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ABSTRACT
Many authors agree that gentrification in Latin America depends on the 
intervention of the state. However, for the renovation of large urban areas 
that have long lacked public attention, state intervention is a pivotal driver. 
This comparative analysis involved fieldwork analysis and short ethnogra-
phies in Mexico, Argentina, and Brazil. Results show variations and some 
common threads, namely land valorization policies, schemes designed to 
promote the creation of economic opportunities for upper-income investors 
and developers, the establishment of creative or cultural industrial hubs, 
investment in new transport and cultural infrastructure, city rebranding, 
and the use of iconic architecture. Displacement policies have been imple-
mented in Brazil, although with limited success. In Brazil and Mexico, 
attempts have been made to control social behaviors within particular 
spaces, often in a racialized manner. We arrive at a narrative that differs 
from that of the Global North, which considers state-led gentrification to 
constitute the privatization of social housing under the hegemonic imposi-
tion of discourses of “social mixing.” The concept of state and its trajectory 
differ considerably in each hemisphere.

Introduction

Current gentrification research conducted in Latin America is substantially more complex than the 
narratives produced a few decades ago for the region. These tended to cover the archetypical 
renovation of picturesque, historical commercial central areas (Carrión, 2005; Jones & Varley, 1994) 
or “modest” gentrification involving little displacement from historical centers (Ward, 1993). More 
recent studies in Latin America focus on the cause-effect relationship of patrimonial policies and 
gentrification. Leite (2015) identifies the commodification and spatialization of cultural heritage in 
Brazil; Schlack et al. (2018) see La Vega—a grocery market privately owned by its stallholders— 
threatened by gentrification in Chile; Swanson (2007) and Hayes (2020) address how heritage con-
servation-led gentrification marginalizes the popular economic activities of indigenous informal 
vendors in Ecuador; McDermott (2019), drawing on Leslie Sklair’s Iconocity Studies, relates iconic 
buildings and gentrification landscapes in Mexico City; and Skoll and Korstanje (2014) conduct 
ethnographic observation on the “dark side” of Buenos Aires, hidden by its facades of patrimony. 
All of these studies converge on how urban heritage becomes a spatially confined cultural commodity 
in different cities across the region. Early Latin American gentrification studies paved the way for so- 
called tourism gentrification studies (Cocola-Gant, 2018). Janoschka et al. (2014) suggested 
a specifically Latin American style of gentrification that could link Mexico, Argentina, and Brazil 
due to the colonial legacy of Spain and Portugal. The present paper builds on this idea.
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We pursue an exploratory analysis of multiple forms of gentrification (Lees et al., 2016), conducting 
almost a universalizing comparison (Tilly, 1984) that contrasts with standardized case comparisons 
such as that provided by the excellent work of Preis et al. (2020). However, we maintain that our three 
cases follow the same general thread, focusing on state-led policies that actively attempt to bring about 
gentrification (more often, new-build gentrification; Davidson & Lees, 2005), even though the size and 
shape of the areas affected and the outcomes of these policies vary considerably. Our research goals are 
first to observe how and where state policy interacts with market and social actors within the areas in 
question, and second to see how state-led interventions are structured over time. Mösgen et al. (2018) 
provide four generic dimensions for comparative analysis: (1) policy instruments used by state 
apparatuses to encourage gentrification in places that appeared unattractive to profit-seeking capital, 
(2) discursive strategies used to legitimize state-led gentrification (SLG) processes, (3) possible out-
comes such as direct and exclusionary displacement, (4) locally emerging forms of contestation and 
protest.

Some scholars cast doubt on the use of a generic definition of gentrification beyond the confines of 
its inception in the Global North, seeing it as too restrictive a narrative that excludes anything 
unrelated to economic inequalities. Ghertner (2015) in India would hardly see the commodification 
of informally owned land as a form of “primitive accumulation” (see Glassman, 2007) and thus a form 
of rent gap extraction (Smith, 1984). However, Hao et al. (2011) reveal that redeveloping informal 
“villages” in rapidly expanding Shenzhen, China is a form of rent gap extraction, as use value is swiftly 
turned into exchange value, and He (2019) claims that this extraction is part of a “third wave” 
gentrification, according to her own classification. Some critics claim that gentrification as a generic 
narrative fails to capture the true complexity of economically driven urban redevelopment processes 
and even obscures myriad social effects (Bernt, 2016; Maloutas, 2017). Díaz-Parra (2020) proposes 
a generic definition of gentrification for Latin America because, according to him, the term has 
hitherto been applied too loosely in the region. He also highlights how some scholars from Mexico 
and Argentina relate the intellectual use of gentrification to cultural imperialism (although Herzer, 
2008; Delgadillo et al., 2015; Rodríguez & Di Virgilio, 2016; Martí-Costa et al., 2016; and many other 
“indigenous” scholars have explored gentrification extensively in the region). We concur with Díaz- 
Parra (2020) that “decolonizing” southern academia should not shut down intellectual global debates. 
International communication has always been key to critical studies, and the latter’s vibrant debates 
should not end up in parochialized conversations for reasons of intellectual decolonization; this would 
seem to be a discreet intellectual advancement (Roy, 2009). The search for generic gentrification 
reveals the many factors at play in the city that otherwise appear separate: gentrification explains how 
the many forms of urban revitalization and decay are interconnected rather than independent 
phenomena—they are expressions of capitalist uneven development (Smith, 1984). Even Ruth Glass 
(1964) observed that the urban process about which she was recently writing was happening in other 
capitalist post-industrializing cities at that time—they were “anomalies” emerging from the normal 
working of capitalism (Lees et al., 2016).

Like governance studies (Lukas, 2019), the study of gentrification involves at least two notions: first, 
it denotes a material phenomenon that occurs; second, it is an empirically observable and measurable 
yet abstract analytical category. Many gentrification narratives address the material phenomenon—its 
sizes, tastes, and looks. However, gentrification debates should take the notion of an analytical 
category more seriously. As such, gentrification becomes “global” (Smith, 2002) or “planetary” (Lees 
et al., 2016) when a community of different researchers explore the intersectional relationality 
(Crenshaw, 1989) behind the polarization of class, culture, race, gender, and scale in the renewal of 
spaces within different cities under capitalism. As an analytical concept, gentrification becomes 
a worrisome urban condition that any urban governance should attempt at least to avoid. Jennifer 
Nash (2019) sees the “whitening of intersectionality” (e.g., intersectionality removed from its con-
flictive racialized roots) as a form of justification of gentrification. For analytical scholars, the 
gentrification gestalt, the phenomenon, the size and the look of gentrification, should differ enor-
mously from case to case (Lees et al., 2016).
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Contradicting early works on Latin American gentrification, it is in its most “abstract” (generic) 
conception that gentrification makes sense in Latin America, because of a notion of back to the central 
city led by local state action and continued by private agents (Díaz-Parra, 2015). López-Morales et al. 
(2012) and DiVirgilio and Guevara (2014) observed the active presence of a local-level entrepreneurial 
state promoting the operation of private firms through spatial rezoning, increasing floor area ratios, 
and other economic means. An important issue to observe is to what extent the state intervenes in 
gentrification in the region.

Pablo Gaytán (2019), a Mexican university professor and activist, stresses that state-led redevelop-
ment policies in central Mexico City imply disregard for everyone who is not part of the so-called 
“white, healthy and affluent” elite that controls the country and the city government, and who have 
interests in the central space. For Gaytán, “whitening by dispossession” (a structurally similar concept 
to “hygienization” in Brazil, according to Garmany & Richmond, 2020) means not only the whitening 
of buildings, the racial whitening of users, and the whitewashing of a complicated racialized past that 
stains the city’s history, but also money laundering (blanqueado de divisas). For Lees (2016), race is an 
important factor in the occurrence of gentrification in countries were certain racial and ethnic groups 
hold the socioeconomic attribute of underprivileged and are subjects of displacement, whether in 
New York, London, or other “non-white nations” of the world. For Robinson et al. (2020), examina-
tion of urban renewal and housing programs fueled by state policies in four U.S. cities not only exposes 
the limited social benefit these policies create but also reveals the racialization of the welfare- 
dependent social strata who become displaced.

As Ley and Yang (2017) claim, urban redevelopment involving myriad violent class- and racially- 
led conflicts that arise due to and in relation to the use of scarce and key urban land constitutes a form 
of gentrification. However, SLG is a subcategory with different meanings. In the Global North, SLG 
mostly denotes the privatization of social housing estates by speculative private investors. Although 
the state becomes decapitalized as it sheds housing assets, it directs considerable institutional energy to 
legitimize the class privileges implied by this privatization (Kallin, 2020) under the auspices of 
intended (positive) “social mixing” and a (positive) reinvigorated culture of financialized property; 
on the flip side, the state allegedly attacks (negative) spatially stigmatized areas (Sakizlioglu & 
Uitermark, 2014; Tyler & Slater, 2018). As such, SLG in the Global North seems substantially political, 
involving social transformations beyond the spatial boundaries of a housing estate or an area of the 
city. By contrast, in the Latin American region, the state often has no housing assets to get rid of 
because it has never possessed social housing estates in the city; among the cases seen here, only in Rio 
de Janeiro’s Zona Portuária was there a large amount of derelict, unoccupied state-owned land that 
was included in state-led renovation. The most impoverished strata have relied on living in informal 
land occupations, cortiços (slums) and favelas, while the state has used housing vouchers to segregate 
the poor on urban fringes where the cheapest, substandard, highly segregated housing estates exist. 
SLG in Latin American central spaces means, in most cases, the displacement of informality by 
neoliberal redevelopment, and the nonexistence of the welfare state in a given space being replaced 
by the active presence of the entrepreneurial state and its sponsored private companies. Latin America 
is a continent where urban public goods are generally scarce, a situation aggravated by polarized 
income inequality and spatial segregation that are two historical characteristics of Latin American 
societies (Hardoy, 1975). For many people, becoming displaced from a central location constitutes 
a great loss.

We now present a literature review on SLG, followed by an explanation of our research method and 
a narrative of each of the three cases studied (the phenomenon). We then move on to a discussion and 
conclusions, addressing gentrification as an analytical category.

SLG in the Global North, Asia, and Latin America

In Europe and parts of the Anglophone industrialized world, SLG refers both to the guise of 
regeneration of large housing estates and the neoliberal development of new urban neighborhoods 
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in the post-industrial zones of many cities (Bunce et al., 2020). Mösgen et al. (2018) from Germany and 
Canada claim that SLG operates in “un-gentrifiable” areas of the city where markets cannot operate 
alone, for instance, due to fragmented land ownership structures, negative or stigmatized images of the 
place (Sakizlioglu & Uitermark, 2014), lack of public infrastructure, or pollution. Although Latin 
American cases generally present similar conditions, in the Global North, they are present particularly 
in publicly funded housing estates. Studies in the Netherlands (Hochstenbach, 2017) and London 
(Lees & White, 2020) see SLG as a housing conflict involving the privatization of the state-owned 
housing stock as rentier-neoliberalism engulfs major sectors of the welfare state (Christophers, 2019). 
The conversion of large estates into private landed property follows the historical weakening of 
a whole system of social protection that views housing privatization as a violation of a right to remain 
or not to be exploited via housing rents and landlord harassment (Slater, 2009). SLG also represents 
the neoliberal hegemonic mentality based on private housing property—those who possess enough 
capital or debt capacity to take on mortgage debt are the winners (Clark & Pissin, 2020; Kallin, 2020). 
SLG as social housing privatization naturally constitutes a bone of contention in European welfare 
culture. SLG also draws on discourses of the malaises of poverty concentration, the so-called “neigh-
borhood effects,” and the apparent goods of social mixing (i.e., geographical proximity among 
different social classes). However, evidence suggests that a tendency on the part of newcomers and 
original residents to avoid one another is often a more important outcome than social mixing 
(Hochstenbach, 2017).

Over the past 10 years, state-led evictions in the UK via public association with bailiffs and 
enforcement companies are organized by means of the attack and criminalization of housing activists 
and, more importantly, the dispossession of “invisible” people who are prone to direct or exclusionary 
displacement (Paton & Cooper, 2016). Other imaginative entrepreneurial agendas led by local 
governments make housing more expensive (and purposely scarce, Christophers, 2019) than ever 
(Penny, 2020). Social mixing discourses might be taken as a pretext to the actual objectives of SLG 
policies, which are economic and designed to present opportunities for expansion of the rentier 
economy (Christophers, 2019). In the last decade, state housing provision in Europe has gradually 
become an emergency-only measure. For Lees and White (2020), state-led displacement is the newest 
gentrification frontier in Britain following the 2007 crisis, as individuals are dispossessed, excluded 
from, and exploited in local housing markets. As Paton and Cooper (2016, p. 2.2) incisively observe, 
SLG is nothing other than private rent gap absorption via “a lack of rent controls, lax regulation and 
unbridled transnational capital pumped into the property market.”

In Asia, SLG goes beyond the realm of housing and finance to involve some forms of social 
redistribution. La Grange and Pretorius (2016) in Hong Kong observe that housing privatization is 
a similar SLG strategy to that used in Europe, although the differences lie in the state’s unique powers 
over urban land property and land management, as well as the declared benefits to the public coffers 
that this privatization process represents. Only in the last decade, a triangular state-civil society- 
market relationship has emerged in China that has been strongly transformative of urban space. This 
characteristic of urban capitalism means that gentrification continues to be naturally state-led but 
more “inclusive” regarding agents that hold de facto land ownership rights (He, 2019) that originated 
in the country’s socialist past and continue to operate in the city (Hao et al., 2011). Besides, it is the 
state that has the ownership of urban formal land (in contrast with “informal” village land ownership) 
and in places where the urban/rural divide is unclear, such as in rapidly expanding Shenzhen. State- 
owned enterprises also enable the state to capture higher rent gaps, thus producing some rent gap 
redistribution via compensations rather than direct displacement (Hao et al., 2011; Lai & Zhang, 
2016). To use Brahinsky’s words (Brahinsky, 2014), capitalism in China is played out in the landscape: 
SLG in China is the economy’s urban form. Gentrification can be led even by educational state policies: 
the increasing purchasing power of an urban middle class attracted by educational catchment zoning 
makes housing inaccessible to children belonging to the lower income levels and their households (Wu 
et al., 2017). China’s current third-wave gentrification (He, 2019) is based on the privatization of 
housing through state support for the growth of financial loans, which “activates” residential real estate 
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markets and turns public policies of subsidized housing access into exclusionary and segregating 
forces that target the poorest. SLG and gentrification seem to be interchangeable concepts in China. 
Previous examples found in Seoul, South Korea, show expensive high-rise residential redevelopment 
led by developmentalist/neoliberal state agendas, while a combination of property owners, construc-
tion firms, and local/central governments facilitate the extraction of exchange land value by its 
exploitation, as new privately led housing estates replace former residential areas built during 
a previous period of developmentalism. These new estates are designed to meet the consumption 
needs of the country’s powerful middle class (Shin & Kim, 2016).

For the present study, we are not particularly interested in deciphering or temporalizing waves of 
gentrification as others have (Aalbers, 2019; Hackworth & Smith, 2001; He, 2019; Lees et al., 2008). 
Nor does the temporality of Latin American gentrification begin with Glass (1964). Unlike in Europe 
or Asia, Latin American states do not have a stock of social housing (or indeed possession of the entire 
area of a city) to privatize, nor do they resort to social mixing (Lees & White, 2020) or “triangular state- 
private-social participation” (He, 2019) as a justification for their policies. Aside from the favelas of 
Brazil, the derelict central urban zones of Latin America are dominated by regimes of informality and/ 
or rentier exploitation in slums (labeled as conventillos, cortiços, vecindades, etc.) involving the 
unregulated payment of housing rents, often as the only means available for the subaltern strata to 
maintain their occupation of the central space (Santos Junior et al., 2020a). As Betancur (2014) sees it, 
gentrification in Latin America has not emerged from local dynamics of restructuring; rather it is 
launched by governments with the assistance of international agencies pushing to create new markets 
and advance formulas of urban competitiveness, adding that SLG is a sign of colonization and that the 
imposition of the Washington Consensus makes it possible for global firms to participate. The three 
cases addressed below confirm Betancur’s thesis. Further, in its colonial stance, the Latin American 
state allegedly seeks a form of exclusionary modernization, and its political justifications are not open 
to contestation. Even the voices of petty local property owners and small entrepreneurs are seldom 
consulted, and more often are subdued. In the meanwhile, informally occupied land and housing in 
Brazil can be cleared by means of bulldozers or peacekeeping police (Gaffney, 2016). Rather than 
speculating with social housing assets, the Latin American state speculates with the help of new 
infrastructure added to create the essential condition of “spatial capital” (Apaolaza et al., 2016; Rérat, 
2018), seeking to ignite buoyant real estate markets from the ashes of a previously “devitalized” area— 
a dream that, as we will see, does not always come true.

Methodology

The present research involved the collaboration of four academic groups from public universities in 
Mexico, Argentina, Brazil and Chile (leading team). Analysis was inspired by Lees et al. (2015, 2016) 
and conducted online (relevant literature, drafts and data were shared electronically), complemented 
by sporadic field visits conducted by the leading team. The relatively limited research budget received 
from Chile’s National Research Agency constrained visits to around two weeks each. Two visits were 
made to Mexico City in 2016 and one in 2017. Visits were made to Buenos Aires twice in 2016 and 
2017, and once in 2018. Three visits were made to Rio de Janeiro in 2016, two in 2017, and one in 2018. 
In addition, the four academic groups met in Santiago, Chile in 2015, 2016, and 2017 to assess the 
development of the project.

In 2015, a kickoff meeting was held to select research areas. We used four criteria. First, areas must 
be old quarters located close to historic centers (less than 3 km)—we expected to observe an increase in 
potential rents (rent gap) generated by this proximity (Clark & Pissin, 2020; López-Morales et al., 
2019). Second, areas should exhibit an influx of newly built infrastructure aimed at increasing their 
“spatial capital,” namely the rent gap portion associated with increased transport accessibility 
(Apaolaza et al., 2016; Rérat, 2018), as well as the effect of land rezoning policies (López-Morales 
et al., 2019). Third, prior connections should exist between researchers and local mobilized actors. 
Fourth, areas that were overrepresented in the literature and could potentially bias our results were 
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avoided.1 The areas selected were a) Colonia Juárez (CJ) in central Mexico City; b) the Zona Portuária 
(ZP) in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil; and c) Parque Patricios (PP) in southern inner Buenos Aires, Argentina 
(see Figure 1).

Despite the limited time available to conduct more than a brief ethnography, involvement with 
grassroots organizations and neighborhood activists and visual fieldwork (Skoll & Korstanje, 2014) 
contributed considerably to the research. Visits to Mexico involved shadowing (i.e., moving physically 
and in dialogue with; see Jirón, 2010) local activists and participating in several of their everyday, 
mostly political activities. Sometimes we were invited to join gatherings and speak to the public. In 
Brazil, the language barrier between the Spanish-speaking visiting researchers and the Portuguese- 
speaking locals was a considerable hindrance, but the profound existing and ongoing connections 
between the Brazilian research group and local activists in the Zona Portuária provided information 

Figure 1. Location of the study cases. Source: The authors.
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and the opportunity to enter the neighborhood and speak to neighbors without serious security 
problems. We also had access to two Spanish-speaking squatters who assisted with information and 
shadowing. Following Skoll and Korstanje (2014), we did not apply a structured agenda of interviews, 
seeking instead to make the presence of researchers undisruptive to local informants. We are unable to 
detail the names of informants or the content of interviews (with the exception of a single authorized 
case, see below), as we seek to avoid compromising the safety of interviewees. We conducted around 
30 interviews in total. In Argentina, establishing close contact with a local social organization was 
more difficult because every socio-political organization in the area was a neighborhood chapter of 
a broader political movement, each with its own agenda. As such, informants were unable to provide 
information relevant to the case, forcing the team to draw more intensively on academic sources and 
semi-structured interviews. The racial tensions seen among local agents in Mexico and Brazil were not 
witnessed in Argentina, and class tensions were minimal—industrial workers had left the barrio 
decades earlier, and those who remain are outnumbered by the middle-class households that now 
inhabit the area. The only exception to the lack of grassroots organizations was the presence of a 326- 
unit social housing enclave inhabited permanently by international refugees who did not seem to be 
defending any urban agenda. Private developers and realtors were interviewed only in Mexico City 
and Buenos Aires because the top-level entrepreneurs operating in Rio de Janeiro’s Porto Maravilha 
were largely inaccessible. In each of the cases we complemented the data obtained in the field with 
academic and non-academic sources. Local teams also conducted their own side-projects as the 
research progressed (results can be seen in Romero, 2016; Werneck, 2017; Apaolaza et al., 2016; 
Santos Junior et al., 2020a, 2020b; Marín et al., 2019; Lerena, 2019; Lerena & Orozco, 2020), and these 
works are cited in the present paper.

Liu et al. (2021) stress that comparative studies conducted according to different benchmarks may 
impede further progress in the summarizing of findings. Thus, comparative gentrification research 
requires a common thread to connect and elucidate gentrification processes in different localities—this 
is what we mean by “universalizing” comparison (Robinson, 2011; Tilly, 1984). However, we do not 
attempt to build a (rent gap) theory from one instance, subsequently addressing its applicability to 
a growing panel of other instances, an approach criticized by Bernt (2016); we aim to include culture, 
history and politics within our core argument, rather than simplistically dismissing the rent gap 
rationale under allegations of being economistic (see Clark & Pissin, 2020; Krijnen, 2018 for 
a reflection on the critiques of the rent gap). Instead of “overemphasizing commonalities and down-
playing differences” among cases (Bernt, 2016, p. 642), we attempt the opposite—we “consider all 
cities as both resources and sites for theory generation and need to expose theory to interrogation 
based on this wider world of cities. This will make the process of theory building more fragile and 
uncertain, and theory itself more unstable and less secure in its claims, as evidence from diverse and 
even divergent urban experiences will need to be engaged with and allowed to disturb conventional 
accounts” (Robinson, 2011, p. 17).

Results

In what follows, we present the three cases separately, and analysis follows the same order each time: 
a brief historical description, an account of the state policies that apply, economic effects, and symbolic 
implications perceived by the locals (and the researchers). At the end of this section, we discuss these 
descriptive results analytically and comparatively.

Mexico

Colonia Juárez (CJ) has its historical origins in the late 19th century as part of the first westward urban 
extension of Mexico City, intended for the settlement of upper socioeconomic groups (and their 
“indigenous” servants: non-mixed, native ethnic groups). Other neighborhoods, such as La Roma, La 
Condesa and Hipódromo followed the same path. The Mexican Revolution (1910–1917) made radical 
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changes possible in the country. From 1920 onward, the oligarchy moved away from the center to new, 
peripheral, and safer upper-class colonias (neighborhoods) like Polanco or Lomas de Chapultepec. The 
Revolution brought tensions between the White oligarchy and the newly empowered peasants, 
mestizos and indigenous people, making central spaces unsafe for the oligarchs and their managerial 
classes, who for the most part gave up their properties and departed CJ.

Until relatively recently (1980s), thousands of hidden indigenous communities continued to live in 
the core neighborhoods of Mexico City, and a few survive to this day. Gaytán (2019) explains the 
current reclamation of central urban space by indigenous groups as the continuation of this story. By 
the 1980s, CJ was already subject to generalized decay and stagnation. An earthquake in 1985 toppled 
hundreds of buildings across the city, destroying 80 in CJ alone. Following this event, a number of 
buildings, now structurally unsound and abandoned by their owners, remained occupied informally, 
while others were recovered by the city government. The situation encouraged several occupations of 
derelict buildings by gated, defensive, low-income indigenous communities, mostly of Otomi ethni-
city, who are commonly associated with street vending activities. Non-indigenous Mexican people 
occupy abandoned buildings as well, and several of the study’s key informants live in these precarious 
conditions.

Over the past 2 decades, CJ has seen the arrival of White middle-class population, including artists 
and intellectuals, attracted by the architectural qualities of the neighborhood, the low rent price of 
older properties, and its central location, as most of them show signs of economic vulnerability in spite 
of their educational status. Many belong to the leftist middle classes and have built social ties with 
lower-status communities, responding well to the label of “marginal gentrifiers” (Rose, 1984). These 
are generally creative people who do not feel safe or comfortable in other parts of the city and seek to 
escape from the heteronormativity that characterizes Mexico’s middle-class mainstream. The highly 
cohesive and creative Plataforma 06600 organization, an important activist group born in CJ in 2012 
(López-Morales, 2017), strongly represents the rights defended by this alternative lower-middle class, 
intermingled as it is with local grassroots.

Another entrepreneurial middle stratum that arrived in CJ in the 1980s quickly turned the 
neighborhood into an entertaining center for the city, with hundreds of bars clustered together in 
a small central sector: the famous Zona Rosa. The “entrepreneurial” segments of the original lower 
classes also became vendors, suppliers, and even customers of the bar businesses. Years later, during 
the second half of the 2010s, the newly incoming middle classes drove the establishment of many 
luxury hotels, gourmet restaurants and cafés, designer retail, art galleries, and various other services, 
a transition that strongly resembled the adjacent La Roma neighborhood’s previous path to 
gentrification.

One of the elements that particularly characterize the neoliberal policies of Mexico City’s govern-
ment is the close link between public agencies and the top-level private sector, involving the 
implementation of public management to secure profits for private companies. A clear example of 
this is the Agency for the Promotion and Development of Mexico City (PROCDMX), created in 2007 
and governed from 2012 to 2018 by Mayor Miguel Mancera and his attaché advisor Simon Levy. The 
public-private company PROCDMX maintained discourses of reversing demographic decline, raising 
the quality of life through densification, promoting and consolidating strategic alliances to potentiate 
land use, using infrastructure and development of urban heritage within the central city, and increas-
ing security in public spaces through CCTV systems (Olivera & Salinas, 2018). PROCDMX’s activities 
have affected CJ’s surroundings, particularly the Chapultepec Park area.2 In an interview held in 
January 2016, Professor Pablo Gaytán explains:

as an effect of the referendum regarding Chapultepec’s so-called Cultural Corridor [privatization of a public road, 
see López-Morales (2017)], I investigated the genealogy of the political class that currently controls the govern-
ment of Mexico City. It is not an individual, Mancera, who is in charge, but a whole political group that has 
occupied local state institutions for 35 years. I see a relationship between two or three large real estate companies 
in particular [and the state.] One of them has existed since 1974 and the group of stock investors that finances 
them was formed in 1971. These agents are working together today in the Chapultepec largescale transformation 
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project, next to Colonia Juárez. Together with an architect who has become the Great Modernizer of Mexico 
City’s center [a probable reference to New York’s Robert Moses], these same groups have been developing the 
Chapultepec area . . . . These public-private organizations are ruled by the NAFTA treaties signed in 1994 and, as 
such, North American and Canadian companies are involved. (2016)

Covering the area of Chapultepec and CJ, the city government has implemented the “Safe City” 
project, involving the installation of more than 15,000 video surveillance cameras across sixteen 
central alcaldías (local governments). Our informants believe that the new Metro-Bus system (BRT) 
and CCTV were not aimed specifically at improving the residential desirability of CJ or its neighboring 
colonias, but at intentionally producing a “safe and sustainable” image for the city, thus providing 
improved opportunities for private capital to invest in their neighborhoods.

However, state-funded BRT systems have been important attractors of private investment into the 
central colonias of Mexico City. Since 2005, BRTs have been in operation along the major Chapultepec 
and Insurgentes avenues that cross CJ. In 2009, a “Zero Emissions Corridor” was formed along Paseo 
de la Reforma, another of Mexico City’s main arteries that crosses CJ and is now served by 
nonpolluting buses. New cycle lanes and a public bicycle rental system—involving a private bank as 
the main sponsor (resembling cities like London and Paris)—were also introduced as part of the 
renovation of CJ and other central neighborhoods. The abbreviation CDMX (for CiudaD de MeXico), 
developed in 2016 by PROCDMX, had even wider reach, affecting the entire urban space and showily 
updating the identificatory urban acronym, drawing on the iconic I♥NY of the 1980s. Mayor Mancera 
sought to position himself as a “modernizing” candidate for the national presidency by changing the 
face (and the name) of an entire “inclusive” city. The letter “x” is gender-inclusive in the Spanish 
language, and it is no coincidence that current LGBT+ activism in Mexico is led by the middle classes 
and university students and academics who live in CDMX.

From 2015 to 2018, PROCDMX performed hundreds of expulsions—both overt and covert—of 
street vendors from the central streets (Delgadillo et al., 2015) and indigenous groups from public 
spaces, a move reminiscent of the highly racialized notions of status and stratification that have existed 
in Latin America since colonial times (Hardoy, 1975). The urban “whitening” of CDMX by 
PROCDMX is seen not only in changes in the skin color of urban users, but also in the use of iconic 
futuristic architecture (McDermott, 2019) as part of a spectacular “hygienic cleansing” of space 
conducted by powerful private actors (tycoon Carlos Slim built one of his main towers on the CJ 
border) to support the “touristification” of central areas and historic centers (López-Morales, 2015).

Just as PROCDMX’s futuristic vision rules out the presence of dark-skinned population and traces 
of undesirable informality in public spaces, so real estate developers work to eliminate unprivileged 
residents from the housing terrain, mostly through these people’s inability to pay higher rents. Private 
firms exercise the selective displacement of occupants of buildings scheduled for renovation (Revart, 
2017). In only eleven apartment buildings studied in CJ, Romero (2016) identified 60 households who 
were directly displaced or became victims of displacement pressure through serious rent increases. 
Private developers exert a series of pressures on tenants, canceling or interrupting their leases, or 
issuing new leases that include significant rental increases. Some of these companies even carry out 
fictitious property transfers with the approval of absentee owners to obtain direct eviction rights and 
accelerate judicial processes against tenants who are late with payments. Developers even manage to 
bring about aggressive action by the city’s police and private agents against residents (Revart, 2017). By 
2018, the monthly rent for a 60 m2 apartment was approximately US$425. However, following 
renovation work, rents were at least doubled. Newly arriving young childless residents—in some 
cases foreigners and Airbnb investors—with higher capital are now the only group able to afford the 
new housing rents in CJ. In an interview given in 2020, a leader of Plataforma 06600 acknowledges that

most of our platform’s members have already been displaced . . . . These new real estate entrepreneurs are the 
gentries. Something that strikes me about the term gentrification coined in England is that these characters [who 
invest in the CJ neighborhood] really are the gentries, that is, they are these young heirs to fortunes who see an 
opportunity in the real estate market to grow fast—to make quick profits with minimal effort. (November 2020)
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Buenos Aires

Parque Patricios (PP) is a traditional, former working-class industrial neighborhood that occupies 
almost 400 hectares of the southern peri-center of the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires (CABA). PP 
comprises several micro divisions that reflect noticeably the different social statuses of their residents, 
belonging to the city’s second, third, and fourth income quintiles, with Caseros Avenue marking the 
boundary between the middle-class north and lower-class south sides. PP’s south side became 
dilapidated from the 1960s onward due to a lack of state and private interest in the renovation of 
this important but declining industrial area of the city. Local manufacturers were also hit by the 1977 
Urban Planning Code that limited industrial land use in order to ineffectively promote the construc-
tion of new housing in its place. PP’s south side remains home to diminished, but still important, 
logistics activities and warehouses.

During former Argentine president Mauricio Macri’s two consecutive terms as head of the 
government of Buenos Aires (2007–2015), the city government viewed PP as a Technological 
Development Zone. This was part of Macri’s larger package of so-called Economic Development 
Zones, put in place in 2007. Examples of these were the Art District of La Boca (also associated with 
gentrification processes; see Thomasz, 2016), the audio-visual District of Palermo, and the Technology 
District in PP. In 2008, PP was designated a hub for Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT) firms by means of tax incentives that went hand in hand with major public investment in 
transportation infrastructure and services, as well as enhancement of public space and the construc-
tion of a new city government building in PP. The Tech District of Buenos Aires responded to the 
paradigm of strategic urban planning that followed the pattern of projects like 22@ in Poblenou, 
Barcelona (Lerena & Orozco, 2020). New industries have arrived, including small service companies, 
software developers, digital services, telephony providers, and companies involved in the maintenance, 
distribution, and logistics of technology imports, and the zone is fairly successful commercially, 
although not residentially. According to Goicoechea (2018), between 2002 and 2017, the price of 
land in the Tech District increased from US$100 per m2 to nearly US$1,600 per m2, a rise well above 
that of the other economic districts and the broader southern area of Buenos Aires during the same 
period. Between 2003 and 2017, the supply of space for commercial uses grew by 183% (compared to 
a city average of 118%), while apartment supply (m2) grew by only 206%, well below the city average of 
252% (Lerena, 2019).

A spokesperson from a small local realtor established over 20 years ago in PP tells how real estate 
firms from elsewhere are taking over the area—firms with connections to the city government.

We used to be a local “warehouse real estate” company. You know, this neighborhood to the south contains only 
low-rise houses and warehouse buildings waiting for renovation. . . . This happened before 2008: a client of ours 
told us that people from the city government suddenly popped up. They showed him a plan of what they wanted 
to do with the “Technology District”; they told him a little story about a company that was interested in buying his 
premises [a large warehouse building . . .]. In 2012, a private company comes and builds a mixed-use mid-rise 
block, offices and warehousing, on top of it. From then on, our clients were no longer the modest neighbors 
looking for help in renting a flat; instead, our new clients were outside developers who require assistance in 
finding and managing land to buy here. . . . After selling the first development, that company successfully 
executed two new projects. There are two sheds renovated in Caseros Avenue and Jujuy, also built by them. 
The company belongs to three partners, all under 30 years of age. They came up with a new idea and seized the 
industrial warehousing and Tech District office market. (June 2017)

According to Lerena and Orozco (2020), the state reimagined this working-class, industrial 
neighborhood according to the “creative industry” paradigm (Florida, 2003), intertwined with 
a model of “economic clusters” such as those of La Boca or Palermo, and combined with significant 
strategic planning and zoning managed by the city government. Policies have sought to stimulate 
urban renewal by establishing ICT companies in the area. As an effect of this, PP shows qualitatively 
significant but territorially limited urban renewal, land rent appreciation, and some spatial elitization 
driven by the recent arrival of gourmet food suppliers as part of the “creative” placemaking. The 
government of Buenos Aires has achieved the creation of an investment-positive environment that 
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includes security, CCTV, new police personnel, new infrastructure, new BRT lanes, good quality green 
spaces, and land use regulations and tax benefits for the installation of ICT companies, besides 
a friendly environment for new real estate ventures. Between 2015 and 2018, major retail chains and 
branches of the main commercial banks could be found alongside traditional cafés or existing local 
cultural centers. The Ministry of Urban Development’s Investor Assistance Center provided consulta-
tion for redevelopment projects until 2015, when it ceased to exist.

From the early 2010s onward, PP began to see the arrival of new “sustainable” transportation 
infrastructure and services. The most important change has been the opening of the new Metro Line 
H, providing four new stations in the neighborhood and connecting PP with the more affluent 
northern zones and the city center. Traditional buses run on dedicated bus lanes, designated by the 
city government as a BRT system, and a new public system of bicycle rental and cycle paths now 
connects the neighborhood with the rest of the city.

In 2012, a new police station was opened in PP, and in 2015, the new 38,000 m2 city government 
headquarters was inaugurated. This building was designed by the renowned architect Norman Foster 
and is one of the most expensive public architecture projects in Argentina of recent decades. These 
measures have been accompanied by widespread regeneration of public spaces and historical buildings 
(especially those close to the government headquarters), an increase in the number of security 
personnel present on the streets, and notable investment in communications, including extension of 
the fiber-optic network and public Wi-Fi points.

Since 2008, more than 200 ICT companies have set up in the area, which together with the new 
public facilities attract more than 13,000 workers every day (Lerena & Orozco, 2020). This influx of 
professionals, along with the gradual disappearance of the more traditional logistics and warehouse 
sector workers, has driven a restructuring of the neighborhood’s commercial profile. Family-owned 
and small-scale retail outlets are being replaced by commercial chains and a new raft of bistro and 
gourmet eateries similar to those found in the more affluent northern neighborhoods of Buenos Aires. 
However, despite the construction of new offices that replace old houses, industrial warehouses or 
vacant land, there is no evidence of direct displacement so far. New housing supply consists primarily 
of apartment buildings or upgraded houses to suit the new profile of government officials and ICT 
workers. Nevertheless, the comparative ratio between potential land rents and current land rents (i.e., 
the rent gap) is among the highest in the city (Goicoechea, 2018), and the profit opportunities 
presented by relatively low land values have so far been taken up by productive investors rather 
than residential redevelopers. Most people employed in the ICT industry, namely white/blue collar 
workers, prefer to live in more central, cheaper sectors of the city, like the microcentro. Housing 
development is decayed and the scale of the residential developers that exist is more modest than that 
of those seen in Mexico City and Rio de Janeiro, probably due to the country’s more pronounced 
macroeconomic volatility and the limited availability of bank credit which curbs the large-scale real 
estate activity.

Rio de Janeiro

The Zona Portuária (ZP) was the point of arrival for at least 1 million slaves from Sub-Saharan Africa 
and the largest slave port in the world, remaining operational until 1831 (Honorato, 2008). Morro da 
Providencia, the first of Brazil’s favelas, was created in this area at the end of the 19th century, and 
shantytowns like Providencia soon began to mushroom on other hills around the city and across the 
country (Lamarão, 2006). Following the abolition of slavery in Brazil in 1888, the ZP remained the 
most cultural and vibrant center of Afro-Brazilian culture. It contained the cemetery where hundreds 
of thousands of slaves who died on the journey were buried, and was home to many Afro-Brazilian 
people, who inhabited hundreds of derelict slums and kept up their traditional slang, poetry, and 
cosmogony. Much later, the ZP was the birthplace of samba music. The area also became a focus of 
unemployment and antisocial behavior on the part of the offspring of the liberated African slaves, who 
suffered marginalization, prostitution, drug dealing, thieving, looting, and repression and abuse from 
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the White state and the police throughout most of the 19th and 20th centuries. The ZP was the main 
place in Brazil where pretos were inextricably associated with antisocial behavior and viewed as an 
underclass.3

This issue of race is the reason why the very White iconic new architecture of Porto Maravilha has 
been so controversial since its inception. The image of an empty, abandoned, degraded and decayed 
area became increasingly dominant in both official public and media discourses following World War 
II and for decades afterward. This extremely negative image contributed to the popular idea, originat-
ing in 2006, of radical urban renewal of the whole ZP, and with it the elimination of many of the most 
strongly-rooted Black legacies. A series of attempts in the 1980s and 1990s to do the same had failed.

In 2000, the area was home to roughly 30,000 inhabitants living in very poor conditions, while 
a great many of its plots lay disused (Pereira, 2017). In 2009, the ZP was rebranded as “Porto 
Maravilha” (Wonderful Port) by the CDURP—the public agency created specifically for the mega- 
transformation of the old port area into an area of brand-new luxury condos and services. This idea of 
completely overhauling the ZP had been proposed in 2006 by the highly confident Brazilian govern-
ment in view of the two forthcoming world events to be organized in the country: the 2014 FIFA 
World Cup and the 2016 Summer Olympic Games (Sánchez & Broudehoux, 2013). This mega scale 
importantly explains why in the ZP, the ratio between the volume of public funding invested and the 
size of the territory covered is also the highest of the three cases studied here. The old derelict ZP 
received, in the space of a few years, as much money as the CDURP could loan from the main national 
development bank of Brazil, the Caixa Econômica Federal.

The Porto Maravilha project was expensive. It involved a new sanitation system, new ICT network 
infrastructure, and the transformation of hundreds of hectares of disused land formerly occupied by 
railway and administrative operations. It also included the creation of new cultural facilities, such as 
the Museu do Amanhã (Museum of Tomorrow), designed by renowned architect Santiago Calatrava, 
and the Museu de Arte do Rio (Rio Art Museum), designed by a local architecture firm, who produced 
a far cheaper and considerably more elegant building. The Porto Maravilha project also included the 
construction of brand-new tram lines, a new cable car connecting the top of the Providencia favela 
with the center of Rio de Janeiro, currently out of service, the demolition of an elevated expressway, the 
inauguration of a promenade named Olympic Boulevard, and the complete renovation of the Praça 
Mauá.

Public funding for the project was initially estimated at US$2.1 billion, to be raised through the sale 
of Certificates of Additional Building Potential (CEPAC, the famous state vouchers that authorize 
a higher floor area ratio; see Smolka, 2013) to developers at a total value of US$900 million, plus other 
revenues estimated at around US$1.2 billion. Since 2009, Porto Maravilha has been managed by the 
Port Region Urban Development Company (CDURP), part of the Rio de Janeiro city government, and 
the works have been carried out by the Porto Novo consortium, a public-private partnership—Brazil’s 
largest at the time—comprising the firms Odebrecht,4 OAS, and Carioca Christiane Nilsen 
Engenharia.

All of the CEPACs issued by the city government were bought by the Caixa Econômica Federal 
beforehand, using the national workers’ public fund, a compulsory 8% salary deduction that workers 
are required to pay as unemployment insurance. However, this leveraging of a largescale infrastructure 
project by the Caixa was by no means exceptional. Although it expected to successfully sell all of the 
Porto Maravilha CEPACs, 10 years later only 10% of anticipated sales had been achieved, constituting 
a considerable financial disaster. The ZP megaproject also involved the privatization of approximately 
38.6 hectares of formerly public land plots, according to data from the Federal Government Secretariat 
of Patrimony (Santos Junior et al., 2020b).

The very low CEPAC uptake by private developers reflects the lack of market confidence in the 
public sector, a situation that might also explain slow residential development in Argentina’s PP. Only 
a few large international companies bought plots in the port area, accompanied by a trickle of smaller 
entrepreneurs (including several art and design companies) and a growth in local commerce around 
the Olympic Boulevard and Praça Mauá. Investors and developers mistrusted the whole project and 

12 E. LÓPEZ-MORALES ET AL.



did not buy CEPACs, leading to an absurd situation in which one of the largest public-private 
partnerships and urban megaprojects in Brazil’s history was financed by the national workers’ public 
fund for unemployment rather than by developers and global capital as initially supposed (Santos 
Junior et al., 2020a; Werneck, 2017). On June 27, 2018, the Porto Novo consortium issued an official 
note announcing the interruption of activities in the ZP owing to the lack of finance for the seventh 
stage of the public-private partnership contract, which remained in obeyance until September 2019, 
when the contract was resumed.

The name “Porto Maravilha” conjures a superlative image in line with similar global megaprojects 
seen elsewhere and has involved the creation of a new, modern, technological and ostentatious and, 
above all, visibly White architectural representation in a country whose lower strata is considered 
Black, Indigenous, and backward. Perhaps the best example of this is the Museu do Amanhã, designed 
by architect Santiago Calatrava, which by both its architectural design and curatorial approach has 
helped to appropriate and transform the Afro culture traditionally associated with the ZP into 
a symbol of the distant past (Albinati, 2016) in a clear effort to promote a re-signification of the 
port area as a new place of modernity in the city (in a way that Brasilia’s modern architecture also 
attempted in the 1960s). The regulation of spatial informality through police pacification programs has 
also been in particular evidence, especially during the 2014 and 2016 mega-events (Ribeiro & Santos 
Junior, 2014), although there has been a gradual withdrawal of Rio de Janeiro’s Pacification Police in 
more recent years. The ZP still experiences organized occupations of vacant buildings, such as an 
occupation that hosts 20 families (around 50 people) and other with 42 families (around 126 people), 
whose names are undisclosed, and that face serious threats of eviction. Living in proximity to central 
Rio is key for the city’s urban poor, and the center has increasingly become a territory fraught with 
conflicts over its appropriation by different strata. A grassroots leader who works as a local vendor 
summarizes what most low-income, often illegalized people in the ZP feel:

In addition to the advantages that the city center represents in terms of our survival, there is also a memory in the 
center—a memory cultivated by people. People resist and struggle for a city that must be disputed. Society needs 
to see that people need a roof over their heads, a school for their children, a functioning hospital for a worker who 
may be on a sidewalk selling their goods. The center has life, it has culture, it has resistance. (January 2018)

Comparative discussion

Were SLG to be reduced to a matter of rent gap extraction, these cases would confirm that the state 
defines the basic rules of land rent capture by elite economic agents through micro- and macro-
economic policies, although not always successfully. Central Mexico City seems the only case where 
a partnership between state and market successfully produces an ongoing business environment. 
Despite strong mobilization of citizens’ groups against the privatization of public spaces in central 
CDMX, luxury high-rise office towers and mid-rise residential loft renovations and new-build 
gentrification advance throughout the city’s central colonias. The three cases addressed here constitute 
great attempts at modernization—ostentatious iconic architectures vis-à-vis costly mobility infra-
structures (afforded by public funds or even public savings, as in Brazil) to catalyze massive private 
investment. At least in its physical design, Latin American SLG seems more spectacular than in the 
Global North (as academic narratives suggest). Although private investment does not always occur, 
expensive transport infrastructures nevertheless increase potential rents (López-Morales et al., 2019; 
Rérat, 2018). Buenos Aires’s Tech District could not exist at all without the new Metro Line H that 
connects with the more elegant northern neighborhoods and Buenos Aires’s microcentro.

The various state apparatuses, practices, and resources identified here (see summary in Figure 1) 
also apply to other areas of these cities that are undergoing renovation—the areas we have studied are 
representative of a broader type of governance in these cities. However, the significant scale involved 
in these particular megaprojects is unique and somehow responds to the political aspirations of top- 
ranking figures: PP’s Tech District closely relates to Macri’s period as City Governor (and, soon after, 
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President of the Nation), and Mayor Mancera left his signature through the renewed image of central 
CDMX.

Human- and technology-based surveillance systems in the three cases seen involve considerable 
investment in order to control public spaces and their users. However, only in Mexico and Brazil did 
we perceive unconcealed public discourses leveled against certain social groups and their activities 
(i.e., a “reverse” form of spatial stigmatization—not that place degrades people, but that certain people 
degrade places; a form of racialized revanchism seen by Hayes, 2020; Smith, 1996; Swanson, 2007). In 
the Argentinian case, racial and class tensions do not emerge. By the early 2010s, PP was already 
a middle-class residential area and remains so today.

The robust PROCDMX, Economic Districts, and CDURP policy arrangements do not safeguard all 
the private economic return the state originally envisioned. At this scale, economic return substantially 
depends on the country’s macro-economic environment, which was volatile in Brazil and Argentina 
during the 2010s. However, private investors also assess the socio-political atmosphere of a zone 
before investing in it. Mexico’s neighborhood organizations have been strongly against official policies 
of public space privatization, defending their right to remain (Derecho al Arraigo) against gentrifica-
tion, but the right of every citizen of CDMX to use and not be excluded from central public spaces 
seems more important to the organized citizens of central Mexico City. “Spatial agendas” seen in these 
neighborhood movements also exist in other (often middle-class) organizations in Latin American 
cities. However, these are rarely on such a large scale, while not all Latin American defensive 
neighborhood movements relate to the widespread vulnerable residential condition that so many 
middle-class urban residents experience in a highly polarized, entrepreneurial and authoritarian urban 
economy like Mexico’s, which impels them to mobilize. Although unsuccessfully tackling gentrifica-
tion in CJ, Platform 06600’s autonomic activism has engendered four imitations in other areas of the 
city, and its political ideology seems lively.

Concrete evidence of residential displacement was found only in Mexico and Brazil, as in 
Argentina, elite redevelopers show little interest in reinventing the neighborhood’s residential envir-
onment, and the lower-middle classes do not yet face the threat of displacement. It is in Mexico and 
Brazil that social displacement is an intended goal for state policies, hence the social activism. 
Nevertheless, each of the three cases exhibits disinterest on the part of the state in producing material 
space for the subaltern strata (affordable residences, low-skilled work, etc.), even though vulnerable 
residents and users seem very aware of their right to stay and not be displaced (Slater, 2009).

In Argentina, rather than local activism, it is the macroeconomic instability that apparently restricts 
the long-desired real estate booms in PP. Buenos Aires’s government was clearly the most successful of 
the cases seen here in correctly identifying the area with the highest rent gap and lowest latent political 
activism, an already middle-class area, and still the area’s residential redevelopment is about to start. In 
Brazil, Porto Maravilha’s financial failure, on top of the country’s macroeconomic and political 
instability, was motivated by a state policy that twinned this area with two mega-events and so brought 
a refashioned image of the ZP into the global sphere by contaminating it with a declining image of 
commercial disinterest after the thrill of the 2014 and 2016 mega-events had evaporated. 
Neoliberalism, as the free will of largescale and overly powerful enterprises, does not appear to run 
smoothly in any of these cases, and is heavily dependent on active state involvement which, never-
theless, fails to mitigate a high risk of financial disaster and political failures. Table 1 summarizes 
relevant findings from this comparative study.

Conclusions

It is fair to say that a concept like “Latin American gentrification” is often the target of abuse and deserves 
neater definitions (Díaz-Parra, 2020). For the case of state-led gentrification, theoretical narratives show 
that, first, the use of the concept is widespread and based on ad hoc definitions; second, its variations 
depend on the urban regimes that historically existed (welfare housing state in Europe and U.S., blurry 
urban/rural divide in China’s transitional time, informality and lack of public goods in Latin America). 
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Different state regimes lead to different goals, strategies, and resources used by public policies. With this 
in mind, the present paper has observed the ways in which the state actively attempts to produce 
largescale gentrification in three Latin American metropolises. We did not establish a “grand” SLG 
theory in order to simplistically explore its applicability to several cases (Bernt, 2016); instead, we sought 
to research common threads that also offer very different outcomes but allow arriving at a synthetization 
of findings (Liu et al., 2021; Mösgen et al., 2018). We also included cultural, historical, and political 
factors in our core argument, mingling it with the rent-gap perspective through which we selected and 
observed the areas. We reject dismissal of an economic rationale for a limited understanding of the 
meaning of politico-economic analysis (Clark & Pissin, 2020).

As SLG involves various factors, we summarize our findings as follows: state agencies operating at 
the national, regional, metropolitan, and municipal level as part of a national- or local-level restructur-
ing economic agenda aimed at generating specific urban conditions for (often new-build) gentrification 
to occur in large urban zones that for a long time have not received public attention. Significant parts of 
these derelict areas are the remnants of a developmentalist industrial past and contain considerable 
urban informality. SLG policy instruments usually pursue land valorization and involve the crafting of 
creative or cultural industrial hubs, investment in new transport and cultural infrastructure, city 
rebranding, and the use of iconic architecture. Sometimes, SLG also involves application of social 
displacement policies and attempts to control users’ behaviors in particular spaces, often in racialized 
ways. Latin American SLG constitutes a departure from that definition held in the Global North of SLG 
as largescale social housing privatization under the hegemonic imposition of “social mixing” discourses; 
the concept of state and its historical trajectory differ considerably in the two hemispheres.

Racial tensions and especially spatial stigmatization (Tyler & Slater, 2018) take a different form in 
Latin America also. Here, it is not the council estate that is subjected to ideological attack, but the 
favela, cortiço, or conventillo (i.e., where the poor informally reside)—a history of marginalization and 
deprivation as the tail end of an incomplete past of developmentalist modernization to be rewritten by 
fancy neoliberal modernization. The physical scale and monopolistic nature of joint state-private 
corporate powers in Latin America resemble more closely China’s state-driven, third-wave largescale 
redevelopment (He, 2019), which relies on top-down redesigned master plans and—unlike two of the 
three cases seen here—produces massive amounts of private investment. The incorrect narrative of an 
“absent state” that circulated within anti-neoliberal intellectual spheres in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s 
seems outmoded given the currently unconcealed public spatial interventions we saw.

Notes

1. For example, Mexico City’s La Roma and Condesa neighborhoods (Salinas, 2014), Buenos Aires’s La Boca 
(Herzer, 2008), or Rio de Janeiro’s Barra de Tijuca (Gaffney, 2016).

2. In 2015, the boisterous Plataforma 06600, along with activists from other central colonias, organized a successful 
referendum against the privatization of Chapultepec Avenue by PROCDMX, who sought to convert it into the 
so-called “Cultural Corridor.” More than 16,000 people took part in the historic vote. One year later, Plataforma 
06600 also successfully opposed the construction of a public transportation node, also sponsored by PROCDMX, 
that included a luxury shopping mall, new offictatee space and a hotel, all to be built on newly privatized public 
land located on one of Colonia Juárez’s borders (López-Morales, 2017).

3. Memórias do Cais do Valongo, a documentary directed by Antonio Muricy and Carlos Teixeira, tells the history of 
Zona Portuária up to the mid-20th century. Available with English subtitles at: https://www.youtube.com/watch? 
v=l-tGBG9_zBg.

4. Odebrecht has been implicated in several bribery scandals involving top-ranking political figures in several Latin 
American countries, including the conviction of former Brazilian president Lula da Silva.
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