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ABSTRACT

This thesis studies how middle-class cultures are assembled in contemporary Chile, by
looking at a group of lower-middle-class families who move to new houses in the
suburbs, focusing in particular on the role of home and home possessions, place of
residence and housing markets in the production of people’s social and spatial
positions. Class is broadly understood here as a process that happens within people’s
experience. It is understood, thus, more as an outcome of actors’ production than as a
pre-existing category. By taking this standpoint, this thesis draws on a rather
heterogeneous set of theoretical frameworks for exploring the different set of
mediations —places, discourses and materialities— that assemble the ordinary
experience of class.

The thesis is based on seven months of fieldwork (2005-2006) in Los Pinos, a new
real estate development in Santiago, Chile. The fieldwork is a case study and does not
claim any generalisation; notwithstanding, the field site was chosen as embodying —in
terms of both the place and its inhabitants— what has been recently described as the
“emergent” contemporary middle classes, which have emerged with the neoliberal
reforms of the last 30 years. Specifically, the research aimed to grasp families’
experiences of buying, moving into and settling into their new house. Against this
backdrop, the thesis focused on three interrelated stages: first, the design, production
and purchase of houses; second, the material culture of the new home; and third,
neighbouring practices and the production of Los Pinos as a middle-class residential
area. Analysing this process of social and spatial mobility, it empirically traces how
actors live and perform class and how, in doing so, they produce particular cultures of
inequality.
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mobility are experienced and produced in contemporary Chile. Class, thus, is not the
point of departure but the point of arrival in this research: indeed, | came to realise that
my research was not exclusively on the material culture and/or everyday life in the
newly built suburbs but, more specifically, on how Chilean middie-class cultures were
being produced in everyday life. Given that this thesis was based on Chile, such an
arrival point was not strange: Chile remains one of the most unequal countries in the
world. What is more, few would dispute the statement that class and class inequality
pervade many aspects of ordinary life in Chile. In many ways, class is being made in
how we live our ordinary life, in our working and leisure time, in how we make sense of
our personal trajectories and how we talk and relate to others, the way we judge, value
and categorise other people and how we think about ourselves. Subtlely and slowly,
but constantly and securely, our experience of class and inequality are being
assembled during different ordinary moments of our everyday life.

At this point, | might warn that this work does not describe the most visible spaces in
which inequality is produced in Chile —something that research on poverty or elites
could do much better— nor does it analyse or measure class impact. Instead, it is an
attempt to map, from the bottom up, how middle-class cultures are assembled and
experienced in contemporary Chile. In doing so, it moves away from traditional
stratification analysis, which is focused on occupational categories, to explore class
and social mobility in the more elusive spaces of the home and the home-moving
process. Of course, this is not the first work to have approached class by looking at
these areas. Indeed, as will be discussed later, it is deeply indebted to a long and
recently renewed tradition of class cultures research. It draws, too, upon other
theoretical frameworks which, though not so closely associated with class analysis,
enriched the view of the process by incorporating other perspectives. | feel that | also
have connections with a new generation of fellow Chilean sociologists who have
increasingly endeavoured to study people’s ordinary experience of class and inequality
in contemporary Chile, and | am indebted to them as well.
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If we stop history at a given point, then there are no classes but simply a
multitude of individuals with a multitude of experiences. But if we watch these
men over an adequate period of social change, we observe patterns in their
relationships, their ideas, and their institutions. Class is defined by men as they

live their own history, and, in the end, this is its only definition.

(Thompson 1969:11)
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: class cultures and social change in Chile

Over the past 30 years, Chile has undergone substantial social and economic
transformations. Broadly speaking, the process may be defined as the propagation of a
market-led modernisation with the market acting as a central social principle (Tironi,
2003). This derives from the explicit promotion and application of neo-liberal policies
during the military regime in the 1980s and relatively continuously under democratic
governments during last 18 years. Scholars have defined this process in terms of the
emergence of a “neoliberal” pattern of development whose core components are
private capital, open markets and the emergence of new forms of competition and
vulnerability (Wormald, Cereceda et al. 2002; Worimald, Sabatini et al. 2003).

The consequences of these changes have been manifold. Between 1987 and 2003,
GDP per capita rose by more than 100%, transforming Chile from a lower-income to a
middle-income country. Moreover, domestic consumption surged, as witnessed not
only in the rise of the consumer credit industry, but also in the growth of advertising and
marketing industries, the democratisation of commodities and the general rise in social
indicators (Tironi 2003; Castells 2005). Market-led reforms, however, also involved
other, more controversial, consequences, such as the flexibilisation of the labour
market, the privatisation of social welfare (health, pensions and education), the spread
of a new dynamics of vulnerability and the maintenance of high rates of inequality.
Indeed, after 25 years of relatively stable economic growth, Chile still figures as the
world’s twelfth most unequal country (Torche 2006).

At a general level, scholars have focused on exploring the relationships between
this “market-led modemisation” and cultural change. For example, reports by the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) describe a profound cultural change
in Chileans’ ordinary life, as links between “structure” —economic and social
transformations— and “people’s experiences”, they argued, became increasingly
tensioned (PNUD 1998; PNUD 2002). Traditional ways of life have thus been affected
by the emergence of an incipient consumer culture and systematic changes in the
meaning of work. Furthermore, market-led modernisation has fuelled a process of
individualisation and cultural segmentation, making the sense of national belonging
increasingly remote. These hypotheses have been further explored in several fields.
For example, some scholars have studied the emergence of new fragmented and
privatised identities in the city (Marquez 2003; Marquez and Perez 2008), while others
have examined how this “compulsive” modernisation has shattered traditional
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identities, producing a new cultural gap (Bengoa 1999), or analysed how the cultural
repertoire of modernity has spread (Brunner 1998; Tironi 2003).

A key area of analysis concerns the increasingly complex relations between socio-
economic changes and class cultures, particularly the emergence of new middle-class
sectors in the context of pervasive social inequality. Although the topic of structured
inequality has been broadly addressed in Chile (Martinez and Le6n 2001; Torche and
Worlmald 2004; Espinoza 2006), relatively little research has been conducted on how
changes in class formation and class inequality have been produced and experienced
by ordinary people. Indeed, as Mendez argues, most of the existing research on
stratification has been framed without a “culturally sensitive” approach (Mendez,
2008:23). Within this context, some authors claim that scholarly attention has broadly
neglected the ways in which people have produced and performed cultural change in
contemporary Chile. As Francisca Marquez said:

The question that follows in the discussion is whether, given this depth and speed
of social transformation of our societies and economies, we should open our eyes
and our analysis to how social and structural change functions at the level of the
lives and culture of the actors and their families. (Marquez 2002: 2)

That class and class inequality are central elements in people’s experience is
commonly agreed in Chile. Indeed, recent studies show that 76% of Chileans perceive
Chile to be a highly unequal society (UDP Survey, 2007). In this line, historians have
recently described Chilean society as the most concerned with class and class
distinctions in Latin America.! Moreover, what little research exists has showed that
class is a central (albeit increasingly complex) category in people’s identities and
ordinary lives (Van Bavel and Sell-Trujillo 2003; Stillerman 2004; Mendez 2008). Thus,
to paraphrase Marquez, the question of; “how class cultures are produced and installed
at the level of the lives and culture of actors and their families” appears as a central,
but still unanswered, question. Against this backdrop, this thesis attempts to approach
the issue of how class is experienced in contemporary Chile. It does so by focusing on
a group of lower-middle class families who move to new houses in the suburbs. It takes
a cultural, bottom-up approach to class and inequality, on the basis that this starting
point may offer critical insights into how class inequalities are produced in Chileans’
everyday lives. Indeed, by researching how people produce class in their ordinary life,
the aim is to enrich public and academic debate on Chilean class inequalities by

! Alfredo Yocelyn-Holt, Las Ultimas Noticias, 28 September 2008.
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offering a more complex picture of the relationships between class, social change and
people’s ordinary lives.

Class is broadly defined here as a process that happens within people’s experience
(Thompson 1968 ). It is understood, thus, more as an outcome of actors’ production
than as a pre-existing category. By taking this standpoint, this thesis draws on a rather
heterogeneous set of theoretical tools for exploring the different set of mediations —
places, discourses and materialities— that assemble the ordinary experience of class.
In this context, the term “class culture” relies on a broad anthropological definition of
culture as people’s way of life (Jenks 2005), including all practices, narratives and
materialities that frame meaningful patterning of social life (Slater 2002b).

The thesis is based on seven months of fieldwork (2005-2006) in Los Pinos, a new
real estate development in Santiago, Chile. The fieldwork is a case study and does not
claim any generalisation; notwithstanding, the field site was chosen as embodying —in
terms of both the place and its inhabitants— what has been recently described as the
“emergent” contemporary middle classes (please see next sections). Specifically, the
research aimed to grasp families’ experiences of buying, moving into and settling into
their new house. Analysing this process of social and spatial mobility, it focuses on
tracing empirically how actors live and perform class. Home and place of residence
were chosen, therefore, not only because they are key places in the production of
cultural meanings (Miller 2001), but also because they constitute a central element in
the production of class (Hammett 1995; Bourdieu 2001; Savage, Bagnall et al. 2005).

This chapter is the introduction to the thesis. The first section gives a general
overview of the Chilean middle classes. It begins by describing the traditional middie
classes, then goes on to give a brief account of recent changes in class structure,
before discussing the decline of the traditional middle class and the rise of a new type
of “emergent” middle classes linked to the process of market-led modernisation. Lastly,
this section reviews existing descriptions of “emergent middle class” culture. The
second section situates the research questions by connecting them with the mounting
body of literature on class culture analysis and, finally, the third section presents the
structure of the thesis and reviews the different arguments presented in it.

R




1. Social change and the Chilean middle classes

This section provides a brief genealogy of the middle classes in Chile, presenting key
elements of their recent history. The plural “middie classes” is used to underline the
fact that this label has been used to identify more than one group in Chilean history.
The section is divided into three parts. The first provides a genealogy of the traditional
middle classes, focusing on their association with the formation of the State and their
key political agency during much of the twentieth century. The second part explores the
shifts in stratification and opportunities that, it has been argued, led to the decline of the
traditional middle classes and the emergence of what may be broadly defined as the
“emergent” middle classes. From here, the third part goes on to explore different ways
in which Chilean scholars, politicians and media have described contemporary middle-
class as the main actors of market-led modernisation. It is argued here the prevalent
tone of these descriptions is consistent with top-down models of analysis in which class
cultures are understood roughly as outcomes of structural transformations. The term
“emergent middle class” is used to reflect the connections between these sectors and
market-led modernisation. Following Latour and Bourdieu (1986), it is argued that such
discourses should be treated as a central enquiry of an empirical analysis of how the
middle classes are produced.

The traditional middle class: a brief account

In Chile, the middle classes were a product of neither social mobility nor increasing
economic patrimony but a direct consequence the workings of the State as the main
source of identity and privilege (Lomnitz and Melnick 1991; Cerda 1998; Bazoret 2006).
Bazoret traces (traditional) middle-class origins to the end of the nineteenth century,
when resources from the Saltpeter War? encouraged enlargement of the State through
the creation of public salaried positions (Bazoret 2006). The State, thus, drove the
consolidation of a new group of urban bureaucracies that joined the existing small
groups of middle class employed in services and commerce of the nineteenth century.
This connection was also evident in other countries in Latin America, where the middle
classes have historically been linked with the development of the State. As Sembler
argues:

% The Saltpeter War or War of the Pacific was fought between Chile and the joint forces of Bolivia and
Peru, from 1879 to 1883. Chile gained substantial mineral-rich territory in the conflict, annexing the
Peruvian provinces of Tarapaca and Arica and the Bolivian province of Litoral and leaving Bolivia
landlocked.
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The reference to middle classes —though often related more with socio-political
analysis than with stratification studies— was usually a key instance for
analysis of the tensions and dynamics of Latin American State development
strategies (developmentism). (2006: 8)

This link between the middle classes and the State remained intact for most of the
twentieth century (Lomnitz and Melnick 1991; Bazoret 2006). Indeed, since the 1920s,
middle-class service employees —with civil servants as their core group— became
increasingly central political actors mediating the relations between oligarchies, the
working classes and State bureaucracies (Lommitz and Melnick, 1991: 27) while also
achieving several demands in terms of their quality of life. The State also had a hand in
further elements underlying the constitution of this group: first, the central value of
public education, which was and remains a main source of status, not only as source of
social mobility but also as a core element of its symbolic identification as a group
(Bazoret, 2006:76; Tironi, 1985; Lommitz and Melnick, 1991:17); second, the
establishment of networks of reciprocity and exchange of favours, which were central
to the constitution of class privileges (Bazoret, 2006; Lommitz and Melnick, 1991).
Indeed, as Bazoret notes, these networks of reciprocity explain why the middle classes
were the major beneficiaries of welfare policies during the first two thirds of the
twentieth century. Class privileges explain why the middle classes were able to
differentiate themselves from the working class without possessing a large economic
patrimony (Ibid, 2006; Lommitz and Melnik, 1991).

Understandably, most accounts of traditional middle-class identity have focused on
connections with the political sphere, thereby relying on a structure-consciousness-
action perspective to explain the connection between common objective situations,
shared consciousness and political awareness (Devine, Savage et al. 2005). Political
identification has thus been one of the main factors framing the traditional middle class
as a grouping with a common position in the political class struggle (Angelcos, Perez et
al. 2006:162). In this vein, Tironi used the concept of “symbolic identification” for
describing how the different occupational categories constituting this class
(professionals, civil servants and traders) were connected only by a symbolism of the
State, public education and republican values and common political interest. Symbolic
unification was thus based on shared politics and a common opposition to other
classes (the oligarchy and working class). As Lommitz and Melnick explain, in
agreement with Tironi:

The middle class in Chile would thus be the product of an effort to symbolically
unify social aggregates that are materially dissimilar, for the purposes of
political mobilisation”. (Lommitz and Melnik, Ibid: 16)
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Elements such as civil service employment, public education or networks of reciprocity
and political participation emerge from here as central dimensions of traditional middle-
class identity. Hence, it is understandable that the middle class has often been
associated with Chileans’ republican and political history. Indeed, this notion of the
traditional middle class as active political actors associated with public administration is
still present in some analysis of contemporary middle class, defining what some
authors have called a “nostalgic” relation with the traditional middle classes®.

The emergent middle class

There is a consensus that the military coup of 1973 and the advent of an authoritarian
government (1973-1989), with its agenda of neoliberal reforms, marked a turning point
in the evolution of the Chilean middle class (Lomnitz and Melnick 1991; Martinez and
Leén 2001; Torche and Worlmald 2004; Angelcos, Perez et al. 2006; Atria 2006;
Bazoret 2006). Indeed, policies such as mainstreaming of the State apparatus,
promotion of a free-market economy or suppression of political and civic rights, among
other elements, underpinned a major change in the Chilean class structure in general,
and the middle classes in particular (Martinez and Leon, 2001). In terms of traditional
middle classes, State downsizing reduced public employment, with civil service
functions being absorbed by independent and private service sectors. Furthermore,
political and economic transformations brought about a decline in their traditional
sources of social mobility and privileges and, therefore, a dilution of their class
awareness (Martinez and Leén 2001; Angelcos, Perez et al. 2006; Bazoret 2006;
MANZANO 2006). Indeed, on this basis, Bazoret argued that these transformations
translated into the disappearance of the middle class as such and its substitution by a
group of heterogeneous “middle sectors”.

“The strong diversification of the middle sectors during the 1980s, in
combination with a deep rupture in their identity, symbols and resources, leads
us to consider the possibility that this group has in fact disappeared, having
either been subsumed into popular sectors through impoverishment or scaled
towards the well-off classes that benefited from restructuring during the
dictatorship years. This is why we talk of a single “middle class” until the 1960s
and then switch to the plural thereafter, to reflect increasing heterogeneity and,
above all, diversification of identities during recent decades” (Ibid: 86).

® This term was used by Maria Luisa Mendez in a workshop on Middle class and Cuiture in Chile.
Universidad Diego Portales, January 2009.
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In a similar vein, but taking a more ethnographic approach, Lomnitz and Melnik (1991),
described in the early 1990s how the changes in the political and economic system
eroded “traditional” middle class identities. Their work focused on the experience of a
group of teachers, analysing how the changes stemming from neoliberal policies
affected their working conditions, social resources (social capital) and symbolic
representation.

Stratification and opportunities

While the traditional middle class employment structure and source of identity declined,
those changes brought a parallel increase in private-sector services positions governed
by a more flexible system of employment based on individual incentives (Martinez and
Leon 2001). It is possible to talk, therefore, of the emergence of a new “type” of middle
class sectors during the 1980s. Three elements may be considered central here. The
first relates to changes in stratification patterns, particularly the substantial increase in
the volume of workers defined as private-sector employees and semi-independent
workers (Ibid2001). Although some of these jobs were linked to the decrease in public
employment, most of the increase reflected a natural increase in private-sector
services employment. As measured by the magnitude of new private-sector
employment, as a whole, since the late 1980s the middle classes have increased
systematically. Indeed, between 1977 and 2001, this group increased by more than
100 percent in absolute terms. As Martinez and Leén said: “In 25 years the number of
positions with mid-level salaries increased from 550,000 to 1,400,000" (2001:16).
Those changes also reflected the consolidation of a salaried employment structure
characterised by an increase in salaried work in the private sector.

Shifts in stratification patterns were also connected with changes in social mobility
and educational opportunities (Torche 2003; Torche and Worlmald 2004; Torche
2005). First, in terms of the middle classes, Torche et al show a systematic increase in
private-sector service employees, who, as a group, also show a substantial increase in
technical and tertiary education (lbid: 18). The number of positions in services
employment (professional and technical sectors) has thus increased systematically
during last 20 years, as has the petit bourgeoisie. Second, in terms of social mobility,
the authors found a growing social fluidity, mainly among the middle sectors (lower
service positions and petit bourgeoisie).
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Figure 1. Social stratification by social-occupational categories, 1971-2000(Percenfages)
Source: (Torche and Worlmald 2004)

1 Agriculture, forestry and fishing 18.3 14.4 18.8 15 13.9 +4.4
Il. Outside agriculture 817 856  80.3 84.4 847
1. Business owners 1.3 1.4 3 2.7 2.4 +1.1
2. Middle sectors 26.2 33.5 31.3 36.2 37.2 +11
a. Public wage earners 18.4 9 6.9 6.8 7.4 -1.6
b. Private wage earners 15 18.2 21.3 21.6 + 6.3
c. Independent workers 7.8 9 6.3 8.1 8.2 +0.4
3. Traditional crafts workers 6.2 5.2 5.2 54 5.5 -0.7
4.  Working class 34.5 20.3 28 28.9 28.8 +5.9
5. “Marginal” group 9.6 10.4 12.5 11.2 11 +1.4
lil. Others 25.8 147 1 0.6 14 7
IV. Total 100 100 100 100 100

What is especially relevant here is the considerable fluidity between lower and upper
service sectors. This rate of social mobility contrasts, however, with the pervasive
social inequalities expressed in the relative closure of the elite. Hence, upward social

mobility works principally within middle- and lower-class sectors. As Torche said:

“The pattern of mobility closely follows the type of inequality that characterizes
Chile. High hierarchical barriers to mobility, especially between the top stratum
and the rest of the class structure, are combined with weak horizontal barriers
between classes that are close in terms of SES (Socio Economic Status)’.
(Torche 2005: 444)

Third, shifts in social mobility and employment went hand-in-hand with changes in
material well-being and social opportunities. On the one hand, middle-class income
and material well-being rose systematically (Tironi 1999; Larranaga 2003; Tironi 2003);
through access to new services and goods such as clothes, furniture or private
housing. It is important to remark, however, that the economic distance between these
sectors and the upper classes was maintained. This process has been strongly linked
to the expansion of retail industries, particularly broader availability of consumer credit
and the emergence of new retail centres, almost all of which, as Coloma (2002) points
out, targeted the middle class. On the other hand, new forms of social vulnerability
emerged mainly as a result of changes in the labour market and social services
(Wormald, 2003 and 2002; UNDP 1998). Furthermore, the labour market became more

flexible and fragmented, mainly because of both neo-liberal policies and the diffusion of
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post-Fordist logics (Tokman 1998). Within this context, the middle class saw their
access to public social services shrink, as a consequence of new highly focalised
social policies (which were reoriented towards the poorest sectors of the population)
and the privatisation of basic services such as health, education and social insurance
(Wormald and Ruiz Tagle 1999); see also Tokman, 1999, Wormald, 2002, Martinez
and Leén, 2000).

The icons of the market society

In recent years, and partly as a result of these transformations, the “emergent middle
classes” have also become a recurrent theme in public and political discourses, widely
labelled as icons of the contemporary Chilean market society. The middle class has
been central to public and political interpretations of contemporary Chile, appearing as
a symbol of the “new market society”, embodying both the best and the worst of the
Chilean model. According to some authors, including Tomas Moulian (1997), the
emergent middle classes —which he refers to as the “credit card citizens"— embody
the worst aspects of marketisation because they are individualistic, consumerist and
socially ambitious. Associated with this, there is an increasing sense of vulnerability in
which consumption has substituted traditional political compromise for the primacy of
individualised social experiences (Moulian 1997; Angelcos, Perez et al. 2006;
MANZANO 2006). Based on this analyéis, it has been argued that these conditions
also imply a weakness of “class consciousness” and possibilities of social action
(Martinez and Le6n 2001; Torche and Worlmald 2004; Angelcos, Perez et al. 2006;
MANZANO 2006). Other authors have interpreted these transformations more
positively, describing the changes in the middle class as a sign of modernisation and
an extension of elite lifestyles (Tironi 1999; 2003).

The contemporary middle class has been also part of political discourses. Indeed,
understanding and decoding the preferences of this “new” group has become a central
political task (Landarreche 2002). The middle class thus figures as a reference group
that may include a large swathe of the population. Because of this, political discourses
aimed at attracting this sector reinforce their common understanding of themselves as
a socially ambitious but vulnerable group. For example, in the 2004 presidential
campaign, the right-wing candidate, Joaquin Lavin, defined his campaign as focused
on the middle class:

“I think that it is very important that we have a clear discourse about the middle
class. | feel that today in Chile the middle class has many troubles, it has
aspirations but many problems”. (Lavin El Mercurio, 2004)
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The emergent middle classes have also been a common reference in the mass media
and advertising. The middle-class’s label of “aspirational” (socially ambitious) and its
relation with consumption have been analysed at length in magazines, newspapers
and books that seek to typify this group in connection with Chile's recent
transformations.* Advertising is another arena for descriptions of the middle class. A
famous character of late 1990s advertising, Johnny Faundez, was created by an
agency to spread the use of mobile phones in the middle class. Faundez was comically
portrayed as a feisty and upwardly mobile manual worker conducting his business with
a mobile phone at a time when its use was associated with better-off sectors. As the
journalist explained:

“In many ways Faundez represents the best of today’s average Chilean:
ambitious, emergent, an entrepreneur, unafraid of consumption, and smart’.
(Que Pasa magazine, 2004)

During those years, Faundez become a widespread icon of this emergent middle
class’s lifestyle; symbolising people who have successfully navigated the rules of the
new market society.

A genealogy of Chile’s contemporary middle class may thus be traced along two
separate paths. On the one hand, much research has focused on stratification patterns,
processes of social mobility and the distribution of opportunities and social resources.
Most of these analyses focus on occupational positions as a proxy for class structures
and opportunities. It is therefore unsurprising that culture is approached predominantly
as a derivative of structural changes, mainly in employment. On the other hand, the
emergent middle classes have been extensively described by public scholars, in
politics and in the mass media. Most of these descriptions refer to this group as one of
the major icons of Chilean neoliberal modernisation and they tend to focus on
connections between socio-political change and the middle classes identities, rather
than on how people experience class and social change.

These two traditional approaches to middle class in Chile are seriously flawed,
however, in terms of explaining the role of culture in contemporary Chilean middle-
class formation. This is because they tend to rely on a dualist approach to class

* See for example: Tironi, E. (1999). La irrupcion de las masas y el malestar de las elites.
Santiago, Grijalbo, Halpemn, P. (2002). Los Nuevos Chilenos y La Batalla Por Sus Preferencias.
Santiago, Planeta.
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analysis, in which culture is conceived mainly as the consequence of structural
transformation and not as a central dimension of class in its own right (Devine and
Savage 2005). In other words, they understand culture mainly as the “consequence” of
structural change —not as a key aspect of class— and hence treat cultural change
mostly as a dependent variable explained by external factors.

The centrality of the “dependent variable” approach to culture may be related to the
systematic neglect of cultural aspects of consumption in analyses of contemporary
Chilean class. In fact, the downplay of consumption can be found in most of the work
on middle class discussed earlier (see previous sections in this chapter). In terms of
stratification analysis, former research has focused almost exclusively on (mainly
quantitative) analyses of occupations and of educational as well as economic assets
without considering consumption as a relevant element of analysis (See for example,
Torche and Wormald 2004, Martinez 2001). Similarly, public accounts of contemporary
middle classes have also treated consumption only as a sign of structural changes and
not as a space of cultural production on its own. This view can be found, for instance,
in Tironi's and Moulian's accounts in which consumption is portrayed either as an
indicator of modernization and wealth (Tironi 1999) or as a space of “alienation” that
have replaced the political commitment of the middle class (Moulian 1997). Finally, a
similar point can be argued in terms of the absence of empirical research about the
meanings of home and home ownership. Indeed, existent works have only focused on
home ownership as indicators of economic development (Tironi 2002) without exploring
its connection with the production of class cultures.

As the next chapter will discuss, this thesis argues for a different theoretical
approach to class culture research. It argues for an effort to transcend dualism by
taking a bottom-up approach to class analysis. In doing so, it attempts to overcome
some of the theoretical limitations of current descriptions of class identities in
contemporary Chile by broadening the focus to include research into everyday life. To
this end, it draws upon more contemporary approaches to class cultures (related to the
work of Bourdieu) and introduces some other theoretical backgrounds that have
traditionally taken a more “actor-based” approach to cultural creation.

By moving in this direction, this thesis construes the interpretations of class and
social change mentioned earlier as another empirical dimension through which class is
performed in contemporary Chile, rather than as theoretical frameworks in themselves.
In other words, following Bourdieu’s argument on the power of class analysis in
creating class (Bourdieu 1986), the performative power of class labels and discourse
descriptions will be discussed as a further area in which class is produced in
contemporary Chile.
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2. Researching class cultures in Chile

This thesis attempts to situate the foregoing discussion of middle-class culture and
social change in terms of people’s ordinary experiences. It is proposed as an empirical
research on how middle-class cultures are produced in everyday life. It is thus aligned
with a new generation of Chilean sociologists who have used qualitative and
ethnographic methods to focus on experiences of social change in contemporary Chile
(Ureta 2006; Mendez 2008; Palacios 2008). In terms of middle-class research, it also
connects with a recent international renewal in class culture analysis® (Devine and
Savage 2005), associated with a small, but increasing, group of Chilean scholars, who
have approached class from a more cultural standpoint (Lommitz and Melnik, Mendez,
2008, Bazoret 2006).° Central to this is the work of Mendez on middle-class identities
(2008), which draws on recent literature on class cultures to explore relations between
class boundaries, horizontal differentiation, individualisation and different types of
authenticity in the Chilean middle class. The picture that emerges from her work
portrays relations between class and culture as far more complex than scholars and
the mass media often present them. Research of this type has moved some authors to
posit that a cultural approach to class may become a central tool for explaining the new
and rather complex ways in which class and inequality are being produced in Chile and
Latin America (Sémbler 2006).

Like Mendez's work, this thesis examines the production of the middle classes in
Chile. However, it does not focus on discursive identities, but on the nexuses of
practices, narratives and materialities that shape people’s experience of class and
social mobility. By taking an ethnographic approach, the focus is, thus, not only on how
middle-class Chilean families make sense of their new social position, but on how this
position is performed as an assemblage of places, objects, practices and narratives.
Indeed, even though most of the discussion here revolves around families’ practices
and narratives, the empirical analysis also extends beyond houses and
neighbourhoods by exploring the production and marketing of houses as central
elements in the production of class.

s Particularly the tradition of British sociology and the cultural shift in class analysis. Devine, F., M. Savage,
et al., Eds. (2005). Rethinking Class, Identities, Cultures and Lifestyles. London, Palgrave.

® Evidence of this renewed enthusiasm is a research grant in Chile recently awarded to broaden different
analytical approaches to understanding the middle class and social change. Qué significa hoy ser de clase
media? Estructuras, identidades y representacion en la estratificacién social chilena. PROYECTO
FONDECYT 1060225
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This thesis argues for a sociology constructed from “below”; i.e., a bottom-up
approach that looks at social life (and social collectives) as the outcome of actors’
practices and understandings. As the next chapter will discuss in greater detail, class is
approached not as an outcome of job positions but as an output of people’s
experiences (Thompson 1968 ). Through the process of moving house, the research
explores the active role played by several types of human and non-human agencies
(housing markets, houses, furniture, neighbourhoods or class discourses) in the
production of class. Within this context, market-led transformations are treated not as
causes of class transformations but as empirical dimensions through which class is
assembled. Here, figures such as the “market” appear only as part of the ordinary
experience of moving house, that is, in the form of housing markets, real-estate
companies or shopping practices.
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3. Thesis structure

The following chapter discusses the main theoretical standpoints of this thesis. The
theoretical discussion represents an attempt to make sense of the fieldwork
experience, in which moving home appeared to be an experience assembled through a
large variety of practices, narratives and materialities. These findings led us to define a
theoretical starting point that construes social categories and processes more as an
outcome of ordinary practices than as pre-existent categories that “cause” ordinary
experience.

Chapter 2 is divided into three sections. After introducing what is known as the
cultural turn in class cultures research (Devine and Savage 2005), the first section
discusses the work of Bourdieu, a background shared by most contemporary
approaches to class cultures. It then explores some key elements in contemporary
class cultures research that have a bearing on this research, particularly the links
between class and individualisation, place and consumption, which are presented here
as key aspects of the making of middle-class culture. The section finishes with a
discussion of some of the limitations of Bourdieu’s frameworks in a bottom-up
approach to class, focusing on the role of agency and on extending some of his
postulates in terms of a relational analysis of class.

In this vein, the second section of chapter 2 proposes three further theoretical
bodies that may be useful in conducting bottom-up research on class cultures. It first
examines some contemporary developments in social practices theory, which define
practices as an array of interconnected doings, discourses mediated by materialities
(Warde 2004; 2004). The second strand of literature refers to material culture and
consumption, proposed here as key elements in the analysis of the middle classes.
Within this strand are De Certeau’s theories of everyday life and consumption, which
he describes as meaningful practices based on resistance and creativity, and Material
Culture Studies, particularly the emphasis on objects and consumption as meaningful
cultural spaces that appear as central in the production of cultural meanings. The third
body of literature examined is Actor Network Theory (ANT), on the basis that ANT may
help to understand social collectives, such as class, as the outcome of human and non-
human associations.

Based on this discussion, the third section of chapter 2 delineates the main
theoretical standpoints of the thesis. The first of these has to do with the notion of
relations, which are proposed as a central pillar of analysis. The second concerns the
main mediatons —objects, places and discourses— in the production of class cultures.

It is argued that mediations not only “represent” social categories; they are themselves
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at the heart of the creation of social collectivities such as class. Based on these
elements, the chapter concludes by discussing a working definition of class cultures as
performed through practices, spaces, materialities and discourses. This performative
standpoint, it is argued, makes the examination of clasé cultures an empirical question
regarding the different aspects and relations that produce the experience of class and
social mobility in contemporary Chile.

The third chapter deals with the research methodology. | first discuss the relevance
of researching class cultures by looking at the home and home possessions. | then
propose ethnography as a central approach for researching the everyday practices of
buying and dwelling in a new house, arguing that this discipline has been widely used
in other contexts for researching home cultures (Miller 2001).

The choice of ethnography is closely related to the thesis’ theoretical standpoints
about understanding the everyday life of the middle class and culture rooted within the
home as a set of relational, local and materially mediated cultural practices. Given that
ethnographic field methods are bound to study social life as a set of contextual and
mediated meaningful practices, this choice of methodology functions as an empirical
extension of the theoretical assumptions. The second part of the chapter focuses on
the fieldwork highlights. It first describes Los Pinos, a real estate scheme, and the
families who participated in the fieldwork. It then moves on to discuss some of the main
methodological issues in the fieldwork, describing the research strategy used for the
three interrelated areas that structured the fieldsite: indoors with the families, the
neighbourhood community and the real estate company.

Based on these theoretical and methodological considerations, the following
chapters of the thesis explore different aspects of the home-moving process. Each of
these chapters looks more explicitly at a particular type of mediation found to be
significant in the connections between moving home and the production of class
cultures.

Chapter 4 explores the house production and purchase, focusing on the real estate
company and the purchase practice. It delves into house design and production to
explore the role of housing markets in the performing of particular types of middle-class
categories and narratives. By taking a cultural economy approach, it explores two
specific stages of production. First, house design and house qualification, which rely on
an intensive deployment of cultural knowledge on class, areas of the city and people’s
social trajectories. Indeed, it is argued that agents and executives work as “sociologists
at large” in designing real estate projects, since they deploy and perform narratives and
meanings of class and social mobility. Second is the process of symbolic labour
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associated with the house purchase. Here potential buyers “enter the market” with a
complex interconnection of individual narratives, social aspirations and devices of
arrangement and practices of budgeting and disentangling (Cochoy, 2007). Within this
context, finding the “dream home” is a milestone in the making of individual narratives
of social mobility.

The chapter concludes by describing the purchase as further stage at which
economic and cultural calculations converge in the production of class, exploring
buyers’ negotiations and their use of an intensive set of economic and cultural
calculations Slater 2002). The material setting of the showhouses is also examined as
something that facilitates both cultural and economic calculations relative to family
trajectories and social positions. Against this backdrop, this chapter argues that
housing markets work as a space in which social positions —and particularly their
trajectories— are negotiated and produced.

Chapter 5 examines the material culture of moving home: how new residents make
sense of and appropriate their new houses. It is argued that home-making practices
are a key dimension in which newcomers make sense of their social trajectories and

" perform class. Taking a material culture approach, it explores how the new home and
home possessions play a central role in the production of new social positions. In order
to do so, it analyses two complementary home-making practices: home improvements
and decorating the new house. Improvements are understood to be all the changes
that families make to the new house. Home decoration is construed as the way families
arrange their possessions within the domestic space. It is argued that improvement and
decoration are cultural practices that involve not only the creation of the “home” as a
meaningful space (Miller, 2001), but also the articulation of social trajectories in terms
of individual trajectories of social mobility and the emergence of a shared sense of “us”
among new neighbours. Both elements are connected to a sense of achievement and
upward mobility.

Chapter 5 is divided into four sections. The first briefly discusses some of the
theoretical themes that will be described later in the chapter. The second describes
how families go about home improvements, looking at different stages such as the
planning, funding and construction of improvements. It then moves on to discuss
whether the practice of home improvement relates to the making of class cultures,
describing a central tension present in this practice: its dual nature as a collective and
individual task. This tension is at the core of the trajectories and practices shared
among residents. The third section explores decoration, first discussing how families
approach their projects, using resources such as magazines and formal discourses on
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taste and decoration. It also analyses the strategies deployed for decorating and
whether decoration may be regarded as a gendered practice inserted into
housekeeping routines. Next, the practice of decoration is examined in relation to the
assembling of class. Two elements are explored here: first, the links between
decoration, taste and authenticity, and the way furniture helps to articulate tensions
between personal trajectories and more external, class-related taste references And,
second, the role of old possessions in the new house, particularly the way decoration is
used to perform families’ trajectories of social mobility. The chapter finishes by
discussing whether home improvement and decoration can be understood as key
resources not only in the creation of home but in the shaping of social boundaries and
trajectories of social mobility.

Chapter 6, the final empirical chapter, deals with the production of Los Pinos
neighbourhood. In keeping with the overall approach of the thesis, residential
neighbourhood is understood as the outcome of a rich cultural production involving a
set of interconnected practices, narratives and materialities. Against this backdrop,
chapter 6 analyses the connections between the production of the neighbourhood and
the assembling of class positions. The first part discusses the relevant literature on
neighbouring and middle classes. Neighbourhoods are understood not as given spatial
or social settings but as cultural and social achievements that depend on a rich
assemblage of practices, spaces, objects and narratives. Following the work of
Savage, Bagnall et al (2005), (2005) and Doreen Massey (1995), | explore how the
production of place —neighbourhood and neighbouring practices— emerges as a pillar
of the production of middle-class social positions.

The second, third and fourth sections of the chapter examine different “neighbouring
practices” in connection with the production of a sense of place and the shaping of a
sense of “us and them” (Southerton 2002). The second section looks at street life,
particularly the public use of squares and the street and the normative frameworks that
regulate them. It also explores how public space use relates to residents’ expectations
of their new their life in the suburbs and their previous trajectories. The third section
explores shopping life in Los Pinos, particularly local commerce, malls and
supermarket purchases. In line with the previous part, it explores shopping as a key
practice in assembling local place in relation to class positions. It looks specifically at
two key aspects: local shopping and normative efforts to regulate Los Pinos as a
middle-class residential area; and residents’ involvement in a network of middle-class
places around Santiago. Finally, the fourth section analyses associative practices in
Los Pinos, focusing on Los Pinos homeowners’ association (HA). It explores the
different efforts through which the HA attempts to frame and improve the status of Los
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Pinos, examining links between HA practices and regulations, informal social life and
the production of class-related divisions between “us and them”.

Chapter 6 concludes by exploring the relationship between neighbouring practices
and the production of people’s social and spatial position. It is argued that through
neighbouring practices, newcomers produce an emergent sense of “us” and make
sense of their new social and spatial position. In this line, | argue that the
neighbourhood’s production is a highly unstable everyday life achievement that
involves a balance between shared everyday neighbouring practices and shared
narratives and expectations of the new area.

Chapter 7 is the conclusion to the thesis. The first section reviews its main empirical
themes by examining how practices relate to the assembling of class and social
trajectories. The second section discusses central aspects of the house-moving
process and its relation with class, starting by describing how people talk about class.
This ties in with existing research on middle-class ambiguity and claims of ordinariness
(Savage, Bagnall et al. 2001; Mendez 2008). Within this context, in Los Pinos class
labels are found to relate to a rather external, objective process of labelling which often
stands in opposition to the rich array of everyday life practices through which actors
produce and understand their social positions. In the light of this, some of the main
elements presented in the empirical chapters are reviewed. It is argued that when
moving home class cultures are assembled in at least two connected ways. On the one
hand, there is a temporal production of social positions: class is articulated in terms of
individual trajectories of social mobility; on the other hand, there is a more spatial
aspect that relates to a collective sense of “us” and “them” that emerges from shared
practices and common normative expectations. In this, elements such as place,
external narratives and materialities mediate the production of class and the way in
which inequality is produced and m<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>