected by the earthquake.

The Earthquake: 27F
Chileans bid farewell to the summer each year in late February with the Vifia del Mar Festival,
the paramount music festival in Latin America. In 2010, festivities halted abruptly, and the
summer closed leaving a bitter taste in people’s mouths. On the night og February 27", one
of the strongest earthquakes ever recorded shook the Maule Region in Southern Chile(8.8°
Richter). This abruptly changed the atmosphere from one of celebration to one of despair
and uncertainty. The first account of the earthquake I heard from a penquista,? Mauricio
Saez, an acquaintance and fellow geographer whom I met at a café during my university
years in Guadalajara, México. He recalled the night of the earthquake vividly:

I was with two friends in my hometown, Santa Juana. We were talking, partying,

after watching the Festival de Vifia del Mar with some other friends who left

earlier. Then it happened - in that moment I felt a vibration and a sound. I stood

and went towards the door. Then the movement started, very, very strongly. It

was difficult to stand. My friends were shocked and didn’t know what to do. I
called them, we were hugging each other and walked towards the patio. We

2 pemonym from an inhabitant of the Greater Concepcidn.



stayed there hugging while it happened as the aftershock returned, all really in-
tense. It was tremendous, tremendous. [. . .] Since my friends were from out of
town, I thought ‘I have to take them to Concepcién.’ I immediately took my
sleeping bag and set up a tent [outside in an open area], and told them: ‘If you
don’t want to sleep because you're afraid [that’s ok, but] I'll sleep at least three
or four hours because tomorrow we'll have to walk to Concepcidn, and walk for
10 or 12 hours.’ [I was] thinking that due to the degree of the earthquake, bridges
and roads would be cut.

(Mauricio Saez, personal communication, 6 July 2021)
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Tectonics. Most of the population lives in the area between Santiago, the Capital, and
Concepcidn. The area between Concepcién and Valdiavia is the most seismically active.
Generated from QGIS with data from Chile’s National Library.

In the coastal area near Concepcidn, the tremor was followed by a deathly tsunami that
caused most of the deaths and material damages. At least 500 persons died and 800,000
were affected. At least 190,000 housing units were destroyed or damaged, resulting in a
total of 30 billion USD on material damages (Munoz & Llacolén, 2010; Sub. Economiay EMT,
2016). In the aftermath, citizens filled the gaps left by a failed government prevention and
response. The mobilization that arose to fulfill basic needs in the post-disaster later trans-
formed into mobilization to demand fair reconstruction from the government.



1.1.  Historical and Geographical Context of Concepcion

The City of Concepcion
Despite having started my research in early 2020, I began my fieldwork in Chile almost two

years later due to the impossibility of travel during the COVID-19 pandemic. I flew to Santi-
ago with my wife in late October 2021. We quarantined for five days in one of the many high-
rises of the city, and then, travelled from Santiago’s southern bus terminal to Concepcion on
November 15™, 2021. Traveling south from a double decker bus, we could admire the Chilean
landscape, including the dramatic view of the Andes a testament of the geologic violence
and youth of the Southern Cone. The forest grew denser and greener as we travelled south,
leaving behind the semi-arid environment of Santiago. The German influence also became
evident in the architecture. After a long stretch of highway that took us over the Chilean
Coastal Mountain Range, I could see the Bay of Concepcidn and a picturesque town. We had
finally arrived. After settling-in, I texted greetings to an artist and social leader from the area,
whom I had interviewed remotely months before, Eduardo Ampuero, that we had arrived at

Concepcion. “Welcome to the Mapuche frontier,” he replied.

Coming down from the north, the first glimpse of Greater Concepciodn is that of the
Bay of Concepcidon and the town of Penco. That view, along with Ampuero’s greeting, were
an adequate introduction for a newcomer to Southern Chile. Penco was the founding site of
Concepcidén. However the city was relocated to La Mocha Valley after it was razed by the
devastating earthquake of 1751 (Oliver Schneider & Zapatta Silva, 1950). It is from the city’s
original location in Penco that inhabitants of the city are known as ‘Penquistas.’ Located
within the traditional land of the Mapuches and Lafquenches, Concepcidn is the de facto
capital of Southern Chile. Mapuches are the largest Indigenous group in Chile, their territory
covers much of Southern Chile and Argentina. Lafquenches are a group of the Mapuche who

live in the area surrounding the Biobio River. During colonial times, he Biobio was the frontier



of Spaniard expansion. It served as a major port and strategic point of access to inland and
southern Chile, or as historians (Bengoa, 2016) call it, Chile Profundo - the Chilean interior.
The importance of this location was evident since Pedro de Valdivia founded the city in the
16'™" century. It quickly became a key point of replenishment for the Spaniards and European
expeditions to the Pacific Ocean. Victor Vivallo, a history enthusiast and inhabitant of Pedro
del Rio Zafartu3, one of Concepcion’s historic working-class neighborhoods, remarked on
the importance of Concepcion’s location for the development industry:

[The neighborhood] Pedro del Rio [Zanartu] has a very especial particularity, in

that it was the first and greatest industrial corridor of Concepcidn. Going further

back than the neighborhood, in the middle of the 18" century there was an earth-

quake and tsunami that destroyed Concepcidn, [which back then was located

where Penco is today. That is when they came out to search for the best sector

of the region, one can say, to establish the new Concepcion. Then, they found

this sector [Valle de la Mocha] which is protected by hills: the Cerro* Chepe in

one side, Cerro Caracol for the other. It also had an important quantity of fresh
water, which was the Biobio - that was also the frontier. That gave them safety.

(Victor Vivallo, personal communication, 20 January 2022)
This strategic importance of the region led Spaniards to displace the native inhabitants from
La Mocha Valley and to create a strong naval and military presence in the region. After its
independence during the 19" century, the Chilean government intensified the colonization
efforts south of Concepcidén which reignited conflict between settlers and natives. Later the
government encouraged a second wave of European colonization led by German and Italian
immigrants, which only grew with an influx of refugees and veterans from those countries

after the World Wars.

3 Vecino is the literal translation of neighbor, I use both terms interchangeably. In the context of social or-
ganizations, it is implied that they are active members of a junta de vecinos.
4 A cerro is literally a hill, or a small mountain.
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Chilean Disasters: Natural and Otherwise
Chileans are familiar with natural hazards to say the least. A country located over the inter-

section of the Nazca and South American Plates; the Concepcidn region has always been
prone to earthquakes (See Figure 1p. 5). Since colonial records began, this has been evident.
As early as 1570 the city had been razed by seismic events several times. As mentioned
above, it was relocated to the current site of Concepcidén in 1751 (Palacios Roa, 2012). Even
Charles Darwin referred to the city as inhospitable due to the frequency and intensity of such
telluric movements. Nevertheless, Penquistas are there to stay and have learned to live with

the constant threat of earthquakes and other hazards such as floods and wildfires.

During the 280%™ century, Chile experienced two especially destructive earthquakes:
the first in Chillan, in 1939, known as ‘The Ruin’; the second, further south in Valdivia and
Concepciodn, in 1960. Thus, earthquakes are deeply rooted in Concepcidn’s history (See Fig-
ure 2 p. 8). They are embedded into the collective memory of Chileans. Mauricio Saez (per-
sonal communication, 6 July 2021) remarked: “Each generation [of Chileans] expects to live
at least one of two great earthquakes in our lifetimes, and we're taught how to deal with the
experience by our parents.” The Valdivia earthquake was the most powerful ever recorded.
With 30 000 deaths, however, The Ruin remains the deadliest in Chilean history (Concha

Ramirez & Henriquez Aste, 2011).

While the earthquakes of 1939 and 1960 persist in the memory of Chileans as a re-
minder of natural hazards, man-made disaster was embodied by the US-backed dictatorship
of Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990), which replaced the democratically elected administration
of Salvador Allende (1970-1973). Pinochet’s administration not only sought to maintain
power after the coup, but it attempted to make Chile into a laboratory for neoliberalism.
Although the military junta justified itself claiming that Allende’s presidency had been a

Marxist disaster, most academics argue that the actual disaster was the military coup and
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its aftermath (Dinges, 2004; Frank, 1976; Klein, 2008; Letelier, 1976; J. G. Valdés, 1995). The
violent coup provided a blank slate to rebuild a free-market society and suppress the tri-
umphs of past social struggles. Many of those who opposed the dictatorship were disap-
peared or tortured by the army and the Chilean military police, the carabineros. This led
social movements to disappear or to go underground. The Revolutionary Left Movement
(Movimiento de Izquierdas Revolucionarias; MIR) was one of the few that took up arms and
began revolutionary struggle in 1973. This state sponsored suppression of social movements
led to a generalized repression of leftist thought and aimed to erase the memory of the old
Chile: a country with a strong democratic tradition, a long history of grassroot organization
and social victories, and the first country with a democratically elected socialist administra-

tion (Stern, 2006).

The dictatorship was not only a disaster due to its sheer brutality and attempts to
reshape the collective memory and inclinations of Chileans with its application of the shock
doctrine (Klein, 2008). It also fomented a series of policies that increased situations of
precarity and vulnerability for many Chileans.. As I explain in Chapter 2, I agree with disaster
studies scholars that disasters are not caused by natural hazards, but by the pre-existing
vulnerabilities of individuals and collective institutions (Lizarralde et al., 2021; Woods, 1998).
Hence, the role of the government is key as a provider of systems to ensure the well-being
of citizens after a disaster has occurred. With this in mind, the shrinking of responsibilities
and capabilities that most governmental agencies showed during Pinochet’s administration,
aggregated with the insertion of corporate actors that used the government only to further
the development of capital, dramatically reduced the government’s capacity to fulfill its ob-
ligations to the citizenry, not even living up to the standards of the institutions created after

The Ruin, the devasting earthquake of the 1960s (Blaikie et al., 1996; Wisner, 2004).
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Grassroots Resistance
Since its foundation, Concepcién has become a key location for the Spanish and Chilean

settler-colonial project. As a result, Greater Concepcidon has had a strong military presence
since Chile became independent. Yet, Concepcidon became a central point of left-wing poli-
tics and grassroots organization during the 20" century. Two aspects allowed this to happen.
First, as the city industrialized working-class residents organized neighborhood councils -
juntas de vecinos - which collaborated with unions, mutualistas,® and guilds. This created a
wide network of working-class community organizations. The second aspect was the crea-
tion of the University of Concepcidén (UdeC). The university was founded in 1919, incorporat-
ing pre-existing schools from different disciplines, principally dentistry, pharmacy, and ped-
agogy. The establishment of the university was made possible by a committee of profes-

sionals, and soon the university became a fertile ground for a progressive intelligentsia.

Organization amongst students and professionals has been a constant since the uni-
versity was founded and students have increasingly been expected to carry out voluntary
service for the community. From the left, popular organization communed with students’
movements. The most notable are the Universitary Left Movement (Movimiento Universitar-
io de Izquierda; MUI) and the insurgent Revolutionary Left Movement (MIR), both emerging
mainly from the UdeC. The process of community organizing during the 20th century peaked
when a coalition of movements - Popular Unity (Unidad Popular; UP)- nominated socialist
physician Salvador Allende for the presidency. Allende led Chile’s first democratically

elected socialist government between 1970 and 1973 (Goicovic Donoso, 2016).

By 1982, almost 10 years after the coup, the neoliberal vision of the Pinochet govern-

ment and its University of Chicago advisors (the Chicago Boys) had failed miserably and

5 A different kind of mutual aid organization focused on material improvements and acts of solidarity without
a clear geographical or political delimitation.
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Chile was in financial crisis. Despite the Pinochet regime’s brutal oppression, the precarity
and economic collapse caused by the 1982 crisis reignited social mobilization, eventually
leading to political action and the creation of the Concertacion in 1988, the political coalition
that spearheaded 1990’s referendum (Goicovic Donoso, 2016; Oxhorn, 1995; Weinstein,

1989).

During the period of industrialization (late 18098’s - 1940s), the inability of cities to
keep up with the housing demand for immigrants led to the emergence of the Poblador, a
social actor which expanded the range of action for citizens in the peripheries through the
practice of land occupation or squatting, called tomas de terreno® by the locals (Goicovic
Donoso, 2016). Pobladores were landless peasants and led two social movements to access
land ownership: the ones that migrated to the city to work in industries led the movement
for housing in the cities, and the ones who stayed in rural areas supported the movement
for agrarian reform.” From the early 1900’s onwards, social organization expanded through
the clerical and industrial sectors. A turning point, in this regard, was the founding of the
Worker's Only Center (Central Unica de Trabajadores; CUT) in 1953. The growing organiza-
tion and practices of Pobladores, as well as the consolidation of student’s movements for
the educational reform (1967-1968), paved the way for student movements like the student’s
Universitary Left Movement. Pobladores and students are two of the main pillars upon which

social organization in Chile is based.

6 From now own referred simply as tomas. While these were started by squatting Pobladores, the practice later
expanded in ends and meaning. Hence, toma also refers to the occupation of a building, government office,
infrastructure, etc., as a means of protests. However, during the Agrarian Reform it was briefly used to repos-
sess latifundios, as such the practice has been used as an informal means to claim ownership of land.

7 For the purpose of this thesis, whenever I refer to Pobladores I refer to urban Pobladores unless stated
otherwise.
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While the MIR formed militias to fight the military government during 1973-1978, it
shifted its focus towards popular resistance as social movements started to resurrect them-
selves. This was especially evident after the strike of 1980, the first since the coup. Social
movements resumed mainly on two fronts. First, independent organizations of Pobladoras,
women running soup kitchens for the poor, grew in importance as the crisis of 1982 deep-
ened. These independent movements came hand-in-hand with the resurgence of the
Pobladores who were resisting the displacement caused by Pinochet’s new urban policy
(Schneider, 1991; T. Valdés & Weinstein, 1993). The second front was a progressive branch
of the Catholic church which “started to encourage increasing autonomy of popular organi-
zations and undertook a variety of efforts to augment the capacity of popular sector to or-

ganize themselves” (Oxhorn, 1995, p. 82).

The plethora of organizations that emerged after 1982 led to the formation of Con-
certacion. Under different organizations, the Pobladores were still part of the struggle for
housing and reconstruction by the 201Q’s, represented by both the National Association of
Housing Debtors (Asociacion Nacional de Deudores Habitacionales; ANDHA Chile) and the
National Federation of Pobladores (Federacion Nacional de Pobladores; FENAPO). Autono-
mous organizations (Organizaciones Autonomas Populares; OAPs) resembling the soup-
kitchens of the 8Q’s arose to fill the gaps left from the state’s response to 27F (Simon &
Valenzuela-Fuentes, 2017). From the other front, construction of housing for population in
extreme poverty arose from several charities from the Catholic Church, the most relevant of
which was the ‘Roof for Chile’ Foundation (Fundacion Techo para Chile; TECHO) created in
1997. TECHO was initially led by Jesuit priest Felipe Berrios and a group of voluntary stu-
dents from the Pontific Catholic University of Chile (PUC) in Curanilahue, a population lo-

cated south of Concepcidn. At a more localized level, juntas de vecinos worked closely with
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all parties to ensure the wellbeing of citizens, collaborating with autonomous organizations

and trade unions.

The context I describe in this section is a testament of Chilean’s historical experience
with reconstruction and community organizing. Chileans have had to constantly organize to
resist an adverse environment including earthquakes and other natural hazards, as well as
the hostile political environment during the dictatorship. These experience of disaster, of
struggle, and of reconstruction, are linked together in the present by memory. Memory is one
of the main concepts in Chilean historiography, as such, its study is a subfield of history
itself. However, for the purpose of this thesis, it is important to keep in mind that the con-
nections memory preserve are both tools for learning, as well as a moral responsibility (Mel-
lafe, 1981; Winn, 1979). As some authors claim (Lara Meza, 2010; Lazzara, 2006; Mellafe &
Loyola Goich, 1994), memory is not definite, it changes and gets amended constantly, sub-
ject to both the context of the time it was produces and that of the present. Hence, the
process of historizing memory is a complex one, and a political one, as it is central to the
"making and unmaking of political and cultural legitimacy” (Stern, 2006, p. xx). It was
through memory that past social processes and Chilean’s democratic achievements were
preserved, and it is from memory that practices of resistance are recovered, that actors such

as Pobladores get re-integrated into wider social struggles.

1.2. The Argument

Through a historical lens, this thesis analyzes the social mobilization that arose after the
earthquake on February 271", 2010. At its core, the struggle for reconstruction was a struggle
for housing. Pobladores have been at the forefront of the housing struggle since they arrived
in Chile in the late 19™" century. As industrial workers, the fight for housing in Chile has deep
ties with union organizing, and in Concepcidn, it was led by women’s unions as well as by

neighborhood councils. Through these unions and council, workers living in precarious
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conditions managed to obtain land to build their shantytowns on, sometimes the unions

themselves built homes for the workers, or leveraged the employer to do it.

It was through the constant housing crises caused by earthquakes and other natural
hazards that the Chilean government started to get involved in solving this crises. In conse-
quence, as the 20 century progressed the government started got more involved in all
aspects of housing. It was after the great earthquakes of 1939 and 1960 that the Ministry of
Housing (MINVU) and the National Office of Emergency (ONEMI) were founded.® Today,
despite having gone through half a century of neoliberalism, the Chilean government is more
involved in housing than most nations in the Americas, dictating policy and shaping the
market with a subsidy-based housing model, that today remains Chile’s framework for hous-

ing development, funding, and acquisition.

It is important to understand that in Chile, the struggle for housing has many aspects.
This thesis focuses on reconstruction, but not merely as the struggle for four walls and a
roof. For Chileans, dignified housing includes permanency in the urban core and historic
districts of cities, urban integration, well-built units, and an end to overreliance on debt.
While Pobladores are central actors in some of these aspects, there are many other groups
who have contributed to the struggle including, students, middle-class citizens, volunteers,
NGOs, and community leaders. However, after 27F the struggle for reconstruction was mostly
represented by the dynamics of two coalescent movements: The National Movement for a
Just Reconstruction (Movimiento Nacional por una Reconstruccion Justa; MNRJ) and RED

Construyamos. These movements were mainly focused on negotiating a better

& These were founded under different names; however they do share a common precedent agency, the Cor-
poration of Reconstruction (CORRA) founded in 1939.
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reconstruction of the most affected areas and for the most affected populations of the

Greater Concepcidon Metropolitan area. Thus, the focus of the thesis on Concepcidn.

The legacy built by the Pobladores and other movements of resistance was recovered
by the MNRJ and RED Construyamos. The struggle for reconstruction not only brought back
practices of solidarity and resistance to displacement, but it connected contemporary strug-
gle with those of the past, such as the struggle of Pobladores. In doing so, the struggle for
the reconstruction confronted structural issues on Chile’s socioeconomic ordering, and while
these did not go through significant change, the critique of these issues raised an unprec-
edented awareness in Chileans, planting the seed for further social organizing. Likewise, the
preconditions that rendered many Chileans vulnerable and the government’s insufficient re-

sponse, were planted decades before by Pinochet’s policymakers.

The struggle for the reconstruction is a continuation of the struggles for housing of
the Pobladores, as it confronts the same structural issues on Chile’s socioeconomic order-
ing. The social organization that occurred in the aftermath of 27F demonstrates that the
legacy of past struggles is not simply erased or forgotten, as both the MNRJ and RED Con-
struyamos recovered practices and actors from previous housing movements. Their previous
collective experience helped citizens of the Greater Concepcidn to not remain as helpless,
passive actors. Out of need, they made the post-disaster a fertile ground for solidarity,
change, and negotiation with authorities. The aim of this thesis is to examine the housing
rights mobilizations that emerged after 2010’s earthquake in a wider historical scope and

as part of a long-term phenomenon.

With this research, I aim to answer the question: How were the social movements that

organized against neoliberal state responses to 27F informed by past social struggles? After

2010’s earthquake, despite being in a state with a mostly inactive civil society, the
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reconstruction grew a nation-wide movement that managed to re-shape the post-disaster
dynamics between the Chilean government and its citizens. This was possible even after
decades of social atomization and neoliberal policymaking, in an environment previously
shattered by a similar post-disaster neoliberal imposition. To explore how this developed I
followed Chile’s historical struggles for housing, as the legacy of these movements informs
the practices of resistance used by citizens and allow them to continue the unresolved strug-
gles of past grassroots movements. To understand what these movements struggled against,
however, it is necessary to engage with Chile’s neoliberal housing policies that have been
constantly implemented since 1974. Both the struggle of the Pobladores’ and the many
movements and struggles for reconstruction after 2010 are struggles against displacement
and property. In short, this thesis will review the historic process of citizens’ self-organiza-
tion within the housing struggle and how this organization has been revitalized and influ-

enced by the struggle for reconstruction since 2010.

1.3. Thesis Structure

This thesis consists of seven main chapters after this introduction:

2. Disaster Reconstruction Studies: this chapter consists of a literature review that focuses

on the writings of critical social scientists concerned with disaster reconstruction. This chap-
ter also elaborates the theoretical framework for the thesis as well as the methodology and

methods.

3. Early Housing Struggles: The Making of the Pobladores: the aim of this chapter is to ex-

plain the origins of the Pobladores, a working-class sector of the Chilean society. They in-
habit informal urban settlements known in Chile as poblaciones. The Pobladores are key
actors as they have been at the core of the housing struggle since its start. This chapter

explores how Pobladores came to the cities in the late 19" century and how their
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organizations created social change. Their movement reached their peak in 1970 when Pres-
ident Salvador Allende started to implement an agrarian reform and an ambitious housing

program inspired by their demands.

4. Resisting Repressive Policies During the Pinochet Regime: in this chapter some of the

major related policies passed during the dictatorship are presented. These policies fostered
an environment of social atomization and vulnerability. Moreover, they set the basis for
Chile’s subsidy-based housing policy. Despite this, civil society prevailed and social organi-
zations made a comeback a decade after the military coup that brought Pinochet and his
government to power. This contrast between government policy and resistance is explored

through the lived experiences of Pobladores in the neighborhood of Pedro del Rio Zahartu.

5. Social Reawakening from the Concertacidén to 2010: this chapter explores three post-

dictatorship political moments which would influence the societal responses to 27F in 2010
First, from the policy side, the chapter focuses on the continued evolution of the subsidy-
based housing model. Second, at the national level, the chapter examines the continuation
of the neoliberal project in housing policy by the Concertacidn, represented by the Ribera
Norte Project, which generated a kind of social malaise. Finally, in Concepcion local com-
munities mobilized to vote the dictatorship out, which aided the resistance effort against

the processes of displacement in Concepcion.

6. Self-Organization in the Aftermath of 27F: this is the first chapter of the thesis which

engages directly with the case study of 27F. This chapter focuses on the immediate response
to the earthquake. I highlight the failures of the state to handle the crises that arose and the
spontaneous organization of citizens to provide themselves with basic necessities, recreat-

ing practices rooted in Chilean’s past social movements.
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7. The Struggle for a Just Reconstruction: this chapter focuses on the testimonies of Eduardo

Ampuero and Barbara Orrego to explore the struggle for the reconstruction itself. Eduardo
Ampuero founded and was part of the leadership of RED Construyamos, while Barbara Or-
rego is part of the leadership of one of the poblaciones (Villa Futuro) that resisted post-
disaster gentrification. The first section of the chapter explores the failures of the early re-
construction, which prompted the need for a more organized resistance by affected citizens.
The second section is focused on the transition from independent organizations and local-
ized struggles to the nation-wide movement that was the National Movement for a Just Re-
construction (MNRJ). Finally, a discussion of the actions taken by Pobladores and civil soci-
ety to resist post-disaster gentrification and to negotiate a better reconstruction for the

involved communities.

8. Conclusions: Reconstructing Civil Society: the final section concludes the thesis, pointing

out that although the reconstruction movement did not lead to significant social change
nationwide, it had very meaningful effects on those communities which were directly af-
fected by 27F. Moreover, it helped these communities to re-organize and acquire know-how,
and it demonstrated to much of the Chilean population the limits of Chile’s current socio-

economic model.
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2. Disaster Reconstruction Studies
In this section, I briefly review scholarly literature regarding the social aspects of so-called

natural disasters. Specifically, I highlight scholarly contributions which address vulnerability
studies, disaster capitalism, and disaster citizenship. Then, I discuss the work of scholars
who apply these concepts to the Chilean context. The section concludes with my explanation

of the theory and methods that informed this thesis.

2.1. Three Main Aspects of Post-disaster Studies

Socio-Political Disaster Studies
Historically, disaster-studies literature has been mostly concerned with the physical aspects

of natural hazards and the managerial aspects of post-disaster aftermath (Bryant, 1991; Eade
& Williams, 1995; Emel & Peet, 1989). Since the 1980s, some academics broke away from
this perspective and have started to focus on the socio-political aspects of disaster. This
new perspective claims that the human experience of disaster is due to the failure of social
structures to mitigate the effects of natural hazards (Wisner, 2004). This kind of analysis
focuses on two main aspects: 1) Risk, which examines how social structures and institutions
push society towards situations of risk such as the ongoing environmental degradation as-
sociated with climate change (Beck, 1992; Goldblatt, 1999); and 2) Vulnerability, which, in
counterpoint to societal risk, claims that those who suffer most of the consequences of nat-
ural hazards are those in disadvantaged positions, those who lack the means to resist or

prepare for hazards or calamities (Blaikie et al., 1996).

In the Latin American context, the Network of Social Studies in the Prevention of
Disasters in Latin America (LA RED), has greatly enriched the disaster studies literature. LA
RED is a network of academics and professionals created in Costa Rica in 1992. It is con-
cerned mostly with social analysis of disaster risk in Latin America and the Caribbean (In-

ternational Social Science Council & United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural



21

Organization, 2013). The work of LA RED includes histories of disasters in the region (Garcia
Acosta, 1996, 1997, 2008), reports on risk and vulnerability (Blaikie et al., 1996; Lavell &

Metzger, 1996) and in-depth case studies (Lungo & Baires, 1996).

Earlier key works questioned the definitions of calamity and disaster while drawing
connections between the environment and human activity (Hewitt, 1983, 1997). Other works
introduced qualitative methodologies and critical theories (Beck, 1992, 1995; Dynes, 1987;
Oliver-Smith, 1986, 1996), which extended to critical studies of reconstruction and the re-
sistance of disaster affected communities populace (D. Alexander, 2000; Erikson, 1994;
Haas et al.,, 1977; Lindell, 2013; Lindell & Perry, 1992). Theories that have influenced this
literature include a Marxist analysis of capitalism, geographies of uneven development (Cor-
bridge, 1989; Peet & Thrift, 1989), and the study of governability and power relations between
governments and citizens (Barrios, 2017; Beck, 1995; Durning, 1989; Foucault et al.,, 1991;
Franklin & Institute for Public Policy Research (London, England), 1998; Harrell-Bond &
Bond, 1986; Platt, 1999). This overlap of disaster studies with political economy has led
scholars to increasingly examine the relation of neoliberal structures within the context of
disaster, exploring mismanagement and opportunism in the context of post-disaster recon-
struction (disaster capitalism), as well as how citizens organize with acts of mutual aid to
resist hostile reconstruction policies (disaster citizenship).

Disaster Capitalism

Disaster capitalism refers to the furthering of neoliberal policies and corporate profiteering
in the aftermath of a disaster (caused by a natural hazard of human caused disasters). Naomi
Klein referred to this way of imposing policies as ‘shock therapy’ (2008). In her book, The
Shock Doctrine, Klein highlights the importance of Chile as a key site for this model of pol-

icymaking and for the implementation of United States supported counterinsurgency policy
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known as Operation Condor.? While Klein's book offers a geopolitical perspective on inter-
ventionist policies of the west, other authors expand the study of disaster capitalism to the
role of development aid (Donini, 2008; Harrell-Bond & Bond, 1986), colonialisms, and ag-
gressive processes of indebtedness and financialization (Bonilla & LeBron, 2019; Garcia

Lépez, 2020; Lloyd & Wolfe, 2016; Look et al., 2019).

Relevant for this thesis is the part of the literature which examines housing vulnera-
bility and urban displacement in a post-disaster period. These works emphasize how neolib-
eral approaches to disaster seek to consolidate real-estate into corporate ownership, erod-
ing pre-existing housing structures during a reconstruction process (Adams et al.,, 2009; S.
E. Alexander, 2008; Cardenas & Fuster Farfan, 2018; Peck, 2006). Clyde Woods's work (1998,
2017) studies this phenomenon in the context of the USA’s southern states, building a his-
torical-genealogical approach to present a detailed picture of the process of state-spon-
sored dismantling of welfare networks. Other works have analyzed how neoliberal recon-
struction efforts have eroded social institutions like the public education system, labor mar-
kets, and longstanding land-tenure systems through asset-stripping and landgrabs (Button
& Oliver-Smith, 2008; Gustavussen, 2018; Klein, 2008; C. Woods, 2009).

Disaster Citizenship

Disaster citizenship, in contrast, focuses on how disasters can open avenues for the popu-
lation’s struggle for rights, representation, resources, and collective goals. To examine the
way in which ‘individuals, families, neighbors, and formal organizations’ form a solidary re-
sponse, I draw on Jacob Remes’ concept of disaster citizenship (2016). Remes proposes

two alternatives concepts to those used in mainstream disaster studies: 1) instead of ‘social

9 An inter-governmental secret operation created in Santiago, Chile, in 1975. The operation was an anti-com-
munist counterinsurgency coalition between the governments of the Southern Cone and the USA. This covert
operation has been implicated in crimes against humanity (Costa, 2019; McSherry, 2089).
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capital’, he uses the term ‘solidarity’ to describe the process by which ordinary peoples’
liberatory post-disaster responses are enacted; 2) instead of ‘disaster capitalism’, he pro-
poses the term ‘disaster citizenship’ to describe how disaster provides the working class a
chance to organize, dialog with the government, and form a new era of governance through
mutual aid (Remes, 2016, p. 20). These two last concepts complement each other as they
portray different, though at times overlapping, experiences of the population and institutions

overcoming situations of catastrophe.

Disaster studies research which engages the role of grassroots organizations, along
with a re-conceptualization of citizenship and social contracts, has been present in earlier
work, to some degree (Button & Oliver-Smith, 2008; Lindell & Perry, 1992; Loewenstein,
2017; Platt, 1999; C. A. Woods, 1998). Related work expands upon similar phenomena
through the concepts of social capital and resilience (Bornstein et al,, 2013; Jia et al., 2026;
Kage, 2013). There is also a growing literature on how colonial structures can shape vulner-
ability and how “vernacular” mechanisms of response diverge from colonial ones (Dauer,

2020; Fernandez et al., 2019; Moulton & Machado, 2019).

2.2. Politics of Disaster in Chile: the 27" February 2010 (27F)

The management of the aftermath of 27F has been heavily scrutinized. Researchers have
examined the lack of detection of the early telluric movements (Soulé, 2014), the effects of
earthquake and tsunami on infrastructure and housing (Araneda C. et al., 2015; Crispiani &
Errdzuriz, 2013; Muinoz & Llacolén, 2010) as well as the poorly planned response and recon-
struction (Observatorio de la Reconstruccion, 2013; Oficina Internacional del Trabajo, 2010;
Romero Aravena, 2015). Such research also elucidated the damage to infrastructure, the
built environment, to the labor workforce and even the lack of organizational resilience of
government institutions. In sum, these studies provide quantitative insight into the mana-

gerial aspects of post-disaster response from this context. Meanwhile, other authors break
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down the many layers in which the state failed to commit to an appropriate response to the
disaster as they choose instead to manage the social unrest just as they managed social

protests (Ampuero Cardenas, 2016; Gould et al., 2016).

Klein (2008) frames the 1973 coup and the military government as a social disaster,
as a landmark case study of disaster capitalism. This has brought about an ever-growing
literature base on neoliberal politics in Chile, including post-disaster-related works. Many of
these studies focus on the political aspects of the post-disaster period (Gonzalez-Muzzio &
Sandoval, 2018), while others highlight the role of reconstruction on housing, exploring the
dichotomy between benefits and widening social inequality (Fuster Farfan, 2019; Vergara
Saavedra et al, 2016). Saavedra’s (2021) interesting contribution even tracks the evolution
of disaster response to natural disaster during the 20" century. Other studies go deeper
into specific aspects, such as disaster-related corporate profiteering which is at odds with
popular interests, the expansion of controversial reforms, and the consolidation and finan-
cialization of housing and land tenure (Contardo, 2014; W. Imilan & Gonzalez, 2017; Navar-

rete-Hernandez & Toro, 2019; Saavedra & Marchezini, 2019; V. Sandoval et al., 2020).

Themes relevant to disaster citizenship have been studied mostly through the lens of
grassroot organizations including popular autonomous organizations, communal kitchens
mutual aid groups, (Drury et al., 2016; Simon & Valenzuela-Fuentes, 2017), as well as the role
of the plaza - public square - as beacon of collective identity in the midst of disaster (Mi-
ternique, 2014). While the concept of social capital has been used to measure the possibil-
ities a specific group has had to overcome a crisis by any means (Gonzalez-Muzzio, 2013),
this approach tends not to consider the structures and power relations which create condi-
tions for (the lack of) social capital. As a result, this approach risks blaming the affected

population for their failure to develop social capital, instead of taking into account systems
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of social reproduction which create landscapes of uneven vulnerability (Bourdieu, 2016;
Dussaillant & Guzman, 2015; 2014).

Contribution

This research contributes to a critical body of social science work which understands disas-
ter not as natural, but as the product of social structures and vulnerabilities that fail to mit-
igate (and sometimes amplify) damage caused by natural hazards. This thesis provides a
strengths-based approach to the study of organized resistance to post-disaster neoliberal
policies and programs. Drawing on six semi-structured interviews carried out between July
2021 and January 2022, this thesis examines the experiences and lessons of Chileans af-
fected by 27F including the earthquake and reconstruction thereafter. My research also con-
nects English language writing on 27F with debates and primary sources in the Spanish-
language Chilean literature on the subject. Finally, this work pays particular attention to the
ways that practices of disaster citizenship after 27F are shaped by the living legacies of

historical grassroots movements.

I focus especially on the early 20" century emergence and subsequent organizing of
the Pobladores, former peasants who migrated to cities where they worked in factories.
Pobladores have been at the center of housing struggles since then the early 20" century,
and they have supported a wide array of social struggles, including the agrarian reform dur-
ing the 1970’s, as well as the grassroots movement that arose to resist state repression and
urban displacement during Pinochet’s dictatorship (1973-1990). The legacy of resistance to
displacement and community organizing helped Pobladores from Ribera Norte'® to resist
displacement when a redevelopment project was proposed in 1993-1994 near downtown

Concepcidn. Due to their experience resisting displacement and repression, neighbors of

'® ‘Northern Shore.’ Is the northern shore of the Biobio River, and it includes the neighborhoods of Pedro del
Rio Zafartu and Aurora de Chile in Concepcion, as well as Villa Futuro in Chiguayante.
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the poblaciones Pedro del Rio and Aurora de Chile managed to stall the redevelopment
project. However, policymakers and corporate actors used the aftermath of 2010 earthquake
to restart the project, attempting to use the reconstruction as a means to displace neighbors

from those poblaciones.

These communities managed to resist displacement in the 1990s, and then again
after 2010. Although acts of solidarity and organizing were important to this resistance, the
post-27F movements have been wider and stronger because they share the legacy of those
Pobladores who have been fighting for a decent place to live, dignified housing, security and
urban integration for decades. In sum, this thesis is an attempt to assess the role of civil
society in the reconstruction after 27F, not in isolation, but as part of a deeply historical
process. My work elaborates the extensive scholarship on disaster citizenship and disaster
capitalism in Chile by drawing out the legacies of past-social organizing that manifested in
post-disaster movements, a legacy that comes as a reaction to decades of policymaking that

neglects the needs of citizens, especially to vulnerable sectors of the population.

2.3. Theoretical Framework and Methods

Neoliberalism
This thesis draws on a structuralist approach taking seriously the longue durée’” of the en-

tangled development of capitalism with settler colonialism. This approach is relevant to the
Chilean context. As a settler-colonial state, Chile underwent several colonization efforts
through the centuries and the colonization period is still a major point of contention in Chil-
ean politics, especially in the south where Chileans experienced the most violent effects of

27F. In this regard, special consideration has to be given to the historical roots of

‘Long duration.” A Concept proposed by Fernand Braudel, member of the Annales School, is a term to des-
ignate long-spanning historical phenomena. This opposes the notion of analyzing history just as a series of
events but social structures (Harris, 2004).
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neoliberalism as well as its actually existing manifestations during the dictatorship and sub-
sequently. In fact, when referring to neoliberalism, I refer to the specific set of policies ap-
plied during the Pinochet dictatorship (1973-19980). Chile’s neoliberal project has been heav-
ily influenced by the work of the famed Chicago School economist, Milton Friedman, as well
as that of the Chicago Boys in Chile. However, their ideas do not fit exactly with Chile’s actual
policies, in reality Chile’s internal corporate and political interest have molded the system,
as well as the shift in policymaking after the economic crisis of 1982 that steered Chilean
neoliberalism towards a more moderate and pragmatic approach rather than a purely ideo-
logical one. Thus, there are two continuities here to keep in mind: first, that neoliberalism
should be understood as shaped by settler-colonialism, as it continues and expands extrac-
tive policies while diminishing social rights and struggles -in this case, in the field of housing
rights. Secondly, neoliberalism permits the continuity of Chile's corporate elite who have
their roots in a land-owning class of so-called hacendados, who obtained their land-based
wealth by dispossessing indigenous people, especially south of the Biobio in the Regions'?

of Araucania and Los Lagos (Chonchol Chait, 2018; Peck, 2010; J. G. Valdés, 1995).

Disaster capitalism is the specific way in which these neoliberal policies have been
implemented since 1973. Due to the radical political and structural shifts that neoliberal
policies demanded, their advocates in the Chilean government sought to erase social move-
ments and various forms of ongoing collective struggle. Such policies were nearly impossible
to implement by regular channels, and as a result the dictatorship developed a system of
coercion and violence to facilitate policy implementation. As previously explained, the notion
of unnatural disasters implies that disaster is not caused just by physical conditions and

natural hazard, but that the risk of disaster is socially constructed by human activity. In the

'2 Region, with upper case refers to the largest administrative division in Chile, equivalent to a Canadian prov-
ince. These are divided in provinces, then the smallest division are communes, which work as municipalities.
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Chilean case, there was a direct weakening of social structures during the dictatorship, which
violently produced a more atomized society (Blaikie et al., 1996; Klein, 2008; V. Sandoval et
al, 2020). Moreover government programs attempting to mitigate hardship of vulnerable
sectors of the population were reduced or erased during the dictatorship, and the financial-
ization of education and access to home ownership locked-in many families to life in infor-
mal settlements or at financial risk due to the increased need of debt as a tool for social
mobility (Ffrench-Davis, 2010; Fuster Farfan, 2019; Hidalgo Dattwyler, Alvarado Peterson, et

al, 2019).

At a deeper level, these dynamics can be understood through a Marxist analysis of
the Chilean economic and property structures. There is a direct link between the adoption
of capitalist policies and the formation of labor movements during the late 19™" and early
20" centuries, mostly in Santiago, Concepciodn, and other industrial or extractive cities (Goi-
covic Donoso, 2016, 2017). However, when going beyond the question of the means of pro-
duction and the ownership of land, a different kind of analysis is needed. The land ownership
struggle in Chile is represented by two movements, both mainly led by the aforementioned
Pobladores. The first movement has sought to redistribute land, via land reform, which has
been concentrated in the hands of elites since colonial times as a result of land-grabs and
private land accumulation. The second movement was that of the urban Pobladores, those
who gave up work in the fields to live in cities, where they have struggled for housing and
permanency (Bengoa, 2016; McMichael, 2014; Torres Diaz, 2020). It is important to keep in
mind, however, that both of these movements are connected by the land question. To un-
derstand the role of social organization in the urban environment, I borrow David Harvey's
(2013, sec. 7.2) interpretation of Lefebvre’s “right to the city.” Harvey defines his theory of a
revolution as “the spontaneous coming together in a moment of irruption when disparate

heterotopic groups suddenly see, if for a fleeting moment, the possibilities of collective
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action to create something radically different.” The post-disaster moment known as 27F
represents one of such fleeting moment, ripe for the awakening of civil society to enact

change (Gonzalez-Muzzio & Sandoval, 2018).

The 27F movement also served as proof of the limited capabilities of the neoliberal
state. Its failure to fulfill its obligations for those affected by the earthquake and tsunami
demonstrated to Chilean citizens that civil society must be transformed. I use Remes’ (2016)
concept of disaster citizenship as the main way to understand the act of solidarity and in-
formal resources citizens mobilized to survive in the aftermath of the disaster. Disaster cit-
izenship stands in contrast to the managerial and technocratic approach of the Chilean gov-
ernment. While the different actions and multiple government agencies had different levels
of success, the government’s reconstruction efforts ranged from the barely adequate to
predatory (Ampuero Cardenas, 2016; Simon & Valenzuela-Fuentes, 2017). Disaster citizen-
ship provides a framework to link the right to the city, or, as it is called in Chile, ‘housing
with city’ - Vivienda con ciudad- with grassroot organization, as the struggle for reconstruc-
tion was not one for basic shelter, but one for dignified housing conditions and urban inte-
gration (Fuster Farfan, 2019; Hidalgo Dattwyler, Alvarado Peterson, et al,, 2019). While this
approach to disaster citizenship did briefly allow Chileans to find a way out of the zero-sum
game dynamic provided by the vestiges of colonization and modern structures of uneven
development, it never fully transcended the structural failures of the neoliberal system (Ayres
& Clark, 1998; Gunder Frank, 1966).

Memory

Memory has become a paramount concept in Chilean historiography and discourse. A key
moment of the adoption of this concept has been from the reflections of Chilean historian
Rollando Mellafe (1981) regarding the collective memory of Chileans on ill-fated events -

‘infausto,” he calls them. His work helps to connect Chilean collective memory - specifically
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the way Chileans have dealt with catastrophic events— with the Chilean historiographical
tradition. Memoria Chilena - Chilean Memory - is the name of one of the largest archival
repositories of national events in Chile’s National Library and includes documents on key
political, cultural, and economics aspects of Chilean society, including catastrophes. Created
during the Concertaciéon governments, this archive cemented the notion of Chilean memory
in one of Chile’s most important institutions and repositories of knowledge. It became such
a key concept, not because of Mellafe’s influence or some French school of historiography,
but as a result of the extremely brutal context of the dictatorship and the persecution of
many different forms of dissent and struggle. While state repression was insidiously effec-
tive, collective memory of the Chilean people preserved the capacity to struggle, to think
freely, to mobilize for change, and indeed to carry on the struggle of those killed by state

forced (Burke, 2001; Winn, 1979, 2018).

As a historical geographer, this notion of Chilean memory also assists me in connect-
ing 27F with the Annales School'® which also gives great importance to collective memory
through the study of mentalités.’# I use the notion of Chilean memory to refer to the collec-
tion of significant lived events shared by the Chilean population. In so doing, I seek to fore-
ground a long-term analysis of social structures and institutions. I do not, however, engage
with the notions of collective psychology or mentality, as many orthodox historians who sub-
scribe to such a methodology have done (Burke, 2001, 2019). Instead, I situate my analysis
to include both event-based and longue durée histories, as described by Ferdinand Braudel.
I engage the study of disaster citizenship at both of these levels, understanding the Chilean

notion of memory as an act of defiance during the dictatorship; one of commemoration

3 A set of historiographic perspectives emerging from the journal Annales d’histoire économique et sociale,
in mid-20t™ century France.

4 Historiographical methodology, part of the Annales School, that aims to capture the collective “thought” of
a determined historical group or an era, closely related to collective memory.
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during the transition to democracy, and one of reconnection during the present period (Goi-

covic Donoso, 2013; Harris, 2004; Parrenas, 2018).

During the dictatorship, the military government sought to erase all traces of past
social progress: guaranteed rights, workers unions, left-leaning organizations, welfare pro-
grams, and democratic institutions. This ranged from prosecuting radical-left groups like
the MIR, as well as private citizens and practitioners of Liberation Theology in the Catholic
Church (Klein, 2008; McSherry, 2019; Stern, 2006). The effects and legacy of state repres-
sion during the dictatorship made it a difficult and dangerous task to capture certain lived
experiences of citizens. This led to a democratization of sources that led the inclusion of
lived experiences of common actors through oral history, interviews were not usually con-
sidered as legitimate sources in positivist methodologies. (Portelli, 1984; Ramos, 2011; Winn,
1979). By framing personal lived experiences within a structural approach, I seek to provide
a wider perspective on my subjects and objects of study, while acknowledging the heteroge-
neous nature of the experiences of the people who figure in the stories that I am recounting
here. I use this notion of memory as a resource to bridge specific experiences of those who
participated in the reconstruction after 2010 with longue durée phenomena and historio-
graphic perspectives. Finally, while for Chileans memory is an exercise and resource that
has permitted these different moments and struggles, for this research memory is a concept
that not only sets a longer frame but also links the underlying theoretical concepts on land
and urban questions with the different social movements and moments studied in the thesis.
Methods
The struggle for reconstruction is a complex phenomenon. As such, I have decided to use a
diverse set of methodologies. To situate the history I tell in the long durée, I rely on archival
sources and institutional analysis. This approach gives insight into the policies that

Pobladores have resisted and also of their victories, giving us a full picture of Chile’s socio-
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economic system set in place by 2010. The long durée framing also helps me to situate the
testimony of my interviewees whose observations about 27F and their experiences living in
a poblacion are filled with thoughtful historical reflections and references extending back to

the 1970’s and before.

In contrast, the testimonies and newspaper articles help me to reconstruct the event-
based history of the aftermath of 2010 and the process of grassroots organizing. Moreover,
the interviews strengthen the longue durée approach as they situate overarching events and
phenomena in the lives of common people, giving the reader an unfiltered glimpse of their
experience and rationale. The archival and historical sources provide a clear picture of the
context, while strengthening the oral testimonies, as interviewees can say a lot implicitly or
can miss key events and considerations. Finally, oral history can help to fill gaps in official
sources, as grassroots movements and social organization can be informal or governmental
sources can be compromised as it happened during Pinochet’s government (Lara Meza,

2010; Winn, 1979).

My fieldwork involved a trip to Southern Chile’s largest city, Concepcidn, where I
stayed near the historical downtown and gathered documents from government agencies
such as The Ministry for Housing (Ministerio de Vivienda y Urbanismo; MINVU) and carried
out archival research at the Historical Archive of Concepcidn, I carried out his work from
November 2021 to February 2022. In June 2021, I started to interview citizens remotely due
to the COVID-19 pandemic, I contacted Chileans who were involved in either the reconstruc-
tion effort or who were linked to organizations such as juntas de vecinos (Neighborhood
Councils) or student’s organizations, especially concerning three neighborhoods on the Bi-
obio’s northern shore (Ribera Norte) in the Greater Concepcién Metropolitan Area: Pedro

del Rio Zanartu (Pedro del Rio, or PRZ), Aurora de Chile (Aurora), and Villa Futuro. The case
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study mostly develops around the struggle of these vecinos - Neighbors - to resist the re-

development of Ribera Norte after 27F.

2.4. The Interviewees

I conducted six semi-structured interviews, four of them individual interviews and two group
interviews. The group interviews were the idea of the vecinos of Pedro del Rio. I met them
at a reunion with a government functionary, where they were discussing the process to pass
proposed policies for the new constitution. Initially I intended to interview just one of the
vecinos, a local woman named Ernestina Gatica, who has been part of the leadership of
Pedro del Rio at least since the 1980’s. However, as I conversated with her and the other
vecinos, Ana Pefaloza, and Victor Vivallo, amongst them, they decided that they wanted to
include more than one experience in the interview. As such, we agreed to carry out two

interviews so neighbors could leave a collective testimony of the neighborhood,

I used a thematic interview guide with precise questions for most of the interviewees,
especially when interviewing scholars. All interviews were still somewhat conversational in
nature, especially those with neighbors and social leaders. As such, I decided to leave some
traces of this conversational nature of the interviews, as well as of orality, in the written
thesis. As a result, the reader will encounter parts of the thesis where multiple interviewees
are speaking, using informal register, and abruptly interjecting with new ideas. The selected
fragments are presented as long quotes and accompanied with some long descriptions. The
purpose of maintaining this traces of informality and using lengthy description is to situate
the reader in the moment and space, both physical and cultural, in a manner more akin to

discovery as I experienced myself when researching this project.

Each interview had a different purpose. While some were meant to better inform my

research process, others were meant to act as primary sources to inform my narrative. I
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recorded the interviews and transcribed most relevant exchanges. From these, I selected

and translated the quotes used here in the thesis.

The interviews I conducted represent an important part of my work of knowledge
production. The diversity of the recollected testimonies serves as an anchor for the theoret-
ical and historical concepts presented in this thesis, connecting the longue durée processes
with the events of 27F and the personal experiences of those who lived it. The interviews
were extremely educational for me, and I hope, they will also be for the reader. Given the
importance of the interviews, the following section is dedicated to describing the interview-
ees and how the collaborated with me during the research.

Individual Interviews
Barbara Orrego Gallegos: Barbara Orrego is a Pobladora from Villa Futuro, an emerging

poblacion in Chiguayante, a city further upstream in Ribera Norte but still a part of the larger
metropolitan area. Villa Futuro is one of the youngest poblacidnes on the northern shore but
Barbara has been there since its foundation, growing up there and seeing the poblacion
grow up with her. Before 27F, Barbara Orrego was a union leader. When she saw her
poblacion experience the earthquake and fall for a profiteering scheme by a local politician,

she stepped up as a new leader for the neighborhood council.

Orrego’s interview was instrumental to understand that although most poblaciones
were established decades ago, some are much younger, including Villa Futuro. Her poblacion
had to navigate the reconstruction and displacement attempts without the experience of
older poblaciones. As a result, the experience of those from Villa Futuro was a difficult but
also productive, as they acquired the know-how to resist and they forged new relations with

other poblaciones and civil society as a whole.
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Eduardo Ampuero Céardenas: Former Spanish professor, Eduardo Ampuero is an artist and

leftist activist, ex-militant for the communist party. Mauricio Saez introduced us, and we
carried out the interview remotely during the COVID-19 pandemic. Once in Chile, I met him
and his partner Patricia Hanna Pazmifio in Concepcidn’s Plaza Peru, a place of congregation
for students right in front of the UdeC. They were part of the foundation and leadership of
RED Construyamos and worked in the collective redaction of the book 8.8 Corrupcion y
Especulacion Inmobiliaria: EL 27F y la lucha de RedConstruyamos, which gives their account

of the struggle for reconstruction.

My interview with Ampuero was essential to understand the process as well as the
challenges of community organizing, especially in a context as complex as the one Chile
was undergoing in 2010. His experience exemplifies the importance the networking which
occurred during the reconstruction process with RED Construyamos. My conversations with
Ampuero helped me to understand how different sectors of the population came together,
how diverse movements and organizations united, and how the process of the reconstruction

was connected to many struggles that came before it, as well as those that came after.

Mauricio José Sdez Cuevas: I met Mauricio Sdez in Guadalajara, México. We studied in the

same university campus and used to frequent the same café and befriended the baristas,
most of them also students. He was excited to help and his support was instrumental for this
research. His advice led me to contact many vecinos and, eventually, many of my interview-
ees. He is a fellow geographer and doctoral student at the Autonomous Metropolitan Uni-
versity (UAM) in Mexico City. During 27F he was a sociology student at University of Con-
cepcion (UdeC) and his lived experience of the earthquake reflects many of the themes
studied here, such as the role of spontaneous organization, mutual aid, and the support of

the student movement.
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As Mauricio was part of the Penguin Revolution and 2011’s student movement, his
experience is a great example of how the student movement supported the reconstruction
struggle. Pobladores and students have been at the forefront of social change in Chile since
the early 20" century, and as Mauricio explained, their collaboration after 2010 was an in-
dicator of a major societal shift. He explained to me intricacies of the political environment

of 2010, both at the national level and regional one.

Voltaire Alvarado Peterson: During the second year of the pandemic, I came across a virtual

discussion being held by the UdeC called Vivienda y Habitat Digno ; Quiénes son los actors
para los nuevos escenarios de la Vivienda y la ciudad?. The participants discussed matters
relevant to Concepcidn’s contemporary housing struggles and it was moderated by Dr. Al-
varado, professor at UdeC’s Faculty of Architecture, Urbanism and Geography. Dr. Alvarado
obtained his PhD from the Pontifical Catholic University of Chile (PUC) and is a leading

academic on the historical development of housing and land use in Latin American cities.

My interview with Dr. Alvarado was key to my understanding of Chilean housing policy,
its capacities and limitations. Most of our conversation was centered in the subsidy model
for housing, a central mechanism that defined how most parties involved in the reconstruc-
tion operated. In short, this interview helped me to understand how Chile’s housing policy
was intrinsically linked to financialization and the risk of natural hazards.

Group Interviews

I conducted two group interviews of working-class activists from the Pedro del Rio Zahartu’s
Neighborhood Council N.5 (Junta de Vecinos no. 5 Pedro del Rio ZaAartu, hereafter Junta
N. 5). The poblacion of Pedro del Rio was founded circa 1908 and is one of Concepcidn’s
most important historic industrial neighborhoods. The neighborhood started to form along-
side the poblacion Aurora de Chile. My interviewees are also the leaders of the Junta de

Vecinos Santa Madre de Dios - Neighborhood Council Holy Mother of God - and the Junta
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de Vecinos Remodelacion ZaAartu - Neighborhood Council Zanartu Renewal. The first one
is a council that focuses on supporting church activities in the neighborhood and looks after
elderly and disabled citizens. The second one was formed to resist a displacement effort
during the 1990’s. All of the interviewees are members of the Committee for the Regenera-

tion Project Ribera Norte.

The first group interview had six participants. This was the lengthiest interview, almost
three hours long, and was where vecinos talked to me about life in their poblacion before
and during the dictatorship. The second interview had four participants, who delved into the
industrial past of Pedro del Rio and Aurora de Chile, as well as their resistance to displace-
ment from 1973 to 2010. Ernestina Gatica helped me to organize the interviews and partic-
ipated in both of them. These interviews helped me to understand how the history of the city
and of the neighborhood was experienced by those who® inhabit them, how the achieve-
ments of Concepcion’s working-class resulted from unity and hard work, and how past ex-

periences of community organized helped them to overcome the aftermath of 27F.

Ana Maria and Marcela Penaloza Puelles: These are two sisters who have lived most of their

lives in Pedro del Rio. They came from San Rosendo, a town near Cabrero in the inner Biobio
Region. They moved to Concepcidn during the early days of the dictatorship as their father
was posted there to work with the railway company. Anita, as she is known by the vecinos,
was one of the leaders of the Junta N. 5 during the late 1980’s. Along with Ernestina, they
fought to maintain and democratize the junta. Marcela is a public servant and an involved

citizen of the neighborhood. Both are well known and their family is a pillar of the community.

Carolina Silva R.: Carolina’s family has lived in the neighborhood for more than 50 years. Her

grandfather was employed by the steelworks at Huachipato, but the family was never actively

involved in politics. Carolina had a sheltered childhood, mostly engaging with the vecinos
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when they went to the football matches. It was not until she moved within the neighborhood
that she started to explore it with her younger brother. She became involved after the earth-
quake by volunteering to register neighbors who were applying for housing subsidies and

since then she continued to be involved in neighborhood organizing work.

Ernestina H. Gatica Fuentes: Ernestina’s parents moved to Pedro del Rio during the 60’s

from rural Biobio and the Mapuche heartland further south. Since her youth, Ernestina Gatica
has fulfilled many roles in social organizations in Chile. She affirms that she inherited her
political commitment from her father, a social leader and communist militant. After an ex-
tremely dire period during the dictatorship, Ernestina was part of the leadership of the Junta
N. 5 and led many struggles, including for permanence in the context of the Ribera Norte
Project in the 1990’s. While she retired from social leadership during 2010, she took part in
the spontaneous reconstruction efforts after 27F, travelling within the region to provide aid
rural sectors. She later returned to social leadership and is a key character in the struggle

for a dignified neighborhood in Ribera Norte.

Luis Alfonso Onate Puentes: Treasurer and member of Junta N. 5, Luis Alfonso Onate, called

Poncho by the vecinos, is also the president of Block 5 of the neighborhood. His father was
a communist militant and close friend with Ernestina’s father. Although Luis Alfonso did not
continue with politics, he did maintain his friendship with Ernestina and is committed to the

improvement of the life in the neighborhood.

Maria Valdés Baeza: Vecina of the neighborhood, Maria Valdés joined the Junta de Vecinos

Remodelacion Zanartu during the 1990s, a group formed to resist the displacement at-

tempts in the context of the first Ribera Norte Project. She came into leadership after 2003.

Mirtha Fanny Mufioz Muioz: Mirtha Mufioz moved from Santiago after marrying her husband,

a vecino of Pedro del Rio. She established herself in the neighborhood not long before 1973
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and has lived there ever since. She argues that life in the neighborhood is much better than
in Santiago, due to the sense of community in the former. She is the leader of Junta de
Vecinos Santa Madre de Dios and the group Descubriendo la Felicidad - Discovering Hap-

piness - which aids handicapped and elderly citizens.

Victor Vivallo Pontoni: He is the director of Espacios FM, a local radio station linked to the

Junta N. 5. He is also the husband of Maria Valdés. Together they are deeply involved in the
life of the neighborhood. Victor Vivallo moved from Bulnes, now in the Nuble Region, to
Pedro del Rio in part due to his knowledge of the history of the place as a center for leftist
organization. He hid there in the earlier days of the dictatorship and later decided to settle
there. He has a passion for the industrial heritage of the city and during the 90’s he and a
group created a radio show dedicated to providing alternative information during the push

by regional officials to develop the Ribera Norte Project in 1996.

Undisclosed Participant: Theis person, who preferred not to be identified by name, is a res-

ident of Pedro del Rio. Having lived there most of their life, they have participated in the
neighborhood life mainly through their involvement with the Catholic Church. They have vol-
unteered and supported the Church’s involvement in the neighborhood since the dictator-
ship into today. They remain involved, mainly to aid the elderly population of Pedro del Rio

with two neighborhood councils.

2.5. Positionality

The experience of carrying out my master’s degree has been one of great change and con-
tradiction, replete with lifechanging decisions and stark contrasts; in total, a chiaroscuro.'®
As a member of a middle-class family in semi-rural Mexico, the news that I had been ac-

cepted with full scholarship to Concordia’s Department of Geography has been life changing.

'5 Ttalian painting technique popularized during the baroque period, used to represent volume and contrast.
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To accept this offer, I took out a small loan from a dear friend and a couple of weeks later I
was hugging my mom at the departures section of Guadalajara’s airport. Both of us cried
and hugged for a long time. I saw her for the last time as I passed through the gates. She
had a difficult life, as women often do in Mexico, without many opportunities. Nevertheless,
she did well with what she had, and amidst adversity, she supported me in every moment,
even when she disagreed with me or could not understand my choices. Her sudden passing
at the start of my studies brought a dark cloud into my life, one that may never clear. Com-
pleting this project has been one of the ways in which I have honored her life as she gave
up so much to open doors for me and my siblings. During the first months of this research,
I was mostly isolated, distracting myself from dark thoughts by focusing in on my research
and associated coursework for the degree. During my grief, I read and re-read Renato
Rosaldo’s The Day of Shelly’s Death (2014) to try and make sense of the tragedy of my

mother’s passings, and it has since then become a significant work for me.

Researching post-disaster reconstruction while going through a personal disaster,
fleeing from the disaster Mexico has slowly become, and doing all of this during the ongoing
catastrophe of COVID-19, an age-defining pandemic, has been humbling, illuminating, de-
pressing, anxiety-inducing, hopeful, and thought-provoking. A true complex kaleidoscope of
sentiments and of social phenomena have collided for me during this time and created, a
defining moment in my life. Although this is a moment that could be considered hopeless,
it has been also a moment of resilience and optimism for the many who want change and
who wait for a change in the swing of history’s pendulum. Personally, hope and resilience
has come from the unity among my siblings, myself, and our extended family, as well as from
my marriage with my wife Sandy and the warm welcome I received from her family—our

family, now.
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I identify with Chile’s constant state of resilience and its current situation, as the
country or the people transition away from the constitution written during the dictatorship
to a new one written by elected members of the population (Constituyentes),'® and a decisive
election. This process of change, this turning away from the neoliberal legacy of the dicta-
torship, has been brewing slowly since the Concertacidn’s failure to distance itself from such
policies became evident. In 2010, national level social organization was revitalized by a vig-
orous and young multiplicity of grassroot movements, which merged, retaking older ongoing
struggles, as well as social processes. The fight for the reconstruction after 27F reunited
volunteers, students, activists, vecinos, Pobladores, and even sectors of the usually passive
middle class into a first-of-its-kind organization. While the reconstruction process and its
results were varied and complex, it was an important part of the larger process of transition-

ing away from the dictatorship’s legacy and towards a more just and democratic Chile.

For this research, my own identity as a Latin American has been key in shaping my
perspective and my opinions on Chile as a whole. I studied for my bachelor’s degree at the
University of Guadalajara, Mexico, near my hometown. Guadalajara received many Chilean
refugees after 1973, including two who worked in my department, and whom I had a chance
I had a chance to meet. The departments of social sciences in this university have a strong
influence from all the student organizations that streamed down from the malaise of 1968.
The university, as an autonomous, public, and free entity, has been a key structure for grass-
roots movements and politics in my home state of Jalisco. In this context, I met with former
volunteers of the Sandinista insurgency and MIR veterans, people who I have admired and
who taught me about importance of popular grassroots mobilization and the struggle for

Latin American self-determination. My political thoughts have been deeply influenced by my

16 As of today, the first proposition for the new constitution was rejected by the population in September
2022. The second proposal and electoral process for it will begin in May 2023.
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readings of Rubén Jaramillo, Ricardo Flores Magon, André Gunder Frank, Rosa Luxemburg,

and Frantz Fanon.

Finally, while I am a foreigner to Chile, I do not necessarily perceive myself as a com-
plete outsider of the Chilean struggle. As Latin Americans, most working-class Mexicans and
Chileans share many common concerns for the underlying phenomena fueling vulnerabilities
and struggle in our countries. At the end of the day, as a citizen of a Latin American country,
my life has also been greatly determined by forces outside of my control, by decisions out-
side my scope of influence, and by persons out of my reach. As those documented in my

research, I am also vulnerable.
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3. Early Housing Struggles: The Making of the Pobladores

Between the smell of burning wood, kneaded bread, and the fresh breeze that
comes down from the foothills of The Nahuelbuta Range, we are received in
Mundo Nuevo, a recovered territory of Chilean peasants appropriated from For-
estal Arauco."”

Aucan Salas (2018)

Pobladores have been central actors to housing and other social struggles. This chapter will
explain how this sector of the population formed and their characteristics. Since they are the
group most involved in the struggle for housing and land, their history is directly linked to
the development of Chile’s urban and landownership policies. Therefore, this is also an ex-

ploration of the historical preconditions of Concepcidn’s urban structure.

Salas’ opening quote situates us within Chile Profundo - the rural interior of Chile -,
a region that stretches from the southern shore of the Biobio River and continues inland into
the Araucania Region. I begin by situating the reader in this region as it is the heart of the
land struggle in Chile. As such, it is paramount to understand that the struggle for recon-
struction after 27F is an iteration of the same struggle. This is true in two aspects. First, as
the reconstruction process lengthened, it became evident that its shortcomings were a result
of systematic deficiencies from within the Chilean socioeconomic structure, many of which
streamed directly from its housing policies. Second, Pobladores have toiled for housing,
permanency, and urban inclusion since their arrival to cities during last century, and they
have done so from a position of precarity and vulnerability to natural hazards. Hence, their

history is one of resilience from a constant state of reconstruction.

This chapter draws on archival materials from the Historical Archive of Concepcidn,

supplemented by secondary sources and two semi-structured interviews with neighbors of

7 Also known as Celulosa Arauco y Constitucion - Arauco and Constitucidon Wood Pulp - is an enterprise that
produces wood-derived products, created by the privatization of merger of two major state-owned enterprises
during Pinochet’s administration.
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Pedro del Rio. As inhabitants of one of the oldest poblaciones in Concepcidn, the interview-
ees are the most relevant primary source to understand the struggle of the Pobladores in
the area. The last section of this chapter is supported by an interview with Dr. Voltaire Al-
varado, expert on Chilean housing policy. I must also highlight the contributions of Ernestina
Gatica, a social leader of the poblacion since the days of the dictatorship, and of Victor
Vivallo who provided a wealth of knowledge on the industrial past of Ribera Norte. The tes-

timony of the interviewees relates specifically to the poblacion Pedro del Rio Zanartu.

This chapter is divided into three main sections. The first section traces the urban
development of Ribera Norte during the industrialization period (late-18090’s to mid-1900),
a development that brought the Pobladores, industrial workers, to Concepcidn’s urban core.
The following section is a brief but important overview of Chile’s Agrarian Reform. Lastly, the
chapter provides a review of Chilean housing policy and its implementation. The chapter

ends with a brief closing summary.

3.1. La Poblacion

Who are Pobladores exactly? For the most part, they are industrial workers, peasants, rural
dwellers, displaced Indigenous people, and the landless. They flocked to the cities to fill
industry’s demand for labor. As such, they are also the builders of Chile’s industries. They
lived in poblaciones callampas - shantytowns - that were built on vacant land due to the lack
of accommodation in the urban centers. These settlements were often near job sites,
whether industries or the urban core. However, things have changed. Currently, poblaciones
- without the callampas, have turned into neighborhoods and most informal settlements are
found around the urban periphery. Pobladores now can refer to inhabitants of informal set-
tlements, inhabitants of an established poblacion, or descendants of earlier Pobladores. 1
must note an important point, that Pobladores are not squatters. Although tomas often in-

volve squatting, Pobladores are perceived more as pioneers, especially in Ribera Norte.
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There were also rural Pobladores. Their movement sought agrarian reform and land
redistribution. They were mostly represented by the Revolutionary Left Movement (Mo-
vimiento de Izquierdas Revolucionarias; MIR), a social movement, and the Popular Action
Unitary Movement (Movimiento de Accion Popular Unitario / Obrero Campesino; MAPU/QC),
a leftist political party. These organizations were key in pushing for the Agrarian Reform (
Angelcos & Pérez, 2017; Goicovic Donoso, 2016). Hence, there were two important social
movements involving Pobladores, both grounded in access to property and resistance to

precarity but that developed differently in urban and rural context.

During my sojourn in Concepcion, I stayed in an apartment at the intersection of the
streets Juan Martinez de Rozas'® and Rengo.'” The building was in front of Cerro Amarillo,
a historic hill that had once served as a battleground, a bandits refuge, and an execution
site. Today it holds a park, a school, and a cultural center. From my balcony, I could see the
Biobio River, the railway bridge to the Pedro del Rio neighborhood, the iconic Cerro del
Chepe, and the Laguna Las Tres Pascualas. Farther away, in the distance, the massive iron
towers of an oil refinery could be seen as well.2® All of this diversity of the Valle de la Mocha'’s
landscape embodies and contains all the key aspects of Southern Chile; it is a landscape of
struggle and dispossession and a landscape of extractivism and industry. In many ways, the

landscape is a testament of the city’s history, including its key role in the expansion of the

8 Juan Martines de Rozas was one of the leaders of the Chilean indepence from the Spaniards (1810-1823).
9 Both Rengo and Chepe were prominent indigenous leaders, while Rengo fought against the Spanish occu-
pation during The Arauco War Chepe attained prominence in the regional society and owned the hill that holds
his name. This conflict is one of the most important periods of Chilean colonial history, and one which defined
many aspects and structures that came after it. It consisted of the struggle for the region of the Mapuche
heartland and took place between the XVI and XVIII centuries. Concepcidon was a major site for this conflict
and by the mid-1700’s the Mapuche lost most their lands north of the Biobio. After Chilean independence the
national government furthered the dispossession of the Mapuche with the occupation of the Araucania.
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frontier and its relevance as a site for the independence and the struggle of regional control

between Santiago and Chile’s Regions (Mihovilovich Gratz & Fuentealba Dominguez, 2020).

Before the construction of the Panama Canal, naval traffic from the Atlantic Ocean to
the Pacific Ocean went through the Southern Cone, passing through the Strait of Magellan.
Thus, cities like Valdivia and Concepcidn became replenishment centers for transiting ves-
sels before 1914. In inland Araucania, indigenous communities such as the Mapuche were
being displaced and forcibly resettled. The beneficiaries of this process were the European
immigrants who received land-grants and loans to exploit the land. Perhaps the most glaring
example of this is the case of the infamous José Duhalde, as his latifundio was at the center
of the conflict for land redistribution and the Agrarian Reform. Some dispossessed indige-
nous people got involved in the struggle for the reform while others joined the numerous
peasants who left rural areas for the cities (Mallon, 2005). Taken together, the proximity to
Araucanian extractive activities and its key role as a port made Greater Concepcién one of
the earliest industrial areas in Chile. Even though a lot of naval transit was lost when the
Panama Canal was finished in 1914, the city has remained a main link between Southern
Chile and the rest of the country. Also, with its early industrialization, Greater Concepcion

became the center of all economic activity in the country’s southern region.

As Concepcidn grew in size and started to industrialize, factories were established in
the floodplain between the river and the city core. The area between the downtown and the
northern bank of the river is now called Ribera Norte. The industrialization of Ribera Norte
accelerated as mining activities started in Lota-Coronel and Curanilahue - the only mining
sector still operative - a railway was built to connect the emerging industries with the coal
sector, and later to the ports along the Bay of Concepcidén - Talcahuano and Lirquén. After
the railway from Lota-Coronel extended to the outskirts of Concepcidn (See Figure 4 p.49),

the process of immigration towards the city accelerated. The city became a key point of
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exchange between the coastal industrial sector in Tomé-Penco-Talcahuano and the extrac-

tive activities in Southern Chile (Benedetti Reiman, 2019; Pacheco, 1997).

Most of the industries that emerged did so along the river front of Concepcion. Among
those were: The Concepcion Gas Company (1887), The Santa Rosa Mill (1890), the Keller
Brewery (1874), and the Schaub Factory (1897) farther south in Chiguayante. Later on, other
iconic companies opened next to the rail line, including the Thermoelectric Power Plant
(1926), the Panos Biobio paper mill (1919), and Schiavi Crystal Factory (1922). From 1885
onwards, the city had an accelerated economic and urban development fueled by the rail
and carbon from Lota-Coronel. The process of rural immigration towards the city also accel-
erated with the population increasing from 40,304 inhabitants in 1885 to 190,169 inhabit-
ants in 1970 (Mazzei de Grazia, 2015; Tacla Chamy, 1970). Within Ribera Norte, Pedro del
Rio was the first and most industrialized neighborhood. Victor Vivallo (personal communi-
cation, 20 January 2022), a member of one of Pedro del Rio’s oldest neighborhood councils,

emphasized the importance of the neighborhood in the region’s industrial development:

Pedro del Rio has a very especial particularity in that it was the first and greatest
industrial corridor of Concepcion. ... Until recently, there was a brick building
nearby, which was the first thermoelectric power plant of the region. It was
herein the poblacidén, not near or at the outskirts, [where] the first thermoelectric
plant was established here and it fed the railway line. Another of the great en-
terprises was the one that assembled buses - locomocion colectiva. [This] was
because the buses that arrived [here were incomplete, they] only had the steer-
ing wheel, the driver’'s seat, chassis, right? Then, all of that was mounted here.
[We also had] the cement factory [and] the mill which was demolished a few
months ago, a historic mill. So, a big portion of the Pobladores here have a re-
lation with these, for example, Marcela with the Maestranza Railway [Company].
That was the industrial pole, the pole par excellence of Concepcidn, and that is
why the neighbors, which were all families of workers, had that relation too. They
identified with it.
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With industrialization came the rise of industrial workers - the Pobladores. In the case of
Concepcion, they settled in the outskirts, most notably in Ribera Norte, slowly filling the shore
with debris and reclaiming it from the Biobio River. These informal settlements were referred

as camps, or poblaciones callampas. Two of these emerging poblaciones are of special
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relevance here; Pedro del Rio Zanartu, the oldest one, and Aurora de Chile (See Figure 3 p.
49). Both poblaciones formed between the railway and the river, a neglected wetland which

was slowly reclaimed by the Pobladores.

Life in the settlements was difficult. Pobladores were continuously working against
compounding struggles. There was, however, always a way. For precarity, they organized soup
kitchens; for lack of space, they filled the river; for floods, they built houses on stilts. Their
reclamation of the river is, in a way, a tale of constant reconstruction. As the materials for
the filling process came from the ruins caused by the previous century’s great earthquakes,

the floods kept the poblacion in a permanent state of reconstruction for decades.

Near the end of my short sojourn in Concepcidn, some of the residents of Pedro del
Rio told me about the arrival of their families to the neighborhood. Dofa Ana Pefaloza and
her sister Marcela came from San Rosendo and the surrounding areas. Dofia Ernestina’s
father came from a Mapuche community in the vicinity of Purén and her mother from Hual-
qui. Victor came from the town of Bulnes (in the Nuble Region). According to the vecinos,
most of the Pobladores before the 1970’s were peasants. A few of them, like Ana and
Marcela’s father, worked at the railroad. Many others worked at local industries or found their
way somehow informally or as petty criminals. Victor Jara’s (1972) aloum titled La Poblacion
serves as a testament to these new urban dwellers, their experiences and hardships helping
to constitute the folk figure that the Poblador represents. The song ‘All I Have’ - Lo unico
que tengo -, which was written in collaboration with folk singer Isabel Parra, is a clear ex-
ample of this representation. In the song, the protagonist describes the precarity of her

position as a Pobladora. Later on the album, the lyrics connect the many experiences of
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exclusion to revolutionary impulses and ideas, including those of retaking the land - through

tomas - from latifundistas.?’

Victor Jara & Isabel Parra - Lo linico que tengo

;Quién me iba a decir a mi? Who would have told me?
¢Como me iba a imaginar? How could I imagine?
Si yo no tengo un lugar if I don't have a place
en la tierra. on earth.
Y mis manos son lo unico que tengo, And my hands are all I have,
y mis manos son mi amor y mi sustento. and my hands are my love and my liveli-
hood.
No hay casa donde llegar,
mi paire y mi maire estan There is no home to go to,
mas lejos de este barrial my father and my mother are
que una estrella. farther from this slum
than a star.
¢Quién me iba a decir a mi
que yo me iba a enamorar? Who would have told me
Cuando no tengo un lugar that I would fall in love?
en la tierra. When I have no place
on earth.

Just as in the case of Santiago by the start of the 1900s, Concepcidn had a severe housing
shortage with no viable solutions. The crisis was rooted in three interconnected develop-
ments: industrialization, rural-urban immigration, and the early moments of the labor move-
ment. Luis Alfonso and Ernestina Gatica, long time neighbors of Pedro del Rio and members
of its oldest neighborhood council (the Junta de Vecinos N.5 Pedro del Rio ZaAartu, hereaf-

ter Junta N. 5) recalled how their childhood years were shaped by the involvement of their

21 Latifundistas were landowners with great power. They owned (atifundios which were enormous estates. This
concentration of land and power is referred as the latifundista model.
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parents in labor union organizing. Luis Alfonso reflected on the complications of this in-

volvement for his family when his father was forced into exile after Pinochet took power:

Luis Alfonso Onate: I was born in 1968, and I have memories of my father being
a communist. He participated in all of that, and as a result the rest of us lived a
very complicated period, especially in 1973. ... He was granted asylum in Argen-
tina. For us, it was complicated because we had to flee and hide suddenly. My
father was a very good friend of Ernestina’s, they worked together many years, 1
have many good memories of when he used to tell us [about those years].

Ernestina recalled her participation in the struggle for social justice, partially inspired by
her father's example:
Ernestina Gatica: I have lived all my life in Costanera Street [See Figure 6 p. 61].
My father was an activist, a union organizer, and militant of the communist party
since his youth. From there I have [inherited] that essence of a combatant and
a fighter. [I have been] a social leader of little thing since I was thirteen. ... The
neighborhood has a history which is not romantic, but real and objective, of re-
sistance. It always has had excellent leaders until 1973 - always men - at the
head of the many juntas de vecinos and the different organizations of those
times. After that came the dictatorship, and well... but always resistance, with the

clear objective to improve, of changing the conditions of life, but also with a
socio-political vision, always.

(L. A. Onate, E. Gatica, personal communication, 20 January 2022)
Chronists claim that Concepcidon had the most organized working class of anyplace in Chile
by 1950 (Oliver Schneider & Zapatta Silva, 1950, p. 364). The Worker's Confederation - Con-
fedearicon Obrera - was formed in 1910 out of a plethora of already active unions. Although,
according to Oliver Schnider, the first recorded junta de vecinos was constituted in 1927,
neighbors were already organized through unions or other organizations - such as mutual-

istas?? - in Pedro del Rio since the neighborhood’s foundation in 1988. When labor unions

22 A different kind of mutual aid organization focused on material improvements and acts of solidarity with-
out a clear geographical or political delimitation.
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were outlawed in 1973, in order to maintain activities, many organizations morphed into
neighborhood councils or charities linked to the Catholic Church (Benedetti Reiman, 2019;

Oxhorn, 1995).

The branching paths of the rural to urban migration of the Pobladores had major
ramifications for the future of southern Chile and for Greater Concepcién. Pobladores
changed the physical and social landscapes of cities as industrial change was possible by
the improvement in transportation infrastructure and the influx of capital. Some Pobladores
staged tomas and protests to make themselves heard, demanding housing solutions from
the government. Other Pobladores remained in the countryside where they pushed for land
reform. Whether they moved to the city or remained in the rural areas, Pobladores pursued
the transition to land ownership in one way or another. The changes that resulted from their

struggles would form the conditions for the work of social movements after 27F.

3.2. Reforma Agraria

During the late 1800’s and early 1908’s many Latin American countries undertook processes
of landowning restructuring, phasing away from Spanish latifundios. In Chile, this process
had its first unsuccessful attempt in 1932. The expanding process of colonization and dis-
possession in Southern Chile provided some changes to the land ownership structure of
indigenous properties to accommodate the sponsored European settlers, mainly Germans
and Italians. Although the colonization of Chile’s hinterlands reduced the pressure to carry
out an agrarian reform, over time a full reform was inevitable as Latin American countries
pushed for redistribution pressure increased until by the 1958’s. By then, the left in general,
but particularly the rural left, was quite organized and acquiring support (Bengoa, 2016, p.

57; Grove, 1939; Mallon, 2005).
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When an agrarian reform law was finally passed during Jorge Alessandri’s administra-
tion (1958-1964), it was the result of a multi-sectoral national mobilization and done from
the context of Cold War geopolitics. Alessandri came to the presidency as an independent,
supported mostly by the Christian right and other conservative factions which were increas-
ingly unpopular. Despite that, his government had a successful start. His presidency’s suc-
cess, however, his did not last long as the 1960 earthquake of Valdivia caused massive dam-

age in Southern Chile.

Internationally, the USA aimed to align Latin American nations with itself rather than
with the USSR. To accomplish this goal, President John F. Kennedy launched the Alliance
for Progress, a program that proposed policies to improve quality of life in the Americas,
including land reform. After the earthquake, Kennedy’'s administration conditioned aid to
Chile under the Alliance for Progress. Domestically, the left gained a lot of ground. Within
the Christian faction they gained support from within the Christian Democratic Party (De-
mocracia Cristiana; DC) and externally with rising coalitions such as the Popular Action Front
(Frente de Accion Popular, FRAP), which preceded the Popular Unity, Salvador Allende’s
party. There were also independent groups of Pobladores, peasants, as well as workers’ un-
ions. The reform was passed by the congress in 1962. It was aimed to fulfill the requirements
of Alliance for Progress, to appease leftist groups that were pushing for redistribution, and
to create a rural middle-class of landowners (Ley N° 15.020, 1962). However, the reform laws
were not implemented during Alessandri’'s and Frei Montalva’s governments. In 1970, Al-
lende’s administration began carrying out the reform in earnest, following Frei Montalva's

amendments of 1967 and the requirements of the Kennedy administration.

Once the reform had begun, other movements beyond the government’s oversight
promoted the reform. Grassroot movements and peasants, especially in the Araucania and

Los Lagos regions, became involved. This time, tomas became a key practice of protest and
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for the repossession of land. These tomas accelerated the process of expropriation, perma-
nently transforming landowning structures. Tomas were heralded as a symbol of recovery of
ill-gotten land in rural contexts. The notable toma that inspired the rest, however, happened
in the poblacion la Victoria in downtown Santiago. Urban tomas reclaimed public or vacant
space for habitation making them less politically charged. However, tomas proved to be very
controversial, fueling the fears of the property-owning class before the coup and their hatred

and brutal retribution afterwards (Bengoa, 2016; A. Valdés & Foster, 2015).

The coup, which brought Pinochet to power in 1973, was in great part supported by
the elites due to their fear of this land restructuring. They used the tomas as a pretext to
mobilize the military first against civilians and then against the Popular Unity government.
However, the Pinochet administration did not undo the reform entirely. They gave back some
land to owners but did not permit its full return to a latifundista model. Instead, Pinochet’s
land ownership model transformed the legacy of previous governments by erasing most of
the social guarantees of collective ownership and reinforcing private property and land mar-
ket institutions that would accelerate the exploitation of land while at the same time elimi-
nating all collective ownership arrangements (Mallon, 2005). In short, the process of the
agrarian reform defined the struggle and legal structure around land ownership and use

according to a neoliberal model.

Within a few years, this vision of land ownership taking root in the rural areas would
be enforced in urban areas as well. The violent reconfiguration of Allende’s land reform by
the coup government was a turning point for rural and urban Pobladores. As they resisted
the neoliberal agrarian program, they also defined common goals and practices of protest
and resistance, which have reemerged before and after 27F (Chonchol Chait, 2018; A. Valdés

& Foster, 2015).
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3.3. Housing policy
Chilean housing policy has been mostly reactive, this means that it has been defined by its
responses to crises, rather than from proactive planning. Therefore, these crises have de-
fined policymaking; unmet housing demand when the cities industrialized, natural hazards
reducing and damaging housing stock, and the political crisis that led to the Agrarian Re-
form. This reactiveness necessitates government intervention. However, this resulted in a
conundrum when the Pinochet administration attempted to reduce government interference
in housing. Despite the efforts of all administrations since then, the Chilean state still needs
to exert a huge influence over this domain, using the subsidy model as a proxy. Dr. Voltaire
Alvarado Peterson (personal communication, 7 July 2021), an expert on Chilean housing pol-
icy and faculty member in the Department of Geography at the University of Concepcion,
elaborates on the problem of natural disasters for housing policy:

In Chile. There is a structural deficit of housing, [a] product of the vulnerability

[of the country] to tsunamis, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, [and] landslides

[and], in Concepcidn there is also fire hazard from wine and eucalyptus planta-
tions, throughout the peri-urban zones.

He then goes on to emphasize the added challenges of regulating housing supplies in the
context of Pinochet’s neoliberal regime and its ongoing legacy:

Chilean neoliberalism needs the state or it would not exist. [This is because]
Chilean financialization is based on three pillars. The first are pension funds ...
which invest an important part in real estate capital [and development]. [Thus]
the Chilean state does not construct housing; it demands that the private sector
[does the] construction which the government will subsidize under a specific
normative framework.

In this context, housing stock in Chilean settlements are in a constant state of vulnerability.
Because of this, the government has never been able to fully retreat and leave housing to

the private sector. Instead, it heavily regulates and finances many aspects of the real estate
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market directly or indirectly by integrating previous frameworks with the demands and needs

and practices of citizens, which some have described as a subsidy-based system.

Pressure on the Chilean government increased with national modernization, espe-
cially in urban areas where housing was promoted as a legitimate means of social mobility
for the lower classes and considered fundamental for the healthy development of the middle
and upper classes. As laws such as the N° 1838 on worker’s dwellings (1906) were ratified,
political participation in housing increased, including citizen involvement in tenant’s and
housing rights struggles. In 1925, the law N° 261 was passed, fixing rent prices, and forbid-
ding real estate speculation on urban land. By the 1930’s, when the Ministry for Welfare -
Ministerio del Bienestar Social - was established, a permanent expectation of government

involvement in housing emerged (Hidalgo Dattwyler, Paulsen, et al., 2019).

While some housing policy instruments were being developed in early 20" century,
the actual construction and procurement of housing was still completely detached from gov-
ernment. For instance, in Concepcion, one of the first workers organization was the society
Homes for Workers - Habitaciones para Obreros - which procured land to build poblaciones.
In these settlements, workers got small dwellings, which they paid for in monthly install-
ments. The fact that most factory workers were Pobladores made housing a key issue as they
could gather support from unions. This tied both workers’ organizations with housing organ-
izations, causing labor unions and juntas de vecinos to have overlapping members and re-

sponsibilities (Goicovic Donoso, 2016; Oliver Schneider & Zapatta Silva, 1950).

In this context, the neighborhood of Pedro del Rio Zafartu set the tone for the rest
of Ribera Norte and for the urbanization of Concepcidn’s urban periphery in general. The
land for the neighborhood was granted to the municipality of Concepcién in 1908 by Pedro

del Rio Zahartu himself. Later, he granted and/or sold additional land to a housing
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Figure 5. Diorama of Concepcidn after the 1939 Chilldn earthquake, locallknown as the Ruin. Credit: Rodolfo
Gutiérrez Schwerter “Zerreitug” {2021) at Concepcidn Galery of History.

cooperative to build the settlement, which the workers then named Comunidad Obrera de
Habitaciones “Pedro del Rio ZaAartu.” The neighborhood exists to this day, now called Junta
Vecinal de Pedro del Rio Zahartu N° 5 (Mihovilovich Gratz & Fuentealba Dominguez, 2020;

Oliver Schneider & Zapatta Silva, 1950).

Throughout Concepcidn’s industrial corridor, other neighborhoods also came into be-
ing in this way. A business owner, such as Zafartu, or a business would purchase a small
plot of land near to the river and usually allow the works to do the construction. The neigh-
borhood of Aurora de Chile also started in a similar way in 1919 when workers of Pafios
Biobio settled the land surrounding the factory and created a neighborhood, which was
known for many years as Barrio Biobio. Eventually, some businesses built solid housing de-

velopments for their workers, including the thermoelectric power plant and the local mill.
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As represented by Zerreitug’s diorama (Figure 5 p. 49), the earthquakes of 1939 (Chil-
lan) and 1960 (Valdivia) devastated the new urban areas, however, these events also created
opportunities for the Pobladores. In Ribera Norte, workers gathered rubble left by the earth-
quakes to fill in the river with a more solid land and to expand their holdings (Figure 6 p.
59). This period of reconstruction also helped to lay the foundations for disaster-response
policy in Chile’s housing sector. In 1939, the administration of Pedro Aguirre Cerda (1938-
1941) created the Reconstruction and Aid Corporation (Corporacion de Reconstruccion y
Auxilio; CORRA), the first disaster policy agency and a precursor to the present-day National
Office of Emergency of the Interior Ministry (Oficina Nacional de Emergencia del Ministerio

del Interior; ONEMI).
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Figure 6. Map of Ribera Norte's reclaimed land from the Biobio River. The river was slowly reclamed by Pobladores
since the early 20! century, debris from 1939 and 1960 earthquakes was used as a foundation to this reclamation
effort. Generated in QGIS with data from Chile’s National Library, Patrimonio Industrial Biobio, JAXA, and
Mihovilovich Gratz & Fuentealba Dominguez (2020).

Luis Herrera Reyes, a lawyer working for the municipality of Concepcidn, took charge of the
reconstruction efforts after the 1939 earthquake (the Ruin) and later resigned to manage the
CORRA in Chile’s Biobio and Malleco Regions. After the earthquake, several organizations
and mutualistas of middle and upper-class citizens gathered for a series of meetings which

resulted in the creation of the Association for the Defense and Development of Concepcion.
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This organization aimed to further the economic and social development of the municipality
by facilitating coordination between the many public and independent organizations in-
volved in the reconstruction process. This alliance set a precedent. In order to recover from
1939’s The Ruin, local businessmen and industrial enterprises cooperated with the regional
government to accomplish the goals set by this association:

a) Further the construction of the Huachipato Steelworks.23

b) Construct a frigorific [refrigerated wharf] in Talcahuano.

c) Supply roads.

d) Further popular housing and urbanize the city.

e) Regularize the Biobio and Andalién rivers.
f) Provide a forestation plan for the surrounding area.

(Oliver Schneider & Zapatta Silva, 1950, pp. 361-384)
While the aftermath of The Ruin saw a reemergence of the industrial-commercial sector, the
only neighborhoods able to adequately rebuild in the approximately 10 years after the earth-
quake were those belonging to skilled workers and the middle class including 6 communities
in the urban core of Concepcidon. Pacheco (1997, p. 77) remarks that “it can be concluded
that the mechanisms to bring the work of reconstruction to working-class sectors did not
exist then. [The working-class] was the most affected [demographic] by the earthquake [as]
it worsened the phenomenon of precarious marginal constructions known as poblaciones

callampas [where the workers were living].”

In contrast, after the 1960 earthquake, Chile’s Housing Corporation (Corporacion de la
Vivienda; CORVI, which absorbed the CORRA) built emergency housing in Hualpencillo and
accelerated the construction of the poblacion Camilo Olavarria in Coronel. Later, the CORVI

started plans to redevelop and renew working class sectors of Concepcidn while constructing

23 The Huachipato Steelworks is an important factory in the Greater Concepcidn area, however, it has be-
come is more of an industrial hub rather than a single factory.
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housing in San Pedro, across the Bio-Bio river. The 1960 earthquake also saw an increase
of housing supply from the private sector, which came with the novelty of midrise buildings
and earthquake-resistant foundations. Beginning in this period, the private sector began to
build infrastructure like the bridge Juan Pablo II (Pacheco, 1997). While the response to the
Chillan earthquake created a precedent for private sector involvement in post disaster re-
construction, it was only after 1960 that a systematic reconstruction response was carried
out by the government, with the strong support of the private sector. This was the beginning
of the public-private approach to reconstruction and became a development characteristic

of Chile in the years that followed.

The reactive nature of housing policy in Chile has led it to be dependent on crises to
evolve. Each time attempting to provide for the most urgent ones, these changes have had
mixed results. Since the industrialization period, this lack of action has led the working class
to carve their own spaces from the urban fabric. In Concepcidn, this has meant slowly claim-
ing land from the river. In other cities, it has meant recovering urban vacant land through
tomas. This reactionary focus has meant that major crises such as the ones caused by nat-
ural disasters, from floods and fires to earthquakes, have had a major influence on shaping
this kind of policy. Hence, the ministries of housing and emergency management (MINVU
and ONEMI) are intrinsically linked together, its predecessors were created after major
earthquakes. Thus, not only the foundations of Pedro del Rio and Aurora were built over the

ruins of an earthquake, but also the foundations of these ministries.

The largest change came after the Valdivia earthquake of 1960 when these organi-
zations started to shift to a more active role. This change was evident in Concepcidn after a

particularly bad flood in Pedro del Rio in 1970. Before the flood, most housing was built by
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Pobladores and citizens themselves,?* or by the industrialists. After the floods, however, the
Urban Improvement Corporation built an apartment complex for the affected citizens. Al-
lende, president at the time, delivered the units in person to the affected Pobladores of
Pedro del Rio in 1972. Sadly, the beneficiaries were expelled a year later to house public
functionaries under the dictatorship’s administration. Since then, the government has been
more proactively involved in the construction of new housing and in the support of recon-
struction. Thus, there was an expectation of preparedness and solutions from the govern-
ment, even during the dictatorship. By 2010, the points of debate regarding reconstruction
were not if the government was able to help offering housing units but to what extent, where,

and how they were able to do so.

3.4. Summary

The industrialization of Concepcidn greatly defined the urban morphology of Greater Con-
cepcion, it shaped the physical and social landscape of the region during for the 20" cen-
tury. This process directly influenced housing policy; it prompted the first housing crisis due
to the lack of housing for Pobladores. This set the pace for a policymaking focused on re-
acting to crises. Then the crises resulting from the earthquakes of 1939 and 1960 generated
the creation of the CORRA - which was replaced by ONEMI - and the earliest mechanism of
disaster response and reconstruction. The other major defining phenomenon was the Agrar-
ian Reform, a different struggle for urban Pobladores, the outcome of the reform and coun-
ter-reform was a clearly defined model of transition to ownership and land uses; one that
prioritized the middle class, and defined land as a commodity. The product of these changes
was the subsidy model, a housing policy that provides the framework for housing develop-

ment and acquisition, as well as for its reconstruction.

24 The reader may note that sometimes I distinguish between Pobladores and citizens. This distinction is to
make clear that although all Pobladores can be considered citizens, not all citizens are Pobladores.
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These changes represented a great overall improvement to the conditions of housing
access and post-disaster response before the 1960’s. However, policymakers were pushed
into action by civil society through their own practices of resilience and protest. In this way,
Pobladores and other groups of civil society forced the hand of politicians. The greatest
example of this was the Agrarian Reform, especially its application during Allende’s admin-
istration, though mutualistas and unions advanced housing policy before that as well, in
order to provide proper housing for industrial workers. In Concepcidn, this was done by many
neighborhood councils and unions, the Junta N. 5 as one of these. Hence, Pobladores be-
came the main actors in the social movements related to access to land ownership and have

been at the core of the struggle ever since.
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4. Resisting Repressive Policies During the Pinochet Regime
Salvador Allende was elected president in 1970 as the candidate from the Popular Unity

coalition. The election was perceived as a victory for most urban and rural Pobladores, as
the new government quickly implemented Frei’'s agrarian reform in its entirety. Besides, the
government opened new avenues for ownership, including collective and cooperative forms,
it ramped up social housing construction at an unprecedented pace. Some authors (Bengoa,
2016; Ffrench-Davis, 2010; Mallon, 2005) point out that it is difficult to determine accurately
the impact of this policies, as they were passed in an exceptional moment, and then cut
short by internal conflict and the coup. Nonetheless, these bold policies were undoubtedly a
popular triumph as it was the first time that the interest of Pobladores, peasants, and indus-
trial workers were represented at the national level (Goicovic Donoso, 2017; Mallon, 2005;

Winn, 2016).

When President Allende was overthrown in 1973, the military government undid most
of the social progress achieved until then. Pinochet’'s administration, however, did not at-
tempt to return to the policies that preceded Frei's administration (1964-1970). Instead, it
imposed policies that would have been impossible to pass under ordinary circumstances,
including the neoliberal policies of the Chicago Boys which reversed decades of union or-
ganizing, dismantled public institutions, privatized state enterprises and services, and
erased collective forms of ownership. Moreover, the neoliberal program completely excluded
impoverished sectors of the population, condemning them to an unprecedented period of
precarity. Pobladores, peasants, indigenous people, and factory workers, found themselves
losing the results of decades of hard organizing work and becoming the targets of state-
sponsored persecution. As a result, this period resulted in a harsh environment for already
vulnerable groups, while simultaneously narrowing the possibilities for social organizing.

Moreover, Pinochet’s economic policies set the foundations for the instruments used in the
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development of new housing and allocation of subsidies, the very same instruments that
were relied upon for the reconstruction after 27F (Hidalgo Dattwyler, Alvarado Peterson, et

al.,, 2019; Klein, 2008; Stern, 2006).

When the military government imposed restrictions on workers unions and social or-
ganizations, the practices they had been using to promote mutual aid and express discon-
tent faded away. As the situation worsened for social leaders, most grassroots activities
stopped, leaving a few kinds of organizations and activities - soup kitchens and neighbor-
hood councils. During the dictatorship the only organizing that was permitted and some-
times encouraged was charitable work such as that of Teletéon or CEMA Chile, often linked
to the Catholic Church. Nevertheless, many Chileans stayed organized out of need and de-
spite the risks because they could only endure the increased hardships caused by neoliberal
policies through mutual aid. Pinochet’s reforms failed to sustain large segments of the pop-
ulace. While initially this meant a silent endurance and a reliance on ollas comunes, in 1982
Chileans took to the streets to express their dissatisfaction. New women leaders also arose
during this period in which the Pobladoras continued to be drivers of change (Oxhorn, 1995;

T. Valdés & Weinstein, 1993).

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first explores how the land use and
urban policies implemented during the dictatorship fostered an environment of division and
vulnerability. Specifically, I explore how the municipal and labor reform passed after 1973
eroded community organizing, and how the new policy of urban development led to the dis-
placement of Pobladores from urban cores. With the onset of the coup, Pobladores were
targeted by the military regime as they were at the forefront of the struggle for housing and
unionization. As the dictatorship advanced the neoliberal project in the 19880s, policymakers
set to fully integrate urban cores into the logics of financialized real estate. The second

section highlights the lived experience of Pobladores enduring these changes, as well as the
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start of a new reawakening a decade after the coup. In this section, I consider the testimo-
nies of vecinos from Pedro del Rio, as an organized, working-class neighborhood they were
in one of the most difficult positions during the dictatorship. In Pedro del Rio the continua-
tion of organizing was mostly through ollas comunes and the support of charities through

the Catholic Church.

4.1. Policies of Vulnerability

After the coup, the military junta aimed to quell any type of organization and to fully disar-
ticulate and suppress progressive social organizations, especially any struggles for labor
rights and land reform. This de-structuring came at the national level through the Decree
Law 198 (1973) that redefined the conditions under which unions were able to act. In prac-
tice, this was a ban on all organization and political activity while giving power to busi-
nessowners and corporations. At the local level, this came with the Decree Law 1289 (1975)
that transferred the leadership of juntas de vecinos and other kinds of independent organi-
zations to the municipalities, co-opting most grassroots organizations, or placing them un-
der the scrutiny of municipal governments. The only avenues for social organization were
compromised as a result, leaving conservative religious charities and women’s organizations
as the only options for addressing social problems. The control sought by the government
was embodied by the dictator’s decision to appoint his wife, Lucia Hiriart de Pinochet as the
national authority for social aid, managing charities, voluntarism, and funneling all forms of
goodwill through the government with a strict policy of apolitical asistencialismo?® (Oxhorn,

1991; T. Valdés & Weinstein, 1993).

25 An institutional approach to provide aid to those in vulnerable conditions, by the government, charities, and
NGOs. However, this approach could not address systemic issues or changes, and often overlapped into clien-
telism.
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As part of the consolidation of power in municipalities, the dictatorship appointed
mayors, overriding previously elected officials. In Concepcidn, the post of mayor was given
to the local councilor Enrique van Rysselberghe Martinez, who had been mayor before, and
was also a member of a prominent family from Chiguayante. The van Rysselberghe’s had
been mostly involved with the materials and construction industries. Enrique’s father, Max
founded the family business in the early 1900’s, after marrying Isabel Martinez, daughter of
Chile’s Minister of Public Works, and later, he purchased land in the area to exploit a quarry.
The family was now well positioned in the construction industry. Enrique’s work was consol-
idated by his son Enrique Jr., who strengthened the family position by winning an elected
office, founding several construction companies and leading the local office of the charity
Caritas, as well as serving as the director of Chile’s Institute of Housing. Enrique Jr. also
joined the Party of the Independent Democratic Coalition (Partido Union Democratica In-
dependiente; UDI), thus merging the corporate real state interest of the with politics. In
short, the van Rysselberghe family was instrumental to the consolidation of conservative

power in Southern Chile (Van Rysselberghe, n.d.; Resumen, 2009).

Since elite fear of a land redistribution to the working class and peasants was one of
the major drivers in the overthrowing of the Popular Unity administration, the agrarian coun-
ter-reform was highly prioritized by Pinochet. As mentioned in the previous chapter, this
counter reform did not rollback all of the changes of the reform. Latifundios were gone for
good. Pinochet’s agrarian policy was one of the few that retained influence from Allende’s
administration. The other was the expansion of housing and state-owned copper mines (Val-
dés & Foster, 2015; Valenzuela, 2013). Hence, these policies fall into some contradiction as
they have influence from both left-wing and right-wing administrations. As a result, Pino-
chet’s agrarian policy was tailored towards creating small landowners and incorporating all

rural land into the market while erasing all traces of collective ownership. This opening of
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the market, along with the thousands of new small landowners without access to credits,
development grants, or machinery, caused massive land concentration as corporate land
owners - some of whom were former latifundistas - bought smaller parcels (Bengoa, 2016;

Chonchol Chait, 2018).

Like the rest of Pinochet’'s economic policies, the reform of the landowning system
excluded working-class sectors. In the rural context, this resulted in a brutal end to the strug-
gle of peasants and the consolidation of corporate ownership. In the urban context, however,
this meant erasing all traces of previous policies and extinguishing of the achievements of
Pobladores and previous governments, from Alessandri’s to Allende’s. All previous guaran-
tees of collective ownership, housing as a right, and cooperatives, were erased. The only
model of ownership was private and market-oriented. This shift started as soon as Allende’s
government was overthrown, but was only consolidated after the National Policy of Urban
Development - Politica Nacional de Desarrolo Urbano - was published in March 1979
(Chonchol Chait, 2018). Under this plan, housing development and other areas of urban in-
frastructure were granted to contractors and the government was relegated to the role of
overseer and funder. This was consolidated by the credit-based subsidized housing policy

(hereafter, the subsidy model) that developed during the dictatorship.

As mentioned in chapter 3.3, most of Chile’s housing policies have emerged as a
reaction to crises. The involvement of government in the construction of housing really
started with Alessandri’s administration after the Valdivia earthquake and reached its peak
with Allende’s Agrarian Reform. By 1973 the government did most of the tasks related to
housing development and reconstruction. Although Pinochet rolled back many of Allende’s
policies, it continued to attempt to provide housing for the working-class. Under Pinochet
the role of the state in housing development was slowly withdrawn, and many mechanisms

and subsidies were created to allow the private market to build the nation’s housing stock.
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These were codified in 1988 under the Regulation of the General System for Unified Housing
Subsidy. However, the subsidy model was engineered to steer the tenant middle-and-upper
classes towards homeownership, aiming to create a stable consumer class while disregard-
ing popular sectors (CChC, 1994; Hidalgo Dattwyler, Paulsen, et al.,, 2019; E. Valenzuela,

2013).

The subsidy model was also tied to the national financial sector indirectly, via the
retirement funds reform created by José Pifiera Echenique. The Pifera family has been a
renowned conservative family, well established in several parties as functionaries and prom-
inent within the Catholic Church. José Pifiera was also one of the leaders of the Chicago
Boys. He helped to create a national retirement system dominated by private enterprises
and integrated with the financial system. The system was developed and implemented when
José Piflera was Minister of Labour, these private enterprise are known as administradoreas
de fondos de pensions (pension fund administrative enterprises; AFPs). The AFPs profit by
charging fees to individual workers to administer the funds, and they also charge commis-
sions on earnings without providing any protections for pension holders. AFPs are relevant
to this study because they are an important source of finance capital for real estate con-
struction, contracting, speculation, and development, all of which is connected to the na-
tional housing subsidy model deployed after 27F (CChC, 1994; Hidalgo Dattwyler, Alvarado

Peterson, et al., 2019; Mallon, 2005).

Finally, national disaster response policy also changed significantly during the dicta-
torship. The ONEMI was well established by then, and in the 1980s it took a technocratic
approach following international trends (Remes, 2016; Saavedra, 2021; V. Sandoval et al,,
2021). However, it was put into almost complete dependence upon the national army, signif-
icantly expanding the role and influence of the latter. This led to the creation of the Hydro-

graphic Institute of the Chilean Navy (Servicio Hidrogrdfico y Oceanografico de la Armada
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Chilena; SHOA). From then on, the ONEMI was subordinated to the SHOA where almost all
of its new research partnerships, early-detection services, and prevention programs were

done in collaboration with the navy.

Although there were no major earthquakes during the dictatorship, a smaller quake
shook town of Algarrobo in 1985 (See Figure 2 p. 8). The town, situated a few kilometers
south of Valparaiso, suffered significant material damages in its downtown. The 1985 Pres-
idential Address explicitly exposes how the new structural policies were set to benefit the
military and the private sector by syphoning off international aid via contracts. In the after-
math of the earthquake, the government sought to further its economic program which con-
sisted of:

... Redistributing public spending, favoring investment, and reducing outgoing
cashflow. This policy has been accentuated in consequence of the earthquake
from last March, as this forced us to redouble our investment efforts. We will
also prioritize clear excessive government regulation, with the goal of allowing

for a much agile and faster performance of the private sector [in the recon-
struction].

(Pinochet Ugarte, 1985, p. XVI, 27-31, 547)

Erradicacion
In the most optimistic case, erradicacion can refer to the dissolution of a camp when its

inhabitants have obtained a collective subsidy and moved into it. In the context of the dic-
tatorship, erradicacion implies mostly dispossession. Government infographics and docu-
ments refer to erradicacion as the relocation of camps into permanent housing - not nec-
essarily in the same area - so this is where the term takes its name from as a concept of the

government from a poverty eradication policy.

In addition to the various neoliberal policies and programs described above, the gov-
ernment also created policies to dispossess and displace Pobladores from their neighbor-

hoods. This was done through the incorporation of all land into a market-based system of
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private ownership. This program started in 1973 and lasted until 1976. First, the Decree Laws
208 and 1600 allowed the dispossession of surviving union and reform leaders from left-
wing sectors of the population. Then, Indigenous land was subjected to commodification in
1979 with the Decree Law 2.568 (of Indigenous Protection and Agricultural Development).
This law was passed along with the National Policy of Urban Development (Canales Tapia,
2020; Chonchol Chait, 2018; Decreto Ley N° 1289 (MININTERIOR), 1975). By 1979, most
land, urban, rural, or indigenous, was included within the market-based land structure. In
tandem with the municipal reform that put juntas de vecinos and local organizations under
the administration of municipalities, these policies gave national and local authorities the
power to reshape the urban landscape as they saw fit. This was the writing on the wall for

Pobladores (T. Valdés & Weinstein, 1993).

As the Pinochet administration prioritized profitable land uses and urban expansion,
poblaciones located in the inner city were deemed too valuable to belong to Pobladores.
Moreover, the work neighbors did to improve these poblaciones also added value to these
areas. Framing landownership in this way led the Pinochet regime to initiate programs of
erradicacion, meaning the displacement of Pobladores from their neighborhoods to lower-
valued land in urban peripheries. The catalyst of the displacement campaigns was the Map
of Extreme Poverty, written by Miguel Kast Rist (1975). The Kast family arrived in Chile after
WWII when Michael Kast Schindele, Miguel's father, a member of the Nazi Party, fled from
Germany. His son Michael acquired connections in conservative politics, paving the way for
his own sons, Miguel and José Antonio, to participate in politics. As one of the Chicago Boys,
Miguel Kast Rist held various high-level posts during Pinochet’s government. Principally, he
was assigned as director of the National Planning Office (Oficina de Planificacion Nacional;

ODEPLAN) from 1978 to 1980.
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The Map of Extreme Poverty detailed ODEPLAN’s methodology for poverty reduction.
Some erradicaciones took place directly afterwards, as the displacement process acceler-
ated. The MINVU was assigned to the administration of emergency housing to carry out this
process. The Housing and Urban Planning Service (Servicios de Vivienda y Urbanizacion;
SERVIU) is the branch of the MINVU tasked with planning, overseeing, and implementing
urban and housing policies. It was created in 1976, mostly to provide subsidies and manag-
ing contracts. In 1979, SERVIU was given the power of “assigning, selling, collecting, or ex-
propriating the social housing and all the operations necessary to eradicate extreme poverty

in the aspect of housing” (Decreto Ley N° 2552 (V. Y U.), 1979).

These measures were used to send Pobladores towards the peripheries, providing
them with emergency housing units unsuitable as permanent dwellings. The amplification
of urban areas into farmlands - only possible because of the counter-reform - greatly ex-
panded the reach of this process, displacing Pobladores to even more peripheral areas. The
erradicacion then fulfilled a double role for the state: an expansion of land available to the
market, and a pretext to disarticulate the myriad of grassroot movements Pobladores were
participants in (Divisiéon de Desarollo Urbano, 1979; Torres Diaz, 2020). ODELPAN’s ap-
proach to poverty reduction was not to improve conditions for citizens or to address struc-
tural issues that led to it, but to reclaim valuable urban land from popular sectors, and to
develop the space for the middle class and the real estate market. At its core, it was just

another process of dispossession.

Finally, it is important to note that most campaigns of erradicacion during this period
took place in Santiago’s urban core. This is also why the Movement of Pobladoras and other
social movements were concentrated there during the 1980s. There were erradicaciones in
most major cities. In Pedro del Rio, the one that marked vecinos the most was the displace-

ment of the Pobladores who were given the apartments by Allende in 1972. These Pobladores
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obtained a collective subsidy after their homes flooded, however their new apartments were

stripped away from them when Pinochet took power.

All in all, these policies made social organizing a difficult and dangerous endeavor.
The kinds of organizations that remained were put under the control of appointed function-
aries from municipalities or were linked to the Catholic Church. With a weakened civil society
and Pinochet’s land reforms in place, the project of displacement and urban transformation
was set in motion. However, not all organization disappeared, practices of mutual aid resur-
faced out of need due to the precarious conditions experienced by the working class. Then,
resistance to erradicaciones were among the principal struggles that re-emerged during the

dictatorship, restarting widespread community organizing after the crisis of 1982.

4.2. Civil Reawakening in the Poblacion

This section starts with an account of the grievances of vecinos from Pedro del Rio as they
experienced hardship and persecution during the dictatorship. Despite the hardship they
endured, there were avenues for acts of mutual aid. Then, I use the testimonies of my inter-
viewees to highlight how solidarity was practiced in the neighborhood amongst vecinos, as

well as with the support of charities and the Catholic Church.

By 1973, civil society had developed a wide repertoire of practices of resistance and
networks of organizations, these grassroots organizations were essential to the victory of
Unidad Popular. Pobladores were at the center of this networks, accumulating a wealth of
knowledge based on experience. Some of the key practices were strikes, tomas, and pro-
tests, all means of direct action aimed to disrupt public services. Other efforts were ollas
comunes - soup kitchens - a form of fulfilling basic nourishment in poblaciones and miti-

gating the misery of poverty. These practices allowed them to mitigate hardships and
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pressure policy makers to pass policies that benefited them, such as the law 16.625 that

allowed agricultural unions (Andrade & Pérez, 2017; Ley N° 16.640, 1967).

The level of organization achieved by 1973, was perceived as a major threat by the
military regime and their economic project. According to the Shock Doctrine (Klein, 2008),
in order to apply the new neoliberal economic paradigm, states require the fragmentation of
previous social cohesion. Hence the Pinochet administration went to great lengths to uproot
any undesirable ideologies and to dismantle, or transform previous structures of welfare,
collectivization, or regulation. The previous section exposed some of the policies passed to
achieve this goal, in addition the dictatorship also repeatedly used brutal counterintelligence
tactic against any semblance of resistance (McSherry, 2009; Stern 2006). The violence of
these tactics had a tool on the population, one which was felt the most by those involved in
social organizing and their close ones. Ernestina, as the daughter of a social leader and
union organizer, spoke about her personal experience of living under dictatorship:

Ernestina Gatica: Those who came after the ‘732® from rural areas to the city had

a different relation with the dictatorship; [it was about] survival and that was it.

They had nothing to do with the struggle, or with the ones who suffered the costs

of it. My father was a leader of the Junta de Vecinos, a resident of the worker’s

union of the public works ministry, and a militant of the Communist Party. Like

him, many others here in the neighborhood [suffered] - we know them, we know
who they were - who got killed, who was disappeared.

Then, those who were not involved [in the struggle] tackled the matter of Popular
Unity by blaming the government of President Allende when it was a matter of
the right that overthrew and attempted to boycott his government, as I think can
happen with Boric. ... Different realities [are being told here] in the neighbor-
hood, but we, the ones who lived the struggle, were the ones who suffered, lam-
entably...

26 pPinochet’s coup d’état. People colloquially refer to it as ‘the '73’ as it happened on September 11, 1973.
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Marcela Penaloza, another member of one of Pedro del Rio’s Junta N. 5, expanded on Ern-
estina’s idea, remarking how violence was not limited to urban areas and poblaciones, re-
pression was also brutal in rural areas:

Marcela Pefaloza: The thing is, those who lived in the ‘73 had it complicated. It

was impossible to be in a bubble. ... When I was around 6 or 7 years old, I saw

how they [the dictatorship’s military] took away the friends of my sister, my

neighbors, when their mothers came back with their clothes full of blood, be-
cause they gave them [just the clothing] back.

Ernestina Gatica: Yes, it was very intense in San Rosendo.
(E. Gatica, C. Silva, M. Pefnaloza, personal communication, 20 January 2022)
These testaments show that violence was one of the main methods to suppress organization,
however, erradicaciones were also used to divide communities, as it happened in Pedro del
Rio briefly after Pinochet took power. The apartment complex situated beside the Junta No.
5 in Pedro del Rio was built by the Urban Improvement Corporation (now MINVU) after sev-
eral severe floods in 1970. The day before, Ernestina explained me why these buildings were
so important, as they were given to some of the poorest Pobladores, who were reclaiming
land from the banks of the river - now the Costanera Street (see Figure 6 p. 59) - when their
shacks got swept away. The improvement that their new apartments represented was im-

mense and brought a lot of hope for the poblacion as a whole.

The housing complex was a turning point in two aspects. First, it was among the earliest
projects of housing reconstruction made by the state itself, setting a precedent of interven-
tion. Second, the erradicacion of these Pobladores was a turning point for life in the neigh-
borhood. In many aspects, the community was atomized, conditions worsened, and ongoing
social struggles faded. Maria Valdés, leader of the Junta de Vecinos Remodelacion Zanartu,
remarked how she noticed the social division, as many of the functionaries that moved into

the neighborhood after 1973 were her neighbors:



Maria Valdés: Our junta was formed by the end of the 90s, because there were
a bunch of neighbors who got expropriated. [When talking to my neighbors] I
realized that I talked with the son of Olgita, the other neighbor, but they did not
talk to each other. No one looked at each other, no one greeted one another,
nothing, absolutely nothing. I said [to them] ‘Good evening’ and [they ignored
me], complete apathy. That changed after 2010.

Luis Alfoso Ofiate: Most of them were milicos.?”
Ernestina Gatica: Los Cuicos.28

Maria Valdés: There were many soldiers, marines, professors - well, in those
years professors also believed that they belonged to another status.

Ernestina Gatica: The elite.
(Maria nodded)

Ernestina Gatica: Those are the buildings I told you about [She pointed at the
buildings through the windows]. Those are the ones that President Allende was
building for Pobladores of the Costanera. When the coup happened, they gave
them away to public clerks of order and security, the army, marines, but not to
carabineros.??

Maria Valdés: There are also carabineros where I live.

Ernestina Gatica: Of course, then they were in a poor neighborhood, those who
believed that they were of the high society, because they fenced up [their living
quarters], so that the poor ones over here would not steal from them. There were
a lot of fights. It was difficult, the acceptance. ... Before ‘73 it was a united neigh-
borhood, working for the single objective of improving it.

The ‘73 marked a lot of people. They became self-absorbed. They started to dis-
trust one another, [and] they taught us to distrust [as well]. It shames me to see
mean spirited acts of people. But if you call to their conscience and solidarity,
they do help and they start to support. However, the dictatorship damaged [our
trust] profoundly and people don't realize [it].

27 Soldier.
28 Derogatory term to refer to rich, conservative Chileans, or those who aspire to belong to this group.
29 Militarized police.



78

(E. Gatica, M. Valdés, L. A. Onate, M. Mufoz, A. Penaloza, personal communica-
tion, 19 January 2022)

Carolina Silva, another vecina and member of the Junta N. 5, provided a different perspective
as she is younger and grew up in a more conservative family. She emphasizes her family’s
fear of violence even when it did not occur:
Carolina Silva: My mother was a kid in the '73. She only remembers the queues.
Because they were kids, they had to go to the store. ... The thing that [my mother’s

family] were afraid the most that my grandfather would not come back from work.
What she remembers the most is that they had neighbors in the block.

Then, my grandfather worked at Huachipato Steelworks. There was an attack on
the buses, precisely in the one whose workers died on that date. My mother
thought he was dead, but my grandfather says that he got out late and had to
take another bus.

Marcela Penaloza: That's the thing, it is another reality because you lived then
from the other front, because your family blamed Allende, deep inside, because
for what you are saying, they blamed the ones on Allende’s side that something
happened to you.

Carolina Silva: Yes of course, because my grandfather never talked of politics.
My mom says that in her house they were not allowed to talk [about] politics.

(E. Gatica, C. Silva, M. Penaloza, personal communication, 20 January 2022)
The dictatorship created a brutal environment for Pobladores and social leaders. The net-
works of solidarity weakened, leaving an atomized population, stifling community organizing
and almost erasing all sort of political activity. Social organization was never the same after
1973. Magda Sepulveda (2011) analyzed several works of literature to explore the defeat of
Pobladores, arguing that their role as a folk figures and forces of change was over. Instead,
many saw a dreadful end of their lives in a ditch. In the same vein, the rural Poblador saw
an even more vicious retribution, one that might have killed peasantry itself in Chile. As

Bengoa (2016) puts it:
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Defeat was profound. [Peasants] had hit the center of power itself ... that audacity
had awful consequences ... like what happened in Paine, close to Santiago, where
the Kast family was involved. ... Local police knew since the beginning. They did
not need to read Marx or Althusser to know they were the repressive force of the
bourgeois state. ... Because landowners would become owners again, you could
smell that in the stench of 1973’s savage spring.

(p. 25)
Despite the dire situation for Pobladores and Chileans as a whole, community organizing
and acts of mutual aid did continue in several forms. However, the poblaciones that had
previous experiences organizing were the neighborhoods where a semblance of organiza-
tion and resistance remained, and where in spite of the danger, there were those who con-
fronted the agents of the state. This fact motivated Victor Vivallo to move to Pedro del Rio
in 1973, he narrated that he went there from the town of Bulnes, because he heard that in
Pedro del Rio Pobladores often resisted the oppression:
Victor Vivallo: When did I came here? In the year '85, well, in reality, I got here

when the dictatorship started. I stayed three months hidden in a house and when
I came out, I was paler than paper (laughs).

Ernestina Gatica: And where did you come to hide! they were persecuting people
here (smiling sarcastically).

Victor Vivallo: But look (Nodding), I heard that the old men from this poblacion
[confronted the carabineros], I imagine your dad was among them, and this gen-
tleman... Don Juan Soto!

Ernestina Gatica: Gaete too!

Victor Vivallo: They and others, identified the repressors who were looking for
people and they planted themselves on them, harassing them with their pres-
ence until they left. That was the way in which, I think, I chose the neighborhood.
.. It is because of that relation that was between vecinas y vecinos that I bene-
fitted from and had the opportunity of experiencing, even though I was not from
here. ... That relation was very familiar, it was very solidary and very collective.

(V. Vivallo, E. Gatica, personal communication, 20 January 2022)
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I consider that Victor's experience is an indicator of how organization remained, in some
sort, in the most united neighborhoods. The rest of this section describes how this organi-
zation took place among neighbors and with the support of the Catholic Church. However, it
is important to mention that this kind of organization had lost its reveindicative approach
and many of its tactics, it was focused on survival and mitigating the abject economic con-
ditions. Even in well-organized neighborhood, there was hardship, as Mirtha Mufoz, leader
of the Junta de Vecinos Santa Madre de Dios, experienced. As Victor, she also moved to
Pedro del Rio, although a few years before the coup. When she arrived from Santiago, she
noticed that her husband’s family was very united, and later realized that the whole commu-
nity had a strong sense of unity and solidarity. Even with that sense of unity, the living con-
ditions under the dictatorship worsened:

Mirtha Mufoz: I got married and moved here. Then I realized how apathic people

were in Santiago [because] here people were so loving, [so devoted to] solidarity,

at least [compared to] where I lived [before]. My father-in-law worked in the

electricity company. In my husband’s family there are 5 brothers. All of them are

very close. In the time of the coup, one of my brothers-in-law was arrested, de-

tained in the national stadium [in Santiago]. He was beaten up, [it was] horrible.

That year I got pregnant with my first son so it was very hard for me to get a call

from my husband in Huachipato telling me that he was not coming home be-
cause of the coup. It was so hard to live that process...

(M. Mufoz, personal communication, 19 January 2022)
Life in poblaciones has always been difficult, especially in the more informal ones. Although
the military regime amplified hardship, adversity was always accompanied by solidarity. Dur-
ing the two interviews, I noted how vecinos from Pedro del Rio always contrasted their diffi-
culties with the support of their communities. Luis Alfonso, vecino and treasurer of the Junta
N. 5, recounted his experience living first in a more informal part of the Poblacion and later

moving to a new government-built apartments in the early 2000’s. In his testimony, he
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highlights how strong was the sense of community despite the difficult living situation. Ana

Pefaloza, member of the same junta as Luis Alfonso, agreed with him:

Luis Alfonso Onate: [Before moving to our apartments] we lived overcrowded,
because there were [no streets], only alleys. All houses [and shacks] were
cramped, all together. If one burned, everyone burned. That was all of us, ... how-
ever we lived happily, in any case. The bond between neighbors was super rich.
In Christmas, there was a special party. We closed the passages in New Years’
Eve, we took out the chicken that we cooked outside, and we celebrated with the
neighbors. They were very beautiful moments, despite living with the little and
nothing that we had.

... When we saw the apartments [in 2002], I was really proud because the word
“apartment” did not exist for us. Those were for people with money. Then, look-
ing at it all painted up, [it] was marvelous, like living in paradise for us. ... How-
ever, if the conditions would have been a bit better over there [in the first infor-
mal housing], I would have stayed there because of the community with our
neighbors.

Ana Pefialoza: I lived in the railway sector because my father worked there. They
gave him a bit of land and they made him a house. ... What Poncho says is very
true; it was so united that there were those who went to the fields and brought
plums. Then they gave away plum juice.

(L. A. Onate, A. M. Penaloza, personal communication, 19 January 2022)
However, these practices of mutual aid and organization were not new to Pobladores. As
mentioned before, Pobladores worked to improve their neighborhood, this meant improving
the built environment as well as the material conditions of vecinos. They did most of this by
themselves. These communities had developed a strong sense of self-reliance and know-
how. As a consequence of government neglect, they usually toiled their way into urban in-
clusion. In Ribera Norte, these spaces had to be literally constructed, as Aurora de Chile and
Pedro del Rio were slowly reclaimed from the river, instead of being taken through a toma.
This is why the first inhabitants consider themselves as pioneers of this urban space (Revista

NOS, 2015). Furthermore, all poblaciones were self-built to some degree, constructing
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sewage, electric lines, or drawing the cadasters by themselves. Vecinos of Pedro del Rio and
Aurora perfectly understand the process of constructing the neighborhood in the social and
literal sense. Victor remarked that although he arrived in Pedro del Rio during its industrial

prime, the quality of the housing for Pobladores was still precarious:

Victor Vivallo: I knew the neighborhood [Pedro del Rio] in its industrial prime.
That was not so long ago, if you realize. There was a pier because the coast was
very irregular. It was filled with little poblaciones, small houses built on stilts,
deep into the wetlands.

(V. Vivallo, personal communication, 20 January 2022)
In addition, Luis Alfonso narrated how it was mostly the work of the neighbors that improved
the built environment in the poblacidn, as they carried out the brunt of the work even when

they collaborated with local authorities:

Luis Alfonso Onate: In those times [1970’'s], there were no tomas, but people
took a site and fixed it. For example, [the did this] by filling it with gravel, this
thing they call escoria [slag] that the machines throw away. With that we filled
the terrain. I remember that when we lived there our place was filled with that
and many families started the day filling their terrains to build a dwelling. [After
getting rebuilt from a fire] we got a two-story house from the CEMA Chile.
[These] were larger than the mediaguas®® they give today, and we started to
rebuild la poblacion. We didn’t have water or sewage, and only got a streetlight
at the corner of every passageway. ... Little by little, they got us water ... and when
they started with the sewage all of us - men and women - dug the canals. [Then]
we had to connect it to our homes ourselves.

(L. A. Onate, personal communication, 19 January 2022)
Then, vecinos had to perform all these tasks by themselves. Although Pobladores did this

out of need, due to a lack of attention by the government, it resulted in active communities

38 A small wooden structure used as emergency housing in Chile. Usually is just one 3x6m room with no
bathroom or utilities (Ministerio de Planificacion, 2010).
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that were used to organize and collaborate to overcome hardship. During the dictatorship
Pobladores had to do even more work as the Pinochet administration reduced government
involvement in most areas. However, this had the unintended effect that in Ribera Norte,
Pobladores surveyed and regularized their own neighborhoods, which aided them to dispute
displacement attempts a few years later during the development of the Ribera Norte Project

(Francisco Cordova, 2012).

As most acts of organization were forbidden during the dictatorhip, ollas comunes
became the sole environment that allowed reorganization, the only place in that could sus-
tain some kind of social cohesion safely. Similarly, juntas de vecinos became the only type
of organization left after the prohibition. Through them, aid from charities, volunteers, and

religious organizations, was funneled to the most vulnerable and persecuted populations.

From 1934 to 1980, Chile's economic situation deteriorated, leading to the crisis of
1982. However, in their attempts to mitigate hardship and survive oppression civil society
started to organize again with whatever means they had left. The crisis entered its tipping
point in the late 1970’s, at the same time Miguel Kast Rist started to carry on the displace-
ment of poblaciones in major urban cores. The protests of 1982 started as a response to
these erradicaciones, prompting the first period of protest since 1973 (Angelcos & Pérez,
2017). Pobladores re-emerged, embroiled in the struggles for housing and democracy. Even
before the protests of the 1983, Pobladores coordinated their associations to renegotiate
with the Housing Commission of the Metropolitan Region. Then, the number of organizations
of Pobladores grew. However, during the dictatorship most Pobladores were concerned with
surviving the repression and misery. By 1980, they had lost their revindicative approach.
After 1990, some of them reaffiliated to politics. Despite all odds, they had managed to
maintain their social fabric, leaving a precedent for the following generations (Oxhorn, 1991;

T. Valdés & Weinstein, 1993).



84

Figure 7. Pobladoras organizing the Olla Comdn in the Cardinal Juan Francisco Fresno Camp, Santiago. Credit:
Kena Lorenzini (1984) at the Gabriela Mistral Cultural Center, Santiago.

Although social leadership was decimated after 1973, social organization survived in the
memory of what once was, as well as in the remaining fragments of some movements. Juntas
de vecinos, although mostly under the jurisdiction of municipalities, retained some organi-
zation. As ollas comunes were mostly led by women, Pobladoras took the leadership as the
heads of the sole safe environment for community organizing. They were usually the ones
organizing ollas comunes, mutualistas, and in neighborhoods like Pedro del Rio, women’s
unions. With the help of the Catholic Church and charities, Pobladoras used their experience
to provide nourishing to their families and vecinos in need (Oliver Schneider & Zapatta Silva,

1950; Oxhorn, 1991; T. Valdés & Weinstein, 1993).

According to Ernestina, before the coup, the Junta N. 5 and most other neighborhood
councils were led by men. Pobladoras became leaders out of need, mainly because many

were single mothers in poblaciones and had to provide for their children, hence, organizing
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was imperative in order to survive the economic misery that followed 1973 (T. Valdés &
Weinstein, 1993). As shown by Kena Lorenzini (Figure 7 p. 85), ollas comunes became part
of everyday life in poblaciones during the dictatorship. Then, in the period from the 1982
crisis to the plebiscite of 1988, social change was led by women, mostly organized around
ollas comunes and with the support of some sectors of the Catholic Church (Oxhorn, 1995).
In the following exchange Ernestina emphasized how in Pedro del Rio, this support came
from a group of Belgian nuns, who organized one the soup kitchens in the neighborhood
and aided those who were persecuted. She contrasted the aid the nuns provided to perse-
cuted vecinos with the betrayal from members of the Christian Democratic Party, who gave-
in and collaborated with the dictatorship:

Ernestina Gatica: These nuns played a preponderant role in times of dictatorship

because, independently of the fact that the neighborhood was persecuted, given

[the fact] that there were communists, socialists, miristas,3! [and] members of

the frente patriotico [Manuel Rodriguez], the worst were those from the [Chris-

tian Democratic Party] that sold out the vecinos, my father among them. The

momios,3? we called them, they sold out the vecinos, [giving their first] names

and last names ... to the milicos. Then, the nuns played a super important part
[in protecting peoplel.

Mirtha Muioz: Mother Luisa!

Ernestina Gatica: The blind one, Bernadette, Bernarda? They were of the Chris-
tian Doctrine32 and they set up a canteen. They protected victims of the repres-
sion and hid people. The soup kitchen and the thing with the cheese -

(All nodded in agreement and listed the things given by the nuns: cheese and
butter, clothes, milk, flour, eggs...)

31 Member of MIR.

32 Informal way to refer to a politically active conservative person.

33 Ernestina did not refer to them as adherents of Liberation Theology but this is likely what they were. During
the Cold War, advocates of Liberation Theology were very active in Latin America where they offered aid to
left-leaning organization and marginalized citizens and were themselves persecuted by authoritarian regimes.
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Ernestina Gatica: Just in the ‘90s, I remember, they gave me a knitted shawl
because I had to be warm and healthy to work [outside] in the neighborhood.

Maria Valdez: They were Belgian.

Ernestina Gatica: I would say that they saved a lot of lives, especially those fam-
ilies that were more precarious, like those in the Costanera Blanco Norte. ... They
even gave me an envelope with money when they found out that I had cancer. ...
They were always attentive, always concerned.

Another participant explained how she was mostly absent from community organizing and
political activity, but was able to receive and provide aid volunteering for the olla comun,

organized by the Catholic Church:

Undisclosed Participant: I met Ernestina through my husband. He went to the
meetings. ... I was always isolated. My approach was with the religious commu-
nity of Pedro del Rio; I was friend with them because I had always been very
Catholic. [Catholic] mass I never missed. I started to work with the nuns, teach-
ing catechism to kids, to go out a little. ... The nuns had a canteen and that is
how I started.

Ernestina: A solidary soup kitchen for kids.
Anita: Yes, on Lastarria. In fact, that canteen saved lives in times of dictatorship.
The undisclosed vecina then recalled that she volunteered with the nuns when they aided
striking workers at the mill, even organizing an olla comun for them:
Undisclosed Participant: It was a beautiful and secret work that the nuns were
making. We reunited and discussed all the problems of the vecinos. I was there
participating. ... There we looked at the problems of those in economic need. I
recall when there was a strike at the Santa Rosa Mill workers were there for... I

don’t know, two or three months without pay. They didn’t get salaries because
they [wanted] improved conditions.

Maria Valdés: And they also did ollas comunes.

Undisclosed Participant: Then the nuns were in the soup kitchens. We went in
the evening to knead and we made loaves like this [showing me the size of a
large loaf]. We gave away a loaf of bread per family.
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They also pointed out how other religious organizations helped, even providing recreative
camps for youth, giving access to scouting development to all children. Finally, Ernestina
speculated that a lot of this aid was possible because there were nuns in charge, instead of

priests:

Ernestina Gatica: The nuns also built an organization, what is it called?
(‘CEVAS’ the rest replied - a Solidary Vacation Center)
Ernestina Gatica: Then, they took the kids to camps.

Undisclosed Participant: CEVAS, then there were The Friends of Jesus for the
little kids, The Helpers for teenagers, but all of us worked for the same cause -
kids, parents, everyone.

Ana Pefaloza: They [CEVAS] went in the morning to the fair at Vega Monumental
to ask [for donations].

Undisclosed Participant: yes, we had partners there that gave us donations!

Ana Penaloza: And then they gave us a little bag with vegetables to take home,
to everyone.

Ernestina Gatica: Despite that the Church is also sexist because the priest does
itall -

Undisclosed Participant: But at the time, there was no priest. Then, we worked
in secrecy to help.

Ernestina Gatica: When the coup happened, only the nuns were left. [They were]
doing a very important job and I think that if there would have been a priest they
would not have been able to achieve what they did. At the time, there [existed]
only them and the CEVAS, this group... Tralahuapi, of scouts, it is worthy to high-
light them because they helped many out of hunger and cold.

(E. Gatica, A. Pefnaloza, Undisclosed Participant, personal communication, 19
January 2022)

In short, some sectors of the Catholic Church collaborated with Pobladoras and juntas de
vecinos not only to organize the ollas comunes, but to support in other ways and to provide

spaces for safe social organizing. Although most political organizing was still out of the
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picture, these spaces allowed Pobladores to maintain basic forms community organizing in
order to mitigate the hardship of the regime. During the dictatorship, vecinos also kept reg-
ularizing their neighborhood, improving the material conditions for those in the poblacion

despite the difficulty of the regime and the constant floods.

The experience of Pobladores performing a continuous labour of reconstruction, as
well as with community organizing, has made them extremely valued in intersectional social
struggles. As such, they, along with students, have been at the forefront of social organiza-
tion. The dictatorship stifled past social advances, organizations, and took away a lot of the
experience acquired up to 1973, however these sectors of the population were key in re-
starting these processes. In the late 1980s and during the 1990s, educational institutions

and poblaciones were the places where the organization of civil society was re-rooting itself.

4.3. Summary

Before 1973, the means to respond to natural disasters was shared between citizens -
through their networks and practices of solidarity - and increasingly the state would partic-
ipate as well through.. However, the oppression of grassroot organizations caused the atom-
ization of Chilean society, which led a loss of organizations and practices of solidarity. More-
over, despite the government’s attempts to build a solid technocratic apparatus for disaster
resilience, housing, and reconstruction, it fell short. This technocratic framework failed be-
cause the resources and capabilities needed for these institutions to work were absent in
the neoliberal system. I call these policies of vulnerability because they produced left a leg-
acy of vulnerability in the lives and communities of Chilean citizens. When the dictatorship
ended in 1990, the remaining disarticulated civil society as well as the eroded Chilean state

did not have the proper methods for a resilient response and reconstruction.
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The policies that affected social organizing the most were the Decree Laws 198 and
1289, the first restructured or outlawed unions while the second gave control of juntas de
vecinos to municipalities. These policies weakened communities, relegating the social or-
ganizing that remained to apolitical charities, municipally appointed juntas de vecinos and
organizations linked to the Catholic Church. Moreover, Pinochet’s marked-oriented counter-
reform facilitated a consolidation of land in the hands of corporate groups and many
Pobladores were displaced. While the neoliberal housing policies of Pinochet’s government
put Pobladores in an even more precarious situation, it was also his policies that prompted
widespread protest and reignited social organizing (Chonchol Chait, 2018; Torres Diaz,

2020; T. Valdés & Weinstein, 1993).

As ODEPLAN carried out erradicaciones and the economic situation deteriorated,
causing the economic crisis of 1982, social organization re-emerged, supported by the Cath-
olic Church and NGOs (Oxhorn, 1995). The experiences of vecinos from Pedro del Rio are a
testament of both the hardships Pobladores underwent during the dictatorship and of their
resilience, as they held on to whatever means to organize they had left. The displacement of
their neighborhoods in 1973 and the persecution of the left-leaning leadership deeply
marked the poblacion. Despite this, their junta remained organized - under the influence of

the municipality - and they relied on NGOs and the Catholic Church to mitigate precarity.

From the 1973 to 1982, women slowly reorganized civil society through ollas comunes,
one of the few practices of organization still allowed by the dictatorship (T. Valdés & Wein-
stein, 1993). In Pedro del Rio a group of nuns and volunteering vecinas organized this.
Pobladoras became the leaders of the new cycle of protest from 1982 onwards. Despite that
since the dictatorship civil society has struggled in a more adverse environment, with less
means of organization, the memory of past organization remained, it reignited in 1983, and

has continued to rekindle ever since (Angelcos & Pérez, 2017).
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5. Social Reawakening from the Concertacion to 2010
The economic crisis of 1982 caused a series of protests, the firsts were in response to the

erradicaciones of Pobladores carried out by ODEPLAN. However, as time passed these pro-
tests included other struggles which focused on the poor management of the economy and
the dictatorship’s human rights abuses. Then, with the support of civil society, a political
movement started to form which brought together which brought together a center-left po-
litical coalition that aimed to depose Pinochet. For many reasons, the dictatorship permitted
this movement known as the Concertacion to sponsor a plebiscite in 1988. When the plebi-
scite passed, rejecting the continuation of the dictatorship, it prompted national election,
and in 1990, the first post-dictatorship government came into office, led by Patricio Aylwin
(1990-1994). Aylwin's government was the first of four consecutive administrations led by

the Concertacion, from 1990 to 2010.

When the Concertacion first came into power, hopes were high. However, these ad-
ministrations did not live up to the expectations of Chileans, as the new post-dicatorship
government continued the economic project set by the dictatorship. As well, the Concer-
tacion permitted and at times encouraged the consolidation of corporate arrangements and
socioeconomic structures. These administrations built upon, and expanded, Pinochet’s ne-
oliberal project. The advancement of the neoliberal project under the Concertacion was
marked by the expansion of financialization in more areas of Chilean society, including hous-
ing policy. As regulations became more flexible, financial systems became incorporated into
more aspects of the real estate market, and the role of corporations in the real estate market
expanded. The result was an erosion of social housing and an increasingly stratified urban
morphology, subjected to the market. Hidalgo Dattwyler et al. (2019, p. 397) define this trans-

formation as housing extractivism.



91

The continuation of Pinochet’s economic policies was a source of frustration for many
Chileans, especially vulnerable sectors of the population and the left. Grassroots participa-
tion was a major factor on the victory of the Concertacion in the plebiscite of 1988 and the
elections of 1989 was due to the overwhelming support by the MIR and Chile’'s left-wing
parties. These organizations were greatly supported by Pobladores and the de-commodifi-
cation of housing was part of their agenda, hence, for these sectors, the continuation of
Pinochet’s policies represented a reversal on the Concertacién’s campaign promises (Ox-
horn, 1991; Ozler, 2012). That said, in contrast with the dictatorship, the Concertacién at-
tempted to mitigate economic hardships, ramping up the housing subsidy program. How-
ever, the reduction of poverty and homelessness was unachievable without a departure from
the neoliberal model. The social housing program created segregated urban landscapes,
where Pobladores lived in apartments without access to services, infrastructure, or jobs, iso-
lated from the urban fabric. This situation caused the rise of the concept of ‘housing with
city.” The Concertacion’s reformist approach to housing policy led to the post-dictatorship
housing crises of 1997 and 2004 (Fuster Farfan, 2019; Hidalgo Dattwyler, Alvarado Peterson,

et al,, 2019; Hidalgo Dattwyler, Paulsen, et al., 2019; P. B. Rodriguez, 2019).

The objective of this chapter is to give the reader a clear understanding of the con-
sequences that the continuation of Pinochet’s policies in housing had in the pre-27F socio-
economic context. The processes I focus on in this chapter represented the unwillingness
of the Concertacidn to transition away from the dictatorship, reproducing and expanding
upon its neoliberal basis. For vulnerable sectors of the population these policies meant per-
petuating their cycles of hardship, and for the middle-class it meant tying their futures to
acquiring debt. This prompted the immediate political climate before 2010, which was
marked by the emergence of social movements in response to problematics caused by

Chile’s neoliberal economic model. Hence, these processes are key to understand the



Q2

immediate context by 2010, as well as some of the actors and policies that shaped the

reconstruction and the social movements that emerged after 27F.

The period that followed 1990 was very active in many fronts, especially during the
2000's, as such I decided to focus on the interplay of three processes related to Chile’s
housing policies. The first process is the consolidation of Chilean housing development pol-
icy - remarkably social housing - under the subsidy model, this model is the main framework
for housing development and acquisition in Chile. The subsidy model is a key set of policies
essential to understand housing policy. It was under the framework of this model that the
reconstruction after 2010 was applied, hence, the reconstruction process itself was con-
strained by the inherited limitations of this system. The second process is an overview of
the Ribera Norte Project, a development project that that attempted to permanently change
the urban structure of Concepcidn at the expense of Pobladores from the neighborhoods of
Ribera Norte (Pedro del Rio Zanartu, Aurora de Chile). It is important to note that this was
the same project that was used by functionaries to push for post-disaster gentrification after
27F. Lastly, a brief portrait of the landscape of social organization during the transition pe-
riod (1988-2010). Al the local level these movements continued the practices of self-reliance
and organization of Pobladores in Ribera Norte, factors that shaped the citizens’ resistance
to gentrification after 27F. At the national level, the neoliberal status quo was put into ques-
tion, with particular resistance to processes of financialization. After 27F, these national

movements were key in propelling the reconstruction to the national level.

5.1. The Subsidy Model

The subsidy model for housing was codified by Supreme Decree N. 44 of 1988. This decree
consolidated the many ways in which the government subsidized the development of new
housing, and it became the base framework of housing policy ever since. This subsidy model

is peculiar because it attempted to fulfill the housing goals of Pinochet’s administration
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under a privatized system. In short, this system is a collection of policies that allow citizens
to split the cost of purchasing a home between a deposit, a mortgage, and a subsidy, dimin-
ishing upfront costs. The system was originally meant to provide home ownership to the
middle classes, while also provided some forms of subsidies for working-class families.
Since then it has expanded, including many forms of social housing, collective housing, and
reconstruction subsidies for materials, relocation, or rebuilding. This section examines the
subsidy model as a way to understand the contradictions and tensions between two kinds of
state impulses with regard to housing: interference in the economy to ensure the develop-
ment of housing on one hand and on the other hand, attempts of policymakers to allow the
market to manage housing according to a neoliberal framework. This is Chile’s housing co-
nundrum. Moreover, this system is the most important precondition that defined the way in

which the reconstruction was conducted by the government after 2010 earthquake.

The subsidy model emerged in a complex political environment, marked by the eco-
nomic crisis of 1982. By then, the extremely precarious economic reality of many Chileans
by 1982 proved to be a clear failure of the dictatorship’s early economic policies. Despite
the oppression and threat of violence, community organizing restarted, which lead to a snow-
balling effect of coalitions between social organizations, NGOs, and political parties, result-
ing in the Concertaciéon. The Concertacidn and other social movements paved the way for
the plebiscite of 1988 that was held to determine if the military government would continue.
The result was ‘no.” Despite the fact that this marked the end of Pinochet’s government,
Chilean society was already completely rearranged, consolidating the latifundistas, busi-
nessowners, and policymakers into a corporate elite (Bengoa, 2016; Mallon, 2005; A. Valdés
& Foster, 2015). As Soederberg (2010, p. 82) explains, this reconfiguration “is more than an

economic institution and a legal structure over which either managers or financial capitalists
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possess effective control ... Beneath this veneer lies a complex and dynamic social relation

that reflects, and is rooted in, the power, struggles and contradictions of capitalist society.”

The Concertacion’s attempt to continue the neoliberal model of the dictatorship pro-
duced many contradictions in the Chilean subsidy model. The subsidy model attempts to
create a small owner-class, providing access to land ownership to the middle class. The
subsidy model was envisioned as a way to achieve this within a neoliberal system, limiting
state intervention. The model relies not only on subsidies, but on mortgages and private
capital to function, as such it is now embedded into Chile’s financial sector. Although the
system has ben heralded as a success, it is still dependent on government intervention and
aid, especially due to the hazard-prone geography of Chile (Ffrench-Davis, 2010; Hidalgo

Dattwyler, Alvarado Peterson, et al., 2019; Pifiera, 2009).

How does this system work for citizens? The subsidy model relies on the so-called
perfect triad: savings, mortgage, and subsidies. There are many modalities, which are estab-
lished by the Ministry of Housing (MINVU). Once a citizen has access to any of the modali-
ties, they can apply directly to the MINVU for the subsidy. Once approved by the MINVU, its
Housing and Urban Planning Service (SERVIU) takes over the process. Under most circum-
stances the applicant should have a down payment and a pre-approved mortgage with a
private bank, once approved SERVIU covers a portion of the cost, usually for a new or used
unit. In the case of collective subsidies, once a group of Pobladores are established in a
sector they can demand for it, in that case the SERVIU will provide the land34 and Pobladores
will select a certified private construction firm to design and develop the project. Most re-

construction subsidies give vouchers to purchase materials on big-box hardware stores.

34 In the case of poblaciones the land can be acquired by a toma, then legalized through the SERVIU. However,
in many cases the SERVIU just offers new land in urban peripheries (Hidalgo Dattwyler, Alvarado Peterson, et
al., 2019; Tapia Zarricueta, 2011).
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Those whose housing is deemed uninhabitable by a local government can apply for a subsidy
to purchase a new unit in a risk-free area. If an entire neighborhood is affected, citizens can
apply for a collective subsidy to redevelop their neighborhood. All subsidies, except those
for reconstruction, are accessible only once in a lifetime (CChC, 1994, Dattwyler et al., 2021,

Tapia Zarricueta, 2011).

The subsidy model’s provisions that allow collective bargaining and ownership re-
semble those established during the mixed-economy period (1958-1970). However, under
present-day provisions the state role is relegated as an overseer and a funding source
(CChC, 1994; P. B. Rodriguez, 2019). The dictatorship reduced the role and faculties of the
MINVU, and also consolidated the re-structuring of urban space, merging financial systems
with housing policy, opening the way for corporate consolidation of real-estate markets. In
conjunction, these two factors made the collective provisions more difficult to achieve and
strengthened the familial networks that were being developed by the 1970. The absorption
of the MINVU and other government systems into the corporate model, resulted in a “com-
modified, individualistic, and spatially fragmented welfare” (Hidalgo Dattwyler, Alvarado Pe-
terson, et al,, 2019; Hidalgo et al,, 2028). To many Chileans, the willingness of the Concer-
tacion to further this project was a defeat, a sign of the success of the dictatorship in main-
taining and reproducing the capitalist extractive system and local structures of power. Pino-
chet’s counter-reform continued the goal that led Alessandri and Frei to establish systems

of transition to land ownership: that of creating small landowners, and consumers.

In their opinion piece, Medel and Alfredo Rodriguez (2009) reflect “[We] Chileans do
not count with a proper affordable housing policy: we have one of financing cheap houses,”
while signaling at the shortcomings of the housing policies and their focus on increasing
the quantity of housing units, the authors lament not only the lack of quality on the units

built, but the lack of integration and segregation of affordable housing, producing what
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Chilean academics call ‘housing without city.” They ends their article with the phrase “And
the poor, each time further away,” as they get pushed to the peripheries and are deprived of
access to services and infrastructure that would otherwise mitigate their situation. I empha-
size this as building as many homes as possible has been a staple promise of all admin-
istrations since Frei until now, never reaching the goal of 180 thousand units (V. Alvarado

Peterson, personal communication, 7 July 2021).

Initially, the Concertacion’s focus on subsidizing cheap social housing projects led to
a reproduction of peripheries surrounding urban centers, creating fragmentated and segre-
gated urban landscapes that generate a myriad of new problematics for the citizens that are
new owners. For former Pobladores, the initial model of the 1990’s evolved; after the 2000’s,
it became a tool to gentrify pericentral areas and to consolidate real estate capital (Fuster

Farfan, 2019; Hidalgo et al., 2020).

While the subsidy model may have been useful, providing many Chileans with access
to ownership, it has serious shortcomings. First, as Dr. Voltaire Alvarado (personal commu-
nication, 7 July 2021) explained, the model attempted to consolidate a multitude of pre-
existing paths to landownership, while also being the framework for future ones. This caused

an intricate model, which is difficult to navigate:

The Supreme Decree N° 44 of 1988 was the last decree that the dictatorship
passed. Its objective was to stay in a monolithic form, as a model to reproduce
all urban subsidies. ... None of the post-dictatorship governments modified it,
with exception of the first decade of the Christian Democratic [Party]. Not only
they do not alter it, but they formulate everything that they pass on the decree
44. The Chilean State, to the years 2009-2016, had 27 programs and subsidies
working almost simultaneously. [In contrast] the Mexican and Colombian cases
had 3 paths, the Argentinian 2 paths, Uruguay had 1, and Brazil 1 path with
branches. ... The Chilean case gets absurd!
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Under the dictatorship these subsidies were mostly individual and tailored towards the mid-
dle-class. However, there were some grand-fathered-in modalities from previous administra-
tion, providing debt-free subsidies. Later, the Concertacion worked to increase in the inclu-
sion of low-income sectors on the subsidy model. This included collective subsidies, which
are the ones most commonly applied by Pobladores. However, most of these low-income
subsidies are partial, and debt-free subsidies are disappearing. Dr. Voltaire Alvarado then
explained to me why in Chile the struggle for housing in Chile is not for four walls and a roof,
but one against ‘housing without city,” as under the Concertacidn, the subsidy model served
to expand financialized housing logics, indebting low-income Chileans for poorly built hous-
ing units in segregated urban peripheries:

The fundament[al quality] of the subsidy is that it does not correspond to the

complete value of the house. [Although] there [exist] what we [understand as]

social housing without debt, [which] is disappearing. [In contrast] mortgage-

based subsidies are strengthening. Today [the latter] is called subsidy for the

emerging sector, and it comes hand in hand with the Decreto Supremo N°1 of
2011.

Rodrigo Hidalgo claims that in Chile housing is built without city, and some-
times, without organization. ... What subsidies have involved the state in a mar-
ket, that without its intervention [the market] would be too volatile.

(V. Alvarado Peterson, personal communication, 7 July 2021)
Even though some of the pre-1988 subsidies can be found grandfathered-in, most were
consolidated under the Supreme Decree No. 44 of unified subsidy, as Dr. Alvarado explained.
The application of the subsidy model to non-affordable housing made it a tool to expand
the financial market and open the way for subsidized gentrification. Although it initially had
provisions to ensure that subsidies only went towards new units, in 1993 the unified subsidy
model was expanded with a rent-to-own program called Leasing Habitacional. This reinte-

grated otherwise established rental properties to the market through real-estate companies
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through a bank or AFPs, consolidating the financialization of all housing (Ley N° 19.287 (V.
Y U.), 1993). As Dr. Alvarado points out, the contradiction of the subsidy model is that it
attempts to fulfill and adapt to the diverse demands of citizens, while still safeguarding cor-
porate interest and beholden to the market. This has resulted in a model which is excep-
tionally complex as well as, simultaneously, radically utilitarian, and radically ideological. This
complexity translates into an additional barrier for those without readily access to special-
ized knowledge of the intricacies of this system (V. Alvarado Peterson, personal communi-

cation, 7 July 2021; Hidalgo Dattwyler, Alvarado Peterson, et al., 2019).

Although some actors have worked to include methods in which the citizenry can
negotiate and request the implementation of their demands, it is all within a model that
reproduces the financialized logics of market-economies. Here, actors such a real-estate
enterprises, subsidiaries, and construction corporations, have the upper hand as they are
fully integrated within the statutes of housing policies. Meanwhile, civil society also has ac-
cess to this model, but often lacks tools to navigate its extremely complex bureaucratic en-
vironment. Although there is a strong presence of professional voluntarism, it is a frag-
mented and tough model which can be hostile to citizens; even more so for those seeking
to preserve communal ownership and collective housing arrangements. In addition, in Chile,
the attempts to introduce as much of the population as possible into the financialized sys-
tem in tandem with the deregulated financial market, has pushed an unsustainable indebt-
edness among the population. The amount of capital that has consolidated through mort-
gages, subsidies, and the value of real estate itself, has made of developers and real estate
companies a major pillar of Chilean financial system. On the whole, the expansion of extrac-
tive corporate models on the housing market represents a conundrum by itself, its ramifica-

tions of the context of post-disaster aggregated with the myriad of challenges that come
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with the process or reconstruction alone (Casgrain, 2010; Hidalgo Dattwyler, Alvarado Peter-

son, et al., 2019; Lefebvre, 2003).

The subsidy model is an essential part to understand Chile’s housing policies as a
whole as well as the reconstruction process, as it was completely applied under the same
framework. The subsidy model provided the policy basis that defined who was able to benefit
from the reconstruction process, and to what extent. However, due to its intricate links to
Chile’s financial sector, the subsidy model also expanded the reach of financialized logics

onto previously unreached poblaciones or already established ones.3°

5.2. The Ribera Norte Project

During the 1980’s, the northern shore of the Biobio River was greatly regularized, mostly by
the efforts of the citizens of Pedro del Rio and Aurora de Chile. Although poblaciones are
sometimes perceived only as shantytowns, it was different by the 1990’s. For instance, there
were rising middle-class sectors, mostly belonging to those families that became estab-
lished at the start of the 20" century. Most Pobladores came from the farmlands and repli-
cated their ways there. They had large terrains with animals. With the decades, these terrains
were transformed into well-built and spacious homes. While the debris of 1939 and 1960
earthquakes were used in the reclamation of the river, it was after the embankment done by
citizens in 1975 that the waterfront was really stabilized. Subsequently, it greatly reduced the
risk and scale of flooding, as well as of tuberculosis outbreaks. To illustrate this, Maria Valdés
(personal communication, 19 January 2022), a vecina of Pedro del Rio, described the situa-

tion before the embankment as one of constant struggle and risk:

35 This can be considered a process of expansion because many of these poblaciones were never formerly
introduced into the real estate market. Instead they were a result of a toma or river reclamation in Ribera Norte,
passed directly to Pobladores through a collective subsidy. Once owned, these properties usually remain in
possession of the family.
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[The river] reached until the railway, which was further away where the regional
government is today. I remember from pictures that homes were made of card-
board, nylon, a lot of homeless people lived near the river ... they looked for ref-
uge and made homes over the river. I even came here in the ‘82-‘83 to help
people when it flooded. The river reached the plaza, and then they channeled it
and built [the levee]. [But] my point is, people were taking life from the river, to
build the Costanera, but they were dying too, because they came, made their
homes, and it happened that when it rained the little houses fell. I even remem-
ber that it happened to people with babies.

During the early 1990’s, the government built a dike, expanding the Zanartu Avenue. This
prepared the coastline for the construction of the Llacolén Bridge and further reduced the
risk of flooding. Although that has been positive for the neighborhood, it also cut their access
to the river. As previously mentioned by Luis Alfonso, citizens had expanded the coastline
and started to regularize it (See Figures 6 p. 59 & 8 p. 102), they also installed the sewage,
public lightning, built sidewalks, paved streets, and drew their cadasters. The neighborhood
was so consolidated that even the Municipality of Concepcidn rented buildings there, over-
coming the informality of the sector (Ampuero Cardenas, 2016; Revista NOS, 2015). By the
1990’s, Ribera Norte had become a desirable location. However, the urban transformation
of Greater Concepcidn added to this. There was a growing need of connection to Chiguay-
ante, and growing suburbs like Andalué and El Venado across the river (See Figure 11 p. 146).
In consequence, the importance of the Costanera as a transit corridor exploded. It was a
perfect connection between the core of Concepcion to the southern shore and a direct route

between the cities of Chiguayante and Talcahuano (Matus Madrid et al., 2016; MINVU, 2001).

The central status of Concepcidn in Southern Chile elevated these interests to a na-
tionwide priority. Hence the government of Patricio Aylwin (1990-1994) planned the Urban
Recovery Project Norte Rio Biobio. It was latter implemented by the administration of Frei
Ruiz-Tagle (1994-1999). The renovation program brought together funding of all levels: mu-

nicipal, regional, federal, and even international funds. This resulted in a quasi-utopian plan
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for the riverfront. This United Nations-sponsored program aimed to improve the urban en-
vironment of Ribera Norte. For this program, Ribera Norte was delimited as a long stretch

on the northern shore of the Biobio, from the river delta in Hualpén, to Hualqui in the east

(MINVU, 2001).

Bird's-Eye View E Bird's-Eye View (Area)

1995 2022

1: Unidentified Poblacidon - Emptly Lot 1: Apartment Complex Angol

2: Cerro Chepe 2: Cerro Chepe

3: Empty Lot 3: Junta de Vecinos No.5

4: Railway Depot 4: Mirador Biobio Mall

5: Railway Passanger Station 5: Civic Neighborhood

6: Empty Lot 6: Monument to the Victims of 27F
7: Railway Tracks 7: Poblacion Nueva Aurora

8: Panos Biobio (Operational) 8: Panos Biobio (Abandoned)

Figure 8. Comparison of Ribera Norte before the Ribera Norte Project started (1995) and the contemporary state of the area
(2022) Left: A bird's-eye view of Pedro del Rio and Aurora de Chile in Ribera Norte (1995). Right: Satellite Imagery of Ribera
Norte (2022). Generated in QGIS with data from MINVU (2001).
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The underbelly of the project was the question of who the benefited party would be. There
were three sections destined to social housing in Pedro del Rio. Three sections in which they
were explicitly designed to house the families of Cerro Chepe, Pedro del Rio ZafAartu, and
Aurora de Chile. Although the plan included apartment blocks for Pobladores, most of them
would lose their plots of land. By the 1990’s, the sector was more developed, leaving only a
few patches of shantytowns. When the Ribera Norte Project started to be developed, it be-
came evident that the solution for citizens was only an afterthought as officials mostly at-
tempted to work participatorily in order to organize the eviction of the citizens. Their priority
was not to establish the families in better conditions, but to increase the economic potential
of the area by opening the land reclaimed by Pobladores to the real estate market. The
government tried to push the proposal with an apolitical rhetoric while using the partnership
of the United Nations and the language from the Habitat II and III conferences to convince
the citizenry that they were benefiting from the program. The project managed to recover
some lands, especially those belonging to the railway company where they built the Civic
Neighborhood and gathered investments for the Mall-Plaza Mirador Bio-Bio. Neighbors,
however, did not budge. The project relied on a private-public model and self-funding -
which depended on the recovering and sale of recovered land. Without incoming funds from
additional land acquisitions, the project stalled, as it was unable to create a real-estate offer

(Baeriswyl et al., 2017; Matus Madrid et al., 2016; MINVU, 1996, 1999, 2001).

While interest was consolidated in the riverfront of Concepcidn, towards the east in
Chiguayante, a process was repeating itself. By 1970, most of the municipality was desig-
nated as farmland, however during the 1990’s it started to attract rural immigrants as the
influence of Concepcidn expanded. As time went by and the influence of Concepcidn grew,
Chiguayante did too. The city is situated in a key position along the northern shore of the

Biobio River. In the south-eastern corner of the city is the Poblacidn of Villa Futuro, securing
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a privileged position. It developed as a united working-class neighborhood and saw an un-
impeded period of advancement from camp to neighborhood, from the 1990’s to 2010. Bar-
bara Orrego was among those who moved to Villa Futuro and built the neighborhood. She is
also a former union leader and current representative of the Junta de Vecinos Villa Futuro.
She told me how these interests have influenced the poblacion:

Villa Futuro was born in the nineties. ... We got here in the nineties, to the pe-

riphery, because this was the periphery of Concepcidon. Then, we applied [for a

subsidy] to SERVIU. At the time, we applied directly, paying dividends for 15

years, and we had some apartments which fell with the earthquake. ... So, we got

here. As I told you, this poblacion, which was peripheric, was worthless and no-

body gave a peso for it. We were organized and we lived here from the 98’s until

the earthquake. Everything was organized, no one was thinking of leaving. We

raised or children here. All of us were a family, but with the earthquake everything
changed. Now we are building a new villa.

.. With the years, we improved [the Poblacién], and an interest for the river
emerged. There were projects to make a bridge, a highway, a park. Then we saw
there was an interest, an economic interest from the government of Sebastian
Pifera to take the terrains declaring them vacant lots. That meant that the de-
velopers would buy at a very low price. It was a gravy train because the directors
of the SERVIU that Sebastian Pifiera appointed were all entrepreneurs, owners
of construction companies ...

(B. Orrego Gallegos, personal communication, 8 January 2022)
Although Orrego makes the connection to the earthquake early on, the basis of these inter-
ests for the whole Ribera Norte were set, even before the project was announced. They only
started to materialize when the conditions converged under the Frei Ruiz-Tagle, especially
political interests, as the displacement of poblaciones was difficult, even to the dictatorship
and their brutal tactics. The hopes for the stakeholders were that the optimism of the Con-
certacion would smooth the process as it did in the other projects that consolidated neolib-
eral logics. Finally, Orrego’s mentions of Pifiera and his appointees at the SERVIU heralds a

trend that it is important to pin down, which is the involvement of real-estate and
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construction industries in politics, consolidating corporate power and logics in government.
While the van Rysselberghe family is the clearest example of this at the local level, the Ribera
Norte Project is an example of how under the Concertacién the practices of displacement

developed during the dictatorship were still occurring, albeit in a less oppressive form.

5.3. Social Organization During the Transition

This section is an overview on how the transition to democracy reignited social organizing
after the most repressive years of the dictatorship, and how some housing struggles re-
emerged years after. The formation of the Concertacién and the deposition of Pinochet were
the largest nation-scale struggles by the late 1980’s. The transition to democracy, was a
process that according to official accounts ended when the Concertacion stated its govern-
ment in 1990 with Patricio Alwyn’s administration (1990-1994). However, many still referred
all the following governments as governments of the transition because they continued the
processes that the dictatorship set in motion. That continuity implied a failure to successfully
transition to democracy, away from the structures set by the military regime. The systemic
issues caused by the continuation of the neoliberal model led to a re-emergence of housing-
related struggles and other nation-wide movements in the 2000’s, these movements re-
sisted processes caused by the neoliberal model and were key in supporting and informing

the movement for the reconstruction after the 2010 earthquake.

In many neighborhoods, the idea of transitioning to democracy in the late 1980’s led
to a reinvigoration of participation in politics. In Pedro del Rio, this moment revitalized their
juntas de vecinos and led them to re-democratize the Junta N. 5, as it had been under juris-
diction of the municipality due to Pinochet’s municipal reforms. It is important to notice that
many neighborhoods first got organized during the plebiscite of 1988. This was the case for
Ana Pefaloza’s neighborhood. Peialoza’s experience is an example of how this process was

lived at the local level, this is important as the Concertaciéon was only successful due to an
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overwhelming support from grassroots organizations. However, this goes beyond the Con-
certacion, as most neighborhood remained involved afterwards, leaving reconnected com-
munities with experience organizing. Ana Pefialoza was instrumental in the re-democratiza-
tion of the Junta N. 5. She told to me how civil participation for the plebiscite led her and

her friends to democratize the neighborhood council:

Ana Penaloza: It started when I was young. It all started with a group of youth,
in a house by the river. I don’t know how I ended up in that house, but I fell in
love with the cabros.?6 They were cabros, junkies you see. They were making
their house and I arrived in that precise moment, ... but in the inside they were
clean and had strong willpower. That was during the [years of] ‘84, ‘85. So I
started to stick with them and they sang. We would sing until dawn. ... but do you
know what hurt them? They won [small grants], a radio, a TV, and they wanted to
grab it and take it out, to get high, but some resisted. Until one day, three or four
years later, they got into a fight and they dismantled the house, dividing the
house, a pile of planks each, because they fought for the radio and TV.

In that group was Marcelo Gaete and Elvira. We [got together] and discovered
politics. [There were others] interested and wanted us to go to their reunion, but
we told them to come here to get their feet dirty, in a poor house surrounded by
filth. [There was] a bunch of trash outside, but I think I liked it because of the
unity of the people. Then it was the campaign for the ‘no’ and this thing with the
president.?”

Ernestina Gatica: The candidates for the senate, deputies, and the president of
the republic.

Ana Pefaloza: What was the name of the president?
Ernestina Gatica: Patricio Elwyn.

Ana Pefaloza: It's hard for me to pronounce it, and you know what? We [gave it
all] working on that. They lent us a house in Desiderio Sanhueza and we went
there every day. I don’t know how I could be all day in the streets, we went out
every day. Then we went tagging and I was watching. They were tagging cars

36 Colloquial term to describe young boys or kids.
37 Here she refers to the plebiscite of 1988 and the presidential elections of 1989.
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and then the tiras®® arrived ... with machineguns. In dictatorship, I had never
seen a machinegun so close. They detained us. They wanted to dismantle us.
There was nothing else to do, but a bunch of us said ‘but how are we going to
go home and not organize the junta de vecinos?’ and then it was born. [At the
beginning] I didn’t know Ernestina. We thought she had an angry face, but then
Mr. Soto arrived and saw her and told us ‘No, I know Ernestina. She is the daugh-
ter of a friend of mine.” Then we realized that it was possible and people rallied
for the elections.

(A. Penaloza, E. Gatica, personal communication, 19 January 2022)
After getting organized to support the plebiscite against Pinochet’s administration, and sub-
sequently the elections for the Concertacion, represented by Patricio Elwyn, their junta de
vecinos remained not only together but democratic. The first group leaders of the democra-
tized Junta N. 5 can be pictured in Figure 9 (p. 189). Then, a few years later in the mid 1990’s,
as the Ribera Norte Project started to take form, Ernestina told me that they struggled as
they wanted to take away their clinic to make space for the project. Vecinos not only man-
aged to maintain their clinic (now known as the Family Heath Center Juan Soto Fernandez)
in the neighborhood, but they also managed to obtain a terrain to build a community center
for the elderly and house the Junta N. 5. This process was mostly led by Ernestina Gatica.
She narrated me how she was able to obtain the space they currently have, maintaining it as
a sort of communal property for the Junta N. 5 and the community process, carrying out all
the paperwork and land transfers herself:
It was a struggle with the communal authority. When organizing the neighbor-
hood, what happens is that you face all kinds of proceedings and authorities. In
the case of social leaders who are critical, autonomous, independent, it's difficult

to relate with authorities because they want submissiveness. They want you to
serve them, not the other way around, and it is the opposite here.

Then, we had this conflict for this space [the communal center we were in] in
the time of Proyecto Ribera Norte, of erradicacion of the Pobladores. We claimed

38 Colloquial word for soldier.
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this in the year ‘98 when they wanted to remove the clinic. ... There was a conflict
between the communal health authority and the health authority of CESVAM, the
clinic back then, because they took the decision in secret to remove the clinic
from here. ... I was recovering from cancer back then and Mr. Soto was replacing
me, but he died then.

Everything came together, and the neighbors came and told me, so I contacted
the mayor Don Ariel Ulléa. We did the meeting and he told me [to propose some-
thing], and I did. I told him about this terrain [from Bienes Maritimos]®*° which
was a vacant lot and that we had to work to obtain it for the clinic. He made
some quick calls. He was neurotic and efficient. He told me that they can’t do it
themselves, that I had to handle it. The junta de vecinos, then Bienes Maritimos,
passed the land to Bienes Nacionales.*® From there, we demanded it be trans-
ferred to SERVIU - and they are the owners of this block. ... Then SERVIU man-
aged the process to give it to the municipality, with the condition of that this
space as well as the infrastructure from the old clinic went to the junta de
vecinos. That’s how it got written and consecrated by all authorities. Then, when
we fought to get the resources for the new clinic they moved there and some of
the buildings left were left in the hands of the junta de vecinos, in commodatum.

(E. Gatica Fuentes et al., personal communication, 20 January 2022)

39 Property of the Navy.
48 Nationalized property.
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Figure 9. The first democratic leadership of the Junta N. 5 holding a meeting
during 1989. From left to right: Juan Soto Fernandez, Mario Gaete, Ernestina
Gatica, Camilo Fernandez, Ana Maria Pefialoza, and Marcelo Gaete. Credit: Ana
Maria Pefialoza Puelles.

The Concertacidon administrations were an improvement over the dictatorship in many areas.
For one, community organizing was no longer persecuted. Most evident here are provisions
which allowed vecinos of Pedro del Rio and Villa Futuro access to some form of agreement
to maintain land for the community outside of the logics of the real estate market. Despite
this, these were exceptional cases. These administrations saw a steady advancement of ne-
oliberal policies, which reduced access to modalities within the subsidy model that permit-
ted collective ownership and ownership without debt. Moreover, the advancement of finan-
cialized logics into more aspect of the Chilean welfare, as well as the consolidation of cor-
porate social relations with policymakers, brought a social malaise. Since the late 1990’s
this malaise started to manifest in several movements, some of which were supported and
informed by the struggle for reconstruction after 27F (V. Alvarado Peterson, personal com-

munication, 7 July 2021; Ampuero Cardenas, 2016; P. B. Rodriguez, 2019; Soederberg, 2010).
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The first post-dictatorship social movement was one led by Pobladores. It was in
response to the poorly built social housing units built by the Concertacion. In addition of
their lack of quality of the apartments and their poor integration to the urban fabric, these
neighborhoods were vulnerable to natural hazards. This prompted the first Concertacion
housing crisis 1997, due to the El Nifio,*" which affected thousands of newly built social
housing units. This crisis exposed the intimate associations between politics and the real-
estate corporate class, which is fully manifested by the Chilean Chamber of Construction
(CChC) and the Ministry of Housing, with the appointment of the head CChC as Minister of
Housing of the Concertacidn. Despite the fact that there was no accountability for this case,
it highlighted problematics of Concertacidn’s housing model. These shortcomings caused
the first post-dictatorship reemergence of an organized movement of Pobladores (P. B.

Rodriguez, 2019).

In Concepcidn, a similar story developed with some Penquistas that formed the
Flooded Citizens of Concepciéon Movement (Movimiento Ciudadanos Inundados de Concep-
cion, hereafter Flooded Citizens) after constructions on the Andalién River increased the risk
of flooding, which happened in the mid-20080s. Although the movement was inactive by
2010, some of its members, among them a leader named Antonio Mena, retook activities to
support the struggle for reconstruction, sharing their expertise and experience of the catas-

trophe (E. Ampuero Cardenas, personal communication, 4 October 2021).

At the national level, there was a growing resistance to neoliberalism, particularly to
processes of financialization. The largest post-dictatorship movement before 2010 was the
Student Movement of 2006, also known as the Pinguin Revolution. It was a response to the

increasingly liberalization and financialization of Chile’s educational system, specifically

41 Meteorological phenomenon that causes increased temperatures and rainfall in the Pacific coast.
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higher education. These students demanded “free education, the defense of public educa-
tion, the rejection of the for-profit educational providers, and the elimination of schools’

discriminatory practices” (Bellei et al., 2014).

Students were spearheading a general sense of discontent that was brewing under
the administrations of the Concertacidn, as many sectors of civil society and the left yearned
for a transition away from the neoliberal project. From 2004 onwards, Chile had a politically
charge and tense social environment, and as Eduardo Ampuero (personal communication,

4 October 2021), students were always the early indicators of emerging broader struggles:

In the context of 2010, we had had 20 years of transition to democracy. Organ-
izations were barely waking up again because, during the ‘98s, everyone waited.
There was affluence in society too; it does not mean that people were getting
rich, but there was a lot of [currency] circulating due to the rise of neoliberalism
that the dictatorship established. It started to take force during the transition,
with the privatizations, ... the introduction of vouchers, credit systems for educa-
tion and its privatization. ... People got deeply indebted, and then we passed to
the 215t century with a discontent population that was waiting for social mobility
to jump to another condition, another class, but some things had happened.
[One of these was] the mobilization of subcontracted mining workers, ... subcon-
tracted forestry workers.

... Along with the heat of the fight for the reconstruction, the student movement
developed. That was coming since 2006 with the revolution of high school stu-
dents. ... That turmoil always anticipates things, student movement - especially
those of secondary education - always gives signals of a state of mind. But, in
2011, it took form in all levels of education. ... Our movement for reconstruction]
started in a context of a climate of social awakening, but with a huge absence
of organization.

As Ampuero mentioned, there was a general environment of social awakening, and there
were many fronts, the main one being the students. While Flooded Citizens and those who
suffered floods from El Nifio before were the first housing-related movement, which hap-

pened to be also disaster related, the first nation-wide housing movement was that of the
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mortgage debtors. Just as the students, mortgage debtors were resisting a process of finan-
cialization as well. This process was happening in many fronts, with the developers that took
away that role from the state, which are known as Housing Management Entities (Entidad de
Gestion Inmoviliaria; EGIS), this reduced the role of the state in the development of social
housing and also funneled the funds of subsidies towards the private sector. Then, as mort-
gage-based subsidies became more common, some of the mortgages were given with ex-

tremely high interest rates, that doubled or tripled the value of their homes.

After the housing crisis of 1997, the transference of mortgages to the banking sector
in 2000 saw a dramatic increase in interest rates and defaults. Citizens organized to resist
this process which prompted a toma of the Mapocho river by the FENAPO, the second long-
est toma after the dictatorship - the first one was the Toma de Pefaloén (which lasted from
1999 to 2019). Afterwards, the National Association of Mortgage Debtors (Asociacion
Nacional de Deudores Habitacionales; ANDHA Chile) organized, eventually consolidating
into a political party. They became instrumental in the struggle for reconstruction and took
representation to politics first as their leader Roxana Miranda was nominated for the presi-
dency of the republic, later joining the coalition Frente Amplio*? (Casgrain, 2018; W. A. Imi-

lan, 2016.; Ozler, 2012).

Although the transition to democracy did not mean a transition away from Pinochet
policies, it did allow for a safe environment for social organizing to take root again. By 2010
the disillusion of Chileans with the decisions taken by the Concertacidon was evident, as such
the earthquake came in a politically charged environment, one in which these movements

had begun to take root years before. In short, the movement for the reconstruction after 27F

42 “wide Front.” This is the coalition that represented the current president Gabriel Boric Font.
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did not start from zero, instead, it was informed and supported by the movements high-

lighted in this section.

5.4. Summary

The subsidy model was the result of the coalescence of the agrarian reform and Chile’s pre-
dictatorship housing goals. Although these goals continued even during Pinochet’s govern-
ment, the mechanism to achieve them were locked-in to neoliberal logics by the Supreme
Decree No. 44. Despite the fact that the subsidy model has allowed paths for collective
ownership and transition towards ownership without debt, these are dwindling. Instead, new
amendments provide paths to fully integrate new housing into the real estate and financial
markets, ensuring the expansion and reproduction of a system of private ownership that

advantages corporate interests (V. Alvarado Peterson, personal communication, 7 July 2021).

Moreover, the subsidy model was used to syphon public funds towards the public
sector, a key contributor to the housing crisis of 1997. Then, it became evident that the
system was compromised. Businessmen in the real estate and construction sectors held
political posts, causing alarming conflicts of interest. Enterprises receiving subsidies were
sometimes owned by the granting functionaries or their connections. They were often fi-
nanced by AFPs, gathering public funds from both housing subsidies and retirement funds.
This saw a massive construction boom of social hosing with poor quality units and no urban
integration. For the reconstruction, this configuration of the housing system had two conse-
quences. First, this consolidation of the corporate class, the construction, and real estate
industries, tied corporate interests to regional development and politics. Second, it estab-
lished the subsidy model as the main means of transition towards ownership and eventually
reconstruction, while doubling as the framework under which these corporate interests op-

erate (R. A. Hidalgo Dattwyler et al., 2016; P. B. Rodriguez, 2019).
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Whereas the Concertacion focus to increase the number of social housing units led
to an expansion of the subsidy model, it also led to the expansion of uneven urban morphol-
ogies, where the vulnerable sectors were pushed towards the peripheries without urban in-
tegration. Furthermore, the Ribera Norte Project led to the attempted displacement of
Pobladores of Pedro del Rio and Aurora de Chile, undoing decades of hard work. These two
factors indicate made evident that, policy wise, the Concertacidn did not differ significantly
from the Pinochet, as such corporate interests and extractive uses of urban land were prior-
itized before the needs and well-being of Chileans, especially vulnerable sectors of the pop-
ulation. While the Ribera Norte Project represents a continuity of the displacement policies
led by the dictatorship, it is more relevant to my research as it is an immediate precedent

to the post-disaster gentrification attempts after the 2010 earthquake.

The transition to democracy, particularly the process leading up to the plebiscite and
the elections of 1989, was a catalyst for the reactivation of civil society. In Pedro del Rio this
led the re-democratization of their junta de vecinos, led by Ana Pefialoza and other vecinos.
By the mid 1990’s, the council was democratic. With the effort of Ernestina, they managed
to obtain a communal space to maintain activities. These were some of the specific factors
that had contributed to the well-organized status of the neighborhood. In consequence,
when the Ribera Norte Project targeted the neighborhoods of Pedro del Rio and Aurora de
Chile for erradicacion, they were able to resist the displacement while the project was put
on hold. In Chiguayante, Villa Futuro was just establishing itself. Vecinos worked hard to
improve their poblacion and their quality of life. However, they had not experienced any at-

tempts of displacement yet, thus, they did not have experience resisting erradicaciones.

In a wider scope, the expansion of the neoliberal project under the Concertacion led
to discontent in some sectors of the population. The struggle for housing re-emerged after

just seven years, due to the bad quality and poor urban integration of the units built during



114

the Concertacion. The first housing struggle after the dictatorship was led by flooded
Pobladores in 1997, a different movement of flooded citizens emerged in Concepcidn during
the mid-2000, these were also the first post-disaster related movements at least since 1973.
Another housing struggle emerged nation-wide was that of the mortgage debtors, which was
led by ANDHA Chile. What is particular about this movement is that it was mostly comprised
by the middle class. It also represented a resistance to structural factors, in this case the
financialization of housing and the privatization of mortgage debt. The largest movement
before 2010, was the student Penguin Revolution, this coincided with ANDHA in the sense
that both resisted processes of financialization, in this case of education. However, the stu-
dent movement also pointed out to deeper societal failures due to the continuation of the
neoliberal project. These movements were essential at informing the movements that arose

after the 2010 earthquake.

Together, these three aspects provide a clear picture of the immediate sociopolitical
context by 2010. These aspects are also connected and affect each other. The subsidy model
is at the crossroads, functioning as the tool which expands the financialization process, as
the main method of access to home ownership for many Chileans, and finally as the system
that adapts to fulfill the increasingly complex needs of the market and the populace. Under
the Concertacidon it also functioned as a palliative for displacement projects, giving
Pobladores access to home ownership in urban peripheries. While the subsidy model is a
manifestation of neoliberal logics in policymaking, the Ribera Norte Project was meant to
manifest these logics in Concepcidn’s urban fabric. The movements that arose during the
transition to democracy as well as in response to the continuation of Pinochet’s economic
policies under the Concertacién are a testament of the retained collective memory of Chil-
eans. This lingering memory has been a base for the reignition of social organizing on sev-

eral occasions, while the 1988 plebiscite is the clearest example, student, Pobladores
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resisting erradicacion in Ribera del Rio, flooded citizens, and mortgage debtors, are move-
ment that not only intersect but echo past struggles, just as the fight for a just reconstruction

did.
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6. Self-Organization in the Aftermath of 27F
When the earthquake hit the coast of the Biobio Region in 2010, it brought not only summer
to an abrupt end, but also the social slumber that Chileans were coming from after two
decades of expectations under the Concertacion administrations. Before the abrupt awak-
ening of the earthquake, there were signs of this period coming to an end due to the Con-
certacion’s lukewarm approach to undo Pinochet’s policies. Most notorious of these signs
was the Penguin Revolution, the country’s student protests of 2006. Decades earlier, in 1997
the first housing crisis of the Concertacion brought back organized Pobladores using the
toma as a key practice of protest and transition to land ownership. At the time, these move-
ments did not manage to transform themselves into a national reawakening nor to influence
policymaking. Nevertheless, these movements introduced new actors to the political scene
and brought back old ones as well (Angelcos & Pérez, 2017). This chapter is focused on the
immediate response to the earthquake by the state and local people who were affected. The
government response showed a lack of preparedness and care for the wellbeing of Chileans.
In contrast, for citizens this was a moment that served to foster solidarity and rekindle social
organization, helping to break the long process of entropy and atomization caused by Pino-

chet’s government.

This chapter explores aspects of spontaneous organization which occurred after 27F
as survivors sought to fulfill their immediate needs and recreate practices of solidarity. The
chapter draws in particular on the accounts of Mauricio Saez, a sociology student and vol-
unteer after the earthquake, and from the vecinos of Pedro del Rio who organized them-
selves to provide for their neighborhood. As the chapter will document, many aspects of the
citizens’ exemplary response were catalyzed by a lacking response by the government, which
caused Pobladores to be skeptical of the government’s ability to handle the short and long-

term aspects of the crisis. Moreover, this process of disaster citizenship was disrupted by
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the government’s attempts to regain control of post-disaster reconstruction and to protect
private property. I argue that the ruptures in the handling of the crisis showed the limits of

the Chilean welfare system and also prompted the alternate citizen-led responses.

This chapter is divided into two sections and a summary. The first section explores
the immediate response to the earthquake by the state and its shortcomings. These short-
comings were a consequence of the paralysis of the government apparatus in the immediate
aftermath. After the immediate emergency settled, the government focused its efforts to
protect private property and public order, leaving those in dire need of basic necessities
fend for themselves. The second section is the response of citizens to the earthquake itself,
and to the neglect shown by the government. In this section I describe the several form in
which citizens banded together to provide for their basic needs, occupying public spaces,

and recurring once again to ollas comunes - soup kitchens.

6.1. State of Exception: A Paralyzed Government Prioritizes Private Property

Despite being one of the most seismic-prone countries on earth, Chilean earthquake early
warning systems failed in 2010, leading to 500 deaths mostly in the vicinity of Dichato, a
town within the Greater Concepcidén Area. This failure was compounded by the miscommu-
nication between the agencies (SHOA and ONEMI) responsible for alerting and informing
the office of the president. Aside from being underfunded, the ONEMI depended on approval
from the navy (SHOA) and the presidency to act. When communications were cut, the ONEMI
was unable to respond independently. President Bachelet, just a few days away from leaving
office, attempted to maintain an image of control and normalcy. In reality, the state appa-
ratus had been disconnected from its regional and municipal agencies and was unable to

respond (Farias, 2014; Ramirez & Aliaga Sandoval, 2012).
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This paralysis of the state was not limited to the early detection system. In the most
affected regions, all levels of government were inoperative. Although this was partly because
government functionaries were affected by the earthquake, Chile’s top-down governing
structure also limited the agency of lower levels of government, impeding horizontal collab-
oration. Despite the absence of government, “society could not submit to a state of pause
of waiting; on the contrary, the same population created and experimented with different
forms to solve their problems (Ampuero, 2016: 21).” To look out for their basic needs, citizens
in affected neighborhoods organized ollas comunes and emergency camps. Well organized
neighborhoods such as Pedro del Rio and Villa Futuro managed to obtain a semblance of
order and even collaborate with the municipal governments and territoriales - functionaries
from the municipality that collaborate with neighborhoods and local organizations. Other-
wise, the only presence of government was the army in the most affected areas. Naturally,
after days of neglect, without functioning infrastructure or basic services, citizens did not
trust that the government would fulfil their needs. Some resorted to looting supermarkets in
the vicinity of Concepcidn (Bornstein et al.,, 2013; Ramirez & Aliaga Sandoval, 2012; SHOA,

2000).

When the government finally managed to re-organize and have a presence in the
affected areas, its focus was in protecting private property. This indicates that decision mak-
ers in regional levels of government did not attend the root causes of the looting: a virtually
non-existent governmental response during the immediate aftermath of the earthquake and
the situation of precarity that many Pobladores faced even before the earthquake struck. As
one of Concepcidn’s larger supermarkets (Lider, subsidiary of Walmart) is near Pedro del
Rio, vecinos witnessed the looting firsthand. Marcela Penaloza (personal communication, 20
January 2022), a vecina from Pedro del Rio explained how the earthquake amplified the fear

and desperation of people from the neighborhood:
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I went downtown because I had to work, to see the office. In the following days
it was hard to walk and seeing everything destroyed disoriented you. It was pitiful
and new to know that the mill was destroyed, all the wheat there and the [rubble
from the Alto Rio Building; See Figure 15 p. 189] on the ground. It was the end
of the month and people already saw themselves starving. It was evident that we
would not have food in the future. Nothing. And then the supermarket, they
started to loot it. A lot of people live check to check, and people felt a horrible
panic. Besides the earthquake, they dreaded a future economic crisis, hunger.

Ernestina Gatica (personal communication, 19 January 2022), pointed out that as the media
reported on the looters, the Pobladores of Pedro del Rio got the blame, when in reality people
from all sectors were looting:

In the middle of everything, functionaries went to loot. They treated me like I

was stupid because I didn’t loot, and here in the neighborhood we were blamed

[by people saying:] ‘[the Pobladores of] Pedro del Rio did all the looting,” that we

were delinquent. But I saw functionaries that were in the administration of Miss

Jacqueline, a bunch of them, my colleagues. They did not have the need, and
[vet they] went to loot.

Luis Alfonso and Maria Valdés added to her point, indicating how other sectors looted for
personal gain, including businessmen:
Luis Alfonso Onate: Here, there were those who looted, taking trucks filled with

merchandise to San Pedro [de la Paz].#3 Some business owners stocked [their
shelves] with what they stole.

Maria Valdés: And those were selling yeast and candles for 1900, 1200 pesos,
the same is happening now [with the COVID-19 pandemic].

The media not only criminalized the looters but contributed to a collective panic by exag-
gerating the scope of the looting, even claiming that there were bands of raiders targeting
citizens. This narrative was also pushed by the government and media, as it deflected the

attention of citizens towards protecting their own possessions. During my discussion with

43 A middle and upper-class municipality in the Greater Concepcidén area, across river in the Biobio’s south-
ern shore.
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Luis Alfonso and Maria, an Undisclosed Participant interjected, sharing that for them the
worst part of the immediate aftermath of the earthquake was this campaign of misinfor-
mation:
Undisclosed Participant: We got out with tents, to sleep by the rail line, and
something more intense started the second or third day, because a policemen

arrived, who was well-known in the neighborhood, and told us ‘You have to get
into your home because there are bands coming to attack the homes’ —

Maria Valdés: That was stupidity!

Undisclosed participant: Then, a collective panic started, desperate people mak-
ing their own bayonets to defend themselves... They believed him ... [and they
believed]people were looting. Then, they wanted people to be at their homes
taking care of their own stuff so they could not go and loot [the malls]. The whole
situation was invented. But it was terrifying, nobody slept, all scared, desperate.

Then, not having water was the hardest, but that’s when the solidarity came. Even
I ran out of food because I hadn’t gone to get groceries. I only had yogurt and
cookies for my grandkids.

Maria Valdés: No one had groceries because it was the end of the month— I only
had a kilo of sugar!

(L.A. Onate, M. Valdés, Undisclosed Participant, personal communication, 19
January 2022)

These quotes allow us to understand why citizens’ trust in governmental institutions was
eroded by the government’s policy to control looting. Not only did the government mishandle
the lootings, but they also were clearly prioritizing private property over the wellbeing of
citizens. This partiality towards the private sector became more evident when Sebastian
Pifiera took office a few days afterwards. The younger brother of José Pifiera, Pinochet’s
Labor Minister, Sebastian did not have experience in public administration since his career
had been dedicated to finance and entrepreneurship. His partial attitude to the private sec-
tor was evident immediately as one of his first actions as president was to declare a state

of emergency to stop the looting. While President Pifiera focused on looting, those in rural
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areas suffered from the absence of government or organization. Ernestina noted the stark
contrast between her neighborhood and the conditions in rural areas, which she had a

chance to witness as one of the few government employees sent to these areas:

Ernestina Gatica: Pedro del Rio was an oasis in comparison to what I experi-
enced going to other places -

Maria Valdés: Because the tsunami didn’t hit us!

Ernestina Gatica: [In] places like Lota-Coronel, Coliumo, Dichato, Talcauhano,
Chiguayante, people [were] begging for a glass of water to give to the children,
and here I was arguing with people because they were using the water to wash
their cars and rugs. I was conflicted [when I] saw all the vecinos of Avenida
Zafartu making bread, eating steak with whisky from the lootings, giving every-
thing away because it was an oasis here. Whereas, in other places, there wasn't
even water for a baby. [The] situation was shocking to me with [such extreme]hu-
man misery [in the rural area, while here we were] living the moment intensely
without worrying about other places... because of the solidarity of the neighbor-
hood, but it [the solidarity] was not for the outside. The vecinos didn’t set up
campaigns, nor did the junta de vecinos at that time...

Then, what happened was that there was no solidarity to the outside, to help
people in other places, because I visited many municipalities where the munic-
ipality didn’t go to - because the functionaries didn’t want to... We got there in
Lota-Coronel to some desolated places, very far, where people didn’t have food
[or] water. We had a little box which was their hope, their hope of life, the boxes
that the municipality made. [However] I saw many functionaries stealing, honey
jars, [and] a lot of [what was sent to assist the victims of the tsunami]. [There
was] tons, and tons of assistance but a lot of theft.

There was no planning, no order in public institutions. In that moment, I worked
[for the government] and everyone was all over the place. There was no team-
work. How were we going to attend the emergency [like that]? They were there,
just stuck, and nothing else. The same thing happened with wildfires: people
lose everything but [the functionaries] are content to give them a mediagliita,
a little shack, and everything else? ‘Make do with whatever you have,’ [they say].

(E. Gatica, M. Valdés, personal communication, 19 January 2022)
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Ernestina’s account of the abject state of some rural communities demonstrates that
government action was misdirected towards protecting private property - which some func-
tionaries themselves stole - over the basic needs of the citizens. However, there was a sector
that the government did not neglect. The industrial sector saw an extremely swift response
and reconstruction. For example, in 2010, President Pinera assigned Jacqueline Van Ryssel-
berghe as the as intendenta - head of a regional government - of the Biobio Region. At that
time, Van Rysselberghe was already quite influential politically and in the business sector
having been mayor for ten years and being a member of a family with strong influence in the

construction sector.

Under Van Rysselberghe’s leadership, private industry was favored from the first days
of the reconstruction. One of her government’s first actions was to meet with the leaders of
different gremios to organize the early reconstruction efforts and to meet with local industry
leaders to develop an action plan (Escobar Arrigada, 2010; C. G. Sandoval, 2018b). The busi-
ness leaders and their allies in government prioritized the re-establishment of key transport
connections and infrastructure rather than the immediate needs of the victims of the disas-
ter. For example, businesses who received contracts to carry out the reconstruction of infra-
structure received a ‘megafund’ of 120 million USD as early as April 2010, while inhabitants
of Dichato had not even received mediaguas, or working electricity, by late May of the same
year (Salazar, 2010; Ulloa, 2010). Government support for the needs and interests of the
area’s citizens came only after the state’s neglect in Dichato sparked nationwide discontent
and protests. The situation in Dichato was one example among many in which business
leaders profited from reconstruction either on their own or with the assistance of the new

right-wing government.

Pinera’s administration also took the opportunity to profit politically from the eco-

nomic recovery that the reconstruction brought while also using it to funnel funds towards
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the private sector. Mauricio Saez, a sociologist who was studying at University of Concepcion
during 2010, remarked on how opportune this was for businesses as a way to mitigate some

of the effects of 2008 financial crisis:

There was an economic crisis in Latin America., The GDP of several countries
was falling [and], others had very low levels of development, economic growth
[around O to 1%]. [In contrast] Chile was projected to grow around 6 to 7%, but
with the [2008 financial] crisis [the forecast] went down to [0.1 to 1%)]. Pifiera
used the earthquake to give money to private enterprises. He gave the money
away without a clear policy, saying ‘people want to rebuild, here’s a bonus, a card
with a thousand dollars so you can rebuild your home, but you could only use
that card on 3 big-box stores. What about those who don’t have those stores in
their cities? What happens with the local economy? [Pinera’s solution] was only
benefiting those big conglomerates. Sebastian Pifiera took state’s money and
gave it to his group of entrepreneur friends. That set the tone for the reconstruc-
tion. Then, because he gave out so much money, the crisis wasn’t felt as much,
it even exceeded expectations and people said that it was a good government
because there was a reactivation [of the economy], but it was not because of
Piflera. The country after living [through] an earthquake, lived a process of re-
construction, [which required a great deal of labor, and this is what resulted in
the post-disaster economic growth]...

(Personal communication, 6 July 2021)
In short, the lack of readiness and the multiple levels of top-down dependency, aggregated
with the physical damages caused by the earthquake, prompted a brief collapse of the sys-
tems of early detection and disaster response in Chile. Early post-disaster policies devel-
oped by the Pinera government favored corporate interests and political elites. Over time, it
became obvious to many that the corporate programs and top-down approach were not only
ineffective but did not take seriously the needs of Chileans who had survived the disaster

and were badly in need of support.

6.2. Citizens Fulfill the Role of the State

Recalling Solidarity
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For Penquistas*# and those mostly affected by the earthquake, the shortcomings of the gov-
ernment were evident, and they saw greater potential in post-disaster mutual aid programs
than in the government’s policies and programs. This was particularly evident in in more
organized neighborhoods in which inhabitants had experienced the government’s neglect
in normal and post-disaster circumstances. This combination of factors led to an immediate
voluntary response from citizens in the aftermath of the disaster in the form of many indi-
vidual and later collective spontaneous acts of solidarity. In this section, I describe a series
of examples that illustrate how neighbors, friends, and strangers found different ways to

support each other in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake.

The first couple of examples are experiences involving hospitality, which reflect an al-
truistic set of values and sense of responsibility shown by Chileans in the aftermath of the
disaster. Soon after I arrived at Concepcidén, I met with one of my interviewees, Eduardo
Ampuero, former teacher, now artist and social leader. We met near Plaza Peru, where we
had a long conversation about Chile, in which he explained that visitors have a special place
there. Being geographically isolated, between the Pacific Ocean and the Andes Mountains,
Chile is seldom a center of attention for foreigners or for the rest of the world. This makes
Chilean hospitality one of a kind, something I can attest to. Being in an environment so
isolated, and so hazardous, causes people to feel a sense of responsibility for visitors. When
the earthquake hit, Mauricio Saez, was celebrating the end of the summer in Santa Juana
with some friends from Concepcidén. When morning came, he felt responsible for his guests
and specifically to return them to their families in Concepcidn. After the earthquake, he
immediately prepared to return them to their families:

The urban area of my [home] town, Santa Juana, is about 6000 inhabitants and
the rest of the rural sector has like 7000-8000 [inhabitants]. There are a lot of

44 Citizens of the Greater Concepcién area.
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municipalities in Chile with small populations, and I was [at one of these] during
the earthquake.... I'm also a scout— why is that relevant? [As I told you], two of
my friends were not from Santa Juana. They were staying with me [and the next
morning after the earthquake] we had breakfast, and I came out with my bag,
tent, sleeping bag, a bit of food, [and suggested] ... the idea that we were going
to walk to Concepcidon. When we were walking we coincided with the father of
one of them, who was able to cross the bridges because he had a small car, and
he took them back to Concepcidn.

(M. J. Sdez Cuevas, personal communication, 6 July 2021)
Mirtha Mufoz, whose son was in another city during the earthquake, experienced a similar
situation, in which her nephew hitchhiked to Concepcidn bringing supplies as well as her
son who also received the aid of friends he was visiting and gathered donations from

strangers on his homeward journey:

For me, my sons studied in Salesian Schools and my daughter in one of the
Immaculate Conception. After all these years every now and then someone
comes [telling me:] ‘Auntie Mirtha! It's me, Rodrigo! Do you remember? You lent
me 50 pesitos for a phone call.” Young professionals, they came with groceries
and other things. ... Then my nephew came hitchhiking to know if we were alright,
and in his way here people gave him things, he could barely close his backpack.

[Also], one of my kids was in Hualqui, [a town south of Chiguayante], he went to
a wedding. For me it was terrible because [during that] first night we didn’t know
his whereabouts. Our cellphones were dead. The next day, they brought him [to
Concepcidn] in a truck. It was very difficult for the parent to get here, but he
listened what I told his wife: ‘When your son is here, I take care of him, so when
mine goes there, [you may] take care of him too.” And the truck was also full of
donations, because the same [happened for him]. They gave him things when
he passed through, and we shared those with our neighbors.

(M. Mufoz, personal communication, 19 January 2022)

While links of kinship and the sense of responsibility - especially for visitors - were key
factors in encouraging mutual aid, plazas - public squares - and other public spaces proved

to be geographical anchors to organize the popular response. The following examples
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highlight how plazas served as spaces of spontaneous organization in the immediate after-
math of the earthquake, functioning as ideal points for community organizing where provi-
sional processes of citizenship could be safely enacted. (Miternique, 2014). Hence, plazas
became one of the main public sites for rendezvous, communication, and congregation in

the post-disaster moment.

Plazas were sites where vecinos gathered to communicate and to help each other at a
time when most state communications and infrastructure were not functioning. Mauricio,
who I mentioned above, explained how he and his fellow boy scouts adopted the plaza as a
site of de facto organizing site. They developed a project to distribute newspapers to the
public who gathered there and to help the people send messages to friends and family living
elsewhere:

During that week I travelled every day to Concepcion. I would go at like 5 AM,

hitchhiking. I went to Radio Bio-Bio to leave messages. Before the earthquake

that was the main radio for Southern Chile, but [after] the earthquake it became

the most important station of Chile. I [would go] every morning to Radio Bio-

Bio. The rest of my fellow scouts from 10 to 18 years old received the messages

in the plaza. The plaza had a tourist information center that we took over, without

anyone’s permission. Because we didn’t have much electricity, Santa Juana'’s

radio station only worked a couple hours a day. That was when they informed the

people that if they needed to send a message to family or inform them of what

happened to their family in Santa Juana, they could leave their messages at the
plaza. Then, the scouts would take [the messages] every day to Radio Bio-Bio.

(M. J. Saez Cuevas, personal communication, 6 July 2021)
Mauricio’s experience is an example on how, spontaneously, and independently, citizens
started to attend basic needs. In his particular case, this was the need of communication,
whether facilitating his friends to go back to Concepcidon to know the whereabouts of their

families or taking over the plaza as a reliable point to gather and distribute information.
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Plazas also hosted emergency shelters and soup kitchens, especially in neighborhoods like

Pedro del Rio that have several plazas.

However, a plaza is not just a convenient place to aid logistics and organization. They
are also spaces with history and cultural significance to their communities. In Pedro del Rio,
for example, the main plaza is located on the intersection of Lastarria and Guillermo Matta,
near the Cerro Chepe, and features a bust of Pedro del Rio Zanartu himself. When I was
conducting my fieldwork, Ernestina invited me to an event in which a functionary of the
SEREMI of Housing and the mayor of Concepcidn, Alvaro Ortiz Vera, attended. The mayor
referred to the plaza of the neighborhood as a plazoleta - a mini-public square -, which was
promptly corrected by Ernestina. She argued that the diminutive (‘-oleta’) minimized the
plaza’'s importance as a civic space and its role to the neighborhood. Plazas have been
central points for organization and congregation since the early days of leftist organizing in
the city, and they are especially important to working-class neighborhoods like those in Ri-
bera Norte. After the earthquake, these spaces retook that earlier meaning, doubling as
places to distribute goods and food from ollas comunes - soup kitchens. However, Marcela
Pefaloza, member of the Junta N. 5, recalled that there were other sites that also served as
points of congregation, as not all vecinos have a plaza in the immediate proximity:

[After the earthquake] we stayed outside in front of my mother’s home in a tent

for like a week, [or] a bit more than a week. They were [open] ‘tents’ because we

are like - well, my sister la Ana Maria [Penaloza] - is like very sociable, and we

put, like, some big tent, some awnings, and [for people who did not fit] in the

tents we put some mattresses under awnings and covered the whole thing on

the sides. And neighbors came to sleep [in any spot that opened], like, you left

(it happened to me), and you lost your space. [When] you came back and there

was a grandma there, [you couldn’t do anything]. That's how we spent the first
days [after the earthquake].

(Personal communication, 20 January 2022)
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During another interview, Ana Pefaloza explained how everyone helped with what they could.
As there was no electricity, she provided candles so those staying outside her home could
have a bit of light at night:

Ana Pefaloza: I just had learned to make candles a month before- I had thou-

sands of candles which were very ugly -

Undisclosed Participant: But they worked!

Ana Pefnaloza: I lived in [Manuel] Garretdn [Street]. Over my mother’s home the
fence fell [and people stayed there]. I went tent by tent putting candles on plates,
and when they melted I took the plates away. Everyone had light. But the soli-
darity was unique, the bread, food...

Undisclosed Participant: Nothing was missing, our neighbors acted.

Then, she explained how the older women spent the night at her home:
Ana Penaloza: My mom was not here, just my dad, and the vecinas. It was cold,
the sun wouldn’t come up, it was like 11 AM and still dark. Then, all the old ladies
from my block came by [my mother’s house]. Then my dad was looking around

[outside] reviewing what happened, [and he got startled] when he opened the
door and all the old ladies were [sleeping] there!

(A. Penaloza, Undisclosed Participant, personal communication, 19 January
2022)

In the communities of Dichato and Talcahuano, it was commonplace after the earthquake
that citizens worked in a self-directed manner, organizing spontaneously and autonomously
(Simon and Valenzuela-Fuentes, 2017). The people responded to the immediate needs of
the community and under the uncertainty, some emergency camps occupied not only plazas
but public buildings like schools. There was a generalized feeling of abandonment and re-
duced respect for private property as citizens prioritized achieving minimal living conditions
while the state was absent. When the state did get involved, policies and government workers
actually disrupted ongoing and spontaneous processes of organization (Ampuero Cardenas,

2016). Labor historian Jacob Remes (2016) describes accounts of this kind in the aftermath
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of a massive port explosion which took place in Halifax, Canada in 1917. He also makes an
important consideration, that the slow response of relief managers was also because they
themselves had needs they had to attend to, which is reflected on the fact that both Ernestina

and Marcela were working as functionaries during the time.

So far, I have recounted how Mauricio and the Penaloza sisters turned public spaces
into key places for communication and shelter; how Ernestina went to other municipalities
delivering aid; and how Luis coordinated organization in his street. Missing from this list are
Maria and Victor, who also helped neighbors to organize, and provided water to vecinos and
passersby. Lastly, Mirtha who continued to look after some elderly people that she had been

assisting before 27F She told me:

Mirtha Mufioz: The next morning, I got up and told my daughter ‘I'm going to
see my old ladies that live alone.” They didn’t want me to go because of the
aftershocks [but] I went where Lady Chayito lived, and the [pieces of the] house
was on the ground. I asked the vecina [about Chayito and she told me:] ‘no, the
house on top of her. The lady died.” She had just moved back three weeks before.
She was living with her daughter, but she sent her away because they didn't get
along. The daughter was super conflicted and in shock because she had told her
mother to leave. [Lady Chayito] was alone [then, at the time of the earthquake]
and the house fell. She died [inside], crushed. Then I went to see Don Benito,
who also lived alone. When I see the house [it] was split in half and [there was]
a giant sinkhole in the ground. [Don Benito] was consternated. ‘Mirthita,” he
called out to me. He was so scared. Then other vecinos came to see him but [he
was worried about the size of] that hole.

Ernestina Gatica: [The sinkhole] demonstrated that Pedro del Rio was filled from
the river.

Mirtha Munoz: After that, I went walking to see Miss Mendez, Charlie’s mom, and
she was calm. Then I went back home.

(M. Mufoz, E. Gatica, personal communication, 19 January 2022)
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Out of need, citizens carried out these acts of solidarity and this helped to re-unite many of
the communities otherwise atomized by a long period of directed social disorganization.
The communities of Pedro del Rio and Aurora were particularly noteworthy for the levels of
solidarity shown by the people. The extent of solidarity in these communities was an exten-
sion of previous experiences of community organizing, which would also inform the people
to better navigate the difficulties that would later unfold during the reconstruction. This first
stage was mostly structured around plazas and emergency camps - aldeas -, with the aid of
voluntaries, charities, and neighborhoods, and in some cases local authorities, collaborating
with the leaders of the aldeas.*®

Ollas Comunes

As emergency camps established in plazas and public spaces, new leadership formed in the
aftermaths of the earthquake. This organic form of organization made many neighbors con-
nect with each other, even if they didn’t know each other before. By the third day, many new
networks of cooperation were established which led to neighborhoods with basic organiza-
tion, natural leadership, distribution systems for supplies, and even improvised systems of
communication. While those practices played an integral role to community organizing in
the aftermath, ollas comunes - soup kitchens - were the paramount form of organization
during this stage of the response. Mostly established in plazas, ollas comunes were critical

to fulfill the basic needs of communities and provided opportunities for further organizing.

However, ollas comunes became so important precisely because the deep level of
the abandonment of the populace. Hence, natural leaders emerged out of need, from com-
munities without previous leadership, or replacing those that did not exercised their leader-

ship (Simon & Valenzuela-Fuentes, 2017). The success of the ollas comunes was also the

45 Although aldea literally means ‘village’, for the purpose of this thesis I refer to aldeas exclusively as emer-
gency camps.
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result of historical experiences, as soup kitchens and communal canteens have a long his-
tory mitigating precarity and uncertainty in Chile. They have also served as a tool for resili-
ence and organization during and after the dictatorship. They were some of the few organ-
izing practices that were kept active during Pinochet’s government. That said, in Dichato, a
city without a long history of organizing which was strongly affected by the earthquake, ollas
comunes were one of the points of convergence for a new set of social leaders. Although the
practices of community and solidarity can be wholesome and fulfilling, Barbara Orrego (per-
sonal communication, 8 January 2022), who emerged as a leader of her community after
27F, explained that citizens and leaders do so not by choice, but out of need:

By obligation, we had to organize. And women played a leading role because we

were the ones leading the ollas comunes and all of that. Women were empow-

ered by the earthquake and... many [women] leaders emerged. [...] It always has

been like this. Despite [the fact] that we [women] have many roles, we have the

capacity to make time for community organizing, which is very important so we

can get many things done. The housing committees that we always have had

were almost always led by women. [A common] theme of the mediaguas and the

aldeas [was that] they were all led by women. Women are more dedicated in that

sense.
Barbara’s comments also underscore the gendered nature of the work, which was necessary
for sustaining the ollas municipalities, and by extension the people. Ollas comunes served
before as a place to organize. During the dictatorship, Pobladoras led the nationwide Mo-
vimiento de Pobladores from their ollas comunes and many of the neighborhood organiza-
tions involved in the past housing struggles had these soup kitchens as a standard practice
to mitigate hardship (T. Valdés & Weinstein, 1993). Vecinas of Pedro del Rio had experience

organizing them as they aided the nuns during the dictatorship.

As Barbara and the vecinos from Pedro del Rio told me, these ollas were usually or-

ganized around squares but, if none were available, then wherever there was enough space.
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They were overwhelmingly led by women, usually with past leadership experience, but not
always. Sometimes, there would be a fire at the olla comun where neighbors would bring
whatever needing cooking. Often though the ollas municipalities served as sites for distrib-
uting nonperishables and meals that people cooked at home. During a group interview,
vecinos of Pedro del Rio explained the many ways people contributed to the ollas. Luis Al-
fonso, for example, explained how those who had food or businesses shared:

Luis Alfonso Ofate: There was organization. We got organized and later func-

tionaries came and organized us. For example, I was in charge of the street

Desiderio Sanhueza. They gave us a vest and a hat and we were authorized to
move around.

Ernestina Gatica: [There were restrictions] because of the looting.

Luis Alfonso Onate: My point is [that] the earthquake also showed that there was
solidarity. [... People] organized ollas comunes and everyone participated. Here
everyone shared. For example, the guard of the mill, he was a close neighbor, he
told us: ‘You know what, Poncho - nickname for Alfonso -, the boss came [to the
mill, and] before they start looting, we will open the doors so people can take it
[the flour].’

Maria Valdés: Yes, that was shared.

Luis Alfonso Onate: My mom had five sacks of flour. She gave them away. And
my nephews from the butcher—, they just had bought four cows the day before.
What were they going to do with so much meat? What did we do? Asado! Roast
it! We got some saws and started cutting and giving it away. He gave away three
million pesos of meat. What else was he to do? It was going to go to waste
anyways. He gave it all [away]. [...] Then, we were organized. I think we had never
eaten so much meat! People demonstrated unity.

Luis Alfonso’s experience is an example of how neighborhoods organized to provide for oth-
ers. Some business owners shared instead of attempting to profiteer with the lack of sup-
plies. Others, who received supplies from donations and other sources also shared them.
Mirtha shared the aid she received from the members of her daughter’s religious group and

the vecinos would exchange whatever they were missing at the olla comun:
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Mirtha Munoz: [My daughter lives] in Santiago. There she is part of a Christian
community, from her church. Those evangelists are so united - they sent two
boxes of groceries [...]. We received a lot of things. Then, in the street, neighbors
set up a fire and there people shared everything. For example, I had flour but
not yeast so we exchanged. And the most impressive is that everyone, all neigh-
bors, cooked and we shared [what we had made] between everyone.

However, given that many in the poblacion were in precarious situations, they had nothing
to contribute. This was one of the main drivers of the looting:

Ana Pefnaloza: I went to loot ho! ho! ho! (Everybody laughed) Just kidding! I went

to the mill. They gave away the flour. Do you know what’s it like to carry a sack

on your back? Thinking it was easier for me to take it away [because of my elec-

tric wheelchair], they gave it to me to take home and we made bread. My son

came back for the holiday, and he went for meat, but it was gone, so they gave

him chicharrones - fried pork rinds. Then we ate bread with the chicharron. The

people and kids came in line with their cup to eat some beans and it was exciting

so see some kids that we knew to be pato malos - delinquents - ...[who were
telling people] ‘here, take these beans, take this yogurt.’

(L. A. Onate, E. Gatica, A. Pefaloza, M. Mufoz, M. Valdés, personal communica-
tion, 19 January 2022)

Anita’s comment shows that people brought their supplies from home to the ollas comunies
whether cooked or in raw form. It also showed that there were those who partook in the
looting - the pato malos - in order to share with others. In sum, the decentralized organizing
that took place in the ollas municipalities brought together people from all backgrounds,

which contributed to inciting solidarity and the process of rebuilding the community itself.

Spontaneous acts of solidarity, volunteerism, the organization of ollas comunes and
the occupation of public spaces to set up the emergency camps, and even the lootings, were
all autonomous acts of resilience realized out of need and in accordance with previous ex-
perience organizing. Sadly, part of this previous experience is government neglect, as men-
tioned by Pobladores, several NGOs, and social leaders. This expectation of government

abandonment fueled the lootings and desperate actions of many citizens after the
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earthquake. The expectation was proven correct not only by the slow and disarticulated ap-
proach of the Chilean government’s response, but also by the strong top-down focus of gov-
ernment which aimed to preserve order and protect private property without taking the
needs of Chilean citizens into account, much less the needs of the most vulnerable or the
causes of vulnerability. (Ampuero Cardenas, 2016; Bornstein et al., 2013; Dussaillant & Guz-

man, 2015; E. Gatica Fuentes et al.,, personal communication, 19 January 2022).

6.3. Summary

When the earthquake struck, previous experiences of government neglect led many citizens,
especially Pobladores, to take independent action. However, others immediately lost hope
and acted in despair. The desperation and uncertainty of affected citizens came mostly from
the lack of confidence in the government to fulfill the needs of the population, especially the
needs of marginalized populations. Their skepticism was well-founded as the government
was neither able to properly convey the early detection alerts nor to coordinate a proper
response to fulfill the basic needs of citizens after the earthquake and tsunami. In turn,
citizens self-organized to supply emergency shelter, working water, resources, and food to
those in need. With infrastructure and communications disrupted, citizens also found ways
to stay informed, from using the plaza as places to gather news, to traveling, to sending news

and aid with hitchhikers.

Eventually, local agencies started to collaborate with civil society including territoriales
and volunteering functionaries such as Ernestina Gatica. Low level state functionaries en-
tered the scene later on, and at times they would interrupt the community level organizing
taking place in the most affected areas. Although the entry of Pifiera’s administration and
the state of exception interrupted the organic process of self-organization between the
aldeas, affected citizens, and municipal institutions, it did not stop it. As noted by Ernestina,

solidarity was mostly seen in neighborhoods with solid pre-existing networks. While other
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acts of solidarity emerged internationally and within Chile, organized aid was mostly limited
by the previous experience with community organizing as well as by geography. In conse-
quence, geographically and socially isolated communities did not receive enough relief. De-
spite all, the process of social re-organization continued. By early 2010, the root causes of
vulnerability were not discussed yet, but the post-disaster organizing and growing social
cohesion was creating a path that would evolve and merge with long-standing intersectional

struggles.
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7. The Struggle for a Just Reconstruction
All that we conquered was a product of a lot of work, my say is that: unity, or-
ganization, and struggle, equals victory. For all we have proposed as a neigh-
borhood, we have achieved.

(Ernestina Gatica, personal communication, 19 January 2022)
This chapter explores the final link between past struggles and the struggle for reconstruc-
tion during the months and years that followed 27F. During this time, social organizing re-
garding the reconstruction underwent a transformation, consolidating into a cohesive social
movement, transitioning from attempting to solve short-term specific problems to address-
ing societal systemic issues. This re-emergence of social cohesion connected the recon-

struction movement with other long standing social struggles.

The processes I discuss in this chapter took place from early 2011 onwards, as major
irregularities became evident in the allocation of reconstruction subsidies and the delivery
of ‘permanent’ housing units. During this period, grassroots movements revealed that greedy
regional authorities were attempting to profit from the reconstruction by passing off tempo-
rary housing - mediaguas - as permanent and by convincing homeowners to rebuild when a
repair would have been sufficient. These activities brought the attention of citizens and the
press. Citizens recognized the collusion that was taking place between government author-
ities, construction companies, and the private real-estate market including linkages with the
international financial sector. Hence, the struggle was not only for the reconstruction but to
resist the forceful introduction of these historic poblaciones into the financialized real-es-

tate market.

The re-emergence of social organization in response to the problems presented by
the reconstruction brought many new leaders and actors into contact with one another. The
leaders of the movement arose out of necessity with actors from past housing movements

or adjacent grassroots sectors. The increasingly critical lens through which citizens regarded
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the reconstruction and the process of re-learning and informing one another of this through
the sharing of experiences and past struggles contributed to a more general and systemic
approach to making demands in a wider movement. This shift caused a process of aggre-
gation with the various other movements, resulting in the first unified, national-scale move-
ment for a reconstruction. This national mobilization aimed to pressure policy makers to

implement significant change and action.

In this chapter, I explore how a myriad of specific and localized struggles came to-
gether to become a national organized movement. This was a difficult process, as for most
communities, the practice social organizing had been dormant for many decades. I explore
the actions citizens took to bring attention to their concerns and generate dialogue between
communities and policymakers. To conclude, I briefly discuss the results of the reconstruc-
tion, exploring the limits of the movement and Chilean policymaking and how, or to what
degree, the process of the reconstruction influenced Chilean politics and civil society there-

after.

Although the reconstruction effort was formally supervised by the Chilean government
through its Ministry of Housing (MINVU) and Ministry of Emergencies (ONEMI), in coordina-
tion with regional and local authorities, many other actors and organizations were involved
at every level of Chilean society. This chapter draws heavily from interviews with Eduardo
Ampuero, an artist and leftist activist who was also one of the social leaders of RED Con-
struyamos and with Barbara Orrego, a former union leader, and leader of the associations of
neighborhood councils from Villa Futuro*® since the reconstruction. As well, the chapter
elaborates on the work of the neighborhood councils of individual aldeas, which Simon and

Valenzuela-Fuentes (2017) define as Autonomous Popular Organizations (Organizaciones

46 Villa Futuro and Aurora de Chile were the poblaciones that collaborated most with RED Construyamos during
the reconstruction.
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Autonomas Populares; OAP) and with the work of municipal and local organizations most
notably include Dichato Citizens’ Assembly - Asamblea Ciudadana de Dichato -, the afore-
mentioned RED Construyamos, and at the national level, National Movement for a Just Re-
construction (Movimiento Nacional por la Reconstruccion Justa; MNRJ). The largest housing
movements which supported the MNRJ were the National Federation of Pobladores
(FENAPO) and the mortgage debtors’ movement (ANDHA). Finally, the chapter also attends
to the work of student federations and the many charities which were involved in the recon-
struction, most notably Fundacidon Techo Para Chile and Hogar de Cristo, both organizations

affiliated with the Catholic Church.

7.1. Shortcomings of the Early Reconstruction

Weeks after the earthquake, the government started to facilitate the construction of tempo-
rary housing for affected citizens. Specifically, the Pifiera administration created emergency
camps which they euphemistically described as aldeas - villages. Within the camps, Chileans
were outfitted with simple emergency housing units known as mediaguas which consisted
of four walls and a roof. These structures were made of prefabricated wood panels that can
be quickly assembled by a small group of people. These dwellings were meant to be an
improvement on self-built shacks and tents that people had built for themselves after the

earthquake (Ministerio de Planificacién, 2010).

Mediaguas, as structures and results of policy, reflect both Chile’s social housing pol-
icy and the way the reconstruction was carried out after 2010. This section will expose two
main problematics of the early reconstruction that revolve around mediaguas. The first prob-
lem was the intention of government officials to use mediaguas as a permanent solution.
The second problem was the use of mediaguas by government officials to advance corrupt

schemes, especially in the Ribera Norte Area.
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Aldeas de Mediaguas: Emergency Housing is not a Permanent Solution
Mediaguas have been used mostly to provide emergency housing or to improve the condi-

tions of impoverished Pobladores living in camps. The introduction of these structures as a
solution to such problems can be tracked down a few decades to the work of a few Catholic
charities that started to build for marginalized communities in the past, mainly Hogar de
Cristo - Home of Christ. This charity was founded by Alberto Hurtado (1901-1952) ‘the com-
munist priest.’ Hurtado's spiritual successor is Felipe Berrios, who started the Roof for Chile
Foundation (Fundacion Techo Para Chile: TECHO) in 1997, aiming to improve the lives of
Pobladores living in camps in Curanilahue, the main coal mining sector still active in the
Biobio Region since Lota-Coronel stopped activities. For Berrios, his involvement with
Pobladores was a testament that the end of the dictatorship did not bring the change that
many had hoped:

Blinded by the enthusiasm of the 90’s, there was a hidden reality for most of the

country. ... In the arrogant moment in which Chile was considered the “jaguar of

Latin America,” we didn’t talk about those who still lived in poverty. Much less of
the ‘ancient’ poblaciones callampas, that looked like a thing of the past.

(Berrios del Solar, 2006)
The importance of Catholic charities during the reconstruction is hard to over-estimate. This
is partially because during the dictatorship, churches were one of the few social sectors that
remained active. Other organizations that used to provide or push for housing, including
unions and citizen’s committees, were disbanded, and parts of their activities only remained
active within religious charities and juntas de vecinos. In addition, for urban poblaciones
volunteers were the only realistic source of professional services, and the Catholic Church is
one of the main conduits for channeling volunteers from student organizations to urban
communities. Over the decades these charities have been active, their use of mediaguas as

a housing solution and their reliance on volunteers have been adopted by sectors of the
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government. While a detailed elaboration of these dynamics is beyond the scope of the the-
sis, it is important to mention because emergency housing units were in great part built by
the efforts of these NGOs and student volunteers. For example, Mauricio Saez, a university
student who had been living in in Concepcion for several years (personal communication, 6
July 2021), remembered working with other students to draw maps of the damage in rural
municipalities:

In the first month [after 27F], brigades to help the affected sprung up. In those

was my brother who was studying architecture at the university, finishing up. ...

He got to coordinate the municipality of Santa Juana to make the cadaster (sur-

vey) [of the damaged areas]. Then I got assigned to his team...I helped him and
afterwards, I went with another group to guide them through the town.

In less than 15 days, the three universities of the Region: University of the Biobio,
Universidad del Desarollo, and the University of Concepcidn, organized and di-
vided the Region’s territory so that the students could make that cadaster. They
received funding from the local and regional government and emergency funds
[...]. The leaders were architecture students or people in the process of finishing
their degree. [...] In the case of Santa Juana, it was meant to be done in 7 days,
with 12 students, but we finished in 4 days. Then they went elsewhere to help
other towns [to map the damage caused by the earthquake and tsunamil.

The primary work of the NGOs and volunteers during the reconstruction was to build me-
diaguas and to distribute the materials which would allow others to build them. Unfortu-
nately, and despite much commendable effort and good will by many of the students and
NGO workers, mediaguas turned out not to be a sustainable solution. Aside from being only
a short-term measure, the distribution and construction of mediaguas was compromised by
lack of government organization, and by attempts to profiteer from some of the NGO’s (CI-
PER, 2011; Echenique & Ramirez, 2011; Mostrador, 2011; Ulloa, 2010). Furthermore, the con-
ditions of life in mediaguas were abject. Citizens feared that they would be forced to remain

permanently in ostensibly temporary housing (Simon & Valenzuela-Fuentes, 2017). Fearing
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this result, Barbara Orrego (personal communication, 8 January 2022), explained that she

decided not to leave her apartment:

People wanted to go out to the mediaguas because it was summer... but there
were people that resisted and never left their apartments because they had all
their stuff there— bathroom, lights, water, [etc.]. In contrast, [with the] me-
diaguas it was very cruel because the bathroom was outside--far [outside and
that is where] they had to go to the latrine. It was a big change.

Women got empowered and organized because we had delegates for each
aldea. There were like five [for each aldea]. They were temporary [delegates], but
it lasted, like, two years. Then winter came. [Between the] winter, rain, rats, trash,
[and] the latrineg, it was a complete change because going from your apartment
to that [was a stark difference].

They had to go to a mediagua, because there was no other way, then wait for
them to reconstruct your place. One [household] had to wait at least two to three
years. It was super painful. I didn’t experience that because I never left my
home. Some people took that option [to stay in their original apartment], but
many didn’t have [the choice]. I told the neighbors [that] it's like we went back
10 years in history, from having surpassed ourselves and accomplished so many
goals back to zero. And today with the pandemic, [it] is the same.
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Figure 10. Two poblaciones in Concepcion. Top: A camp of mediaguas Ribera Norte dur-
ing the late 1990’s. Credit: MINVU (2001). Bottom: Poblacion Agiita de la Perdiz, next to
the UdeC and Cerro Caracol in Concepcion a settlement that still has mediaguas as the

majority its permanent housing units. Taken by author in 2021.

Many affected citizens were caught choosing between frightening situations: staying in their
damaged apartments hoping they would not collapse and moving into a mediagua with the
risk of never recovering the kind of home they had built before 27F. As months went by, these
fears materialized more and more. First, some citizens struggled to even get their mediaguas
built, and when they did, they were of poor quality. This is best exemplified by Dichato, where
the reconstruction failures of both the government and NGO’s prompted pobladores to oc-
cupy the streets and protest. This brough together many aldeas and they formed the Dichato

Citizens’ Assembly. The protests only ended with the intervention of Chilean military police
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(carabineros). Months later, when the Minister for Housing announced the reconstruction
plan and Pifiera’s government delivered the first permanent units, they were only marginally
better than the mediaguas (Gonzalez, 2011; Mackenna & Iacobelli del Rio, 201Q; The Clinic,
2011; Ulloa, 2010). The difficulties which occurred during the reconstruction in Dichato are
emblematic of the kinds of problems that affected other communities around Concepcion
and elsewhere in Chile after 27F. In fact, protests and social mobilizations in Dichato helped
to ignite the national level movement. As such, Dichato Citizens’ Assembly was one of the
main organizations that spearheaded the National Movement for the Just Reconstruction
(Movimiento Nacional por la Reconstruccion Justa), a quick starting movement that ex-

tended throughout the Chilean territory.

As the months went by and the government was failing to build emergency units, let
alone permanent units, the reconstruction turned into a disaster itself, causing small ruptures
and dissatisfaction across communities in Southern Chile. The national government and the
media showed a different reality in which the reconstruction advanced in high gear. As Mau-
ricio Sdez (personal communication, 6 July 2021) explained to me, Felipe Kast Sommerhoff,
nephew of Miguel Kast and head of the reconstruction committee, was an adept in transmit-
ting that positive message, until he quit in late 2012 to form his own political party:

[Felipe Kast] had a use of language, very efficient, which attracted the masses.
He was on the TV screen every day with a discourse of ‘the reconstruction IS

being done.’ If I had lived in a place other than Concepcidn, I would've [thought
that] Sebastian Pifiera’s government is reconstructing.

The reality, [however], is another [one]. To me it was evident because by 2011 it
was more than a year from the earthquake [had past], I was in this movement,
which was known worldwide, the student revolution of 2011. [We occupied] the
university [for] seven months. At least once or twice a month we received some
Poblador to give talks in the university, Pobladores from the social movements
of [those] affected by the earthquake. ... Their relevance was that they were
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affected by the earthquake and were organized locally like the homeless, or
those living in emergency camps.

The initial reconstruction of emergency housing by NGOs and volunteers was commendable
but insufficient. Even leadership at the involved charities were aware that the solution me-
diaguas represented was just a temporary one. However, as the government got more in-
volved, it sometimes disrupted the collaboration between local community organizations and
NGOs, lengthening the waiting time to obtain mediaguas and permanent housing units. As
the government failed to provide temporary housing in time, many citizens resigned them-
selves to the new conditions adapted their mediaguas for permanent inhabitation (Ampuero
Cardenas, 2016; Ozler, 2012). The low quality of the mediaguas and the government's at-
tempt to induce citizens to take emergency housing as a permanent solution were issues
that emerged in a larger political context. In this case it was a continuation of the Concer-
tacion’s approach to social housing, of quantity over quality, and a rushed reconstruction
aiming to show an efficient technocratic apparatus. However, politics were not the only as-
pect that compromised the reconstruction, corporate interests, especially of some local func-
tionaries, caused a more insidious conflict that finally prompted the need for a structured
nation-wide movement.

A Distasteful Solution: Local Government Attempts Post-Disaster Gentrification
Corporate interests interfered with the reconstruction in many ways, however, the reactiva-
tion of the Ribera Norte Project was the most glaring example. As mentioned in section 5.2,
over decades, the Pobladores of Pedro del Rio and Aurora de Chile had created a lot of value
in Ribera Norte through their hard work, having reclaimed land from the Biobio River’s flood-
plain, building the services and utilities of the neighborhood. These were thriving
Poblaciones transitioning from informality into an emerging middle-class neighborhood.
This value was seen by the corporate class since the 1990’s, and when the Ribera Norte

Project stalled in the mid-2000’s, these interest did not disappear, but were hidden. The
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2010 earthquake was the perfect opportunity to force this project through, as the bridges
that connected Ribera Norte with the Biobio River's southern shore were heavily damaged
(CIPER, 2013; E. Gatica Fuentes et al.,, personal communication, 19 January 2022; B. Orrego

Gallegos, personal communication, 8 January 2022; Revista NOS, 2015).
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Figure 11. Map of the Ribera Norte Project and the Municipality of Chiguayante, indicating its land designations in
19708. Most of Chiguayante was designated agricultural land 50 years ago, the poblacion Villa Futuro established in
agricultural land in the 1990s. Generated in QGIS with data from Chile’s National Library, Patrimonio Industrial
Biobio, JAXA, and Chile’s National Planning Office (1970).
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Since the early days of the project in the 1990’s, much had changed in Greater Concepcidn.
For one, the Ribera Norte Project was resuscitated not as an urban redevelopment project
for political reasons, but as a massive landgrab that would benefit corporate and political
elites with invested interests. The context of the post-disaster also changed three other fac-
tors: first, as in the rest of Chile, reconstruction would be carried out through the subsidy
model, and this made subsidies key instruments to carry out the post-disaster gentrification.
Second, the shock of the tsunami drew attention to urban riverfronts, as they were valuable
properties that would not be exposed to future tsunamis. Finally, Villa Futuro itself had de-
veloped significantly. In the 20 years since the establishment of the poblacién, the numbers
of people,in Villa Futuro and specifically in Chiguayante (See Figure 11 p. 146), had grown

explosively and the scope of the project grew too.

I quickly understood why interest in Chiguayante increased when I traveled by bus to
interview Barbara Orrego. The bus route which extends from downtown Concepcidn to Chi-
guayante is called Via Lactea - Milky Way. Along the scenic ride beside the Biobio River, I
could appreciate how the river stretched, as well as the wetlands and mountains on the
southern bank of the river (See Figure 12 p. 148). At the archive, I learned that the land in
which Villa Futuro sits was not long-ago agricultural land. Barbara Orrego confirmed this to
me and made clear that it was ‘solid’ land, unlike the sector of Ribera Norte in Concepcion

built atop the river floodplain. She praised the terrains of her poblacion:

Omar A.: ... Was there any reclamation from the river here?
Barbara Orrego: No, these terrains are very good, very apt [for construction].

Omar A.: ... Just as the vecinas from Pedro del Rio told me, there are very few
working-class waterfronts in Chile.
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Barbara Orrego: Exactly, that is a great triumph for us, a triumph of social strug-
gle. The river took a lot of importance after the earthquake. When the sea came,
the tsunami, people got very afraid of the sea. Then they got interested here in
the river ‘nothing happened at the river’ [people said]. The river has a lot of
importance here in Chiguayante. We have two green lungs, the waterfront, and
now they are designing a park. That's why we want social housing here. The
problem for [developers] is SERVIU, because the land is from SERVIU and the
state. [Hence] these are properties of the state and all Chileans, not of a private
enterprise. That's what we argue.

(B. Orrego Gallegos, personal communication, 8 January 2022)

Figure 12. View of the Biobio River and the Nahuelbuta Range from Villa Futuro.
Photo by author (2822).

Despite all the changes that Greater Concepcién went through from the 1990’s to 2010,
some things remained similar to the pre-1990 status quo. There was a member of the Pinera
family in a high-ranking position in government pushing for financialized welfare. There was
a member of the Kast family in charge of carrying out erradicaciones. There was a member
of the van Rysselberghe family in Concepcidén’s government, strengthening the position of
the family in the construction industry. And finally, albeit with small differences, the same old
Ribera Norte Project, resurrected, still aiming to displace Pobladores from the areas of in-

terest.
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During the mid-1990’s, the Ribera Norte Project was focused mostly on the neighbor-
hoods of Pedro del Rio Zanartu and Aurora de Chile. Even then the project aimed to include
a long stretch of the Biobio’s northern shore, from the mouth of the river to the municipality
of Hualqui. However, as mentioned before the city of Chiguayante developed during this
period, as such, Villa Futuro was not a target for displacement during the initial Ribera Norte
Project. Hence, the displacement attempts after 2010 earthquake were a first for this plo-
blacion, inhabitants of Villa Futuro did not have the experience resisting displacement that
those of Pedro del Rio and Aurora had and were unable to identify the displacement process

early on (Baeriswyl et al., 2017; MINVU, 1999).

After the 2010 earthquake, politicians saw an opportunity to restart the Ribera Norte
Project through the reconstruction process. This effort was spearheaded by the former mayor
of the city, Jacqueline Van Rysselberghe. However, this was not merely political, as her family
had deep connection with both the real estate and construction industries. She attempted
to profiteer from many fronts including an opaque reconstruction ‘pilot project.’ This project
led to the displacement of more than a thousand families in Villa Futuro. In Pedro del Rio
pobladores identified an underlying intent in the new reconstruction schemes. Victor Vivallo,
one of the local leaders back then, was contacted regarding by the government just days
after the earthquake:

Victor Vivallo: Because I was a social leader back then, I received a call one
night. In that time, we had a mayor who later became intendenta, Lady Jacquel-
ine van Rysselberghe. She had these functionaries called territoriales. So, the

territorial of our zone, Mister Pedro, called me one day around midnight. I picked
up the phone and the conversation went as follows:

‘Don Victor, how are you?’
‘Good, and you?’

‘Well, good, good... you know what? We're thinking, looking for
a sector - how is your poblacion?’
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‘We have some damaged houses. Some fell [completely while]
some others are [just in a] really bad [state], but not many [are
seriously damaged]. Let’'s say our Poblacion has 184 homes.
We have six completely destroyed and around 10-15 with a lot
of damage, mine among those. So around 20 homes [total]
that are [in a very] bad [state].

‘Look, we have this pilot project, and we will rebuild the whole
Poblacion, all 184 [units].’

‘My friend, to be honest we have only 20 or 25 homes with
damage. We would be thankful [if] those [and the] six that fell
[were] rebuilt, but the rest are intact.’

‘No, no, no, but this is a pilot project. We will launch it here and
we will rebuild all your Poblacion.’

Victor Vivallo: I had to let him know that I did not agree to that. Most likely my
vecinos wouldn’t agree to that plan either. A bit later, [Jacqueline van Ryssel-
berghe] was named intendenta and in that position it was discovered that she
was making the same [offer]... to other neighborhoods in other sectors.

Ernestina Gatica: Was she given away by Aurora?

Victor Vivallo: No, she [was discovered because] of a problem in the town of
Bulnes, Santa Clara, a councilor from [her political coalition gave her away]. In
Aurora de Chile there was a funa,*” which was public and everything, but she fell
in a program of Tolerancia ® in Santiago. [Then her scheme] at the regional level
was dismantled.

Ernestina Gatica: And to what end [was she doing this]?

Victor Vivallo: To generate profit for construction companies — plus to generate
political clout, gratuitous political clout because there was no need. There were
many other priorities, if you [think about it].

(V. Vivallo, E. Gatica, personal communication, 20 January 2022)
By 2010, van Rysselberghe had been mayor of Concepcidn for the last 10 years. She and her

family had been spending those years consolidating their role in the construction industry

47 A protest aiming to reject and shame a particular individual or group.
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and climbing the UDI’s ladder. Her family also expanded into the financial sector during the
transition period, always yearning for their settler roots and naming every other enterprise
they set up as Comercial Belgic or Inversiones e Inmobiliaria Belgique (CIPER Team, 2015;
van Rysselberghe, n.d.). Thus, the van Rysselberghe Family then fully represents the disparate
private interests and their integration at this point of connection into a corporate elite and
logic throughout government structures. These conflicts of interest were exposed by van
Rysselberghe’s attempts to carry out several land grabs in different towns, but most notably

in Ribera Norte. The local newspaper Resumen (2012) described her modus operandi as:

The intendenta offered extraordinary benefits ... like donating mediaguas. ... After
the chaos of the earthquake, the regional government argued for the inhabita-
bility of the units, making some neighbors accomplices, [but] to what end? For
the poblacion to abandon the terrain. She had the same modus operandi in Cen-
tinela, Villa Futuro, and Camilo Olivarria, promising benefits with the condition
that people left their homes, or even destroyed them. ... However, this [was] fraud
[because the houses] did not have the corresponding certificates of uninhabit-
ability.*® In short, they were empty promises.

Among those who did not let themselves be fooled by this ‘benefactor’, there
was concern. They saw a group of Pobladores - often the poorest without the
tradition of the founders - ceding to the whims of a woman of the elite who
turned them into her political clients. These groups, without conscience, took
over the neighborhood and, for promises and little gifts, gave away the efforts of
generations. Then [other Pobladores] decided to ... record one of their meetings,
recording the promises that she made in those meetings. Being questioned by
the opposition, and even by her political party, she had to quit.

Van Rysselberghe’s scheme was ambitious due to two reasons: the amount of funding dele-
gated to housing (USD 580M according to Riffo & Véjar, 2010 and the misuse of the subsidy

model to finance these landgrabs. Additionally, those who partook in van Rysselberghe’s

48 This means that the buildings were not deemed as uninhabitable by the Ministry of Public Works, hence,
inhabitants would be unable to claim a subsidy after having agreed to a buyout under market price, locking
them out of access to the promised subsidies (Lecaros, 2010).
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scheme allied themselves with those who hoped to revitalize the Ribera Norte Project. This

unholy alliance had three important implications which should be taken into account:

1. This project implied a process of gentrification. These historic poblaciones are
often the only way in which working-class citizens can obtain affordable housing
near downtown areas. Moreover, a successful landgrab by van Rysselberghe
would have broken an ongoing process of land tenure and citizen-driven formal-
ization of the neighborhood.

2. A hostile advancement of the Ribera Norte Project would have erased the pop-
ular public heritage of the industrial past of the neighborhood. Up to that point,
this industrial corridor was not only identity-defining for the region, the city and
the neighborhood, but it also sustained a living history for the families of work-
ers. Vecinos of Pedro del Rio were especially fond of their flour mill, Pafios Bi-
obio, and the hydroelectric power plant.

3. Finally, for those who were hit by the earthquake or were tricked-out of their
homes, there was also the threat of permanency within the initially temporary

mediaguas.

As explained in the previous chapter, during the immediate aftermath, the government pri-
oritized protecting private property and fulfilling the needs of the private sector instead of
those of its citizens. In reaction to this, citizens organized immediately after 27F to fulfill
their own needs in the absence of the government. Likewise, as the early stages of the re-
construction started, instead of focusing on the needs of its citizens, the government prior-
itized its own political interests, attempting to leave mediaguas as a permanent solution.
Moreover, some regional sectors started to misuse the construction of mediaguas and the
subsidy model to displace Pobladores from valuable land. The shortcomings of the early

reconstruction caused discontent which was mainly displayed by citizens of Dichato and
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Aurora de Chile. Citizens knew that aldeas of mediaguas were not enough. Likewise, the work
of NGOs and volunteers was not enough. Just as in the immediate aftermath of 27F, the
options which mattered most to the population were citizen-led initiatives, pushing the dif-
ferent levels of government take specific actions. As the organizations that arose from the
immediate response and early reconstruction were not sufficient to pressure the govern-
ment, it was imperative to grow the movement big enough to pressure policymakers into

action.

7.2. The Toil of Convergence

In response to the shortcomings of the first reconstruction, smaller struggles started to band
together in order to be heard and to pressure policymakers. As such, the larger movement
was built by localized struggles. This section explores the myriad diverse organization that
turned into a more cohesive overarching struggle. As these movements consolidated, the
problem they addressed did too. This led some sectors of the movement to directly question
structural failures in Chilean society. It is also essential to point out that leaders and par-
ticipants in this wider struggle for housing and reconstruction were informed of, and even
partook in, past social movements related to housing or systemic issues, most notably stu-
dent movements. The 27F movement, thus, was a turning point for housing struggles, more-
over, it was a point of intersectionality between contemporary and past social struggles,
bringing together a multitude of actors and organizations across Chilean civil society.
Mobilizing at the Aldea

Just as Poblaciones were before 2010, the aldea became a space inhabited by the under-
privileged. Aldeas often gathered those most affected by the earthquake and tsunami, rep-
resenting the most neglected spaces and citizens. Aldeas were where the structural issues
of the Chilean model for development and urban policy were acutely exposed. It was at these

sites where the rupture and failure of response after 27F became most evident, where



153

opposing interest collided. However, unlike older Poblaciones that were mainly formed by
impoverished factory workers, aldeas had middle-class citizens and Chileans from all walks
of life living in them. Hence, the increased discontent caused by these failures was not lo-
calized only in working class and underprivileged communities. Consequently, aldeas were
the main sites for mobilization towards reconstruction following the earthquake. These
aldeas were not only at the crux of the conflict for reconstruction, but it was also in the aldeas

that the lingering memories of past struggles re-emerged.

The euphemistic rebranding of emergency camps as aldeas reflected policymakers’
attempts to gloss over past struggles, branding them as easily solvable by technocratic so-
lutions, rather than as deep problems in Chile’s socioeconomic structure. Felipe Berrios
(2006) noted how the Concertacién period was marked by the dissociation of Chilean soci-
ety from informal urban settlements, as if poblaciones were a problem of the past. However,
these settlements were always there, although under different names. Then, aldeas, were an
iteration of poblaciones callampas - literally ‘mushroom community,’ refers to the
poblaciones comprised mostly of shacks and tents - a reflection that the post-dictatorship
policies did little to address the systematic problems that perpetuate marginalization and
poverty. Moreover, in the case of the post-disaster period, the conditions of the aldeas re-
vealed the government’s inability to reach and to aid the popular sectors (Angelcos & Pérez,

2017; Navarrete-Hernandez & Toro, 2019).

As I explained previously, there is a subsidy model in place to provide low-income
housing. During the Concertacidn period, however, this model was used primarily to provide
a sufficient amount of housing and to facilitate ownership for the middle class, while per-
petuating contributing to the forced displacement of poblaciones towards urban peripheries.
The housing crisis of the 1990s as well as the organization of ANDHA in the early 2000s

proved that the private sector, despite its nurturing by the subsidy model, was also not up to
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the task of providing proper housing to low-income families under regular circumstances,
much less in post-disaster situations. This caused those expecting a departure from Pino-
chet politics and sectors of the general population to be skeptical not only of the private real
estate sector, but of the government institutions that furthered this financialized approach

to post-disaster housing.

As the reconstruction-affected citizens “did not represent a priority [for the Chilean
government], their condition of exclusion and abandonment was not a cause for the state to
modify the conditions of extreme injustice” (Ampuero Cardenas, 2016, p. 29). This was evi-
dent by the contrasting swiftness of the reconstruction of private industry and infrastructure
in comparison to reconstruction efforts aimed at citizens in working class neighborhoods.
For some, such as Vecinos of Pedro del Rio, this failure to address the reconstruction meant
a loss of history and patrimony. Victor and Ernestina lamented the loss of historic industrial
buildings after 27F, like the brick townhouses that were replaced by apartments, the Santa
Rosa Flour Mill and the Paper Mill Pafos Biobio, which remain abandoned. In places with
less history, such as Villa Futuro, which was in the process of building and formalizing the
poblacion, the failure of the reconstruction meant, a return to zero. In Villa Futuro, the pos-
sibility of the neighborhood to return to a permanency as an informal camp was very likely.
Later on, just as in the rest of Ribera Norte, Villa Futuro found itself a target for post-disaster

gentrification.

As I pointed out in Section 7.1, the first Pobladores to organize around the recon-
struction were those of Dichato, especially those of the Camp El Molino. Despite the efforts
of volunteers and the army, the construction of mediaguas was slow. Once the Minister of
Housing’s plan for reconstruction was unveiled and the mediaguas were built, however, it
became evident that unless the citizenry organized, the loss of their homes would be per-

manent due to the insufficient and inordinately slow government response. At both national
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and regional levels, once the reconstruction program was announced (Mackenna & Iacobelli
del Rio, 2010), it set itself a timeframe of 8 years (2010-2018) for a comprehensive recon-
struction. The outline of the program is thorough and considers three levels of the recon-
struction process. These levels are: housing units, neighborhoods, and the city. The program
has several strong points that integrate pre-existing governmental programs and institutions
into its modus operandi. It also has a strong focus on prevention and damage-reduction
through improved infrastructure, even proposing new cadasters for each region tailored to
rezone hazardous areas, especially those prone to tsunami. The reality between the docu-
ment and the execution, however, was stark. As well, the planning documents show that cit-

izen participation was an afterthought.

According to the original plan for housing, a register of all affected citizens would be
finished by May 2010 and permanent dwellings would start being delivered in June 2010.
Emergency aldeas were set to be completed by August 2010, and starting in the same month,
the government was to begin the transition towards permanent units through the application
of subsidies to the MINVU. In reality, by mid-April, the town of Dichato only had 20 me-
diaguas built by the army. One year after the earthquake, the inhabitants were still in aldeas,
unable to navigate the bureaucracy created by the multiple agents involved in the recon-
struction. Some of those affected were still struggling to get a mediagua. Miriam, a citizen
interviewed by Radio Bio-Bio, was one of these individuals. She said that she “expected to
have a mediagua before Christmas, but her paperwork is laying in some office, lost amidst
the thousands of applications for aid and a dignified life” (Gonzalez, 2011; Ulloa, 2010). Be-
fore the crisis, Dichato had the privilege of being a national tourist hub. During the early
stages of reconstruction, however, due to the extent of the devastation, Dichato was at the
center of national attention and heavily covered in the media. Places like Talcahuano, Villa

Futuro, or Coliumo, were an even a lower priority for both the government and the press as
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they were less well known and less affected by the disaster (Revista NOS, 2010; C. G. Sand-

oval, 2010a).

By 2011, the problematics of the reconstruction were compounding. If, for the most
vulnerable, access to mediaguas was a struggle, access to long-term reconstruction subsi-
dies or housing was unreachable. As Barbara and Ampuero pointed out, many disillusioned
citizens were preparing to permanently inhabit an aldea. For those who managed to actually
qualify for subsidies or new housing units, these solutions seldom reflected the aims and
reality of what was aimed for from the initial project, resembling more of an improved me-
diagua than the permanent housing units depicted in the plans for the reconstruction
(Mackenna & Iacobelli del Rio, 2010). Moreover, as it happened initially with Dichato, polit-
ical interests and personal interests some areas were prioritized over other with more urgent
needs, as it happened in Chiguayante that was prioritized to advance the Ribera Norte Pro-
ject. On the other side of the spectrum, rural communities of the Biobio Region, which were
in a much tougher situation, remained neglected, as Ernestina gave account of in Chapter
6. Despite this governmental neglect, Pobladores from many towns like these were eventu-
ally represented by the organizations that arose due to these compounding problems

(Danilo, 2014).

Although Chile had been going through a climate of social reawakening since the
mid-2000s, there was still an absence of organization at the time of 27F. The lingering
memories of past organization struggles remained latent in the minds of Chileans during
this time, aldeas became a site for these organizations and practices to re-emerge and to
give future organizations a better shape. After the first few months of the reconstruction,
when citizens started to take care of their own immediate needs, organizing ollas comunes
and building shacks and mediaguas with the support of NGOs. Although during this period

Pobladores did manifest their discontent, they were not considered by policymakers. It was
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only after the movement grew significantly that their demands were heard and actions were
taken. Hence, the first year was one of responding to immediate needs and localized strug-
gles, as well as a gradual unveiling of the deeper problematics of the reconstruction, the
organizing that led to the national movement only started to materialize in early 2011 after
many smaller organizations banded together.

Aggregation of Social Movements

By mid-2010 to early-2011, the movement really started to structure itself as something big-
ger than a group of dissatisfied aldeas. Whereas the role of new leadership is exemplary and
was key to this organizing effort, returning actors for past struggles provided vital experience
to the process, and connected the struggle for the reconstruction with the past or parallel
struggles they had come from. Past social leaders from the Concertaciéon and before were
re-introduced mainly based on the shared context of struggles the aldeas faced, though their
affiliation was not limited to these. Aldeas and neighborhoods with a solid past of organiza-
tion, like Pedro del Rio and Aurora de Chile in Concepcidn, organized around their Juntas
de Vecinos. Younger poblaciones and aldeas like Villa Futuro in Chiguayante and El Molino
in Dichato organized under new leadership. The coalition of these local organizations into a
national movement was greatly supported by organizations of Pobladores such as FENAPO

or ANDHA, and by students’ organizations.

Although out of the scope of this thesis, the role of students’ organizations is essen-
tial to the organization of civil society in Chile. This holds truth for apolitical organizations,
as well as for those in the left and right. Most students’ organization collaborate with
Pobladores and disadvantaged communities through volunteering, and leftist student move-
ments often collaborate beyond that. As such, universities provided clear critical perspec-
tives on the post-disaster, as well as troubling forecasts for the reconstruction. In Santiago,

The Reconstruction Observatory emerged, and took the task of linking students and
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academics with Pobladores and activists in Santiago, while also contributing to the produc-
tion of knowledge on this topic. The organization was established at University of Chile

where the Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism prioritizes vulnerability studies.

In Concepcidn, the process has been more immediate and hands-on. RED Construya-
mos initially was formed by young professionals and students that intended to fulfill a similar
role than that of the Observatory, however it ended up evolving into a larger, more politically
involved NGO. Students from Concepcidon had a particularly important role as their environ-
ment facilitated the intersection between different social struggles and otherwise atomized
sectors of society. Mauricio Saez, who was a sociology student at UdeC back then, told me

how the university promoted this environment of intersectionality:

From the student environment, especially that of the left, what we did was col-
laborate with those camps... [[We were] reading with them, working with the kids
on topics of resilience to overcome the fear of the earthquake, to reconfigure
how to rebuild thinking that in a future earthquake, they wouldn’t lose their
homes, security zones, all those things with risk maps. That was from the more
political side.

In 2010, we held the National Congress of Sociology Students at Universidad de
Concepciodn. ... When we proposed our university as the seat we had a different
program, but we changed it because of the earthquake. We changed the working
groups, and the presentations. In less than two months, [we changed] the pro-
gram, which was very attractive around this logic of structural damage. We had
the same tables [as we had originally planned on], territory, development, meth-
odology, but all [of it was now] focused on the earthquake.

[As part of the congress] we led three fieldtrips: one to the historical neighbor-
hoods along the river [Pedro del Rio and Aurora de Chile] where the building
[Alto Rio] and the bridge fell, the second to Talcahuano where the tsunami left
containers and ships within the city, and the last to Dichato which was destroyed
by the tsunami. It literally disappeared. Those fieldtrips were linked to the local
context and territory. In Dichato, the talk was given by Pobladores from the
[Dichato Citizens’ Assembly]. In Talcahuano, it was a professor and several un-
ion leaders because that's a place with industry. For one of the historical
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neighborhoods, the activity was to walk from the university to the river. ... There
the professor said ‘the real estate firms, which are beasts, will come and buy
historical homes and put buildings instead. They are doing it already, but it will
get worse with the earthquake, using the pretext of damage’. ... And that hap-
pened— 10 years after the earthquake the urban landscape literally changed.

Moreover, the university did more than just connecting students with Pobladores; it also
connected many students who were themselves severely affected by the earthquake. Then
the University of Concepcidn was a nexus of organization for students from Constitucion,

another city heavily affected by the tsunami further north. As Mauricio explained:

Many students were from Constitucién, the epicenter, and they formed an as-
sembly of students who lived in Concepcién. We called them los consti. They
built this network of students from Constitucion from several universities, and
they channeled help to the VII Region, Maule Region, where Constitucion is. I
mention this because I made a lot of friends volunteering with them, and they
didn’t even know each other, they were neighbors in Constitucién, but the earth-
quake and the university united them. It was a network [that was] so big and
heterogenous. I feel that diversity allowed them to build a lot of critical spaces,
in which, if the people were not politicized [before], their work make them be-
come so. [They] had to understand that they were building houses and collabo-
rating not because they were good or had a Christian spirit, but because the
government was not doing anything. Then we had to help each other. After 2012,
los consti were still organized. After I left Chile, I came back to the university for
a couple of activities and los consti were organizing seminars and workshops
about what happened 5 years after the earthquake. By that time, it was an or-
ganization that didn’t necessarily follow a single political thread but [was] a more
heterogeneous group united by the reconstruction.

(M. J. Sdez Cuevas, personal communication, 6 July 2021)
Early on the students put into words the notion of ‘structural damage,” which addresses the
social preconditions that amplified the impact of the earthquake in Chilean society. Although
by this point in mid-2010 most aldeas and camps were concerned with urgent situation,
these ideas were not only in universities, but discussed between volunteers, Pobladores, and

affected citizens - many of whom were also students. For the sociology students like
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Mauricio, the notion of structural damage was one not merely about physical structures or
infrastructure, but about Chile’s socioeconomic ordering. As the students explained:
Without doubt, the coining of these two words led us to elaborate a specific
meaning; we cannot let ourselves be seduced by previous coined notions which
focus their attention on material cracks that happen in certain territory. Instead,
we need to develop ourselves with a new vision which analyses the phenomenon
for its totality. As such, what currently is being lived in the city of Concepcion
should not be conceived just as a catastrophe - or structural damage - caused

by the severity of nature, but as an economic process, social and political, that
for years has slammed the reality of Penquistas [the people of Concepcion].

(UdeC Students, 2010)
While the students were tinkering with these ideas in the background and supporting all the
aldeas and poblaciones in many ways, the preoccupations of the people living in aldeas
became more concrete and focused. In Greater Concepcidn, the struggle was centered
around the glacial pace of construction and low quality of the permanent housing units being
built in Dichato. And then, as functionaries started to pressure Pobladores across the Biobio
Region to agree to buyouts, the resistance to post-disaster gentrification also became a
central part of the struggle for reconstruction, mainly in Ribera Norte. However, the complete
process for obtaining a subsidy and the quality of the units were frustrating for many Chile-
ans nationwide. Furthermore, the earthquake also magnified the struggles the FENAPO and
ANDHA were rallying against. Although these were the main problematics of the struggle,
the national movement took a more general approach to include the diversity of problemat-
ics that were affecting Chileans across the country. It was this broader approach that be-
came the basis for the national struggle for a just reconstruction (Gonzalez, 2011; Lecaros,

2010).

Many of the new actors got involved in the organization out of a need for it. Dichato

was at the center of this due to the dire situation the town was in. The severity of its neglect
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by the authorities made it one of the main places in which organization started to transition
from the short-term goal of fulfilling everyday needs to a critical and demanding approach
needed for the long-term reconstruction. The aldea El Molino in Dichato was one of the most
organized in the Greater Concepcidn area, and it became instrumental to the unification of
smaller organizations. With the support of the FENAPO and students, Pobladores from El
Molino and other aldeas staged several manifestations that caught national attention and
formed the Dichato Citizens’ Assembly. The overwhelming destruction in Dichato and the
evident neglect of the government towards the citizens sparked a many to mobilize. Eduardo
Ampuero was one of those, he had been involved in social organizing for a long time. By
then he was working with students’ organizations. He named the situation in Dichato as one

of the main reasons to form RED Construyamos in early 2010:

There were some of us that reunited and discussed that a dire situation would
come, that we had to prepare, to help organize those who are more affected. I
participated as a founder of that movement, which was an assembly. The move-
ment was sporadic and responded to the urgent needs of the most affected
sectors: those left without housing or those who were being displaced.

Immediately after the earthquake I happened to read an article written by a
Mexican of an earthquake that happened [in Mexico City]. After this one, ... they
produced a huge phenomenon of social collaboration in which, immediately, so-
ciety acted in solidarity, searching to articulate peoples’ needs and to respond
to immediate problem. [During that time] I was supporting the Federation of
Students from several universities to go to help at Dichato. Dichato was so
shocking to us here because of the scale of the tsunami; we mobilized immedi-
ately. The rest of Chile didn’t because the country was disconnected. They didn’t
know it was happening. We wanted to commit ourselves not only to help but to
support the organization effort. At the start, our group was helping affected peo-
ple with technical resources.

At that moment, with that impulse [of spontaneous solidarity], we wanted to have
those professionals form a technical team and then to aid the rest of citizens
and to organize a common working group. [This was to be] a kind of mutual-aid
assembly to solve problems but also to target policies of the reconstruction. So
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this process wouldn’t come only from the state but also political and economic
powers. That didn’t work out because professionals, even those who were polit-
ically involved, didn’t have this in mind. They were very punctually focused on
their technical action to solve very specific and local problems. That failed, but
it allowed us to reunite. [We were] a group of professional, student leaders, and
other social leaders, which allowed an assembly of diverse movements to [col-
lectively] negotiate with the state and to impede [the process of post-disaster
gentrification that] we suspected the state was supporting.

(E. Ampuero Cardenas, personal communication, 4 October 2021)
At the start, Ampuero remained optimist because of the solidarity that emerged in response
to the disaster. However, as he mentions, they started to suspect that they would need to go
beyond technical help and volunteering to truly combat attempts of post-disaster gentrifica-
tion. Their suspicions turned out to be not only accurate but an underestimate. And when
they started to understand the very real danger that the reconstruction posed, at this point

RED Construyamos started to reach out more and more aldeas:

We didn’t have very clear what the process of reconstruction would entail. We
suspected, and as we lived some of the experience, we started to realize that
the relationship between capitalism [and politicians] was more evident that we
thought. Those things we judged as unfair became even more unfair. It [the col-
lusion] surpassed our beliefs, the level of articulation between economic groups
linked to real estate and land speculation intervening directly with sectors within
the state, with operators, lobbyists, politicians, even managers that retired from
the private to the public sector through ministries.

It was not until then that we realized the gravity of the situation. It took us some-
thing like a year [to realize this] because at the start everything was so confusing.
People were in camps, thousands of people in camps, that was urgent. Then the
kinds [of people] who were left without minimal conditions of care, nourishment,
[all difficulties compounding] the problem of housing for single mothers. We
were busy with that sense of urgency. We conversed with leaders. The vast ma-
jority of whom were social leaders of neighborhoods, committees... When we
finally realized that if people formed a group, they could put conditions [on those
leading] the reconstruction, reasonable deadlines, dignified conditions, it was
like a year [later]. Then we realized that everything that had to do with the
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reconstruction was done through private enterprises, especially regarding real
estate. Then, when we started to collaborate with other sectors like Dichato, Villa
Futuro in Chiguayante, Coronel, we realized that very strange things were hap-
pening. Very solid housing units and poblaciones were being declared uninhab-
itable.

(E. Ampuero Cardenas, personal communication, 4 October 2021)
Although RED Construyamos was active and provided support to aldeas and communities
since early 2010, the group’s involvement political activism started in earnest after the buy-
outs and expropriations exposed the ongoing process of displacement that characterized
the government’s project of reconstruction. Barbara Orrego’s account provides a glimpse of
this process of social movement aggregation as well as a testament of the mutual support
these diverse organizations gave each other. She was contacted by RED Construyamos ap-
proximately a year after the earthquake, after many of the vecinos of Villa Futuro had already
agreed to the buyouts and moved out of their neighborhoods. She mentioned that she was

approached by Ampuero and that:

With RED Construyamos, everything was very quick because they [the people]
reached out to us. They saw the news, that we were - that [Jacqueline] van
Rysselberghe was misusing [subsidies]. She was going to appropriate all of this
because [her territoriales said that] the terrain was uninhabitable, and that we
[homeowners] had to leave it right away. RED Construyamos came giving us
support. It was so important [that they did that] because with them we could go
to universities, organize seminars, we could spread the word and denounce all
the abuses that the government made in that time with the van Rysselberghes,
[and] all the deals they wanted to make in Aurora de Chile and here. ... [After
that] people left. Owners left. They were content with 12 million pesos [ca. $US
12,000]. I was left living alone in a tower of 48 apartments.

Later we went to Santiago to do several things. We were all together with the
National Movement (MNRJ). When we got together [with them] they were already
organized because they had this topic of ANDHA Chile about the houses that
were purchased with the bank, another topic of the indebted. They had also had



164

a big struggle. We were in debt just with the SERVIU but nowadays we don’t owe
anything.

(B. Orrego Gallegos, personal communication, 8 January 2022)
The National Movement for a Just Reconstruction (MNRJ) was the movement which encom-
passed may others, including ANDHA and RED Construyamos. It was initially led by Dichato’s
Citizen Assembly, which got a central role in its formation a year after 27F, when a congress
of organizations was held at Dichato which culminated in the redaction of a list of demands.
Pobladores were involved in the process in many ways, some through the FENAPO, but also
through many smaller movements of Pobladores and by them as participants and individuals
in other organizations. It is paramount to understand that Pobladores are not a monolith.
They are, perhaps, the most diverse social movement in Chile. Just by inhabiting a poblacion,
or in this case an aldea, one can take the title of Poblador. Angelcos and Pérez (2017) identify
the contemporary Poblador as the last iteration of a struggle for land that re-emerges in
cycles. In this case, they struggle for dignified housing, expanding on the past struggles for
four walls and a roof. It is important to take this into consideration not only for the role
Pobladores had on aiding self-organization efforts, but to understand that this was a key
part of the perspective that wanted more than a bare solution, more than just a roof, there
were many Pobladores who wanted a longer-term solution, not just to housing, or urban

integration, but to the underlying structures that impoverished them.

7.3. Disaster Citizenship in Praxis

The congress of social organizations that was held at Dichato in January of 2011 signaled
the start of the national process of organizing. Although Pobladores from El Molino, Aurora
de Chile, among others, had captured the attention of the press before then, their commu-
nities had little to no involvement in decision making. Experienced activist like Ampuero and

the leaders of historic poblaciones knew that the only way to obtain result from the
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government was by pressuring policymakers through social action and organization. Once
the movement reached the national scale, the task of confronting the policies that were

hampering the reconstruction became much easier.

This resistance was supported by the practices of social organizing that had been
used by Pobladores during the previous decades to resist erradicaciones, these were
marches, manifestations, funas, and tomas, the last two being more political and radical
(Oxhorn, 1995; Weinstein, 1989). In consequence, these mostly took place in response to
especially dire situations and localized issues, just as the early-2010 tomas in Dichato when
citizens were getting by without even mediaguas. In contrast, manifestations were massive
and often included all sectors of the population, as such these had a wider scope and started
to configure the MNRJ towards a more comprehensive agenda. One of the earliest examples
was the protest organized by RED Construyamos on August 271", 2010. Then, the group
adopted a platform aimed to “accumulate social forces, with a common platform not limited
to particular and localized demands, pointing towards the policies of the state” (Ampuero

Cardenas, 2016).

Moreover, there were some specific actions (See Figure 13 p. 169) which led to the
most significant advances in community organizing, also furthering negotiation between cit-
izens and the government. One of such actions was the direct result of the congress held at
Dichato, organized by affected citizens, ANDHA and the FENAPO. During the congress, citi-
zens wrote a draft for a petition directed to the Chilean Government. This moment also
marked a key point of change towards a more structured approach for social organizing. The
petition was written collectively, with the aid of academics, and consisted of 20 demands

and proposals for the reconstruction process. Aimed at then minister of housing, Rodrigo
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Pérez Mackenna, it was delivered on March 7" to the Palacio de la Moneda*? (Angelcos &

Pérez, 2017; El MNRJ, n.d.). Some of its points were:

1. A chronogram detailing concrete deadlines to finish with the aldeas all around
the country ... to be able to oversee the fulfillment of the presidential promise
of May 215, which aims to end the camps before next winter [2011].

2. ... Definitive housing for all affected citizens, without discrimination, ensuring
housing solutions for allegados,®® homeless, not only the owners. Hence it is
paramount to give subsidies to all citizens ...

3. We demand to end the expropriations of the waterfront, to create a citizen’s
commission to analyze, case by case, this problem of all affected municipali-
ties. ...

5. We propose the installation of emergency clinics in all aldeas to guarantee the
health of those who will live in mediaguas during the winter in places with harsh
weather.

6. We demand the installation of emergency SERVIU offices to facilitate paper-
work and access to information.

10. We demand MINVU to produce and publish a monthly report on the advance-
ment of the reconstruction in every municipality. ..[Such reports] must stop
confusing public opinion by presenting information that does not distinguish
between public works and existing housing, given the very slow advancement
in building housing...

11. To end all measures of harassment to affected citizens and their social leaders.

12. That SERVIU compromises to acquire land in the same neighborhoods where
citizens lived before the earthquake, especially in historic downtowns of af-
fected cities, so that new housing projects do not imply the immigration to the
cities’ peripheries where there is no urban infrastructure.

15. Guarantee from the state that reconstructed and repaired housing units com-
ply, at least, with the technical norms of habitability from the General Urbanism

49 Seat of the President of the Republic of Chile.

58 An allegado or “close one,” is co-inhabitant of a home, usually a family member or friend. Allegados have
been part of the wider struggle of Pobladores as they find themselves in that position out of need, many would
be homeless without their support network.
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and Construction Regulation, without implying a reduction of the surface of the
unit [56m?2].

19. The assignation of insurance against catastrophic events for housing built in
areas of high risk.

20. We propose the creation of a Consejo Asesor Ciudadano - Citizen’s Advisory
Council - for the evaluation of the reconstruction and the search for efficient
solutions. ...

(Rivera, 2011)

These demands marked the start of the most active moment of the reconstruction, the pe-
riod between 2011 and 2012. After this, the movement continued active, in fact, some of the
major events and negotiations took place between 2012 and 2015, especially for the com-
munities of Ribera Norte. The diversity and approach of the protests and means of organi-
zation can be seen in the timeline presented in Figure 13 p. 169.
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Timeline

February 27, 2010

The earthquake hits the coast of the Maule Region, causing a tsunami that kills more than
500 persons, most of them in the town of Dichato.

March 11, 2810

President Sebastian Pifiera takes office. Jacqueline van Rysselberghe is named intendenta
of the Biobio Region.

March-April, 2810

Victor Vivallo receives a call from a territorial employed by van Rysselberghe, offering a
‘pilot project’ to reconstruct the whole neighborhood of Pedro del Rio Zafartu. Vecinos are
suspicious of this offer and they reject it.

April 12, 2010 The army lags behinds constructing mediaguas in Dichato, citizens endure without emer-
gency housing.
May 2, 2010 First meeting of RED Construyamos at the University of Concepcion.

August 27, 2010

Protests against the festivities of the bicentennial as most the reconstruction process
stalled.

November 27, 2010

Mass protest led by RED Construyamos in Concepcion.

Early January, 2011

National meetings of affected citizens in Talca. The MNRJ is formed.

January 15 and 16, 2011

National meeting on housing struggles, organized by the FENAPO. With the participation
of ANDHA Chile, MNRJ, and independent movements of Pobladores.

February 3, 2011

Citizens from Villa Futuro and Dichato stage a protest against the attempts to expropriate
their properties.

February 27, 2011

March for the anniversary of 27F “A year without reconstruction.” Downtown Concepcion.

March 7, 2011

March of affected citizens in Palacio de la Moneda, Santiago. Delivery of the petition of
affected citizens to the minister of housing.

March 27, 2011

Public Act “Funeral for the reconstruction.” Civic Neighborhood, Concepcién.

April 3, 2011 Jacqueline van Rysselberghe resigns as intendenta after her scheme to profit from the
reconstruction is made public.

July 11, 2011 RED Construyamos and students stage a toma of the Balmaceda School in Concepcion.

Late 2011 A series of manifestations and tomas of Biobio’s SERVIU, that continued constantly until

February 2014, when Eduardo Ampuero and Barbara Orrego were detained.

February 25 to 27, 2012

Second anniversary of 27F, mass protest against reconstruction profiteering.

August 5, 2012

National encounter of Pobladores in Aurora de Chile.

August 12, 2012

Pobladores of Aurora de Chile consider an offer of erradicacion from the government, re-
jected by neighborhoods through a vote. After this, negotiations between Pobladores of
Ribera Norte and Pifiera’s Administration stalled.

February 14 and 22, 2813

Public resignation of SERVIU’s head, Sergio Jara. RED Construyamos and Pobladores from
Aurora de Chile and Villa Futuro stage a toma of SERVIU's offices in Concepcién.

February 26 to 28, 2013

Third anniversary of 27F, protest and occupation of streets in downtown Concepcién.

December, 2013

Public forums: “Territory as commodity, place of transit and citizen appropriation” by Anto-
nio Mena; “For the right to live where we were born” by L. Darmendrail and Antonio Mena;
“Waterfronts, our right to inhabit” by Barbara Orrego and Pobladoras.

February 27, 2014

Protests in downtown Concepcién “Land is ours, not of whomever has the most.”

March 11, 2014

President Michelle Bachelet takes office.

April, 2814

Villa Futuro and Aurora de Chile restart negotiations with Bachelet’s administration.

March 21, 2017

First phase of the reconstruction of Villa Futuro finished. The reconstruction process slows
down and eventually stops during the pandemic.

December 4, 2017

Families from Aurora de Chile receive housing units at the Apartment Complex Angol.

July 28, 2018

Families from Aurora de Chile receive housing units at Poblacion Nueva Aurora in Ribera
Norte.

Figure 13. A timeline of relevant events for the 27F reconstruction. Completed using data from Ampuero (2016) and ar-
chival materials from the Historical Archive of Concepcion.
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In the book Eduardo Ampuero (2016) wrote as a collective effort of RED Construyamos as
well as during our interview, Eduardo put emphasis on the importance of approaching a
common platform, directed towards policymaking and against the use of the reconstruction
for profiteering and for real estate speculation. He also advocated against the pitfalls in
which the social housing model of the Concertacion fell into, what Chilean academics and
activists critically call “housing without city,” this concept is used to describe housing with-
out services and urbanization. More voices with similar concerns arose form academia with
the formation of the Observatory for the Reconstruction at Universidad de Chile, created
after some academics from the faculty of architecture conducted fieldwork in the Biobio
Region after the earthquake. Influence of these ideas can be seen in the MNRJ after the
delivery of the aforementioned demands in Santiago, bringing the struggle for reconstruc-
tion towards a more critical approach (Ampuero Cardenas, 2016; E. Ampuero Cardenas, per-

sonal communication, 4 October 2021; Pulgar, 2011).

While founders of RED Construyamos envisioned its role fomenting the participation
and upholding the interests of the most vulnerable sectors of the population, which histori-
cally especially with Pobladores has been the most active sector, it was surprising for many
the active involvement of the middle classes and the support they gave each other. This
involvement came due to the overlap of interests of ANDHA and the MNRJ, and their rele-
vance increased in 2012 when internal turmoil on the right-wing coalition set the reconstruc-
tion aside. Mauricio and Ampuero commented on this:

Felipe Kast is the character who links what the government wanted to do with
what was not being done in the field. His discourse was that in less than a year
there would be no emergency camps, which didn’t happen. Then he said that it
was due to the economy and that they couldn’t expend all the money needed,
that it would be a slower process. However, in the second year, he had so much

attention that there was political jealousy from the UDI and RN. He [eventually]
formed his political party EVOPOLI.
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[Pifiera’s party, the] UDI [received] the most votes back then. It concentrated
36% of the votes, enormous. It was a machine formed since the dictatorship,
and in Felipe Kast the right saw a character who was steering their people to-
wards the center. They even called him the right-wing communist. Then, [in
2012], the party sees him, and Pifiera takes him out [saying:] ‘the presidential
delegation for the reconstruction is over’. They hid him and [suddenly] he was
not on TV, not in the administration.

From my point of view, even though he didn’'t do the work as I'd have liked it,
being objective, he was the one who worked the most in his government. ... He
was the face of the right that worked, that went into the field, that managed to
construct a discourse [....], that if I don’t agree with, at least we can see they
want to contribute to the country. Because the UDI and RN didn’t build anything,
... they were busy trying to get criminals of the dictatorship out of jail, hiding a
bunch of stuff, and then there was this deluge of articles from journals when they
talked about the illegal funding of the reconstruction, how they were changing
laws that benefitted their enterprises. But Kast had a platform and a link with
the people. Just as the popular sectors are organized with students and such,
the right is too. That's where Kast platform was, with the churches and TECHO.

.. Roxana Miranda was the candidate of the Partido Igualdad. [Like Felipe Kast],
she was a candidate for the presidency [in 2013]. The interesting thing about
her candidacy was that she’s a woman who comes from social movements, from
the popular sector. She doesn’t have academic training or come from a tradi-
tional family of politicians. Her party was formed from the grassroots, which is
very interesting. I'm not saying that it's the best party, but it brings interesting
ideas that had never been considered in politics - like now this thing of Aunt
Pikachu. All the press is discussing how she’ll be a constituyente®! if she doesn’t
have a profession, questioning if she graduated from secondary school or not.
But I reflect, if historically Chilean constitutions have been written by profes-
sionals, government directed by professional and successful people, what guar-
antee do we have in professionals to do it well? That’s not a guarantee, and the
interesting thing about the constitutional assembly: it has the largest quantity
and diversity of represented population on it.

(M. J. Sdez Cuevas, personal communication, 6 July 2021)

51 Elected citizen task with the redaction of Chile’s new constitution.
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Then, the internal party politics of the then incumbent government started to displace the
concerns for the reconstruction, especially for the work Felipe Kast was doing. In the mean-
while, social leaders realized that they needed to massify the movement to reach out to the
wider Chilean population and policymakers, it was also at this point where glaring systematic

failures as the absence or unaccountability of insurance firms affected the middle-class:

[At the beginning] we reunited with some of the most vulnerable citizens: those
most damaged by the social order; those in places of high risk; the sea front,
which meant that their housing was completely lost. If, well, they had experience
organizing for subsistence, they did not have experience with political organiza-
tion. It was very hard for them to solve non-immediate matters. Then it was very
difficult to organize. In fact, there was very little perseverance of the movement
in those camps. ANDHA Chile had a very special effort in that aspect. Before the
90’s, they didn’t build high-rises as the soil didn't allow it, according to special-
ists. But once the housing and neoliberal investment came, that was forgotten
and they started to build high-rises massively. The real estate appetite was such
that there were many buildings with failures and cut corners in their construction,
despite being very expensive to the professional and middle class [to produce].
Those buildings were very damaged. One, the Alto Rio, even fell in the most
absurd way a building can fall [See Figure 15 p. 189].

Then, inhabitants of those buildings organized to reclaim [their fallen building],
because [he laughs] in a seismic country, insurance providers didn’t have cov-
erage for such things. There were no legal or political solutions for problems of
this kind. Most of the citizens were also indebted and many lost their jobs be-
cause of the earthquake, so they went to the streets, and we found each other
then. They had a lot of press coverage and when they got no solutions from the
government, they joined RED Construyamos or made agreements with La Red
to be represented. We mobilized together. That allowed us to have a much big-
ger space of public participation, and then the mobilizations we organized at
least once a month grew bigger and bigger each time. In Concepcién, RED Con-
struyamos reunited the largest mass participation since the dictatorship. To im-
agine the state of our society— after an earthquake with awful conditions [in its
wake], that’s what it takes for a mass social movement to emerge. That also
indicates social disillusionment.

(E. Ampuero Cardenas, personal communication, 4 October 2021)
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Although the involvement of ANDHA and other reconstruction struggles of middle-class Chil-
eans was a novelty as it was collaboration ‘on the field’ that was most significant, as I dis-
cussed before volunteering has been a staple practice in which youth, students, and profes-
sionals collaborate with underprivileged and rural populations, forming links that often trans-
cend class. As shown in Figure 14 (p. 174), this was one of the main ways that RED Con-
struyamos supported aldeas. During the struggle for Villa Futuro, Barbara Orrego mentioned
how the access to the technical resources given by RED Construyamos and voluntary pro-

fessionals was key to forming a case against van Rysselberghe:

Architects and students came from everywhere, we had all that help, all the in-
formation, and the mayor back then, Mr. Tomas Solis, with the director of mu-
nicipal works gave us technical support. With them we got the documents. ...
Here the earthquake was mobilized to displace this poblacién. [There was a fake
study] done by a private enterprise by van Rysselberghe. They put it on social
networks and TV that Villa Futuro was about to collapse. ... They have everything
to convince you and if as leaders we think: ‘they are the government, they are
right, we have to comply,’ that was what the old junta de vecinos did. [The old
leaders] were tricked and now they built another poblacion [far away].

We made some massive act at the intendencia®? because with RED Construya-
mos we were an immense network. We called all other poblaciones in our situa-
tion and many people came. We manifested, denounced what was being done.
We demanded explanations and they couldn’t give it. The documents didn’t co-
incide. Their documents said that it was uninhabitable but ours said it was. At
the end, the official one was from Municipal Works and that’s the one, with the
help of the mayor and the engineers, that we made to show that they [the houses]
were 100% inhabitable. We used the transparency law directly at the municipal-
ity, on the department of Municipal Works. With all their experience, they told us
not to move, that [the first plan] was [corrupt] business...That [we heard] from
the municipality. Don Marco Muioz, who is the director of Municipal Works,
helped us a lot with his experience. He is independent. He has been here forever
and is a fundamental pillar [of the municipal government]. With his experience,

52 The building of the regional government. The building is located near Ribera Norte and downtown Concep-
cidn, in the Civic Neighborhood that was constructed on the site of the old railyard (See Figure 8 p. 102).
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he helped us in everything. Even the current mayor, Rivas, has tried to fire him,
but he has won every hearing— and Rivas is a socialist!

(B. Orrego Gallegos, personal communication, 8 January 2022)
Mauricio remarked that the involvement of ANDHA implied more than a struggle for housing.
Their leader Roxana Miranda made it to the presidential race later in 2014 with a vastly
different profile than other candidates as she came from social activism rather than an ac-
ademic, political, or corporate background. This sudden rise of the movement came with
increasing skepticism of the technocratic approach that policymakers followed since the
Chicago Boys took office during Pinochet’s administration. This skepticism of technocrats,
managerial actors, and government directed many of the choices made by citizens during
the aftermath of the earthquake, from the looting of supermarkets to establishing independ-
ent communications links, or, as Barbara pointed out, taking independent measurements

from those of the government.

Figure 14. A third-party trial pit requested by Pobladores from the Renacer Santa Clara Camp in Talcahuano in
2011. Credit: Eduardo Ampuero (2016).
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The access to information was key, whether this information was official or not. While
Barbara indicated how the transparency laws were instrumental, the release of informal
agreements or leaked information of irregularities was also a key part to get public support
and pressure towards policymakers. Jacqueline van Rysselberghe was subject to two of such
leaks, one by Vecinos de Aurora de Chile in which they published an audio in which she
offered them outlandish concessions without any paperwork. The audio depicted her trying
to convince them to leave their homes, conditioning the distribution of relief to affected
citizens by asking them to support her or to leave their lots in several places of interest
around Greater Concepcion. It was after this recording leaked that many vecinos reached
out to RED Construyamos or MNRJ. Vecinos of Aurora staged a funa which captured public
attention and contributed to her quitting her newly appointed post of intendenta. The second
one was on national television in Santiago, after she resigned, in which a political rival of
her coalition leaked a video where some citizens described how she offered to misuse the
funds of the reconstruction to rebuild poor but undamaged buildings. With her EGIS®3 - this
a common practice among politicians, granting themselves government contracts. Barbara

attributes this also to the current feud vecinos of Villa Futuro have with Chiguayante’s mayor.

Another of such instances happened in 2011 when the government assigned a con-
tract to build the bridge that would cross Aurora de Chile to reach a U.S. firm. When a British
firm released documents proving that they had outbid it, the Minister of defense muttered
to a fellow politician “the bridge is worth callampa®*” which was caught by the microphone
in a press conference. The Chacabuco Bridge has since then been the main point of tension

between vecinos of Aurora de Chile and the regional government as it was planned to go

53 Housing Management Entity, a certified housing development enterprise that can be funded with subsi-
dies.
54 In this case, callampa - mushroom - is used colloquially as synonym of worthless.
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over Andrés Bello, one of the main streets of such poblacion and thus would be displacing
hundreds of citizens. The project was streamlined and only slowed down by the organization
of citizens from Aurora. The project aimed to replace an old bridge that was decommis-
sioned in the early 2000’s. Original plans of the Ribera Norte Project, however, did not con-
template to re-adequate the bridge. On top of that, there were already two motor bridges
and the railway one connecting the southern shore to the city. The motives behind the deci-
sion were put into question at that point as the shores did not necessarily need a new con-
nection. The bridge, however, was an essential part of the strategy for the displacement of
residents of Aurora de Chile and was being used as a pretext to revitalize the process of
erradicacion that was halted by vecinos of Pedro del Rio and Aurora a decade before

(Baeriswyl et al., 2017).

While RED Construyamos’ perspective was meant to achieving major goals and pro-
pose structural solutions to the government in a democratic manner, not all citizens agreed
on this approach or had the means to ponder into the background processes of the recon-
struction. Many, especially those most vulnerable, wanted immediate local solutions in a
short-term frame, which led some smaller groups to negotiate such solutions without the
support of other groups. For some communities, this led to the negotiation minimal solutions
or leaders being coopted into continuing the process of reconstruction with displacement.
In contrast, the MNRJ and RED Construyamos managed to help communities like Aurora de
Chile and Villa Futuro propose their own solutions and to have a say in the project. Through
these organizations of citizens also managed to keep the struggle relevant during most of
the years of the reconstruction, with a peak in 2014 with Roxana Miranda’s candidacy, main-
taining the movement in the public eye during those years was crucial to the continuous

process that the reconstruction is.
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The support of other movements like students from the 2011 student movement was
key to retain this momentum, although the coalition of movements for this cause was, itself,
propulsive. Some of the collaborative acts had especial role for their symbolic weight, such
as the funeral for the reconstruction that was held in March 2011. Theatre performers sup-
ported the manifestations on many occasions. In 2012, the play “3x6” directed by Hugo Pefa
Lagos (Pefia Lagos, 2012) was presented at the University of Concepcidn featuring dancers
representing the conditions and consequences of overcrowding by inhabiting a mediagua
that complied with the minimal specifications for emergency units set by the MINVU. De-
spite this, many groups came and left to RED Construyamos and MNRJ, which also meant a
change in the kind of actions taken and a change to the government’s handling, which be-

came more tense and more violent when the movements lost momentum. Ampuero recounts:

At the start, it was a movement from a logic of citizenry, going out constantly to
occupy the streets, avoiding conflicts. We were interested in bringing in more
people each time [that we marched in the streets]. The protests were family
oriented, there were kids. That was at the start, mobilizing to be visible to put
our struggles into the public discussion and create solidarity. When we started
to disappear from the press, it became uncomfortable. Some leaders from [the
middle-class buildings] reunited with the Minister of the Interior ... and he of-
fered them solutions beyond the formal capability of the state. Then they [who]
started to create units from them. By late 2010, early 2011, the situation became
clearer. The resistance from the state became more violent. We distributed prop-
aganda during the night, putting up posters, and violent things started to hap-
pen— threats, stalking, police surveillance, beatings. [From that point on], the
character of the struggle changed.

As the relationship with the state became more tense, we realized there was no
will [from the government] to solve our issues. We also realized that agents of
the state, functionaries, went directly to citizens or committees to threaten them,
that if they aligned themselves with a bigger group, they wouldn’t have solutions
unless they negotiated directly as individuals, or, as a last resort, as committees.
These [changes] forced us to take a more confrontational approach, blocking
streets, protests like the one that happened in Aurora de Chile which lasted a
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bunch of days. Then it went from denouncing actions to applying pressure, with
most of the middle-class group gone, although some stayed. Besides, many
other committees were afraid to participate as they were threatened that if they
did, they would not have a right to the reconstruction. That's where we started to
stage tomas of public buildings, which, while we didn’t have the mass [of people
that we'd had] of before, [the tomas] conveyed another radical meaning [to the
government and society].

(E. Ampuero Cardenas, personal communication, 4 October 2021)
As the tensions rose, the means of resistance had to change, this was the factor that
prompted the need of reintroducing tomas. This change of tactics is reflected on the kind of
activities cited in Figure 13 (p. 169), particularly after late 2011 when Eduardo and Barbara

were arrested. Mauricio recalled a tense event in which the students got involved:

In fact, in Tomé some councilors just [recently] were elected. They were part of
the Frente Libertario, a leftist movement that participated in the resistance.
There was a very known clash in Dichato - a student went to defend Pobladores
because they had taken the national road. [The government] sent ... the military.
Then there was the military trying to clean up the road and the Frente Liberario
came in mass to support these Pobladores. They stayed weeks, sharing olla
comun, doing programs, activities, clashing with the police, and transmitting it
live via the internet. Then people from Tomé lived this because they were
blocked and they were upset, not because they couldn’t get to work or whatever,
but because 2 or 3 years had passed and the government was unable to [provide
them with their permanent housing units].

(M. J. Sdez Cuevas, personal communication, 6 July 2021)
However, Pifera’s government was so uncooperative that even with more radical actions,
negotiation was difficult. Instead of attempting to negotiate, Pobladores of Villa Futuro opted
to wait for Bachelet’s government to take office in 2014:
After we denounced [their administration] they wanted to negotiate with 15 of
us, but not even that, [they wanted to negotiate only] with the leaders, with the
directive. And they tried to bribe us, to give us all that we wanted but [only] for

us. ‘No, [we said], because we need 390 housing solutions, not 4 or 5." Then
Pifiera closed the negotiations and we decided to wait. They threw them [the
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representatives of the government] out. People even organized to lynch [the
representatives] if he came; they even beat up some territoriales with sticks.
Then they were obligated to leave.

We were so popular that the government sent for us to [speak to] the congress.
We went to the senate’s commission, which was forced to emit a report. They
decided they couldn’t reach an agreement because we were asking for too
much as we wanted apartments for the new [Pobladores that settled in aban-
doned units after the earthquake] and [they claimed that newcomers] had to
be expelled. We waited for the following government, the one that offered a
solution. We did a survey with SERVIU and those who qualified for a unit got
one and the rest left [the community].

(B. Orrego Gallegos, personal communication, 8 January 2022)
Villa Futuro and Aurora de Chile were two of the communities that decided to wait out
Piflera’s administration, prolonging the struggle and negotiating with the platform of the
larger movements supporting them. This was a decision not shared by all the communities
that were part of MNRJ or RED Construyamos. Some negotiated directly with the regional
administrations with the condition of abandoning any organization, as mentioned before.
Others were cheated by actors such as van Rysselberghe from reconstruction benefits, and
other negotiated still with the support of the movement in different moments. This shows
that even with this united front there were different objectives and interests. Since the be-
ginning there was a sort of dichotomy, that of settling the struggle with immediate needs,
versus that of transforming it into a wider struggle for long-term solutions. While some
neighborhoods and communities settled at the start, the ones that continued formed these
larger movements. However, as the movement advanced, these challenges also did. With
new actors getting involved, new diverging perspectives and interests emerged between all

groups involved as well.

In Disaster Citizenship (2016), Remes expanded on how these conflicting perspec-

tives and interests within them occurred between civil society and experts. As the role of the
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expert is put more into question for technocrats in the development of transnational neolib-
eralism and towards their disconnect with local community, it is imperative to analyze and
situate the role of the experts themselves. As experts, NGOs and other external orchestrators
have different experiences, stakes, and corporate and political influences that can have an
impact on the outcome of such struggles. Ampuero remarked on the different objectives of
some of the regular NGOs and their often out of touch methods, especially for their lukewarm
approach to negotiating. While the mediaguas built by TECHO and other NGOs provided
some advancements in the short term, its bureaucratic requirements impeded going beyond
emergency shelters. Among his remarks were that:

o NGOs helped to develop analysis of the topic and also to provide social

organization, however under an institutionalist approach rather than of re-

sistance, reducing their demands and finally attempting to control the func-
tioning of social organization.

. They often, especially in Talca and Santiago, guided affected citizens
and leaders under assistencialist®® criteria [as] very partial solutions.
. NGOs focus on [creating] studies for policymakers, often adopting po-

sitions that only guarantee formalisms or partial considerations. This [has]
helped to debilitate and divide the movement. Major demands and central
struggles were relegated to some symposium or some papers on ‘right to the
city’ to be registered in the offices of international organizations.

(Ampuero Céardenas, 2016)

The realizations that came with this process of organization demonstrated the points of
conflict between the different groups involved but were not limited to the reconstruction
process. Sometimes, as the case of organized citizens and NGOs differed, despite trying to
find an adequate solution to the struggle of housing one could not be found. These points
of conflict reached deeper layers of processes besides the reconstruction to the discordant

conceptions of the city between corporate actors, politicians, and citizens. In this case, the

55 An institutional approach to provide aid to those in vulnerable conditions, by the government, charities, and
NGOs. However, it does not addresses systemic issues or changes, and may overlap with clientelism.
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colliding interests were structured around the subsidy model: politicians aimed for quantity
(of housing units) and votes, corporations prioritized profits, and citizens wanted appropriate
long-term solutions. These interests are often at odds with each other. For example, sustain-
able housing situations were compromised by corporations cutting on costs or the attempts
of local politicians to deliver unfinished units in urban peripheries (Mackenna & Iacobelli
del Rio, 2010; Ramirez, 2011). In other cases, these interests can overlap and compound, as
what happened with van Rysselberghe’s attempt to use the reconstruction for clientelism

and profiteering.

Through the practices exposed in this section, civil society showed that the memory
of past social struggles lived on in the fight for a just reconstruction. These practices helped
citizens to reunite amidst the adversity, despite the period of social atomization that the
country lived. They also helped them to find a collective voice and, on some occasions, to
negotiate and have a say in the construction of their built environment. The process of real-
izing social organization and attempting to put ideas into practice also gave valuable expe-
rience to social leaders and society as a whole, obtaining the know-how to navigate the
complex environment of community organizing. According to Ampuero (personal communi-
cation, 4 October 2021), this newfound experience was a major advancement for Chilean

civil society.

7.4. Summary

In Chapter 6, I established that beyond spontaneous acts of solidarity, an organized citizen-
led response was needed due to the serious shortcomings of the government response. This
chapter offers a similar interpretation at a at a larger temporal and spatial scale. The first
section details how, despite commendable efforts of providing shelter by volunteers and
organizations, the disaster was too large to be tackled without government response. The

government-led reconstruction was, however, compromised as President Pifera’s
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administration prioritized rushing the process due to political reasons, leading to the recon-
struction of poor-quality housing units that were barely an improvement over mediaguas.
Pinera’s administration also structured the reconstruction through the private sector, bene-
fitting only a few corporations by the allocation of subsidies. In the Biobio Region and its
vicinity, the main conflict was caused by a conflict of interest in the regional government, as
the intendenta Jacqueline van Rysselberghe coordinated several landgrabs using the disas-
ter and subsidy model as a cover. These glaring failures led those communities that orga-
nized in the immediate aftermath to gather together and to demand more comprehensive

solutions.

The second section of the chapter exposes the convergence of many separated
movements into RED Construyamos and MNRJ. Initially, these movements were composed
by independent aldeas, neighborhoods, and poblaciones, which were represented individu-
ally by neighborhood councils, or associations of several councils. Then, when many councils
and associations banded together, they formed intermediate citizen’s organizations like the
Citizen’s Assembly of Dichato. These worked in parallel with student’s organizations, NGOs
like Observatorio de La Reconstruccion, and religious charities such as TECHO. On a higher
level, there were more complex organizations such as the FENAPO and ANDHA Chile. These
organizations have a national reach and can be composed of a mix of smaller organizations.
Finally, there’s the level of a national movement. The core of the national movement was
comprised organizations from all levels, the main ones being RED Construyamos and the

MNRJ.

The final section of this chapter explores how these organizations manifested their
disapproval of how the government was handling the reconstruction, as well as the ways they

helped threatened communities to resist displacement. In doing so, these organizations
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continued the struggles of past social movements, especially that of Pobladores, who orga-

nized to obtain permanency and inclusion in Chile’s urban centers.

In Concepcidn, the neighborhoods that were most threatened by the reconstruction
were those in Ribera Norte, which had an incredible history of resilience and organization.
Pedro del Rio and Aurora de Chile, the neighborhoods with the greatest organizational ca-
pacity, managed to resist erradicacion or to evade it outright. However, Pobladores of Villa
Futuro did not have the same experience and most families were displaced. Still, those who
remained resisted, with new leadership and the support of the national movement. Although
27F led to the first nation-wide movement for reconstruction, housing movements in Chile
have a long history of post-disaster organization as I have discussed in earlier chapters. The
protagonists of such movements included affected citizens from previous earthquakes, fires,
and most recently, floods. As such, the reconstruction movement continued not only the
struggle for access to homeownership and urban inclusion, but the continued struggle for

resilience.

As noted by students and scholars, the difficulties that citizens encountered during
the reconstruction were largely due to structural damage to the socioeconomic ordering of
Chilean society, not just the damage of the earthquake itself. Considering the ample expe-
rience Chileans had previously in dealing with this kind of hazardous events, many citizens
expected better mechanisms of prevention, response, and reconstruction to be activated in
the wake of the earthquake. These expectations led many to be dissatisfied with the outcome
of the reconstruction, as well as with the government’s approach to it. As Ampuero (personal
communication, 4 October 2021) said to me, there was “a debt, bitterness, [because people
had] an illusion of what could’ve been [done].” While he mentions this in the context of what

could have been achieved by the movement, his statement was also meant to address to
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what could have been done by the government under other circumstances or from within a

different system.

The nature of Chile’s uneven socioeconomic structures also translated into an uneven
process of reconstruction, despite all of the efforts of citizens involved. I mention this as the
fight for a just reconstruction was, at its core, a struggle for housing and landownership.
Many of those affected citizens were Pobladores. As such, there were clear limits on the
reconstruction, the same limits that Chile’s property-owning structure has. The forefront of
the movement, especially intelligentsia and students, wanted to push past these systemic
limits, but big portions of the population just wanted a stable recovery or transition towards
ownership. As Bengoa (2016, p. 13) pointed out, Pobladores are mostly concerned with the

question of transition to ownership rather than a specific political or ideological approach.

Contesting failures in socioeconomic structures is a herculean task under neoliberalism.
A growing economic disparity puts the points of contention further apart, further polarizing
politics and interests. Aside from consolidating power among corporate groups, neoliberal-
ism makes social aggregation and intersectionality the only approach in which any kind of
negotiation becomes possible, binding ideological struggles together with more practical
ones. The MNRJ and RED Construyamos united many sectors of the population, all of them
affected by the struggle of the reconstruction, leading to significant actions and a transition

to a more inclusive urban integration in Ribera Norte.
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8. Conclusions: Reconstructing Civil Society
More than a decade has gone by and for some the reconstruction from 27F still has not

ended. The reconstruction was a fractured process. As a whole, it was composed of a mosaic
of multiple reconstructions in different spaces and social contexts, some of which remain
open-ended. As such, the reconstruction has had different outcomes in different communi-
ties. It had major social victories and major loses. It is an understatement to say that 27F

ended up changing the Chilean landscape, both physical and social.

Generally, those who resisted and prolonged the struggle, managed to negotiate bet-
ter solutions, and have had a say in the rebuilding of their communities. This includes all
three neighborhoods of Ribera Norte. Pedro del Rio Zanartu was the least affected neigh-
borhood, it did not suffer a lot of damage during the earthquake and vecinos avoided van
Rysselberghe’s offers altogether. However, they still lost industrial heritage sites. Now the
neighborhood councils are active and in collaboration with each other and the government.
Vecinos partake in a more participative planning of the development of Ribera Norte in their

vicinity, what they call the urban recovery megaproject, which includes citizen-led initiatives.

By late 2010 and early 2011, van Rysselberghe had failed her main goal of displacing
Pobladores from Aurora de Chile. Even when she was forced to resign, the Aurora remained
a key part of the Ribera Norte Project, hence its inhabitants had a constant threat of dis-
placement. As they kept resisting and prolongating the struggle, most Pobladores managed
to stay in the neighborhood, in a new mixed density complex a couple blocks away. Some
are still resisting in Andrés Bello, whereas others were pushed towards the periphery, to an
apartment complex called Angol (See Figure 8 p. 182). Even for those who obtained apart-
ments, the struggle did not finish there as the units presented many problems, particularly
related to the quality of materials and insulation (Diario de Concepcién, 2017; SoyChile,

2018; X. Valenzuela, 2017).
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Shortly after the earthquake, Pobladores of Villa Futuro lacked the experience of more
established poblaciones. As such, the poblacion had a rough start, more than 1300 families
were displaced most during the first year. These were displaced to the peripheries of Greater
Concepciodn, to Hualqui, La Leonera, or even farther away. By 2014, only 20 of the original
families remained, which, after negotiating with President Bachelet’'s administration (2014-
2018) obtained high-quality single-family units. Moreover, the newfound leadership wel-
comed immigrants and newcomers to the poblacion, including them in the struggle for col-
lective housing. There are still some remnants of the earthquake, empty lots and buildings
that need to be demolished, however their most urgent need is urban inclusion, as an ongo-

ing feud with the municipal government resulted in their exclusion from public services.

As mentioned in the first chapters, Aurora de Chile and Pedro del Rio have almost a
century of experience with community organizing, whether in context of housing, unionizing,
or resisting displacement. Their slow reclamation of the Biobio River makes their history an
endearing one, it fully represents the social and physical creation of a community, as well as
the difficulty of living in perpetual reconstruction that this process represented. This made
even more gut-wrenching the thought of abandoning the work of generations that displace-
ment represented, something which as always translated in a fierce response. Today, all this
work, unity, and organization have brought these poblaciones to a new state of participatory
city building, an exceptional feat given the difficulty of the environment. However, in my
thesis I have argued that despite having been the poblacion that lost the most of their orig-
inal population, Villa Futuro is the community that has learned and advanced the most since

the earthquake.

Although in Ribera Norte and other municipalities many managed to resist displace-
ment and obtain better reconstruction conditions, these were only some of the most remark-

able cases. Places like Talcahuano, Lota-Coronel, Coliumo, and other rural communities did
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not have the adequate experience or leadership to address their problematics, resist profi-
teering schemes, or to reach out and maintain collaboration with movements like RED Con-
struyamos. Most of these were disillusioned, victims of resignation and clientelism. Eduardo
Ampuero dreaded the thought of quantifying the damages of the reconstruction that re-

mained unknown, undocumented, and unquantified:

If we see what surrounds us, it was a damage of gigantic proportions. [Vecinos]
from Aurora de Chile got one of the better conditions, basically because they
were a historic poblacion and were organized as a neighborhood. They had a
conscience of defending their interests, thus, they got solutions. However, those
who were accustomed to accepting whatever the state offered them ended up
segregated, or, well... managed to stay but with worse conditions.

At least, I feel there's a debt, bitterness, to have an illusion of what could’'ve
been. How strong we were, but how easy to disarm too ... - and there were dif-
ferent places, Talca, Santiago, Constitucion, [and] many others in which they ap-
plied [with] the same criteria [for reconstruction and for this]. We do not really
know what the true dimensions of damage, in terms of segregation and loss of
housing, really was.

Nevertheless, he later reflected on how such a disruptive event managed to also strip away
the illusion of conformity that Chile’s technocratic government provided, showing its limits

and the extent to which corporate and government actors are intertwined:

The earthquake shook us in such a way that it led us to realize what is [really]
happening in Chile. It allowed us to see that there was a social apathy ... an
expectation of social mobility that even the most precarious had. ... In a moment,
those expectations transcended reality, but then, [at the moment of the earth-
quake] that conformity vanished. That boastful [confidence disappeared].

It took only a shake. [Since then], I had been expecting what happened in
2019.56 ... As a product previous incident, we could expect it and it allowed us to
acquire experience of organization. ... It allowed us to take class consciousness
- of Chile’s real situation - and to recognize the state of social fracture. And that

56 The protests that led to the rewriting of the Chilean constitution.
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took us in a natural path to start resolving many questions that back then we
took for granted.

(E. Ampuero Cardenas, personal communication, 4 October 2021)
Mauricio Saez framed one of the most iconic images of the aftermath, that of the Alto Rio
building (Figure 15 p. 189)), as a synecdoche for the structural issues that were unearthed by

the earthquake, rather than just a poorly built tower:

[Those destroyed buildings] were not adequate. The quality of the soil did not
correspond [with the norm]. [Developers] were negligent with the materials. If
those buildings would’ve followed the norm they wouldn’t have fallen. They fell
because they didn’t follow the norm. There were corrupt processes to give them
permits. ... What this means that in Chile norms are not respected. Despite that,
Chile was considered to be one of the least corrupt countries in Latin America.
We realized that corruption existed, but it was configured in a way that looked
like it didn’t exist.

(M. J. Saez Cuevas, personal communication, 6 July 2021)
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days after the earthquake. Credit: Alejandra Jara (2020) for La Tercera.

To Mauricio, this was a symptom of a deeper structural damage of the Chilean society. Cor-
ruption, as well as a swath of technical and social aspects of Chilean society, were arranged
in this manner. This contemporary status quo was a direct result of the reconfiguration of
power structures and elites under Pinochet’s government. These critical perspectives had
been developing since the Pinguin Revolution and the Chilean student protests of 2011 and
got embedded in the movement for the reconstruction with the collaboration of students
from UdeC, RED Construyamos and other student-led movements. However, even for those
like Eduardo Ampuero, who assumed that these reconfigurations had consolidated power in

smaller groups, it was surprising the level within which corporate, political, and financial
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elites were tangled. Although this presented a challenge, for him it was paramount to have

that realization, as it was the first step of many to address other systemic issues:
We also realized that we have to be less naive, that these things do not come
together as an accident. I'm not saying that they had planned the earthquake,
but it is more a question of opportunism, of that constant search to profit, to
obtain [something]. There was a plan in motion to evict for two of the planned
developments in Aurora de Chile. It was planned in stages. With the earthquake,
it accelerated. It was implemented immediately, [and] that allowed us to realize,
in that moment, that something had been articulating more silently [all along].
We have to take a real conscience of the interests installed within the state and
their economical nexus. With that experience of those of us who participated in

the movement, now shows social leaders have adopted a very deep compromise.
That is a good outcome, in a qualitative [sense] rather than a quantitative [one].

(E. Ampuero Cardenas, personal communication, 4 October 2021)
About a month after my arrival to Concepcidén, I came out for a walk with my wife. We went
for a coffee near Plaza Peru. At a small place near Ongolmo Street, walking towards down-
town in Chacabuco Avenue, from an old blue building I could hear the voice of Victor Jara.
It was, in many ways a historic day, and hopefully, also one to celebrate. It was December
19th, Gabriel Boric had just been elected as president, running for the coalition Apruebo
Dignidad. The election was a particular one. José Antonio Kast, the opponent running for the
coalition Chile Vamos, won the first run of the election on November 21st. Until then, no
candidates had recovered in the second run, many feared that this meant another right-wing
govern-ment, although, unlike President Pifiera, José Antonio Kast was openly a Pinochetist.
In a twist of fate, Pinochet’s widow, Lucia Hiriart, died three days before the second run.
Gabriel Boric became not only the first president-elect to have lost the first run and recov-
ered, but also was the youngest and the first one born in Magallanes, Chile's southernmost
Region. That evening, the optimism and illusion of change was palpable in Concepcidn’s

Plaza de Armas, as captured by my wife in Figure 16 (p. 191).
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Figure 16. Celebration of Gabriel Boric's victory in Concepcién’s Main Square. Credit: Sandy A. Sosa Rivero (De-
cember 19, 2021).

I mention Hiriart's death as it marks the end of an era. While Pinochet’s rule effectively
ended in March 1990, that was not the end of his era, not even with his death in 2006. While
Hiriart's death was not by itself a major development, there was a symbolic aspect to take
note of under the myriad of changes Chile is currently going through. At the campaign clo-
sure, Kast avoided the topic entirely, while Boric condemned the fact that Hiriart died on
impunity saying that “... We are a generation that learns from those who were before and we
unified to defeat the dictatorship, to democratize Chile, to have a new Constitution, and now
we will unite to defeat the heir of this government and Pinochetism to install hope in Chile”
(Piérola & Agurto, 2021). The Concertaciéon governments, and later both of Pifiera’s admin-
istrations, were a continuation of Pinochet’s legacy, perpetuating and refining its systems
and policies, which left many Chileans in extreme vulnerability, a sociopolitical structural

failure.
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The reconstruction process was a catalyst for many organizations and struggles, but
also a key moment which showed the many structural failures of the state and its policies,
demonstrating neoliberal policies are unable to provide an adequate response or relief to
citizens under natural pressure, despite having a historic readiness with this kind of natural
hazards. When this became evident, critical perspectives re-emerged and past movement
and actors re-inserted themselves into the struggle for reconstruction. While this struggle
went under a process of amalgamation, it itself became part of a larger process which led
to the protests of 2018-2019 and the re-writing of a new constitution, which will replace the
one written under Pinochet’s rule. I think of this longue durée process as the slow process
of reconstructing civil society from the legacy of the dictatorship. Hence, 2010’s struggle for
reconstruction is one of the many fights that formed part of the struggle to abandon the
neoliberal path set by the dictatorship and continued by the Concertacién administrations.
It is an homage of the memory of the social advances achieved before 1973. The overlapping
of these phenomena is made evident by the mutual participation between Pobladores and
students, as well as the convergence of all these movements into the effort for a new con-
stitution. Roxana Miranda broke ground as a candidate with an activist background in 2013,

which would lay the ground for Gabriel Boric who emerged from the 2011 student movement.

In a global scale and in the context of the severity of Chile’s tectonic activity, it is
evident that Chile copes with these hazards with more knowledge and experience than other
countries. The same can be said about the reconstruction. Chileans have the means and
experience to navigate such hostile situations. The disappointment of many Chileans, how-
ever, rests on what could have been better, in both the broader sense of the project Chile

was developing before 1973, and in the specific sense of the reconstruction after 2010.

The charged social environment of 2010 was due to the undergoing process of reck-

oning of the shortcomings of the Concertacidn, the earthquake shook off the facade of well-
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being and social mobility under the current ordering back then. Boric’s presidency and the
new constitutional project bring hope to many, still, it is being met with much more skepti-
cism and a critical gaze as Chileans have been disappointed by the previous post-dictator-
ship administrations. Before departing from Villa Futuro I chatted about this with Orrego, as
the elections had just taken place a few days before. She told me that she personally thinks
that this will allow for new changes and is hopeful, in her view many of the changes that
Bachelet attempted to introduce were blocked by the constrains of the constitution. How-
ever, her expectations and those of the poblacion are also low, they expect the struggle for
their urban integration to continue, with the most important factor being their own work, not
Boric or a new constitution. This is a sentiment informed by experience of both the recon-
struction struggle and the change the Concertacidn never brought, which resulted in an ap-

proach to political action that leans towards mutual aid and self-reliance as a poblacion.

The practices of resistance and organization fulfilled many roles:

1) As a continuation and evolution of past struggles: There is a continuity in the struggle for
land ownership and use, especially the access to it for marginalized groups. For rural
Pobladores this has taken the form of agrarian reform, for their urban counterparts the land
struggle took the form of permanency in the city and resistance to erradicaciones. This
struggle has evolved. In the reconstruction, it merged the problems of indebtedness for the
middle class, while also adding to the cause of the poblaciones not only of subsistence and
permanence in the city, but of their inclusion in the urban fabric and toward more dignified
conditions for its members. This continuity can be seen in the re-involvement of activists
like Ampuero and Gatica, both previously involved in leftist politics and neighborhood or-
ganizations. RED Construyamos benefited from their collaboration with Flooded Citizens,

likewise, the MNRJ relied on the support of both the FENAPO and ANDHA Chile. These
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collaborations were direct links with previous movements, and a continuity of the struggle

for housing.

The reconstruction was also informed by worker’s politics. Orrego had experience as
a union leader before stepping up for her poblacidén. Additionally, the earliest sessions of
RED Construyamos were conducted at the offices for Carpenters and Cabinetmakers, while
many juntas de vecinos also had their origins as worker’s unions, such as the ones in Pedro
del Rio and Villa Futuro. The continuation of past struggles is a proof that the reconstruction
was part of a larger social phenomenon, and that in Chile, the role of memory is not limited
to the writing of history, but it informs the recovery of past and new struggles for social

progresses.

2) As a means to reproduce solidarity: Under these processes of resilience and resistance,
citizens organized organically to respond to the crisis. In Concepcidn, even when the was
criticism was being directed towards the lootings, those actions played a role in fulfilling the
immediate needs of Pobladores. The spontaneous self-organization is more evident in this
case and has more shades, such as the plundering of malls. Due to the lack of confidence
of an appropriate state response, in order to fill those gaps left by all levels of government,
in these cases citizens have taken necessary actions to fulfill their basic needs which can,
in some cases, transgress the limits of legality and be disobedient about assertions of ‘pri-
vate property.” While these examples are more evident in the short term, it is much the same
for longer struggles of resistance or for permanence. Tomas are one such example, as well
as blockades of transport links. Ollas comunes, as shown in Figure 17 (p. 195), are another
example, always present in moments of hardship, including the COVID-19 pandemic. In all
of these cases, the support of other groups and citizens are key to the success of these

measures.
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Figure 17. Pandemia en Comunidad. A depiction of community support and the organization of an olla

comun during the pandemic. Embroidered on canvas by Sylvia Yafiez Vasquez (2022), exposed on Casa

Prochelle I, Valdivia.
3) As a means of entanglement: The necessity of unity for the struggle for reconstruction, as
well as cultural practices like voluntarism in Chile, means there are constant interchanges
between members of different social strata. The reconstruction was a transversal struggle,
one that crossed both class and different social movements. As such, it can be seen as a
key moment for intersectionality, entangling different struggles for property like ANDHA and

FENAPO with the arising self-organized juntas de vecinos and NGOs and the MNRJ. The

arrival of 27F in a moment of disillusionment with the way the transition towards democracy
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was being handled also opened this intersectionality to wider reaching movements, espe-

cially the student movement.

In 2004 and 2006, ANDHA and the student movement respectively, started struggles
to resisting the financialization of housing and education. Although these movement high-
lighted systemic failures of Chile’s socioeconomic structures, they only managed to get par-
tial support from Chilean society as a whole. However, the 2010 earthquake made these
systemic failures evident to the widespread population. The re-involvement of the student
movements and ANDHA with the struggle for reconstruction brought unprecedented atten-
tion to their critiques of structural vulnerabilities within Chile’s socioeconomic systems.
These critical perspective permeated the conversations about the reconstruction and the

right to the city in some sectors of the movement like NGOs and RED Construyamos.

Mauricio’s experience is a testament of this interaction between the student move-
ment and the reconstruction struggle. The sociology congress presented the struggle
Pobladores to students, and the UdeC was also a place for organization students from Con-
stitution affected by the earthquake. In Villa Futuro, Orrego and neighbors attempts to steer
their poblacion towards collective ownership are a proof of the permeation of critical per-
spectives into the wider population, I also witnessed these discussions around the use of
land and the nature of property unfolding when I attended a reunion with a constituyente

and this was openly discussed between his team and vecinos of Pedro del Rio.

4) As a means of inclusion: These practices of resistance serve as a way for citizens to insert
themselves in the process of policymaking as well as in the production of the city in two
ways. First they did this as a way to be included in the decision-making process. Rather than
as before just being consulted, the citizen consultation phases of government and social

programs has been a staple of the Concertacién administrations however limited. There they
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seldom implemented proposals or created a genuine dialog. This has continuously been
achieved through resistance. While this is not the norm for the Chilean context, the new
phase of the Ribera Norte Project seems to be more thorough in this process. However, as
Orrego explained, it is still a process led by citizens and a struggle, due to the many com-

peting interests.

The second way is through formalization of demands into policymaking, which is the
iterative process in which Chilean housing and reconstruction policies have been refined.
This is mostly done under the complex subsidy model, although it is not limited to it. In many
cases it is also a way in which the government gives new avenues to formalize informal
practices such as tomas and adapting to citizen demands. However, as Dr. Voltaire Alvarado
explained to me, despite the fact that the current system works and allows social provisions
to be incorporated into it, it does little to solve the conundrum of financialization, as corpo-

rate interests differ so widely from those of the public:

Voltaire Alvarado: Reconstruction scenarios have led [the subsidy model] to-
wards sophistication. [This] the mechanisms in which a segment of the popula-
tion can have access to property. Practices then install themselves, like the re-
construction subsidy that is executed since the earthquake of Tocopilla in 2007.
This subsidy [program] triggers almost automatically each time there is a disas-
ter.

Omar A.: This improvement, which technically comes from above, is not precisely
due to the initiative of policymakers, but from the environment of dialog with the
citizenry, right? [The subsidy model] can evolve to include the demands of these
[social] organizations, creating official channels for the government to direct
and materialize those demands in some way.

Voltaire Alvarado: Absolutely, it is important to get the idea of ascension, how a
social base is formulated, and finally, this stage [is the one] in which interest
groups build a framework. ... [Then], these groups that construct a theoretical
framework are proposing how we think of the requests for housing, propriety,
and city. At the reconstruction level, it is an opportunity and we have to
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understand for whom. Is it to reproduce financialized logics? Or is it to correct
what has been done wrong? This is where the politics of common sense emerge
‘we can make a deal with both,” [some people say]. The truth is that there is no
deal. [It] is one or the other because where there is financialization, the other
cannot get in. Then we have to transcend common sense and take decisions
that construct the cities, construct a material idea of a just social space, and
that, to me, is something very complex to see for the first time.

(V. Alvarado Peterson, personal communication, 7 July 2021)

Although this process of sophistication has allowed the MINVU and ONEMI to adopt
measures and modalities to incorporate the needs of Pobladores, the middle-class, unions,
and many more, it is still limited by Chile’s mechanisms for transition to land ownership. In
this case, these mechanisms are fully framed within financialized logics, written by and for
corporate actors and protected by the constitution. Moreover, this sort of incorporation, just
as the policies that led to the creation of the MINVU and ONEMI themselves, are reactive,
not only emerging as a response to disastrous events, but as a response to immense pres-
sure of civil society. Hence, it is necessary to shift to a preemptive approach, especially as
hazards become more commonplace and volatile as a result of climate change. For Chileans,
and the rest of us, this means significant structural change. As for most of us struggling
under neoliberalism, this means an almost complete focus on short-term, immediate, mate-
rial concerns, which are more relevant than a hypothetical future disaster. That is, if and until
that hypothetical future arrives.

Shortcomings

This thesis has many limits, some due to its limitations in scope as a master’'s paper, and
others from it being written in a moment of turmoil, both personal and global from the
COVID-19 pandemic. The intersections of struggles and phenomena around the reconstruc-
tion also leaves room to analyze individual topics presented here in a more detailed fashion,

such as the student movement or the subsidy model itself.
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The most important case study which I did not properly expose in this piece of writing
is that of Talcahuano’s aldeas, some of which were a consequence of 27F and still find
themselves trapped in the permanent reconstruction. Their situation now has worsened as
their struggles have also worsened with the catastrophe that COVID-19 has brought, from
social to financial. The reconstruction in rural locations is another of the major shortcomings
of the thesis and one which I was unable to delve into given the limited scope of this re-
search focus. An in-depth look into the politics of contracting and concessions would greatly
complement my work and enrich a discussion on these topics as this system of governmen-
tal outsourcing provides a great number of services and goods for the Chilean people. While
there are other individual aspects of the reconstruction than can deepen the discussion, I
consider Talcahuno’s case study and the inner working of contracting under the subsidy
model as the key parts to understand these processes of reconstruction and the mechanisms
and relations for negotiation between citizens and government.

Final thoughts

During my time studying at Concordia University, I occasionally worked with Dr. Warren Linds
on a project of research ethics in arts-based research with war-affected youth. This same
project is what introduced me to Canadian academia, an extremely enriching and interesting
experience. It was working on this project when I came across strength-based approaches
for participatory research, and where I understood the transformative potential of strength-
based approaches. This informed my own research from the early stages and due to the
closures of the Chilean border because of the pandemic I had a lot of time to ponder on
strength-based approached. In the context of post-disaster studies, this perspective is often
referenced as ‘resilience’, or, better, as Jacob Remes exposes as ‘disaster citizenship,’ con-
trasting with the more systemic approach to disaster studies of Naomi Klein. I was intro-

duced to the term ‘disaster citizenship’ by my supervisor, Dr. Kevin Gould. I decided to adopt
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this term over the trending term of ‘resilience’ in the disaster studies discipline because of
its emphasis on both organization and citizen’s actions as active actors rather than ‘resistant
victims.” This perspective also makes it imperative to not lose a critical lens and the nuance
of the reconstruction process as it is key to understand the challenges that come with this
process, either for competing interests with other parties or by the parties involved in the

reconstruction process.

The capacity of Chilean citizens and Pobladores to embrace a critical perspective of
the structural systems that led to the struggle for reconstruction themselves has been key
for the continuation of an active civil society despite the many challenges the country has
faced. Although Chile’s main social struggle today is not centered on reconstruction today,
the organization and experience acquired by civil society after 2010 has enriched the unified
struggles that led to the referendum for the new constitution. At the local scale, the experi-
ence of the reconstruction has led to processes of politization of vecinos of Ribera Norte
and more participatory approaches to urban planning. The movement 27F was a moment of
rupture in the neoliberal system, despite attempts to use the crisis to further corporate in-
terests and accelerate financialization processes on housing for historic poblaciones. In the
remains of the earthquake, there was also revealed glaring failures and configurations of
government to the wider population. In the context of post-disaster, then and now with the
COVID-19 pandemic, 27F has also generated an environment of scrutiny and critique on the
misuse of emergency powers while feeding the symbiotic relation between grassroot move-

ments and academics, which learn from one another.

Allin all, 27F and the subsequent process of reconstruction, managed to unite people
of many walks of life, from the most vulnerable Pobladores in the emerging aldeas to middle-
class citizens from ANDHA; Catholic Church volunteers; young students like Mauricio; spe-

cialists like Voltaire; veterans of past social movements like Flooded Citizens; members of
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juntas de vecinos as Ernestina Gatica, the Pefaloza sisters, Victor; professors and artists
like Ampuero; working-class mothers like Orrego and Mirtha; as well as the many, many lead-
ers of aldeas and poblaciones across Chile. In sum, the event shook the country, not only on
a physical level, but also a societal one also forming a part of a wider event, which is still
developing, in the reconstruction of Chilean socioeconomic ordering, hit by man-made dis-

asters and weakened by natural hazards.

After reading so many Chilean voices and talking with many Chileans, I can say that my
contributions are limited to connect some links in the larger scheme of things, my perspec-
tive as a historian and geographer is but a modest contribution. I do, however, think that my
contribution can lead citizens in the Global North, to learn about how under extremely diffi-
cult situations, those in the Global South, can push back against the negative consequences
of neoliberal impositions and policymaking. The struggle for the reconstruction after 2010,
and the movements that arose subsequently, including the multiplicity of movements that
led to the struggle for a new constitution in 2019, are a testament that significant change
and social progress can be achieved at the heart of neoliberalism, even after a catastrophic
event. For those I interviewed with the pretext of meeting a curious foreigner, it has been a
moment to reminisce and reconnect, on their achievements, their loses, the damaged and
the improved, I am deeply thankful to those who shared their stories with me. Chileans know
what they are doing, their constant work and struggle reflects their legacy of social organi-
zation and resiliency, they set an example the compromise and steadiness needed to with-

stand the difficult challenges ahead of us.
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