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ABSTRACT
While many geographers have focused on the structural conditions
inftuencing the reconfiguration of urban areas in Latin America, the concrete
ways in which actors attempt to advance particularistic interests and the
relations of cooperation, cooptation, and resistance generated among actors
remain largely ignored. This gap in the urban literature can be explained by
the lack of an analytical framework to study how power is executed in
particular social contexts. Based on theoretical elements derived from the
work of Anthony Giddens and Michel Foucault, | suggest and apply a
framework to disentangle power relations at work in the redevelopment of
Concepción's riverfront.

KEY-WwoRDS: Social theory. Power. Urban redevelopment. Chile.

A PRÁTICA DA TEORIA SOCIAL: ANALISANDO RELAÇÕES MULTI-ESCALARES DE
PODER NA RE-CONFIGURAÇÃO DE UM SETOR RIBEIRINHO

EM CONCEPCIÓN, CHILE

REsuMO
Enquanto muitos geógrafos têm centrado a sua atenção analítica nas
condições estruturais que estariam influenciando na re-configuração das
cidades latino-americanas, os mecanismos concretos pelos quais diferentes
atores tentam avançar nos interesses particulares, assim como as relações
de cooperação, cooptação e resistência geradas entre eles, permanecem
largamente desconhecidas. Esse vazio na literatura pode ser explicado pela
ausência de um marco analítico para estudar como o poder é exercido em
contextos sociais particulares. Tomando elementos teóricos derivados do
trabalho de Anthony Giddens y Michel Foucault, se desenvolve e aplica um
marco analítico para desvendar as relações de poder que estão operando
na re-configuração de um setor ribeirinho na cidade de Concepción, Chile.
PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Teoria social. Poder. Re-configuração urbana. Chile.
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Whichever focus has been used to look at mega-cities, insufficient
consideration has been given to the political-administrative structure
through which such cities are governed and managed. In the rush to
examine their economic basis and international roles, fundamental
questions about their form of administration and their govermnability have
rarely been considered in a comparative perspective. How these cities
are governed tell us much about the nature of power relations.

Instead, a large number of urban studies have focused on broader
socio-economic contexts influencing the socio-spatia! reconfiguration of

cities (ANGOTTI 1996; CARIOLA and LACABANA 2003; DE MATTOS1 996,
1998, 1999; KEELING 1999; PORTES 1989: TORRES 2001). In particular,
Chile's radical neoliberal program implemented since the mid 1970s called
the attention of many researchers, who have related changes in the
economic sphere to the emergence of such “urban pathologies” as poverty,
air pollution, transportation problems, and uncontrolled expansion of
urbanized areas (DE MATTOS 1996, 1998, 1999; DOCKEMDORFF,
RODRIGUEZ, and WINCHESTER 2000; DUCCI 1998; RODRIGUEZ and
WINCHESTER 2001; ROMERO and TOLEDO 1998).'

In North America and Europe, a relatively large number of studies have
placed the attention on issues of power relations in the urban policy arena.
Notably, a Foucaultian perspective has been deployed to examine the
deployment of power and the construction of particular discourses about the
city (ATKINSON 1999; ATKINSON 2002; GUR 2002: HUBBARD 1996,
2004; MACKINNON 2000; MCGUIRK 2000; PLOGER 2001; RACO 2000,
2002; RACO and IMRIE 2000; SOJA 1989; TAIT and CAMPBELL 2000).

Although this line of research advances our understanding of power
configurations at work, more refinement is needed on how power operates
across different levels of analysis. The deployment of poweris rarely confined
to a given decisional arena, it overlaps with broader factors enabling and
constraining social performance. This issue is certainly recognized by
geographers working under the rubrics social construction of scale and scale
politics (see, for example, BRENNER 2000: BRENNER 2001; MACLEOD and
SOODWIN 19998, 19994; MARSTON 2000; MARSTON and SMITH 2001;
MARTIN, MCCANN, and PURCELL 2003; SWYNGEDOUW 1997;
SWYNGEDOUW and BAETEN 2001). My point of contention, however,is that
the scale literature gives few indications of the concrete mechanisms framing

* More developed frameworks to study the performance of actors and power relations generatedin urban setting in Latin America can be found in Outtes (2003) and Ward (1993, 1996),although the research questions leading these studies differ from the ones posed here,
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actors operating at local levels are constrained (and enabled) by upper level
situations. This limitation reverberatesin a limited conceptualization of power.
ln fact, regime approach overemphasizes the structural side of power: the
capacity that the socio-economic and political context opens to certain groups
to make a difference, to dominate de policy agenda, and to control urban
outcomes (COX 1996; DIGAETANO 1997). To develop an analytical approach
to tackle the questions posted in the introductory section, it appears necessary
to account for the recursive relation between agents and structures as to
acknowledge both sides of power: its structural and agency sides (see
CLEGG 1989).

Toward overcoming the structure-agency dualism Giddens (1979, 1984)
develops the theory of structuration. Giddens separates conceptually
“structure” from “social system”. Structures are defined as organized sets of
rules (prescriptions) and resources (means to exercise power). Structures are
out of time and space, existing, as time-space presence, only through social
practices: structures have no existence independent of the knowledge that
agents have about what they do in their day to day activity (GIDDENS 1984,
26). The social system, in turn, comprises the more durable features of
societies; that is, sets of rules and resources continually being reproduced
through long time-spans.

An important aspect in Giddens theorization is that human agents are
knowledgeable, founded basically on practical and discursive consciousness
that can be traced through some kind of description that actors can make
about the situation surrounding them. Therefore, the properties of the social
systems are transformed or reproduced through social practices of “structured
agents”, who are more or less aware of the limits and possibilities of action.

This approach offers, at first glance, an opportunity to conceptualize the
formation of urban governing bodies at the level of structure, as a result of the
process of structuration. | suggest understanding the formation of goveming
bodies as a product of “moments” in which external and local factors coalesce
and set the stage for the formation of distinguishable coalitions that move
policy initiatives forward.

Among other points, structuration theory has been criticized for
emphasizing practical over discursive knowledge leading to a weak
conception of agency (GREGSON 1989; KING 1999: STORPER 1985), for
not giving enough weight to social constraints (CLEGG 1989; GREGORY
1980, 1985; STORPER 1985; THOMPSON 1989; THRIFT 1985; WARF
1990), for introducing a non-structural and/or misrepresented conception of
power (BOYNE 1991; STORPER 1985), for an inadequate account of spatial

CIDADES. v. 2, n. 4, 2005, p. 315-337
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defining how participants enter or leave a position (boundary rules); specifying
the actions each position is required, permitted or forbidden to take (authority
rules); specifying the set of outcomes each position is required, prohibited, or
permitted to affect (scope rules); prescribing how collective decisions are
taken (aggregation rules), defining channels of communication and the types
of information to be used (information rules), and prescribing how benefits and
costs are to be distributed (payoff rules).

The links between rules and power are quite straightforward. Rules do
not only allow social performance, but also sanction conduct and inform the
utilizaton of resources to exercise power (PHIPPS 2000). Social rules
recognize the rights of groups to speak with authority, defining their capacity to
exert power and make their “accounts count”. The joint deployment of the
notion of social rules and functional levels will aliow us to investigate how
social action is framed by the social context and how power can be exercised.
This entails moving to an approach that recognizes that power does not
emanate only from some a broader system of domination and control, but also
is deployed in every day practices by structured or situated actors.

In my reading, this understanding appears consistent with a Foucaultian
approach to power. Foucault understands power as a ubiquitous, ever
present, relationship that acquires concrete expression in the operation of
political technologies. Procedures, reflections, calculations, strategies, and
tactics constitute “technologies of government” or “governmentalities”
through which actors exercise power and produce knowledge and rules
making society amenable to rational control (FOUCAULT 1980, 1991). Then,
power relations and techniques to control society cannot be accounted
solely by a social structure like the system of law nor by the ethical choice of
individuals; they must be grasped in their own right, as productive and linked
to a whole range of useful effects, which it is their task to support
(FOUCAULT 1995, 24).

Foucault's approach allows considering power as a consequence and a
necessary condition for structuration to take place: the recursive relation
among broader and more stable sets of rules and social practices is a result
of power relations that are both preconditions for practices and effects of the
application of political technologies. in other words, a knowledgeable and
structured agent that is engaged in the business of governing others will face
a set of possibilities and constraints originating from broader levels and will
decide upon a course of action that will have consequences in terms of
creating power relations and reconfiguring his/her basis to exert power.

CIDADES. v. 2, n. 4, 2005, p. 315-337 321
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SOCIAL THEORY AT WORK: ANALYZING MULTI-LEVEL POWER RELATIONS...

CASE STUDY

The North Rivera Project (NRP, hereafter) is taking place along the Bio

Bio riverfront in a sector known as the Costanera, in the city of Concepción,
Chile. Concepción is located 600 kilometers south of Santiago, the capital of

Chile, and is part of the Bio Bio region. Concepción's metropolitan area is

composed of 7 municipal governments, which are elected bodies presided
over by a Mayor and a Municipal Council. With a population of nearly 800,000
inhabitants, Concepción is the third largest urban center after Santiago
(5,500,000 inhabitants).

The project is located 4 kilometers from Concepción's downtown. Until

the year 2001, a large shantytown, old industries, rail facilities and swamps
occupied the riverfront, disrupting movements and creating a barrier and a
self-contained area. The formal local land use plan in place had limited effects,
being ineffective in controlling the illegal settlement of around 1200 poor
families. The material appropriation of the area began in the late 1930's
continuing until the mid 1980s. Figure 1 shows the situation in the Costanera
Area in 1990.

Figure 1: The Costanera Area. Concepción, Chile, 1990.
Source: North Rivera Office. With permission.
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SOCIAL THEORY AT WORK: ANALYZING MULTI-LEVEL POWER RELATIONS...

that decisions concerning the future of the area should have the support of
two strategic positions: the Coordinator and the Minister of Housing
(MINVU).

The impacis of NRP onthe urban landscape have been drastic. Figure
2 shows the situation in the area in 2001.

Figure 2: The Costanera Area. Concepción, Chile, 2001
Source: North Rivera Office. With permission.

MULTI-LEVEL EXERCISE OF POWER

THE OPERATIONAL LEVEL

The NRO took on the challenge of assembling public and private parties in
an organization to deal with the complexities of the NRP, such as the presence
of a politicized organization of pobladores defending “their place” and economic
elites eager to “clear-up” the area for private investment. Each of these
positions held resources to exert power by relying on a set of informal rules,
such as the investors' capacity to influence at the policy-making level and the
pobladores' capacity to mobilize and protest. To get the project on the move, the

CIDADES. v. 2, n. 4, 2005, p. 315-337 325
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SOCIAL THEORY AT WORK: ANALYZING MULTI-LEVEL POWER RELATIONS...

These words reveal the scant capacity of the municipal personnel to
influence the approval of plans, although they are the ones who elaborate
them. It uncovers, as well, a deep distrust in public participation, insinuating
that technicians and professionals are the ones who know the technical,
proper solutions for the issues under consideration. In a number of
interviews conducted with personnel from the Municipality of Concepción,
the predominance of a technical rationale was quite evident as was the
frustration with political and bureaucratic structures that precluded a more
direct role of local instance in the approval of land use plans.

Although economic elites had a voice and a position within the
Technical Committee, they did not exert total control nor could they easily
impose their points of view. They perceived that a hard stance might mean
bringing the project to an end, losing good business opportunities. Indeed,
the possibility always remained that the demands of the pobladores could
escalate, causing delays or reconsiderations of decisions taken. After
interacting with a number of potential investors | conclude that despite
discourses exalting collaboration and dialogue, on a more subtle sphere
important degrees of distrust towards NRO still remained.

In regard to the Social Unit, the scope rule in place prescribed that they
were to reach agreements with the pobladores. The power that the
pobladores could exert gets concrete expression in their participation in

negotiations with personnel of the Social Unit. Overall, the pobladores were
gradually convinced to move from the area they occupied to a nearby site
(see figure 2). An interview conducted with one Head of the Social Unit
illustrates the important degrees of manipulation applied:

Look! The first thing to know about participation is that participation has
to be clear and must contemplate pre-defined mechanisms for

negotiating. That means not thinking of participation in idealistic terms, in

the sense that what the masses say is the right way to go. In that case,
the technicians would always be subordinated to politics. The first and
most important element is to define the stage before conflicts
emerge....and there is a trick here, to combine the different interests well
in advance, to define what will be in and out of the discussion field.

Discussions, meetings, and public hearings were not improvised; they were
carefully planned and several options and outcomes were considered and
evaluated. In terms of rules, the Head of the Social Unit put in place scope rules,
prescribing what issues were to be in and out of the discussion, and payoff

* Concepción, May 20083. (English translation: author).
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SOCIAL THEORY AT WORK: ANALYZING MULTI-LEVEL POWER RELATIONS...

This discourse shows that application of informal mechanisms in

decision making was a common and widespread practice within NRO. To
legitimize this informal organization at the regional level, it was essential to
have the political backing of policy-level actors and to count on the people's
support. Legitimacy within the region enabled NRO to bypass formal rules
redefining the scopeof traditional planning bureaucracies.

THE PoLicy FORMULATION LEVEL: NEOLIBERAL TECHNOCRACY AND

CONSENSUAL POLITICS

The capitalist revolution initiated by General Augusto Pinochet, required
a radical transformation of the economic and social structure of the country,
not simply the suppression of civil liberties. The goal was to create a new
society based on the rule of the market, introducing scientific methodology
and rigorous analytical practices and professional ethos (CAVAROZZ!
1992). Following Valdés (1995), the retum to democracy (1990) did not
mean renewed state controls on economic activity, rather the return to
democracy has been conducted with strict adherence to macro-economic
equilibrium. In contemporary Chile, decision-making is a depoliticized
practice, as decisions are conceived as outcomes of rational procedures
(see SILVA 1996; SILVA 1998). In terms of rules, the most pervasive effect
has been to restrict the type of information to be used in decision making,
regarding as valid only information derived from the application of strict
technical procedures.

As the technocratic mentality penetrated deeply into public
administration, the old bureaucracy was partially replaced by “flexible” public
employees: professionals with short- term contracts acting as part-time
advisors or consultants. In NRO most of the personnel work under this
modality.

For Silva (1995), since the reestablishment of formal democratic ruling
political elites are engaged in the business of reaching consensus among
parties. Problems are framed in technical ways and a complex social
engineering comes into play to find an adequate balance. To avoid conflicts,
dialogue instead of confrontation, is part of today's political practices, as
illustrated in NRO's functioning.

The use of technocratic knowledge in decision making and a policy
making style favoring consensual solutions among elites have acted jointiy to
reduce the level of engagement of ordinary citizens in projects. As
Carruthers (2001) puts it, contemporary politics in Chite is characterized by a

CIDADES. v. 2, n. 4, 2005, p. 315-337
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SOCIAL THEORY AT WORK: ANALYZING MULTI-LEVEL POWER RELATIONS...

Disentangling the sets of rules framing practices and defining the
channels through which power is executed generates suategic knowledge
that can be put to work to modify existing power configurations. Putting
myself in a position where | must deliver policy recommendations to achieve,
for instance, a more balanced power configuration within NRO, | could
suggest two general possibilities of rule change: (1) aggregation rutes
establishing a participatory panel for decision making and (2) information
rules changes? These rule changes are aimed at breaking down the artificial
separation between pobladores and investors constructed by NRO and at
disseminating information on more equitable grounds. To achieve a rule
consistency across functional level and effectiveness, changes at lower
levels should go hand in hand with rule changes at the policy-making level,
entalling a challenge to power configurations derived from the deep
penetration of neoliberal ideology. What is precluding alternative views to
take shape via a distinguishable political platform is the naturalization of
market economics. As Foucault claims (1979, 86), poweris tolerable only on
condition that it masks a substantial part of itself.
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