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Introduction

i w�ll attempt to summar�ze, �n th�s presentat�on, some of the research i have 
carr�ed out dur�ng d�fferent per�ods of my academ�c career, and to reframe 
some of �ts conclus�ons �n the context of the cond�t�ons that preva�led at the 
t�me. i w�ll also expla�n why we began to explore new ways of re�nterpret�ng 
data already analyzed. This review will be placed in the context of the field 
of Latin American urban studies and specifically within certain thematic and 
theoret�cal trends. our research was part of a collect�ve work wh�ch at the 
outset was l�nked to a group of �nvest�gators engaged �n a cont�nued process 
of theoret�cal d�scuss�ons and presentat�on of research advances and results.  
Likewise, in order to be able to reflect on the veracity and relevance of the 
aforement�oned conclus�ons, i w�ll attempt to compare them w�th recent 
perspect�ves on the status of lat�n amer�can c�t�es, deal�ng ma�nly w�th 
soc�al and urban pol�c�es. comment�ng on proposed solut�ons and programs, 
�n l�ght of certa�n stud�es undertaken, �s a useful way of reveal�ng the soc�al 
influence of urban studies, even if they do not fall into the category of action-
research. 

W�th 8.5% of the world populat�on, 14% of the urban populat�on and four of 
the world’s �� mega c�t�es �n the year ���� (mex�co c�ty, são Paulo, buenos 
a�res and r�o de Jane�ro), lat�n amer�ca has a h�gh level of urban�zat�on, far 
exceed�ng that of other th�rd World reg�ons. nevertheless, the s�m�lar�ty of 
th�s level of urban�zat�on w�th that of the world’s more developed reg�ons 
does not mean that �t shares the same level of econom�c development. 
Whereas in 1970, 37% of the poor were urban residents, by 1999 this figure 
had r�sen to 6�%, s�nce nowadays the largest concentrat�on of poor fam�l�es 
�s found prec�sely �n c�t�es. as for the d�fferences between countr�es and the�r 
evolut�on �n recent decades, �n 195�, only three of the �� countr�es �ncluded �n 
the reg�on (Uruguay, argent�na and ch�le) had over 5�% of the�r populat�on 
�n urban areas, whereas by ����, th�s was the case �n 18 countr�es (lattes, 
rodríguez and V�lla, ���4).

Urban Problems and Policies in Latin 
America: Truths and Fallacies
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Studies within the Context of Latin American Urban Research

beg�nn�ng �n the 196�s urban research �n lat�n amer�ca has evolved at 
different rates according to the historical specificities of each country. 
Together with the definition of new research issues and various conceptual 
approaches, urban stud�es progressed from the search for explanat�ons of 
hyper-urban�zat�on and marg�nal�zat�on w�th�n the framework of the theory of 
modernization, particularly during the 1960s and the first half of the 1970s, to 
theor�zat�ons based on pol�t�cal economy and marx�st urban soc�ology dur�ng 
the follow�ng per�od, unt�l the m�d 198�s, when there was a predom�nance of 
more local perspect�ves. these perspect�ves were less focused on dom�nant 
parad�gms, and there was a clear emergence of new themat�c concerns that 
led, part�cularly from the 199�s onwards, to the cons�derat�on of global�zat�on 
as a useful resource for expla�n�ng several aspects of urban�zat�on. Whereas 
�n the 196�s and 19��s d�fferences were found among the top�cs researched 
�n var�ous groups of countr�es1, the changes that took place dur�ng the 198�s 
led to a not�ceable rapprochement among the top�cs. For a var�ety of reasons, 
these top�cs became cr�t�cal cross sect�ons of lat�n amer�can soc�et�es. they 
were related to urban poverty, soc�al d�v�s�on of space, local government, 
soc�al movements, env�ronment and secur�ty�.

1.  in the early 199�s, i took part �n an evaluat�on of lat�n amer�can urban research, wh�ch 
was part of a broader study on th�rd World countr�es, coord�nated by r�chard stren and 
the center for Urban and commun�ty stud�es of the Un�vers�ty of toronto, canada.  lat�n 
amer�ca was d�v�ded �nto three sub-reg�ons and the researchers �n charge of each one 
subm�tted full reports on the �ssues and d�sc�pl�nes �nvolved, as well as the �nst�tut�onal 
context of each case (stren, 1995). 

�.  although the �ssues dealt w�th are undoubtedly l�nked to the problems ex�st�ng �n each 
country, they have not all rece�ved the same amount of attent�on from the academ�c com-
mun�ty, wh�ch also depends on the theoret�cal and methodolog�cal advances of the d�s-
c�pl�nes �nvolved, researchers’ access to �nformat�on, tra�n�ng, sk�lls and exper�ence as 
well as institutional, financial and political factors. But research processes also have their 
own dynamics, linked to researchers’ scientific priorities and academic evolution, their 
belonging to certain groups or trends within their area of study, not to mention the influ-
ence, particularly in our field, of scholars from large centers that produce new ideas and 
conceptual frameworks (schte�ngart 1995 and ����). 
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W�th�n th�s context, i th�nk �t �s essent�al to comment on the success�on of 
�ssues selected, as well as the�r l�nks w�th stud�es by other lat�n amer�can 
colleagues w�th s�m�lar analyt�cal perspect�ves w�th whom i have worked for 
years, e�ther by engag�ng �n shared stud�es w�th�n the same research project, 
or �ndependently, wh�le exchang�ng po�nts of v�ew and �nterpretat�ons 
of the chang�ng real�ty through academ�c meet�ngs that contr�buted to the 
consolidation of our field at both the national and the regional level.

Housing and Urban Land Issues in the 1970s and 1980s

th�s has been a recurrent top�c w�th�n urban stud�es although, �n recent years, 
the hous�ng problem has been less �mportant than �t was �n the 19��s and 
198�s, due to the emergence, as i ment�oned earl�er, of new urban research 
�ssues.

From the m�d 19��s onwards, �n certa�n lat�n amer�can countr�es, part�cularly 
mex�co, a new approach to hous�ng stud�es began to ar�se. th�s happened due 
to a certa�n degree of pol�t�cal openness that encouraged the development 
of new cr�t�cal approaches �n the soc�al sc�ences, together w�th the creat�on 
of hous�ng and land �nst�tut�ons and programs that produced a demand for 
stud�es and proposals together w�th a prop�t�ous cl�mate for the development 
of research on these �ssues. dur�ng th�s per�od, our stud�es �ncluded hous�ng 
pol�c�es �n mex�co, at a t�me when d�fferent or�entat�ons began to change 
the approach that had predom�nated dur�ng the prev�ous two decades. 
For example, it was thought at the time that defining the housing problem 
enta�led descr�b�ng the phys�cal character�st�cs of hous�ng and po�nt�ng out 
the d�screpanc�es between them and what people actually needed. th�s, �n 
turn, determ�ned the act�ons to be taken. such an or�entat�on was based on 
the concept�on of the cap�tal�st state and �ts l�m�tat�ons because of �ts class 
definition, the theoretical developments concerning the social agents who 
produced the c�ty’s bu�lt env�ronment as well as the accumulat�on of cap�tal 
�n the promot�onal and construct�on sectors (wh�ch �n turn were based on 
the cycle of cap�tal and the econom�c log�c of the real estate bus�ness). these 
categor�es were at the center of the analyses and emerged as new, attract�ve 
approaches for prov�d�ng an explanatory framework that overcame the severe 
l�m�tat�ons of more trad�t�onal theor�es. a major change occurred between the 

3.  th�s d�d not happen �n southern cone countr�es such as ch�le, argent�na and to a certa�n 
extent braz�l, due to the presence of d�ctatorsh�ps that prevented the free development of 
the soc�al sc�ences.
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hous�ng stud�es of the 195�s and 196�s and those that began to be developed 
from the m�d-19��s onwards, wh�ch, w�th a few m�nor d�fferences, have 
preva�led unt�l the present days, at least among a cons�derable number of 
researchers.

In the first study we conducted in Mexico on public housing policy, we 
emphas�zed the processes of product�on, exchange and consumpt�on that 
took place w�th�n a certa�n econom�c and pol�t�cal context. it occurred at a t�me 
when, �nstead of referr�ng to the state’s w�thdrawal, as we shall see below, we 
descr�bed the establ�shment of new �nst�tut�ons created to deal w�th d�fferent 
soc�al groups, wh�le po�nt�ng out the�r structural class l�m�tat�ons and the�r 
relat�ons w�th the cap�tal�st sector of construct�on (Garza and schte�ngart, 
19��). in th�s study, however, these relat�ons were not very clear. only 
later, as a result of our research on the promot�onal sector, were we able to 
determine the specific practices of other social actors who operated within the 
process of hous�ng product�on4  (schte�ngart, 1989). it should be po�nted out 
that stud�es on the cap�tal�st agents that part�c�pate �n the product�on process 
of the bu�lt env�ronment were not very common, desp�te the fact that there 
was an awareness of their importance in explaining their influence on the 
h�gh cost of a bas�c asset for fam�l�es. the emphas�s on other �ssues as well 
as the theoretical and empirical difficulties inherent in this type of analysis 
prevented further research.

Urban land �s an �ntr�ns�c part of the hous�ng problem, wh�ch has undergone 
a steep pr�ce �ncrease part�cularly �n large c�t�es, w�th negat�ve consequences 
on the organ�zat�on of urban space. although stud�es on land pr�ces began 
to proliferate, it was difficult to prove their link with the increase in housing 
pr�ces, the �nab�l�ty of large sectors of the populat�on to ga�n access to the 
formal land market and to expla�n the �ssue of �rregular settlements. 

conversely, we felt that the urban�zat�on of land correspond�ng to agrar�an 
nucle� (communal and “ej�do” land)) was useful for descr�b�ng the soc�al 
processes involved in the expansion of cities, specifically in Mexico City, 
where the rap�d growth of �ts per�phery became a key �ssue for urban 
researchers. in the late 19��s, we showed how the cap�tal c�ty had spread over 

4. real estate promot�on research that took some of the theoret�cal elements presented by 
French urban soc�ology, enabled us to d�scover the broad network of soc�al relat�ons 
and cap�tals �nvested �n the hous�ng product�on, supported by both pr�vate and publ�c 
financing, since the 1970s, which underwent a series of transformations over the past two 
decades.   
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communal and “ej�do” land  through mechan�sms that �mpl�ed amb�guous 
l�nks w�th the laws �n force and had adverse soc�al consequences for poor 
fam�l�es (schte�ngart, 1989). many other stud�es on both mex�co c�ty and 
other c�t�es �n the country helped expla�n the role of th�s type of land �n urban 
development. 

Irregular settlements

the �ssue of �rregular settlements, wh�ch �s partly l�nked to the preced�ng one, 
has undoubtedly played a key role �n lat�n amer�can urban stud�es s�nce they 
are extremely �mportant �n the spat�al organ�zat�on of c�t�es �n the reg�on. th�s 
�mportance var�es accord�ng to the soc�al structure and h�stor�c development 
of each country but has also �ncreased ow�ng to the l�m�tat�ons of hous�ng 
programs �n the context of trade l�beral�zat�on, adjustment programs and the 
development of neo-l�beral pol�c�es. 

stud�es �n the 19��s and 198�s, unl�ke prev�ous ones on marg�nal�zat�on, were 
character�zed by the fact that they analyzed �llegal means of appropr�at�ng 
land, the processes of regular�zat�on and consol�dat�on of ne�ghborhoods 
and the urban struggles that led poor settlers to confront the state and 
other soc�al agents. it became �ncreas�ngly obv�ous that there was a need 
to exam�ne the�r �nsert�on �n the labor force �n order to d�sprove theory 
regard�ng the poss�ble co�nc�dence between “marg�nal�zat�on” at work and 
spat�al “marg�nal�zat�on”. another �mportant aspect of these settlements at 
that t�me was l�nked to popular hous�ng product�on and self-construct�on, 
wh�ch enabled key elements to be comp�led on the var�ous forms of hous�ng 
product�on, whether modern or backward, s�mple or comb�ned, w�th�n 
the lat�n amer�can context. it �s worth po�nt�ng out that research on these 
urban phenomena was carr�ed out on the bas�s of case stud�es, wh�ch partly 
restr�cted the poss�b�l�ty of mak�ng broad general�zat�ons, s�nce �t was not 
unt�l very recently that the nat�onal Populat�on and hous�ng censuses 
included specific information on irregular settlements as favelas �n braz�l and 
villas miseria �n argent�na however, �n  other countr�es such v�tal �nformat�on 
has yet to be �ncluded �n these nat�onal survey �nstruments that can cover a 
country’s ent�re urban env�ronment.5 

5. however, case stud�es prov�de more �n-depth knowledge of certa�n urban soc�al processes, 
even though there �s a r�sk of choos�ng examples that may not be very representat�ve of a 
more global real�ty. 
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One crucial aspect that partly defines and characterizes irregular settlements is 
prec�sely the quest�on of access to urban land, but �t �s also �mportant to po�nt 
out that th�s �rregular�ty may reveal d�fferences �n lat�n amer�can countr�es, 
s�nce there are several legal s�tuat�ons and ways of v�olat�ng the laws �n force, 
as well as programs for regular�z�ng land ownersh�p �n the var�ous nat�onal 
and urban contexts (azuela and schte�ngart, 1991).6

dur�ng that per�od, us�ng a case study to exam�ne how �llegal�ty emerged 
�n mex�co on land that was not pr�vately owned, we analyzed the largest 
popular settlement �n the mex�co c�ty metropol�tan Zone (mcmZ), and 
probably �n the country (nezahualcóyotl, largely state-owned). We found out 
that �llegal�ty was partly a consequence of confus�on regard�ng the h�story of 
land ownersh�p, wh�ch was not �n the �nterest of e�ther the publ�c sector or 
�llegal property developers to clar�fy. We also stud�ed the strateg�es used by 
real estate promoters �n the 196�s, 19��s and 198�s to acqu�re land reserves 
that would enable them to produce large hous�ng developments on the 
metropol�tan per�phery. in h�nds�ght, these case stud�es certa�nly helped to 
expla�n how urban sprawl, the soc�al d�v�s�on of space and the concentrat�on 
of d�fferent soc�al strata have taken place. We w�ll return to these �ssues later 
(schte�ngart, 1989). 

Taking Stock of Social and Urban Policies in the 1990s and 2000s 

the 199�s and the beg�nn�ng of the �1st century w�tnessed the consol�dat�on 
of soc�o-pol�t�cal reforms that had begun years earl�er and that po�nted to a 
significant changes in state intervention in general, and in urban issues in 
part�cular. th�s new scenar�o, wh�ch, albe�t to vary�ng degrees, emerged �n 
several countr�es �n the reg�on, led us to �ncorporate new aspects that had not 
prev�ously been �ncluded �n urban stud�es, deal w�th other �ssues, and place 
more emphas�s on the reduct�on of the state’s role and the negat�ve effects of 
th�s on the major�ty of the poor populat�on. 

Poverty had always been present to a significant degree. Irregular settlements, 
wh�ch largely prov�ded shelter for the poor, had begun to emerge �n the reg�on 
�n the 195�s and 196�s. consequently, these phenomena could not be regarded 
as a conjunctural �ssue but rather as part of an ongo�ng, structural problem 

6.  these are conclus�ons �ncluded �n a paper �n wh�ch azuela (����) analyzes examples of 
access to land �n �rregular settlements �n var�ous lat�n amer�can countr�es (Venezuela, 
Peru, argent�na, braz�l, colomb�a and mex�co).
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of these c�t�es, wh�ch was exacerbated by �ncreas�ng unemployment, grow�ng 
�nformal sector, decl�n�ng real salar�es, and changes �n state pol�c�es.�

Habitat and Health

a w�de-range study that �ncluded the relat�onsh�p between hab�tat and health 
started �n the 199�s (schte�ngart, coord�nator, 199�) and took �nto account the 
results of an �n-depth survey that revealed, among other th�ngs, an alarm�ng 
s�tuat�on regard�ng the health status of the poor. F�gures on the prevalence 
of certa�n d�seases �n these spaces were more than double the numbers of 
the nat�onal health survey for the ent�re mex�co c�ty. th�s study allowed 
us to show that �t �s poss�ble to establ�sh the scope of the health problem 
�n poor settlements. th�s goes beyond the scope of the most comprehens�ve 
surveys undertaken by government, cast�ng doubt on the statements of 
certain researchers and government officials on the advantages of this kind 
of urban�zat�on. the study also �ncluded undertak�ng certa�n act�ons w�th 
the commun�t�es �nvolved �n the cases selected and beg�nn�ng to explore the 
poss�b�l�t�es of part�c�patory act�on-research. 

ten years later, we analyzed the current soc�al problems of the populat�on that 
was settled �n some of these ne�ghborhoods for more than 3� years. on the 
bas�s of workshops w�th commun�t�es, ma�nly w�th women’s groups, we have 
begun to prove that although these ne�ghborhoods have progressed �n terms 
of qual�ty of hous�ng, urban�zat�on and certa�n serv�ces, partly encouraged 
by the regular�zat�on of land ownersh�p and certa�n pos�t�ve pol�c�es of local 
government, the s�tuat�on has notor�ously deter�orated �n terms of employment, 
safety on the streets and educat�on, because of the overall econom�c and soc�al 
processes ment�oned earl�er, wh�ch barely depend on local management. in 
the first research project, undertaken on four settlements in the MCMZ, on the 
bas�s of a large scale survey, we not�ced a predom�nance of �ndustry workers 
and salar�ed employees, w�th a cons�derable number of workers belong�ng to 
the formal sector of the economy. conversely, our current analyses suggest 
that there has been a significant increase in men’s underemployment and the 

�. Unt�l the late 19��s, the preva�l�ng v�ew �n lat�n amer�ca was that the state should 
guarantee the populat�on’s soc�al r�ghts, that soc�al pol�cy should play a complementary 
role to econom�c pol�cy and that un�versal soc�al pol�c�es should be developed.  although 
this vision was only applied in a partial, stratified fashion, with differences in the various 
countr�es �n the reg�on, as a result of the reforms �n the 198�s and the prevalence of neo-
l�beral �deas, frequent cr�t�c�sms have emerged of programs target�ng the poor, wh�ch 
proved highly insufficient and in some cases, implied significant regressions for large 
groups of the lat�n amer�can populat�on (schte�ngart, coord�nator, 1999).     
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precar�zat�on of work, w�th a greater proport�on of women �n the labor force.8 
these comparat�ve conclus�ons converge w�th other stud�es that show that 
a downward equal�zat�on of men and women’s work appears to be tak�ng 
place, whereas �n the past gender stud�es revealed sharp d�fferences �n the 
qual�ty of jobs and �ncome between the two sexes (dam�án, ���3). but s�nce 
women lack ch�ldcare support from the government or the commun�ty, th�s 
s�tuat�on leads to an �ncrease �n fam�ly d�s�ntegrat�on, the creat�on of youth 
gangs, drug add�ct�on, and a lack of safety �n poor ne�ghborhoods wh�ch we 
had not observed �n our stud�es a decade earl�er.

Regularization and Upgrading of Settlements

on the bas�s of the case stud�es, we can argue that the regular�zat�on of land 
ownersh�p has not necessar�ly helped the poor to obta�n loans for home 
improvement, which is usually achieved through enormous sacrifices and the 
use of self-construction processes. This study confirms the research conducted 
�n other lat�n amer�can countr�es such as Peru and colomb�a (G�lbert, ���� 
and calderón, ���3), wh�ch opposed hernando de soto’s declarat�ons that 
the regular�zat�on of land ownersh�p or the possess�on of the legal t�tle of a 
property enables the poor “to use the�r assets as collateral for a successful 
bus�ness and ga�n access to formal bank�ng.” in other words, land ownersh�p 
would open up the poss�b�l�ty of us�ng reg�stered property to transform 
dead cap�tal, through cred�t, �nto a bas�s for bus�ness development, thereby 
�mprov�ng the l�v�ng cond�t�ons of the poor. “h�s d�scourse, wh�ch encourages 
a sort of popular cap�tal�sm among the poor, could not be more attract�ve �n 
the neo-l�beral atmosphere that has dom�nated econom�c and soc�al pol�c�es 
over the past �� years” (calderón, ���3).9 

indeed, part of the research i am comment�ng on (duhau and schte�ngart, 
199�) showed that these ne�ghborhoods gradually ga�ned access to the 
regular�zat�on of land ownersh�p and that th�s only appeared as a factor d�rectly 

8.  a study undertaken �n the 199�s (ortega, 199�)  showed that these settlements largely 
const�tuted the l�v�ng framework of workers belong�ng to the formal sector of the 
economy, whose low salaries and difficulties in gaining access to the state’s insufficient 
hous�ng programs led them to part�c�pate �n the processes of �rregular urban�zat�on. as 
for the women, they were ma�nly employed as domest�c servants and street vendors. 

9. hernando de soto, has ach�eved �nternat�onal notor�ety due to the ser�es of fallac�es de-
scr�bed �n h�s books The Other Path and The Mystery of Capital,  �n wh�ch, among many 
other th�ngs, he states that “�nformal�ty �s the �nab�l�ty of law to adjust to the way people 
actually l�ve, and that pract�cal solut�ons are to be found �n the sphere of law rather than 
econom�cs or culture.”
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l�nked to the�r �mprovement when �t depended pr�mar�ly on the secur�ty of 
land ownersh�p, but that possess�ng a legal t�tle was not �nd�spensable when 
land and home ownersh�p was not threatened. one of the four ne�ghborhoods 
we analyzed, with a more conflictive, violent history (due to its location in a 
m�ddle-class area), was threatened w�th ev�ct�on for many years, w�th fam�l�es 
only �mprov�ng the�r homes after the regular�zat�on process begun.

In the case of Peru, under the enormous influence of Hernando de Soto, a 
nat�ve of that country, mass land regular�zat�on programs were �mplemented. 
however, calderón overwhelm�ngly proved that access to mortgage loans 
cont�nued to be very low, desp�te the enormous number of legal t�tles 
granted.1�

it �s true that at d�fferent t�mes urban soc�al movements have cla�med the 
need to regular�ze �llegal settlements, wh�ch �n many cases has perm�tted 
the �ntroduct�on of bas�c serv�ces, and enhanced safety for res�dents. th�s 
policy was a necessary but not sufficient requirement for improving popular 
settlements s�nce although hous�ng cred�ts requ�re land ownersh�p to be 
regular�zed, those cred�ts have been �ncreas�ngly restr�cted for the poor, as 
we shall see when we comment on the new hous�ng pol�c�es. moreover, �t �s 
even less certa�n that regular�zat�on allows the poor to use the�r enterpr�s�ng 
sp�r�t to undertake successful bus�nesses.

New Directions and Strategies 

in a study produced a decade ago, �n the wake of hab�tat ii (schte�ngart 
1996) we remarked that the change of att�tude regard�ng state �ntervent�on 
�n general and urban �ssues �n part�cular was obv�ous �n a compar�son of the 
guidelines and definitions approved at the Habitat I meeting in 1976 with 
those that emerged from Habitat II twenty years later. During the first forum, 
there was a major d�scuss�on on the need for state �ntervent�on and plann�ng 
whereas dur�ng the second, the warhorse was “enabl�ng strateg�es” and the 
�mplementat�on of a ser�es of pr�nc�ples related to “empowerment and equ�ty.” 
although the �mportance of these concepts or pr�nc�ples cannot be den�ed, �t �s 
also true that they are insufficient for dealing with the needs of the poorest in 
a world �n wh�ch access to bas�c resources �s more and more �nequ�table and 
�nternat�onal relat�ons are �ncreas�ngly asymmetr�cal. Whereas hab�tat i was 

1�. 1�,�68 mortgages as opposed to 1,�49,134 t�tles granted accord�ng to �nformat�on from the 
Urban Property reg�ster made ava�lable to the author of the study show that there �s no 
d�rect relat�onsh�p between regular�zat�on, access to mortgage cred�t and the poss�b�l�ty 
of �mprov�ng one’s home.
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held under the banner of the charter of r�ghts and dut�es of nat�ons, hab�tat 
ii took place at a t�me when these more general pr�nc�ples and d�scuss�ons 
were overlooked �n favor of the defense of �nd�v�dual, local and pr�vate 
initiatives, and the so-called “new ethics” reflecting the age-old idea that 
pr�vate �s better than publ�c, desp�te the fact that exper�ence has often proved 
the contrary. These principles often encourage the redefinition of families’ 
roles and responsibilities, grass-roots organizations, commercial firms, etc, in 
order to achieve a smaller, more efficient government. In this study, we also 
sa�d that �t was poss�ble to �dent�fy two types of enabl�ng strateg�es: those that 
emphas�ze the need to l�beral�ze markets, deregulate, and pr�vat�ze, wh�ch 
�s at the center of neo-l�beral reforms; and those that propose, for example, 
cop�ng w�th the hous�ng problems of the most �mpover�shed groups through 
commun�ty organ�zat�ons and the democrat�zat�on of c�t�zenry. these two 
trends can obv�ously �nclude d�fferent po�nts of v�ew on state �ntervent�on. i 
would l�ke to po�nt out that �n th�s study we not�ced that many of the pr�nc�ples 
d�ssem�nated as a result of hab�tat ii had already been tested years earl�er 
w�thout pos�t�ve results, s�nce �n many cases, the enabl�ng strateg�es s�mply 
placed the burden of solv�ng the�r problems on the poor, and made matters 
even worse by raising expectations about “new strategies” that were neither new 
nor really positive for large sectors of the Latin American population. 

Revisiting these reflections inspired by the organization of the crucial Habitat 
ii forum helps us to rev�ew the d�scuss�ons and pos�t�ons �n force �n local 
and international official media, as well as to take into account the reactions 
of certain specialists in the field of housing and urban studies (Cohen et al. 
1996).

 more recent analyses of hous�ng pol�c�es and the �mprovement of �rregular 
settlements, as borne out, for example, by the econom�c comm�ss�on for lat�n 
amer�ca documents (arr�agada, ����), state that s�nce the 19��s, pol�c�es have 
emerged �n the reg�on for the regular�zat�on of land ownersh�p and serv�ce 
prov�s�on, but that more recently, more complete strateg�es for �mprov�ng 
settlements have been added. desp�te acknowledg�ng the advantages of mult�-
purpose programs such as ch�le barr�o, Pr�med, �n medell�n, colomb�a and 
Favela ba�rro, �n braz�l, wh�ch �nclude contr�but�ons to the decentral�zat�on, 
target�ng and coord�nat�on of sectoral pol�c�es (other common categor�es or 
solutions within the official repertoire of recent years on these issues), they 
are cons�dered too costly. they �nvolve the concentrat�on of �nvestment �n 
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certa�n areas, wh�le overlook�ng �nvestment �n smaller c�t�es or zones where 
there �s also a cons�derable concentrat�on of poverty. in other words, the 
fact that these programs �mply a h�gh subs�dy and low cost recovery (even 
with the participation of the beneficiaries in the program) places them in a 
somewhat contrad�ctory s�tuat�on v�s-à-v�s neo-l�beral pr�nc�ples and the 
most hackneyed current proposals that appear �n the general gu�del�nes of 
�nternat�onal organ�zat�ons regard�ng hous�ng pol�cy. th�s document also 
acknowledges the fact that programs for deal�ng w�th precar�ous settlements 
must complement hous�ng subs�dy systems, s�nce the former may lead to 
the creat�on of more �rregular ne�ghborhoods �nstead of encourag�ng the 
development of other hous�ng pol�c�es. these are confus�ng arguments s�nce 
�t �s not true that pol�c�es for upgrad�ng �rregular settlements prevent the 
development of new hous�ng programs for the poorest. rather, the fact �s that 
lat�n amer�can governments’ general pol�cy has tended to follow the trend 
of prov�d�ng subs�d�es only except�onally, and ensur�ng that �nvestments 
are recoverable. on the other hand, (and th�s has been proved on several 
occas�ons, �nclud�ng �n our recent stud�es on popular settlements) �mprov�ng 
hab�tat w�thout mod�fy�ng access to employment and educat�on or �mprov�ng 
�ncome makes �t �mposs�ble for the poor to escape the�r cond�t�on. 

in a recently publ�shed reader (coulomb and schte�ngart, coord�nators, ���6) 
and after present�ng a ser�es of analyses on the new government programs, as 
well as other aspects of the hous�ng problem and �ts var�ous components, we 
concluded that �n the case of mex�co, although unequal �ncome d�str�but�on 
has not changed, hous�ng pol�cy w�th regards to the var�ous soc�al strata has 
implied significant retrogression for the neediest sectors of the population. 
For example, during the administration that ended late last year, significantly 
more cred�ts were granted, although they were only made ava�lable to �3% 
of the populat�on. th�s fact ra�ses the follow�ng log�cal quest�on: What good 
is state housing action if it fails to benefit those who are unable to obtain 
�t through the market �n a country where the major�ty of the populat�on �s 
poor?

A  New  Spatial  Order  for  Latin  American  Cities?  Social  Division  of  Space  and 
Globalization

The social division of urban space is not merely a reflection of the social 
structure; �nstead, both are med�ated by a ser�es of factors �nclud�ng the 
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product�on of the bu�lt env�ronment, the log�c of the real estate sector, state 
hous�ng pol�c�es for d�fferent soc�al groups11, the development of �rregular 
urban�zat�on zones for the poor and, obv�ously, urban plann�ng and 
major projects promoted by d�fferent levels of government. however, �t �s 
extremely important to bear in mind that spatial organization also reflects 
soc�al structures and processes from d�fferent h�stor�cal moments (castells, 
19�5; schte�ngart, ���1).1� 

however, i should po�nt out that stud�es on the soc�al d�v�s�on of space have 
been undertaken on the bas�s of an analyt�cal or�entat�on and framework that 
has hardly used research, general or case stud�es, that shows how access to 
land and the various forms of housing production influence the more global 
configuration of cities at different times. This reflection obviously contains a 
self-cr�t�c�sm of my own academ�c h�story, wh�ch can partly be expla�ned by 
the lack of cont�nu�ty �n the �ssues explored, result�ng from the dynam�cs of 
research processes po�nted out at the beg�nn�ng of th�s presentat�on13.

based on accurate data y�elded by r�gorous research carr�ed out at d�fferent 
times in the recent history of cities, it is difficult to determine whether socio-
spat�al d�fferences �ncreased or decreased �n lat�n amer�can c�t�es and what 
th�s means above all for the largest, most d�sadvantaged soc�al groups. such 
difficulty is caused by several factors, such as the lack of information and 
appropr�ate analyt�cal techn�ques, but above all, the absence of a means of 
expla�n�ng the changes that occurred and the�r connotat�ons for d�fferent 
soc�al strata. the scale of segregat�on and the l�v�ng cond�t�ons that appear 

11. For example, �t has been acknowledged that �n the case of soc�al hous�ng, the tendency 
to locate �t by pr�mar�ly tak�ng land pr�ces �nto account means that the mun�c�pal�t�es 
where the new hous�ng developments are located are extremely per�pheral, w�th very 
l�ttle �nfrastructure and fac�l�t�es , wh�ch has �ncreased segregat�on, lead�ng �n turn to 
greater problems for urban development and soc�al �ntegrat�on (arr�agada, ����). at the 
same t�me, as a result of urban soc�al movements, hous�ng programs have been des�gned 
to allow low-�ncome groups to rema�n downtown (as �n mex�co c�ty after the earthquake 
of 1985).

1�. c�t�es do not change as fast as soc�o-econom�c and pol�t�cal pract�ces, and there �s a con-
t�nu�ty, partly ma�nta�ned by the r�g�d�ty of the bu�lt env�ronment. it �s also �mportant to 
recall, as we po�nted out earl�er, that the quest�on of access to land and the �ncrease �n 
land pr�ces const�tute a cruc�al aspect �n the creat�on of the var�ous d�str�cts.

13. We made an �n�t�al attempt to l�nk hous�ng product�on (hous�ng developments for the 
m�ddle classes, expans�on of �rregular settlements, etc.,) w�th soc�o-spat�al organ�zat�on 
by r�ngs and soc�al strata, establ�shed on the bas�s of census data and mult�var�ate stat�st�-
cal analyses (schte�ngart, 1989) but th�s l�nk was no longer present �n the new stud�es on 
the soc�al d�v�s�on of space carr�ed out later.
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�n segregated homogeneous zones have been ment�oned, part�cularly for the 
most d�sadvantaged groups �n soc�ety, as the most negat�ve factors of th�s 
phenomenon (sabat�n�, ���3). however, although i agree w�th th�s statement, 
i th�nk that there �s an enormous gap �n th�s type of analyses (even �n those 
carr�ed out by soc�olog�sts) wh�ch �gnore the study and problemat�zat�on of 
the changes that have occurred �n the d�fferent soc�al groups �n c�t�es (whom 
we refer to when we speak of m�ddle and upper-m�ddle sectors and whom 
we mean when we speak �nd�scr�m�nately of the poor), a gap that leads one 
to make statements or use terms that often lack soc�al content, wh�ch hampers 
the task of propos�ng new pol�c�es for cop�ng w�th the often negat�ve changes 
�n c�t�es.14

our emp�r�cal stud�es for descr�b�ng the soc�al d�v�s�on of space on the bas�s 
of census data and the use of a stat�st�cal analys�s techn�que such as factor 
analys�s (rubalcava and schte�ngart, ����a and ����b) have shown: 1) where 
the various urban social strata defined on the basis of the analysis technique 
appl�ed are located on the map of the c�t�es; �) the behav�or of selected var�ables 
and the enormous d�fferences �n values; 3) the soc�o-urban cond�t�ons, w�th�n 
a comparat�ve perspect�ve, of the largest metropol�ses �n mex�co; 4) the 
greater soc�al homogene�ty that �s present �n the lowest strata of the scale; 
and 5) the appropr�ateness of certa�n var�ables wh�ch, due to changes that 
have occurred �n the soc�al real�ty of c�t�es, no longer d�scr�m�nate between 
the d�fferent zones (by wh�ch i mean, for example, the �ndexes of tap water 
and �ncome �ncluded �n censuses). 15

14. by th�s i mean the use of terms such as fragmentat�on, soc�al m�x, greater prox�m�ty 
between soc�al groups, �solat�on, etc. wh�ch have not been properly expla�ned and  can 
somet�mes const�tute hollow terms rather than prov�d�ng a prec�se descr�pt�on of the 
processes �ncluded  �n the soc�o-spat�al d�v�s�on of c�t�es.

15. in relat�on to Po�nt 1, �t showed the central�ty of the h�gher strata and the somet�mes 
acutely per�pheral nature of those �n worse cond�t�ons. as for Po�nt �, �n the comparat�ve 
study of the four largest mex�can metropol�ses, the proport�on of �nhab�tants w�th post-
elementary educat�on was 8�% �n the h�gher stratum and only 3� to 4�% �n the lower one 
whereas the percentage of dwell�ngs w�th tap water var�ed from 95% to 3�% between 
those �n the best and worst soc�o-urban cond�t�ons respect�vely, �n both mex�co c�ty and 
Guadalajara, monterrey and Puebla. Po�nt 3 refers to the fact that the cap�tal of the coun-
try, wh�ch �s also �ts ma�n econom�c and pol�t�cal center, d�splayed worse soc�al cond�-
t�ons than Guadalajara and above all, monterrey (rubalcava and schte�ngart, ����a). as 
for Po�nt 4, we found that �n a study of mex�co c�ty alone (rubalcava and schte�ngart, 
����b), there �s greater homogene�ty �n the poorest, most per�pheral areas �nhab�ted by 
the most d�sadvantaged sectors than �n the central zones w�th a larger gradat�on of the 
upper and m�ddle soc�al groups.
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in th�s context, the research carr�ed out has revealed the poss�b�l�t�es and 
shortcom�ngs of the Populat�on and hous�ng censuses for th�s type of 
research; the pos�t�ve and negat�ve aspects of works that have used the 
d�fferent un�ts of analys�s prov�ded by th�s source of �nformat�on, and have 
made us aware of the need to undertake a different type of study to find 
out more about soc�al d�fferences, part�cularly �n poor segregated zones and 
the factors that have influenced the changes among different cross-sectional 
t�mes. as we sa�d earl�er, the latter are largely concerned w�th the product�on 
of the bu�lt env�ronment, although also, as some art�cles have �nd�cated 
(sabat�n�, ���3) and others have shown (duhau, ���3), the relevance of �ntra-
urban res�dent�al mob�l�ty (an �ssue that has barely been researched to date �n 
lat�n amer�ca) to help expla�n segregat�on w�th�n a more real�st�c, complex 
and dynam�c perspect�ve.

Nevertheless, Latin America has seen a significant increase in studies on the 
soc�al d�v�s�on of space, the emergence of new hous�ng developments and 
shopp�ng centers, as well as fac�l�t�es and edge c�t�es. on the bas�s of scant 
ev�dence and mak�ng a mechan�cal transpos�t�on of observat�ons drawn from 
c�t�es �n the north, however, certa�n authors have begun to speak of a new c�ty 
model or urban order, as well as l�nk�ng them to global�zat�on processes. i 
feel these conclus�ons are somet�mes hasty and that �t �s necessary to exam�ne 
certa�n urban features more carefully, s�nce they have somet�mes ex�sted 
for decades wh�le others, although new, have not always been proved to 
be a more or less d�rect consequence of the var�ous processes �nvolved �n 
the econom�c and pol�t�cal global�zat�on of today’s world. aga�n i th�nk �t �s 
prec�sely the lack of l�nks and cont�nu�ty of the �ssues researched that �s often 
respons�ble for these �nterpretat�ons wh�ch are certa�nly �n vogue.

the relat�onsh�p between global�zat�on and the �nternal organ�zat�on of 
c�t�es, currently at the center of certa�n d�scuss�ons, has gu�ded �nterest�ng 
stud�es �n lat�n amer�ca �nclud�ng case stud�es on buenos a�res, r�o de 
Jane�ro, são Paulo, sant�ago de ch�le and mex�co c�ty (agu�lar, ed�tor ���4). 
desp�te the d�fferences regard�ng the scope and type of changes observed 
�n the metropol�ses ment�oned and the descr�pt�ons or explanat�ons that are 
not always sufficiently based on empirical studies, it is interesting to note 
that they refer to a ser�es of fa�rly recent processes and const�tute an essent�al 
starting point for finding out about the changes that the cities in the region are 
currently undergo�ng. however, desp�te the ex�stence of numerous part�al 
transformat�ons, wh�ch �nclude sharper spat�al d�v�s�ons, the emergence of 
specific new urban formations and gated communities, within larger structural 
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sections, it is difficult to speak of a new urban order that corresponds to 
global�zat�on, due partly to a certa�n slowness of phys�cal changes and to the 
fact that a c�ty �s the outcome of h�story, where the new and the old �ntertw�ne 
�n a complex fash�on (marcuse and Kempen, ����).

Environment, Violence and Lack of Safety in Cities

in recent years, our urban stud�es have �ncorporated the env�ronmental 
d�mens�on, s�nce th�s �s cruc�al to understand some of the new processes 
tak�ng place �n c�t�es. one of the top�cs we have selected w�th�n urban-
env�ronmental stud�es (wh�ch are obv�ously becom�ng �ncreas�ngly �mportant 
�n lat�n amer�ca) �s urban sprawl and �ts �mpact on natural resources and the 
env�ronment. th�s �ssue may play a key role �n the study of metropol�tan 
per�pher�es, although that obv�ously depends on the locat�on and h�nterland 
of the urban center. in mex�co c�ty, g�ven the ecolog�cal d�vers�ty of the 
Valley of mex�co and the env�ronmental pol�c�es �mplemented to protect �t, 
th�s problem �s of part�cular �nterest, ma�nly because urban sprawl began 
to cover zones conta�n�ng a h�gh proport�on of areas des�gnated as nature 
reserves (schte�ngart and salazar, ���5).16 they are, however, threatened by 
urban growth, part�cularly through the format�on or expans�on of �rregular 
settlements and desp�te some of the controls establ�shed, local pol�c�es are too 
l�m�ted to prevent th�s occupat�on. new norms, plans and programs have been 
approved �n recent years, but �f they fa�l to deal w�th the problem of poverty 
and soc�al hous�ng for low-�ncome groups, then they can do l�ttle to protect 
the env�ronment and promote a new type of susta�nable urban development. 
the conclus�ons of th�s book prov�de some �dea of the loss of protected zones 
on the urban per�phery and how the �ssue of popular settlements �s becom�ng 
�ncreas�ngly l�nked to the search for appropr�ate solut�ons for env�ronmental 
protect�on. 

When we refer to v�olence and safety �n c�t�es, we must �nclude a w�de 
range of situations, problems and reflections. However, at this point, I will 
s�mply focus on some aspects pert�nent to the ���� Global report on human 
settlements wh�ch focuses on urban safety and secur�ty, and try to relate them 
to top�cs presented herew�th.

16. the creat�on of ecolog�cal conservat�on areas (conservat�on land and nature reserves) 
const�tutes one of the most �mportant pol�c�es �ncluded �n the Federal d�str�ct’s General 
ecolog�cal Plann�ng Program, �n order to ma�nta�n the water cycles of the mex�co bas�n 
and b�olog�cal d�vers�ty.
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it �s only recently that more stud�es on the top�c have emerged, part�cularly 
�n colomb�a, braz�l and mex�co. although part of the v�olence �n c�t�es �s 
due to the �mpover�shment of certa�n groups, attempts have been made 
(arr�agada and Godoy, 1999) to show that �nequal�ty, rather than poverty, 
generates �ncrease �n v�olence. some examples of poorer countr�es and what, 
for example, happens in Brazil, confirm that there is no direct relationship 
between these two s�tuat�ons, s�nce poor reg�ons do not have the h�ghest 
rates of hom�c�de or v�olence �n general.1� but the ex�stence of genu�ne cr�me 
machines that revolve around drug trafficking, smuggling, clandestine 
gambling, etc. supported by international mafias, constitute a major growing 
cause of urban v�olence (Kowar�ck and ant, 1985).

although cr�me does not affect all soc�al groups �n the same way (burglary �n 
m�ddle-class ne�ghborhoods mult�pl�ed �n var�ous c�t�es and at certa�n t�mes), 
v�olence has also r�sen for poor people, due to the �ncrease �n robbery �n 
popular settlements and �n the publ�c transport system used by these groups. 
one of the hypotheses regard�ng th�s �ssue �s that the �ncrease �n v�olence 
among young people belong�ng to poor fam�l�es �s l�nked to the fa�lure to 
sat�sfy the expectat�ons created among second- and th�rd-generat�on of c�ty 
m�grants.18 

in a study currently be�ng undertaken on certa�n poor ne�ghborhoods 
�n mex�co c�ty, to wh�ch we referred �n the sect�on Habitat  and  Health,  we 
concluded, on the bas�s of d�rect contact w�th the populat�on, that although 
ne�ghborhoods’ bu�lt env�ronment had �mproved, the soc�al s�tuat�on 
had obv�ously deter�orated. the test�mon�es collected show an enormous 
�ncrease �n v�olence and lack of safety, due to the emergence of youth gangs 
w�th no educat�onal or econom�c perspect�ves. th�s �s compounded by the 
lack of commun�ty programs or to prov�de support for mothers that have 
to work and leave the�r ch�ldren and adolescents unattended, wh�ch br�ngs 

1�. Poor lat�n amer�can countr�es, such as ha�t�, bol�v�a and Peru do not have the h�ghest 
hom�c�de rates wh�le the greatest v�olence �n braz�l occurs �n wealthy cosmopol�tan c�t�es 
such as são Paolo and río de Jane�ro (br�ceño-león, ���1). the �ssue of �nequal�ty �n c�t�es 
has to do w�th h�ghly unequal �ncome d�str�but�on, the �ncrease �n contrasts and poor 
areas w�th a grow�ng degree of soc�al d�s�ntegrat�on. 

18. the �ncreased expectat�ons of the second or th�rd generat�on of people born �n c�t�es who 
no longer belong to the m�grants of the 194�s, 195�s or 196�s, “occurred at the same t�me 
that econom�c growth and the poss�b�l�t�es of soc�al �mprovement stopped and an abyss 
appeared between what they asp�re to as regards qual�ty of l�fe and the actual poss�b�l�t�es 
of ach�ev�ng th�s…” (br�ceño-león, ����).
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them �nto contact w�th ex�st�ng gangs, drugs and weapons. local programs 
for controlling violence have proved totally insufficient, according to the 
test�mon�es we have gathered and as alvarado po�nts out on the bas�s of 
research undertaken on several popular ne�ghborhoods �n mex�co. although 
there have been some �nterest�ng programs to create ne�ghborhood pol�ce 
(wh�ch have lacked cont�nu�ty), �n general, the presence of pol�ce �s even more 
damag�ng to young people as a result of the�r arb�trary pract�ces, repress�on, 
blackma�l and corrupt�on (alvarado, ���4).

the m�ddle and upper classes have responded to �nsecur�ty and v�olence by 
creat�ng gated commun�t�es and exclus�ve malls, clos�ng streets and us�ng 
pr�vate pol�ce. th�s response has exacerbated what some researchers call the 
fragmentat�on of the c�ty, wh�ch �s most ev�dent �n certa�n cases such as r�o 
de Jane�ro �n braz�l.19

as for the other �ssues po�nted out �n the ���� Global report on human 
settlements, �t �s clear that the lack  of  security  regarding  land  ownership may 
tr�gger mass�ve ev�ct�ons of the poor populat�on �n squatter settlements; 
however, we have observed that �n lat�n amer�ca, th�s has ma�nly occurred 
dur�ng d�ctator�al or undemocrat�c governments, whereas �n more recent 
per�ods, negot�at�on w�th the poor populat�on has been more frequent. When 
�rregular settlements are located near m�ddle-class ne�ghborhoods, and 
�n areas that are attract�ve for speculat�on or real-estate development, the 
threat of ev�ct�on �s much greater, even �n cases such as mex�co c�ty, where 
government has often turned a bl�nd eye. other cases where there has been a 
significant threat of eviction are those linked to environmental protection. Our 
research on the ajusco Zone �n mex�co c�ty (schte�ngart and salazar, ���5) 
wh�ch we ment�oned �n prev�ous paragraphs, detected very few ev�ct�ons 
wh�le attempts to relocate settlers that have occup�ed areas of env�ronmental 
�nterest were unsuccessful �n most cases, due to the unpopular�ty of measures 
that affect fam�l�es w�th no other hous�ng opt�ons.

19. a study on río de Jane�ro (lópez de souza, ���4) ment�ons the fragmentat�on of the soc�o-
pol�t�cal and spat�al fabr�c as a consequence of the ex�stence of favelas that are enclaves for 
drug trafficking and the self-segregation into closed communities for the upper classes, 
�n a c�ty where the qual�ty of l�fe has been severely damaged by v�olence and the lack 
of safety.  at the same t�me, stud�es on gated commun�t�es have prol�ferated �n many 
countr�es �n the reg�on, although the�r presence has been exaggerated and should be 
relat�v�zed through urban stud�es.
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as we can see, the �ssue of secur�ty regard�ng land ownersh�p �s thereby 
l�nked to the env�ronmental aspect of c�t�es, wh�ch �s also present �n the lack 
of secur�ty �n �rregular  ne�ghborhoods as they are often located �n areas that 
are unsuitable for settlement, which tend to be low-lying, prone to flooding, 
or on h�ll slopes where landsl�des may occur.  these s�tuat�ons have cla�med 
many l�ves �n recent years, part�cularly when the publ�c sector has fa�led to 
prov�de ass�stance for settlers or �ntervened too late, �neffect�vely and solely 
for pol�t�cal ga�n. the cl�mate changes affect�ng lat�n amer�can countr�es and 
c�t�es make the areas �nhab�ted by the poor even more r�sky, a  cond�t�on 
that is difficult to combat without radically attacking the problems of large 
populat�on groups wh�ch are generally �n an �ncreas�ngly d�sadvantaged and 
difficult situation in the region. 

Final Remarks

In an article in which we reflected on participatory-action-research (Schteingart, 
1998) we concluded that �t was necessary to establ�sh a more funct�onal l�nk 
between the academ�c sector, poor commun�t�es and nGos,  and to overcome 
the apparent contrad�ct�on between academ�c and popular knowledge, 
regarded as unscientific. Within a critical view of the social sciences, studies 
should be or�ented towards the search for knowledge that w�ll prov�de 
gu�del�nes for transform�ng soc�ety. moreover, human knowledge �s der�ved 
from �nteract�on w�th the world, and “there �s no ep�stemology that has not 
been der�ved from act�on and transformed �nto a new act�on (Palazón, 1993). 
on a more pract�cal level, we also thought that �t was essent�al for grass roots 
organ�zat�ons and nGos to systemat�ze knowledge drawn from act�on, for 
wh�ch researchers should be �n a pos�t�on to prov�de proper collaborat�on. 

these cons�derat�ons are part�cularly relevant espec�ally regard�ng the study 
of and support for the populat�on l�v�ng �n �rregular settlements or poor areas 
�n c�t�es, to wh�ch i have referred at var�ous po�nts of th�s document.

it �s also �mportant to ment�on the l�nk between the academ�c sector and 
government act�on. as we noted �n a collect�ve document presented dur�ng 
the last sess�on of the World Urban Forum �n ���6 �n Vancouver, canada 
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(schte�ngart et al., ���6) there are d�fferent �nterests, object�ves and work 
dynamics in these two sectors, which often makes it difficult for them 
to cooperate, although th�s also depends on the government’s pol�t�cal 
orientation, its level of action (federal, national or local), government officials’ 
tra�n�ng and undoubtedly the adm�n�strat�on’s real �nterest �n stud�es that 
w�ll or�ent act�ons.�� researchers may have d�fferent degrees of �nvolvement 
�n publ�c act�on, as generators of knowledge and �deas, by �nterven�ng �n 
the dec�s�on-mak�ng process, or as consultants or adv�sers.�1 Yet, i th�nk that 
although the�r work may not have been des�gned to or�ent act�ons, �t may 
exert a significant influence by generating valid and accurate knowledge on 
part�cular s�tuat�ons. For example, for many years, those who were comm�tted 
to a cr�t�cal or�entat�on of urban stud�es were conv�nced that understand�ng 
the causes of urban problems was cruc�al to prevent�ng the �mplementat�on 
of pol�c�es or plans based on fallac�ous theor�es or pr�nc�ples that led to 
an �ncrease �n soc�al �nequal�ty or to very d�fferent s�tuat�ons from those 
�ntended.

Taking stock of our research over several decades by highlighting its findings and 
shortcom�ngs, wh�le po�nt�ng out the need for new stud�es and explanat�ons 
that are necessary dur�ng a stage of major changes �n lat�n amer�can c�t�es, 
reflects a conviction that this task is not only important for orienting knowledge 
production but also for ensuring that it exerts an increasing influence on 
the transformat�on of soc�ety. as i have tr�ed to show throughout th�s 
presentat�on, the ex�st�ng real�ty �mpl�es pol�t�cal and soc�al retrogress�on for 
large sectors of the lat�n amer�can populat�on. such retrogress�on, although 
acknowledged in official documents, comes up against limited national or 
local pol�c�es �n the context of general, �nadequate proposals by �nternat�onal 
organizations which should undoubtedly be modified. 

��. in many cases, researchers have had to undertake stud�es that could only be expla�ned 
by government’s �nterest �n lend�ng cred�b�l�ty to certa�n act�ons, by present�ng them as 
hav�ng been guaranteed by prest�g�ous academ�c �nst�tut�ons, whereas �n fact there was 
very l�ttle co�nc�dence between these stud�es and pol�c�es.

�1.  a useful example of th�s sort of consultancy work undertaken by a researcher �s the study 
by anton�o azuela (����) wh�ch prov�des a proposal for mod�fy�ng the law of human 
settlements �n mex�co, based on an or�g�nal, w�de-rang�ng assessment of the plann�ng ac-
t�ons undertaken �n mex�co.  
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