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Abstract 
 

This thesis reveals and interrogates the multiplicity of historical and contemporary, local, regional 
and national identity discourses attached to Chile’s Route 5. Route 5 is the Chilean section of the 
Pan-American Highway, a 3,364 km-long motorway that spans four fifths of the length of this 
country. From a material culture theoretical framework and drawing upon insights from multiple 
disciplines (anthropology of infrastructures, identity studies, Latin American cultural studies, 
history, cultural geography, heritage studies, among others), I analyse the construction, 
redevelopments, and current materiality of this motorway as locales where identities are 
constructed, resisted, and/or reproduced. Route 5 is a symbol of national unity according to the 
country’s governing elites. This thesis argues that it is also a useful pathway into the processes of 
articulation of alternative identities in Chile. I explore the ways in which Route 5 has been used 
since the 1920s by governing elites to perform imaginaries of national integration based upon 
notions of modernity and development, mestizaje and multiculturalism, common culture and 
popular religion. I also examine local articulations, challenges, and reinterpretations of these ideas 
on the road and its roadside. This investigation involved substantial archival research on the 
institutional history of the road, and a two-month-long road trip in 2018 mapping, observing, and 
photographing almost 2,500 sites along Route 5. These included roadside shrines, monuments 
(historic and archaeological), memorials, sculptures, and street art. Taken together, the historical 
and material analysis of Route 5 presented here insists on identity as a process rather than a thing: 
it shows that elite-led modernising national imaginaries both coexist with and are defied by 
alternative discourses and epistemes. My study maps out a mosaic of Chilean identity narratives – 
how they are articulated and who they are articulated by – over a period of approximately one 
hundred years (1920 – 2018). It illuminates the deep, rich history behind current identity disputes 
in Chile. It also firmly places Chile as a central part of a larger continental or hemispheric whole.  
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Introduction 
Towards a material understanding of identities, and an understanding 

of infrastructure as a mosaic  
 

Route 5 is Chile’s longest motorway. It is 3,364 km (2,090 miles) long, cuts through thirteen of 

Chile’s fifteen regions and spans almost four fifths of the country’s length (see Figure 1).1 It is the 

Chilean section of the Pan-American Highway. ‘Obras que unen chilenos’ [works uniting Chileans] is 

a phrase commonly seen in signposts along Route 5, showcasing infrastructure renovations on the 

road carried out by the Ministry of Public Works. Figure 2 shows two examples: (a) is located in 

Tarapacá, in the Atacama Desert, informing road users about the repaving of a section of Route 5 

in 2013; and (b) is in the island of Chiloé, depicting a road-renovation project completed in the 

 
1 Maps throughout this thesis were created using ArcGIS® software by Esri. ArcGIS® and ArcMap™ are the 
intellectual property of Esri and are used herein under license. Copyright © Esri. All rights reserved. For more 
information about Esri® software, please visit www.esri.com. The dataset used to create this map was developed by 
the Chilean Road Office [Dirección de Vialidad] from the Ministry of Public Works (Dirección de Vialidad, 2015). 

Figure 1: Chile’s Route 5 motorway 
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area in 2018.2 These signs have a common visual composition: on the left, in large white capital 

letters, they state their core message: ‘Obras que unen chilenos’. Underneath, they detail the 

infrastructure project carried out. And on the right-hand side is a large image of either the work 

itself or its location and surroundings, with the logo of the Ministry of Public Works. These 

signposts are more common in Route 5’s northernmost and southernmost regions – those furthest 

away from the country’s political, economic, and administrative centre – and are not necessarily 

removed after the work they publicise has been finished. On the contrary, they often remain in 

their place for years, a long-standing reminder that, according to the state, the connectivity enabled 

by roads and particularly Route 5 is supposed to unite Chileans. However, Route 5’s roadside also 

holds almost 2,500 material sites including roadside shrines, murals, monuments, memorials, and 

sculptures, among others, many of which rework and contest these unifying narratives. This thesis 

uses Route 5 – a symbol of national unity according to the Ministry of Public Works – to study 

contested imaginaries of national integration and processes of articulation of alternative identities 

in Chile from the 1920s until today.  

 
2 Unless noted otherwise, all photographs were taken by the author during fieldwork in 2018. 

Figure 2: 'Obras que unen chilenos' signs along Route 5 
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In the early 1920s, in a context of road-related Pan-American discussions, the Chilean state 

began the construction of Route 5, then called the ‘Longitudinal Road’. By 1930, an unpaved road 

connecting the cities of Arica in the country’s northern border with Perú with Puerto Montt in the 

south enabled motor vehicle mobility throughout two thirds of Chile’s length. The paving of Route 

5 was boosted by President Gabriel González Videla in the late 1940s as part of an urbanisation 

redevelopment project for the region of Coquimbo to improve this area’s connectivity to the 

country’s capital city, Santiago. In the mid-1960s, President Jorge Alessandri completed this paving 

process from Arica to Puerto Montt and Route 5 was officially inaugurated by President Eduardo 

Frei Montalva in 1968. During Salvador Allende’s socialist government (1970 – 1973) and Augusto 

Pinochet’s neoliberal military dictatorship (1973 – 1990), Route 5 was neglected and deteriorated 

significantly. The 1990s saw a new era in the expansion of this motorway. Renovations on Route 

5 became an emblematic infrastructure project during the governments of Eduardo Frei Ruiz-

Tagle (1994 – 2000) and Ricardo Lagos (2000 – 20006). Route 5 was transformed into a dual 

carriageway from La Serena to Puerto Montt (1,500 km / 930 miles) using the concessions scheme, 

a neoliberal privatisation policy in which the state tendered public works to private companies 

allowing the latter to profit by charging the road’s users. In 2018, when I carried out the fieldwork 

for this research, Route 5 was a dual carriageway for almost three fifths of its length. It is still 

Chile’s only longitudinal motorway, despite plans to construct additional roads along the country’s 

coastline and along the base of the Andes mountain range. This thesis studies the identity 

discourses attached to the history of Route 5 since the 1920s, and to material interventions on its 

roadside today. 

From a material culture theoretical standpoint in which subjects and objects are 

simultaneously constituted through a dialectical process (Bourdieu, 1990; D. Miller & Tilley, 1996; 

Woodward, 2007), I study Route 5 as an infrastructure project that culturally configures both the 

natural and social realms. Until the 1990s, roads were generally considered non-places (Augé, 

1995); in recent decades, however, scholars have acknowledged that roads are manifestations of 

movement through landscape (Snead, Erickson, & Darling, 2009b) linking materiality, mobility, 

geography and sociocultural constructs (Darling, 2009). Roads hold out promises and meanings 

that go beyond their functionality, such as modernisation, political integration, and economic 

development (P. Harvey & Knox, 2012, 2015). Some scholars have even stated that roads and 

their promises constitute a liminal space, a borderline between the all-encompassing narratives of 

globalisation and the particular and tangible materialities of local times and places, (dis)connecting 

dominant images and ideals regarding the nation-state, and local and everyday practices and 

experiences (Dalakoglou & P. Harvey, 2012). However, academic literature regarding the 
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relationships between identities – constructs related to nation, class, gender, race or ethnicity, to 

name a few – and roads remains scarce. Filling this gap, I analyse the construction and renovations 

of Route 5, together with its roadside sites, as locales where identities are created, articulated, 

resisted, and/or reproduced. I explore the ways in which Route 5 has been used since the 1920s 

by the governing elites to perform imaginaries of national integration based upon notions of 

modernity and development, discourses of mestizaje (racial and cultural mixture) and 

multiculturalism, representations of a common culture and popular religion. I also interrogate local 

enunciations, challenges to, and reinterpretations of these ideas on the road and its roadside today. 

This thesis illustrates how studying roads from the perspective of identity formation processes 

broadens our understandings of the social and cultural dimensions of roads and infrastructure, and 

simultaneously how studying identities from the perspective of roads allows us to broaden our 

understandings of the concept of identity.  

Studying identity articulations along Route 5 reveals that the field of political action in 

relation to Chilean identity has a long history that extends well beyond the state. The relevance of 

materiality to understand identity disputes and contestations came into public attention in Chile 

during the so-called Estallido Social [Social Outburst] that started in October 2019, almost two years 

after I carried out fieldwork for this thesis. This was the country’s fiercest social uprising since the 

end of Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship (1973 – 1990). Protests were sparked by a $30 peso increase 

(around £0.03) in the Santiago Metro fare that resulted in massive student-led fare evasions. These 

escalated into extensive protests throughout Chile from 18 October 2019 until mid-March 2020, 

when the Covid-19 pandemic slowed down the mobilisations. Demonstrations included 

interventions on monuments, graffiti, and other material installations on public space, dance and 

music, cacerolazos [banging pots and pans], and other more violent incidents. These protests 

unveiled a deeply fragmented and tense country, the product of more than forty years of neoliberal 

policies implemented during the dictatorship and deepened thereafter.3 Moreover, the 

demonstrations visibly challenged hegemonic discourses of Chileanness and dominant discourses 

of unity and integration, making manifest a wide range of local identities that had been omitted or 

invisibilised by state-led narratives. This thesis shows that processes of contestation of identities 

such as those that came to public attention during the Estallido have a much longer history in Chile. 

By analysing the construction and renovations of Route 5 over a period of 100 years, as well as the 

material sites along its roadside in 2018, this thesis widens the frame to understand the articulations 

 
3 For academic accounts of the Chilean social uprising of 2019-2020 and the multiple factors that resulted in its 
extension and massiveness, see Garcés (2019); Gonzalez and Morán (2020); N. M. Somma, Bargsted, Disi Pavlic, 
and Medel (2020); Akram (2020) and the essays contained in Araujo (2019). 
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of disputing imaginaries of national integration, showing the multiplicity of voices and political 

actors involved. By deepening our understandings of Chilean identity, moreover, this thesis also 

makes Chile part of the larger Latin American whole from which it has often been excluded 

through discourses of exceptionalism. Despite making manifest some state-led narratives of the 

allegedly exceptional (political, racial, and economic) position of Chile within the region, the 

history and current materiality of Route 5 show that the discussions framing identity claims and 

processes embodied by this motorway connect to similar debates and currents in neighbouring 

countries and the Americas as a whole. 

In Chile, roads – and especially motorways – have roadsides that are continuously altered 

by passers-by, nearby residents, authorities, and artists, among others. In addition to service 

stations, motels, bus stops, and cafes, they also comprise a variety of roadside interventions such 

as shrines, murals, monuments, advertisements, and local produce stands. It is not only roads but 

also their roadsides that are the scenario of practices, appropriations of space, and materialisation 

of discourses. Accordingly, the main aim of this research was to analyse the different identity 

discourses attached to Chile’s Route 5 and its roadside, from its construction process that started 

in the 1920s until today. It expands the existing literature on roads and road construction processes 

and puts it in dialogue with scholarship regarding local/national/regional identities by analysing 

the specific case of Chile’s Route 5. This overriding aim is comprised of four objectives. First, to 

examine the national identity discourses that the Chilean political, economic, and technical elites 

associated with Route 5 during its construction and renovations, together with other discourses 

challenging them. Second, to analyse the identity discourses materialised on the road and its 

roadside today, focusing on roadside shrines, street art, memorials, sculptures, and monuments. 

Third, to identify the actors and voices represented and silenced through these discourses. And 

fourth, to compare the promises, discourses and desires attached to the construction and 

redevelopments of Route 5, and the manifold identity discourses its roadside currently materialises.  

The story of this thesis – and its fieldwork – is that of a journey, or many journeys. I have 

travelled along Route 5 countless times in my life. I was born and raised in Santiago, Chile’s capital 

city. For many years, I spent each summer in Villarrica, a town in southern Chile, in the Region of 

Araucanía, where my grandfather is from. The journey to Villarrica began at around 4 am: I 

remember the sun rising when we had already left Santiago, eating sandwiches and boiled eggs in 

the car, playing games (and sometimes fighting) with my brother, and, importantly for my purposes 

here, spending hours looking through the window. I remember trees becoming taller and the 

vegetation denser as we travelled south; I noticed through the years how the timber industry 

expanded along Route 5. I recall the years in the late 1990s when Route 5 was being redeveloped 
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to turn it into a dual carriageway, murals and graffiti becoming scarcer every year due to these 

renovations, and roadside shrines (animitas) being moved or reconstructed after these works. The 

first time I travelled north using Route 5 I was a teenager, visiting my uncle in Antofagasta, a port 

city in the Atacama Desert. The journey was very different: instead of the roadside being quite 

densely occupied by food and produce-selling stalls, petrol stations, road crossings to towns and 

cities, farms and houses, signposts, etc., all that could be seen from the car window for around 400 

kilometres (250 miles) south of Antofagasta was desert, some sculptures, and countless roadside 

shrines. South of Santiago, shrines blended into the roadside bustle; but in the north they stood 

alone surrounded by desert. The exercise of looking through a window while travelling, the 

continuity of the road, the stark contrast of the landscapes it cuts across, and the multiplicity and 

variety of its roadside sites have stayed with me ever since and, almost two decades later, resulted 

in me writing this thesis. During my sociology undergraduate and master’s degrees, I became 

increasingly interested in the relationships between material cultures and identities, engaging with 

topics such as everyday aesthetics in schools, popular religious objects and practices, and 

neighbourhood identities and street art. When planning my doctoral research, one insightful 

conversation with two friends and colleagues made me realise that most of these interests – in 

addition to my own memories and personal experiences – came together in Route 5. What could 

this road, crossing almost four fifths of Chile’s length, tell us about the country? How does it 

articulate the diversity of the peoples and places it crosses? As part of the Pan-American Highway, 

what can it tell about the larger continental or hemispheric region and Chile’s position in it? What 

voices does it (not) express, what stories does it (not) tell? What country does it promise, what 

territory does it portray?  

The investigation to answer these questions involved substantive archival research on the 

institutional history of the road, and fieldwork consisted of a two-month-long road trip in 2018 

mapping, observing, and photographing almost 2,500 roadside sites along Route 5. These included 

mainly animitas (temple- or house-like roadside shrines that friends and family build to 

commemorate the victim of a tragic death, generally a car accident, in the exact place of death, 

commonly seen in Chilean roads and motorways), alongside Catholic or folk shrines and 

sanctuaries, monuments (historic and archaeological), memorials, sculptures, and street art. I 

created a database with all the sites, categorising them according to cartographic information 

(latitude, longitude, and altitude, which allowed me to map them), type of site, and general 

characteristics according to their type. Besides this thesis, the two main products of this research 

are the database with the existing roadside sites along Route 5 in 2018 and a photographic archive 

of around 7,000 pictures of the road and its roadside.  
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Drawing on insights coming from various disciplines including material culture studies, 

science and technology studies, everyday aesthetics, history, Latin American cultural studies, and 

geography, this thesis analyses how Route 5 can help us to better understand processes of identity 

construction. Its interdisciplinary approach allows it to bridge the growing scope of the 

anthropological study of infrastructure with areas these studies have (whether deliberately or 

otherwise) generally overlooked. In particular, it puts infrastructure studies – as scrutinised from a 

material culture standpoint – in dialogue with Latin American cultural studies. According to Thea 

Pitman and Claire Taylor, Latin American cultural studies have been influenced by “both regional 

essayistic traditions” – including national character essayists in the nineteenth and twentieth 

century, and Latin American schools of thought such as critiques of dependency theory, liberation 

theology, or pedagogía del oprimido [pedagogy of the oppressed] – and “Western schools of thought 

such as structuralism, postmodernism, linguistics and anthropology” (2013, p. 17). Similarly, this 

thesis studies Route 5 as an example of infrastructure that configures (and reconfigures) social and 

cultural worlds in relation to national and local identity discourses. Thus, its aim is to use Route 5 

as a pathway to bring together in dialogue different authors, theories, epistemologies, and methods 

coming from Latin America and Western academia that have generally remained separate. There 

is no clear-cut separation between theories and methodologies; the subsections that follow 

constitute milestones that are sometimes more disciplinary, sometimes thematic, and sometimes 

methodological, along a pathway that guides us towards a material understanding of identities and 

an understanding of infrastructures as mosaics.  

 

Material culture studies and the anthropological study of roads 

The theoretical starting point of this thesis is material culture studies. Over the last half century, 

culture has been positioned at the centre of the study of social phenomena (Woodward, 2007). In 

the last few decades, moreover, there has been a material culture turn in which objects and 

materiality have acquired new relevance in studies about the social world (Hicks & Beaudry, 2010). 

The premise for most material culture studies is that human beings and things are dialectically 

related to each other, a process through which both “persons and things [are brought] into being 

and into materiality” (Maurer, 2006, p. 24).4 According to Nicholas Saunders (2002), 

 
4 See the works contained in Buchli (2002); Hicks and Beaudry (2010); Tilley, Keane, Kuechler, Rowlands, and Spyer 
(2006) and the Journal of Material Culture (D. Miller & Tilley, 1996) for comprehensive overviews of research done in 
material culture studies, particularly within the centre for material culture studies in UCL, London. For a broad 
overview on the field, see also Woodward (2007). 
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[t]he constant intimacy of people with countless things – our immersion in the material 

medium – may well be the most distinctive and significant feature of human life […]. If we 

accept that an individual’s social being is determined by their relationship to the objects that 

represent them, that objects become metaphors for the self and thereby constitute a way of 

knowing oneself through things, then we may also consider that objects make people as much 

as people make objects (p. 176). 

Thus, the relationships between people and things have become a relevant area of study within 

social sciences and humanities (D. Miller & Tilley, 1996), especially when recognising the influence 

that objects have in social life and vice versa. However, scholarly studies focusing on the social 

and cultural dimensions of roads are relatively new (Merriman, 2016).  

According to Dimitri Dalakoglou (2017), roads have historically escaped the interest of 

anthropology due to the discipline’s “avoidance of studying the crossing of certain […] 

spatial/cultural/epistemological boundaries” (2017, p. 3), or in Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson’s 

words, due to the place-culture isomorphism (1997) where one culture is linked to one place. Since 

the late 2000s, however, the ethnographic study of roads has expanded. In Dalakoglou’s view 

(2017), the emergent anthropological interest in roads is related to the increasing relevance of 

concepts such as mobility (see, for instance, Featherstone, 2004; Sheller & Urry, 2006; Urry, 2004, 

2007), network societies (see Castells, 2004), or fluidity and liquidity (see Bauman, 2000) within 

social sciences. As built networks that enable the circulation of people, ideas, or goods over space 

(Dalakoglou & Harvey, 2012; Larkin, 2013), scholars have acknowledged that roads comprise 

“dense social, material, aesthetic, and political formations” (Appel, Anand, & Gupta, 2018, p. 3): 

they map transportation, communication, institutions, science and technology, interactions, and 

political, economic, and social configurations (Erickson, 2009; P. Harvey & Knox, 2012; Zeller, 

2016).5 Most of these studies, however, focus on the historical or utilitarian aspects of roads 

(Hvattum et al., 2016) while only recently starting to analyse their current cultural and social effects 

(Merriman, 2016). This thesis, with its interdisciplinary approach, studies both the history of Route 

5 and its current material configurations in connection to Chile’s political, social and cultural 

history and present identity discussions. 

 Scholars such as Penny Harvey and Hannah Knox (2012, 2015) have shown that roads 

have meanings that go beyond their more apparent functionality, affecting modernising processes, 

 
5 See the essays compiled by Snead, Erickson, and Darling (2009a) for archaeological approaches to the study of routes 
and landscapes, and by Hvattum, Brenna, Elvebakk, and Larsen (2016) for a compilation of studies about routes and 
landscapes from a varied range of disciplines such as landscape history, geography, cultural history, sociology, art 
history, architecture history, science and technology studies, literary theory, and philosophy.  
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the political integration of a given territory and its economic development. In this context, some 

scholars have explored the relations between roads, road construction, and nationhood. According 

to María Nieves Zedeño, Kacey Hollenback and Calvin Grinnel (2009), while fostering 

connectivity and movement within and between countries, roads organise, control and delimit that 

movement, situating “people, events, and stories in particular geographic contexts and temporal 

frames that altogether contribute to the naturalisation of nation” (p. 108). These studies have 

characterised roads as the archetypal infrastructure of what it meant to be a modern nation since 

the 1920s: motorways became not only economic tools, but also a “major political and ideological 

apparatus of the state’s sovereignty” (Dalakoglou, 2012, p. 572) and an index of a nation’s progress 

and development (Masquelier, 2002). Harvey and Knox state, moreover, that the meanings 

attached to roads operate at a discursive level – generating and performing local, national and 

global narratives – and at a practical one, “bringing the state and its infrastructures into being” 

(2012, p. 524). In other words, according to these authors roads do not only materialise discourses 

such as connectivity, speed, economic development and political integration; they also actively 

participate in enacting and performing these narratives (P. Harvey & Knox, 2012).  

 This thesis shows that Route 5 is not an exception in these matters: throughout its history, 

the motorway has been used by the central elites to expand the state’s sovereignty over Chile’s 

territories. It confirms that there are dominant narratives associated with roads that usually rely on 

static notions of the state-space, politics, and culture (P. Harvey, 2012). By connecting the past 

and the present of Route 5 from a material culture standpoint, however, it goes beyond hegemonic 

discourses. It is only in recent studies that scholars have attributed a key role to local narratives 

and practices: all actors and agents involved with each road – scientists, engineers, motorists, 

cyclists, neighbours, government agents, police forces, other scholars, workers, etc. – use and 

appropriate space in different ways through their own embodied experiences, regulating, 

consuming, working, and studying each road contextually and contingently (Merriman, 2004). 

Focusing on both the history of the expansion of Route 5 and on its materiality today, this thesis 

brings together a multiplicity of voices, actors, and practices that dialogue with, rework, and contest 

state-led narratives. 

 The inclusion of discourses beyond hegemonic ones – or, in Susan Leigh Star’s words, 

beyond infrastructure’s “master narrative” (1999, p. 384) – also implies rendering visible the power 

relations that Route 5 helps bring into being. There is increasing acknowledgement of contextual 

differences in road construction, the social phenomena they materialise and some of the power 

relations they create (see, for instance, the essays contained in Anand, Gupta, & Appel, 2018). 

Dalakoglou argues, for example, that “in most non-Western and non-capitalist contexts, 
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automobility and high(er) speeds were so exclusive that the asymmetric power divisions were 

explicitly materialised on roads, where usually the most powerful (e.g. the elite or the colonialist) 

could enjoy the symbolic and practical benefits of fast(er) and (more) private mobility” (2017, p. 

9). Christopher Henke and Benjamin Sims (2020) claim that as “sociotechnical systems”, roads 

and infrastructure are “connected to the broader structures of privilege, inequality and justice that 

shape who has control and whose interests are ignored when it comes to building and repairing 

infrastructures” (p. 4). The analyses in this thesis help render visible such power relations and 

structures. Moreover, by focusing on the identity disputes along Route 5 – a topic scarcely 

examined in anthropological studies of roads – this thesis expands this scholarship by exploring 

the ways in which power relations, structures of privilege and inequalities are contested and 

reworked along this motorway.  

 The most significant contributions to this field in relation to Latin America are those of 

Harvey and Knox (2008, 2012, 2015), Richard Kernaghan (2012), Emilio Moran (2016), and 

Jeremy Campbell (2012), who focus on roads and road construction processes in Peru and Brazil 

from an anthropological perspective; and those of Anahí Ballent (2005) and Michael Bess (2014), 

studying the history of Argentinian and Mexican roads respectively. In Chile, particularly, non-

engineering-related scholarly literature regarding roads is scarce. Rodrigo Booth, whose work is 

framed within the history of science and technology, has studied how the Chilean territory was 

modified and accommodated to allow car traffic between 1913 and 1929 (2009), concentrating on 

the construction of the first Chilean touristic road connecting the coastal towns of Viña del Mar 

and Concón (2008, 2014). Santiago Urrutia has examined representations of the nation during the 

construction of Route 7 – the Austral Road – in the Pinochet dictatorship between 1973 and 1990 

(Urrutia Reveco, 2020), and Carolina Sepúlveda is currently studying the history of roads and 

railways in the newly independent Chile (early nineteenth century). Also, Tomás Errázuriz has 

studied automobility and transport in Santiago in relation to urban landscapes in the early twentieth 

century (2010, 2014, 2016). In all, road studies in Latin America have generally been either focused 

on the past or on the present; and have delved into some of the political, economic and social 

implications of road building within national boundaries and/or in relation to the United States’ 

(henceforth U.S.) economic and symbolic hegemony within the region. This thesis contributes to 

the field by connecting past and present, as well as the national and international. Furthermore, it 

pays as much attention to the road itself as to its roadside, an area that has been overlooked by 

other scholars. It does so by focusing on identities along the road. 
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Notions of identity 
 

Since the 1950s, the concept of identity has become “one of the most widely used terms” in 

humanities and social sciences scholarship (Wetherell, 2010, p. 3).6 Broadly speaking, identity 

formation refers to a triple movement through which individuals try to make sense of themselves 

and who they are, form groups with  a shared sense of belonging, and distinguish themselves from 

others (Woodward, 2007, pp. 134-137). Perhaps unhelpfully, identity has come to define “all 

affinities and affiliations, all forms of belonging, all experiences of commonality, connectedness 

and cohesion, all self-understandings and self-identifications” (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000, p. 2), 

covering “a wide range of topics – orderings of ‘us’ versus ‘them’, inward-outward movements of 

subjectivity, narrative and memory, and political acts of intense solidarity and sometimes great 

violence” (Wetherell, 2010, p. 3). Because of this complexity, Bruno Latour (2005) has proposed 

a turn from trying to define the concept of identity towards studying the processes of identity 

making. In Margaret Wetherell’s words: 

our experience of society as participating members is of being multiply called upon, 

categorised, classified, registered, enrolled and enlisted, often in highly contradictory and 

antagonistic ways. The process of group making and re-making, identifying, re-establishing, 

rejecting and so on, is frequently what is most salient to the actual members of society and 

thus needs to become the main focus of research (2009c, pp. 3-4, emphasis in the original). 

Instead of starting with an overarching definition of the concept of identity, this thesis analyses 

how identities are constructed, articulated, contested, and reproduced on and through Route 5.  

A common division within identity studies is that between what Rogers Brubaker and 

Frederick Cooper (2000) have labelled hard/strong and soft/weak perspectives. The former refer 

to essentialist conceptions that overemphasise sameness and unity. These assume that identity is 

something all individuals or groups “have, ought to have, or are searching for” (p. 10) even when 

not being aware of it. Soft/weak notions, in contrast, are based upon constructivist premises 

conceiving identity as fluid, unstable, multiple, contingent, and negotiated. By changing the focus 

from defining identity towards studying identity processes, this thesis shows that hard and soft 

perspectives coexist along Route 5. In theoretical terms, a focus on the processes of identity 

making confirms the constructed, relational, and everchanging nature of identities; however, it also 

 
6 For a collection of works regarding the study of identities within social sciences, see the sixteen volumes of the series 
Identity Studies in the Social Sciences, edited by Margaret Wetherell, Valerie Hey, and Stephen Reicher, published in the 
United Kingdom by Palgrave Macmillan. Of particular relevance here are the essays collected in Wetherell (2009d) 
and Wetherell (2009a). See also the essays collected in Hall and Du Gay (1996) and Wetherell and Mohanty (2010), 
and the discussions in Brubaker and Cooper (2000). 
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allows for the existence of essentialising discourses mobilised in and through this motorway. Thus, 

I study identities as deeply historical discourses that have a symbolic, political or material efficacy: 

as Stuart Hall states (1996), identity is the “meeting point” or “point of suture” between, on the 

one hand, practices and narratives that position us as social subjects of certain discourses, and on 

the other, processes producing subjectivities that “construct us as subjects which can be ‘spoken’” 

(pp. 5-6). In other words, identities are “points of temporary attachment to the subject positions 

which discursive practices construct for us” (p. 6). In this thesis I understand identity as a 

communicative process, as a discourse, that is not only text-based but also material.7 This 

framework allows acknowledging that, while being socially constructed, identity narratives and 

categories such as the ones materialised along Route 5 can be deeply essentialising too. This is the 

case, particularly, of state-led all-encompassing national identity discourses.  

The study of nations and nationalisms has been a recurrent topic for scholars investigating 

identities since the late nineteenth century. Theories of what constitutes a nation have ranged from 

subjective essentialisms or primordialisms to more recent conceptualisations defining nations as 

“specifically modern and a direct result of particular developments in European history” (Yuval-

Davis, 2008, p. 14).8 Amongst the latter, Benedict Anderson’s (1991) conceptualisation of nations 

as imagined communities has been particularly influential in the works of Latin Americanists (N. 

Miller, 2006). In Anderson’s view, nations are imagined communities – products of print capitalism 

– where membership is felt as natural (not chosen), and thus the nation is a cultural construct 

rather than a bureaucratic one (1991). From this perspective, inhabitants of a state’s territory, 

despite being “often strangers to one anther, […] form an ‘imagined community’ because [they] 

share an idea of the nation and what it stands for” (Hall, 1999, p. 4). In Nira Yuval-Davis’s words 

(2008), the nation-state is a fiction of the correspondence “between the boundaries of the nation 

and the boundaries of those who live in a specific state”, being “at the base of nationalist 

ideologies” (p.11). In her view, collectivities such as nations “are organized around boundaries 

which divide the world into ‘us’ and ‘them’” (p. 19) according to a common origin (generally related 

 
7 Authors like Wetherell (2009b) and Judith Butler (2004) have described identity as communicative practices that deal 
with forms of social recognition that are intelligible to others. 
8 Essentialist perspectives on nations include, for instance, Ernest Renan’s take on the soul or spiritual principle 
binding people together (2018 [1882]) and Max Weber’s definition of a community of sentiment that constitutes itself 
as an autonomous statehood (2013 [1949]). Scholars understanding nations and nationalisms as a modern 
phenomenon derived from particular social and cultural developments include Ernest Gellner (1983), Anthony D. 
Smith (1995, 1998, 2010), Eric Hobsbawm (1992), John Breuilly (1993) and John Hutchinson (1994; Hutchinson & 
Smith, 1994).  
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to notions of race), a common culture (language, religion, and other practices), a common 

citizenship (state sovereignty), and a common destiny.   

 Current research and theories have began to turn away from the national. In the late 1990s, 

Linda McDowell stated that the nation-state is “being challenged by socioeconomic and political 

forces working out and interrelating in complex ways at the sub- and supra-national levels” (1999, 

p. 200). Moreover, globalisation and the increase of global networks and movement have resulted 

in a general turn in social sciences and humanities towards the postnational – rather than the 

national – as frameworks from where identities are being analysed (Appadurai, 1996; see C. Taylor 

& Pitman, 2013 for an excellent example of postnational analysis of Latin American identities in 

online cultural production). There are, nonetheless, scholars who affirm the continuing importance 

of the national framework, for example Sarah Radcliffe and Sallie Westwood who have argued that 

“the national spatial level […] is the level at which local codes of reception and cultural practices 

are constituted as the medium for identity construction” (1996, p. 20, emphasis in original). 

Analysing Argentinian film production, moreover, Joanna Page claims that “calls to write off the 

nation as a framework […] are premature” (2005, p. 311). According to Nicola Miller (2006), 

furthermore, “some form of national identity manifestly continues to be a significant factor in the 

lives of many Latin Americans” (p. 201). Route 5 confirms that the national cannot be disregarded 

just yet. 

As the Obras que unen chilenos signposts shown at the beginning suggest, in the view of the 

Ministry of Public Works Route 5 is supposed to unite Chileans and create a sense of belonging 

to and belief in the nation. However, Route 5’s materiality demonstrates that the nation is “a 

porous entity […], an unfinished project, transculturated, marginalised and positioned as 

dependent within the asymmetrical structures of globalization” (Page, 2005, p. 311). Moreover, 

being an on-going project, the nation’s meaning is “constructed within, not above or outside 

representation. It is through identifying with these representations that come to be its ‘subject’ – 

by subjecting ourselves to its dominant meanings” (Hall, 1999, p. 5). This constructivist approach 

is noticeable throughout Route 5’s materiality: this motorway and its roadside make manifest 

different ways in which the relationships between subjects “and the local/national/global [are] 

articulated and rearticulated, expressed and received, made and remade” (Radcliffe & Westwood, 

1996, p. 20). The material history of Route 5 alongside the sites located on its roadside also show 

that there is no direct match between national place and national identity. Route 5 constitutes what 

Edward Said (2003 [1978]) labelled ‘imagined geographies’, that is, the perception of a space 

created by this motorway and its roadside sites which discursively articulates distinctions between 

‘us’ and ‘them’ based upon ideas regarding national integration and union. As seen on Route 5, 
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these are linked to elite-led discourses of integration based upon ideas of modernity (an alleged 

common destiny), mestizaje (a homogenising idea regarding a supposed common origin), and 

popular religion (a common culture refering to shared beliefs and practices). To contextualise the 

discussion and analysis of the identity discourses attached to and performed by Route 5, I proceed 

to describe the predominant identity discourses circulating in twentieth and twenty-first century 

Latin America, according to the existing scholarship. Of particular relevance within these are 

identity discourses in relation to the concept of modernity. 

 

Discourses of identity and modernity in Latin America 

The idea of modernity denotes both an epoch and an ethical-philosophical project (Ashcroft, 

Griffiths, & Tiffin, 2013). As an epoch, it broadly refers to the transformations derived from 

historical processes in Europe such as the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Scientific Revolution, 

and the so-called ‘discovery’ of the Americas. As an ethical-philosophical project, it is grounded in 

European Enlightenment ideals: being modern was to believe in human knowledge’s infinite 

progress (Habermas, 1981). Its main feature was a search for critical autonomy, for the human 

reason to develop neutral, value-free and universal knowledge (Gandhi, 1998). Modern sciences 

were believed to be successful precisely because of the neutrality of their findings (Harding, 1994, 

p. 346). During the last four decades, most postmodern, feminist, postcolonial, and decolonial 

thinkers have revealed the particularities and limitations of modern Western scientific knowledge. 

According to postcolonial thinkers, for instance, modernity is a discourse that emerged with – and 

justified – the European colonising missions that began in the sixteenth century, characterised by 

a sense that Europe was politically, economically and culturally ‘superior’ to the non-modern, 

primitive, static or ‘uncivilised’ cultures encountered in the so-called ‘New World’ (Ashcroft et al., 

2013). The particularities of these discourses are founded on their cultural assumption of neutrality 

and universality: modernist universalism is a Eurocentric discourse based on a form of knowledge 

holding the power to define other types of knowledge as particular, contextual, and local.9  

 Over the past decades, the meaning of modernity has been the subject of much scholarly 

debate amongst Latin American and Latin Americanist scholars, particularly in relation to the study 

of identities. To the question “when was Latin America modern?” posed by Miller (2007),  answers 

have been varied and even contradictory, manifesting the problematic nature of both the question 

 
9 See, for example, the works of Chakrabarty (2000); Gandhi (1998); Hiddleston (2009); Mitchell (2000); Santos (2008, 
2010, 2011). 
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and the concept of modernity.10 Moreover, Miller (2008) has stated that the key question that most 

Latin American intellectuals have dealt with is how to reconcile “the introduction of modernizing 

practices with the development of autonomous identities” (p. 21). Chilean scholar Jorge Larraín 

(1994, 2000, 2006) has even defined Latin American culture as a whole in terms of a constant 

“dialectic between modernity and identity, never entirely resolved” (2000, p. 207). This issue has 

been so determinant that the main identity discourses through which the region has been 

characterised might be classified in terms of reactions to modernity. Miller (2008) identifies three 

main reactions to modernity in Latin America: technocratic modernity, essentialisms, and 

alternative/multiple modernities. In this thesis, I add a fourth: a more radical stance about Latin 

America as never/always being modern, whereby modernity is understood as a European 

invention that is inseparable of coloniality (Quijano, 1992). Throughout the chapters of this thesis, 

I show that Route 5 embodies the three reactions that Miller identifies, proving that modernity (as 

with identity) is a constructed, relational, and contingent discourse and that Latin America is as 

modern (or not modern) as anywhere else. 

Technocratic modernity refers to “the promotion of an ideology of progress defined 

primarily in economic terms, driven by instrumental reason and technology, and implemented by 

a knowledge elite” (N. Miller, 2008, p. 15). It is related to occidentalist accounts of Latin American 

identity: focusing on economic progress and seeing tradition as a constant obstacle, certain 

nineteenth-century Latin American intellectuals advocated for foreign (northern) models of 

modernity (N. Miller, 2008).11 These were generally based upon a civilisation-barbarism binary, in 

which Europe constituted the civilised pole and Latin America, particularly indigenous and black 

populations, were regarded as in need of civilisation (see C. Taylor & Pitman, 2013, chapter 4). 

This model was implemented in the mid-twentieth century by populist regimes in the region – 

though mitigated by some social welfare policies – and enforced by military authoritarianisms from 

the 1960s onwards. Nowadays, it is being imposed by various Latin American neoliberal projects 

(Knight, 2007; N. Miller, 2008). This type of modernity constitutes Route 5’s “master narrative”, 

that is, the voice that presumes to be speaking objectively, stripped of its contextual circumstances, 

becoming “an unvarnished truth” (Star, 1999, p. 384). Eurocentric notions of modernity lie at the 

 
10 For philosophers like Aníbal Quijano and Enrique Dussel, Latin America has been modern the beginnings of 
European Imperialism; according to historians like Francois-Xavier Guerra and Victor Uribe-Urán, since the wars of 
independence in the early nineteenth century; for cultural studies scholars like Angel Rama or Julio Ramos, since the 
emergence of Latin American modernism in the late nineteenth century; according to social scientists such as José 
Joaquín Brunner, since the introduction of mass technologies in the mid-twentieth century; and for economists and 
political scientists, since the consolidation of neoliberalism and the re-instauration of democratic governments in the 
late-twentieth century (see N. Miller, 2007, p. 2). 
11 These discourses were defended by nineteenth century Latin American scholars like Juan Bautista Alberdi and 
Faustino Sarmiento in Argentina (see N. Miller, 2008), or Euclides Da Cunha in Brazil (see Mignolo, 2005). 
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centre of the integrationist identity narrative that the Chilean elites have attached to Route 5 since 

its origins in the 1920s. According to these elites, Route 5 has embodied modernity in terms of 

technology and science framed within an alleged civilising or developing mission as well as within 

modern epistemologies in terms of linear, teleological, and binary thinking. 

The second Latin American response to modernity is constituted of essentialisms, which 

promote identities considered inherent and unchanging, thus rejecting progress (N. Miller, 2008). 

This response was based on the belief that tradition was a refuge from change and emerged as a 

reaction to the technocratic model. Scholars ascribing to this model include some indigenistas, 

hispanistas, national character essayists and Catholic traditionalists who, according to Miller, still 

have a certain social legitimacy within contemporary Latin America.12 Catholic traditionalism is 

one of the multiple existing examples of the use of a discourse of mestizaje – usually referring to 

racial and/or cultural mixture – in essentialised and homogenising terms. National monuments, 

official heritage sites, and state-led representations of indigenousness along Route 5 create a 

national identity narrative based upon this type of mestizaje, whereby Chileanness is presented as 

the homogenous product of the mixture between archaic indigenousness and modern 

Europeanness. 

There is a vast scholarship exploring the nuances of discourses of mestizaje, and how these 

have been employed throughout the continent in the last two centuries.13 The most recurrent of 

these uses refer to an elite-led nation-building ideology, where the idea of mestizaje was used since 

the independence era in Latin America to create “a homogenous mestizo (mixed) future” (Wade, 

2005, p. 240), allegedly based upon a mixture between Europeanness and indigenousness like the 

one embodied in national heritage sites along Route 5. As an official discourse of nation building, 

mestizaje has appealed to a “claim to authenticity that denies colonial forms of racial/ethnic 

hierarchy and oppression by creating an intermediate subject and interpellating him/her as ‘the 

citizen’. As a discourse of social control, official mestizaje is constructed implicitly against a 

peripheral, marginalized, dehumanized Indian ‘Other’ who is often ‘disappeared’ in the process” 

(Mallon, 1996a, p. 172). In this sense, scholars like Sonia Montecino (2017 [1991]), Silvia Rivera 

 
12 Broadly, indigenistas aimed at redeeming indigenous cultural features in opposition to Western characteristics: the 
indigenous respect for the environment and natural cycles, ecological concerns, solidarity and reciprocity, among 
others. Hispanista discourses, conversely, proposed that the main features of Latin American identity derived from 
medieval Spanish Catholic traditions and values like idealism, honour, respect for authorities, religiousness, among 
others. See the works of Larraín (1994, 2000, 2006) and Vergara, Vergara Estévez, and Gundermann (2012). An 
example of Catholic traditionalism is Pedro Morandé’s (1987) and Carlos Cousiño’s (1990) notion of a Latin American 
baroque modernity: contrary to the enlightened modernity, baroque modernity is shaped by its religious nature and its 
emphasis in ritual and dramatic representation. 
13 For critical summaries and analyses of the uses of mestizaje in modern Latin America, see, for instance, the works 
of Wade (1997, 2005, 2007, 2016), the essays in N. Miller and Hart (2007), and Mallon (1996a). 
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Cusicanqui (Pazzarelli, 2016), and Peter Wade (2005) have argued that mestizaje is a discourse of 

blanqueamiento [‘whitening’]. In Wade’s words, “mestizaje as a nationalist ideology appears to be an 

inclusive process, in that everyone is eligible to become a mestizo, but in reality it is exclusive 

because it marginalises blackness and indigenousness, while valuing whiteness” (2005, p. 240). 

However, mestizaje can also be understood as a counterhegemonic discourse: as a “mode of 

subaltern contestation or inconformity” (Wade, 2016, p. 323) that “questions authenticity and 

rejects the need to belong a defined by those in power” (Mallon, 1996a, p. 171). These discourses 

have not been static or uniform; on the contrary, mestizaje has been perceived and articulated in 

several ways. Nonetheless, there is a general consensus among scholars that mestizaje is a racialised 

mechanism consisting of inclusions and exclusions in all of its uses: it creates boundaries between 

‘us’ and ‘them’ using “ethnicity as a project for identity through the cultural construction of 

boundaries” (Mallon, 1996a, p. 175).14 Since the 1990s, many Latin American states have 

discursively replaced mestizaje with multiculturalism – the “recognition and respect of numerous 

cultures” (Postero, 2007, p. 13) – as long as the individuals composing these cultures behave 

according to the logics of capitalism. Authors like Rivera Cusicanqui (2010a), Charles Hale (2004, 

2006) and Patricia Richards (2010, 2013) have interpreted state-led multiculturalist policies in Latin 

America as neoliberalism’s cultural project. Renovations of Route 5 in the 1990s, particularly 

during the construction of a bypass for the city of Temuco through Mapuche (indigenous) 

protected lands, show the extent of the marginalisation of (non-conforming) indigenous groups 

from multiculturalist policies and narratives. 

The third account about Latin America’s relationships with modernity, and I would say the 

most popular among Latin Americanists, is that of multiple or alternative modernities. Authors 

like Miller herself (2006, 2007, 2008), Radcliffe (2007), William Rowe (2007), Néstor García 

Canclini (2005), Laurence Whitehead (2007), and Larraín (2000), to list a few, could be classified 

within this strand, describing Latin America’s own trajectory to modernity as different from the 

European or U.S. one. Radcliffe (2007; 1996), for instance, analyses nation-building projects in 

Ecuador as geographically bounded, resulting in diverse embodiments of modernity. Rowe and 

Schelling (1991) argue that Latin American modernity includes pre-modern traditions and 

memories, thus not being a replica of U.S. or European modernity. García Canclini describes Latin 

American modernity as “eccentric” or “decentred” (2007). Whitehead (2007) argues that Latin 

America’s ‘bias’ toward modernity generates multiple and hybrid modernities. Focusing on four 

 
14 For studies and accounts regarding the different inclusions and exclusions created by the discourse of mestizaje see, 
for example, Crow (2013, 2014); Fernández (2019); Mallon (1996a, 1996b); Postero (2007); Rivera Cusicanqui (2010a, 
2010b); Wade (1997, 2005, 2007, 2016). 
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renowned intellectuals (José Enrique Rodó, Juan B. Justo, Alfonso Reyes and José Carlos 

Mariátegui) Miller (2008) characterises the emergence of Latin America’s distinctive modernity as 

“a series of differences [that] emerged out of writing from the specific vantage point of Latin 

America’s non-hegemonic position, after colonialism, in full consciousness of being both different 

yet partly constituted by Europe” (p. 188). Other scholars like Wade (2007) criticise this stance 

because it still constructs “an historical narrative in which Western modernity comes first, shapes 

the world through its diffusion, and acts as the larger context for other processes” (p. 53). Because 

of modernity’s teleology (the inevitability of the notion of progress intrinsic to the concept) and 

scaling (modernity as always being the global context, the big picture, for local traditions), all 

modernity accounts would have a Eurocentric nucleus. Thus, Wade believes that Latin America 

has always been as modern or as traditional as anywhere else (see Wade, 2007).  

The decolonial stance radicalises Wade’s account, stating that modernity is the historical 

process by which Europe intended to attain world hegemony, carrying with it “a darker side”: 

coloniality (Mignolo, 2005, p. xiii). Coloniality refers both to the expansion of colonial domination 

until today (Moraña, Dussel, & Jáuregui, 2008) and to a colonisation of the imaginary of the 

dominated, a repression of ideas and forms of knowledge followed by the imposition of external 

beliefs and ways of knowing (Mignolo, 2005; Quijano, 1993). In relation to Latin America, this 

means that modernity was instituted by Spanish and Portuguese colonialism as “the space of 

intelligibility where colonial domination could be implemented and legitimised as the strategy that 

would allow the installation and consolidation of Western civilisation” (Moraña et al., 2008, p. 8) 

through a series of cultural, political, and economic processes. Additionally, it means that the idea 

of Latin America itself is part of this modernity/coloniality ensemble, an invention limited to a 

European perspective and history in which coloniality “was (and still is) ignored or disguised as a 

necessary injustice in the name of justice” (Mignolo, 2005, p. 8). Modernity, then, is what is seen 

from a northern perspective from the modernity/coloniality matrix, an invention and power 

structure that came into being hand in hand with the colonisation of the Americas, while coloniality 

is the experienced modernity in the south. Walter Mignolo (2005) states that what characterises 

Latin America as a region is precisely this experience of continuous coloniality. Thus, the idea of 

Latin America appeared at the same time as the idea of modernity and the experience of coloniality, 

making the region as modern or not-modern as any/everywhere else. In Mignolo’s view, moreover, 

the experience of coloniality is paired with the development of “border thinking” (Mignolo, 2000): 

because of both the political and epistemic imposition that coloniality implies, subordinate 

populations need to learn the languages and epistemologies of their colonisers without necessarily 
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forgetting their own. The latter, in the author’s view, gives these populations an advantage with 

respect to their colonisers because of their ability to use both languages and epistemologies.  

This thesis argues that Route 5 is better understood as an embodiment of the 

modernity/coloniality matrix and, thus, border thinking. It shows that Route 5 constitutes a space 

of colonial difference: a “space where local histories inventing and implementing global designs 

meet local histories, the space in which global designs have to be adapted, adopted, rejected, 

integrated, or ignored” (Mignolo, 2000, p. ix). Moreover, it also expands our understandings of 

coloniality: it is not only a passive state suffered by subaltern peoples; rather, coloniality is also 

both materially and epistemologically enforced and resisted by subaltern peoples. 

Whilst the elite-led unifying narrative of modernity is based upon the exclusion of 

difference – that is, on the Aristotelian principle of identity where something is identical to itself 

and cannot be and not be at the same time – roadside sites along Route 5 reveal processes of 

identity formation that embrace contradiction and difference, without aiming to merge or fuse 

difference into homogenising narratives. Route 5 and its roadside sites articulate identities based 

upon Eurocentric modernising ideas and indigenous epistemes, the latter involving non-

teleological thinking, the inclusion of the dead in the world of the living, the agency of non-human 

subjects, and the acceptance of contradiction, among others. Consequently, I argue that some of 

the identities materialised through and along Route 5 are better understood using the Aymara 

notion of ch’ixi: “a colour product of the juxtaposition, in small dots or spots, of two opposite or 

contrasting colours: white and black, red and green, etc. It is that marbled grey resulting from the 

imperceptible mixture of white and black [...]. Like others, the notion of ‘ch’ixi’ obeys the Aymara 

idea that something is and is not at the same time” (Rivera Cusicanqui, 2010a, p. 69). When 

analysed from a material point of view, Route 5 and its roadside sites articulate many ch’ixi identities 

that do not operate in binary terms and do not exclude contradiction and difference. 

 

The study of materiality through identities, and the study of identities through 
materiality 

This thesis explores the collective identities performed on and through Route 5 drawing upon 

notions of modernity, nation, race/ethnicity, gender, and popular religion, among others, from a 

material perspective. Expanding Anderson’s definition of national identities as imagined 

communities (1991), Birgit Meyer (2009) asserts that communities are continuously created and 
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recreated through performance, rather than solely by way of imagination. She argues that identities 

are best described as “aesthetic formations”: 

[to] be experienced as real, imaginations are required to become tangible outside the realm of 

the mind, by creating a social environment that materializes through the structuring of space, 

architecture, ritual performance, and by inducing bodily sensations. In brief, in order to 

become experienced as real, imagined communities need to materialize in the concrete lived 

environment and be felt in the bones (Meyer, 2009, p. 5). 

Communities, then, are not only imagined but also material; they are not fixed but always in 

process. Aesthetic formations, then, refer to “the formative impact of a shared aesthetics through 

which subjects are shaped by tuning their senses, inducing experiences, moulding their bodies, and 

making sense, and which materializes in things” (Meyer, 2009, p. 7). In this context, I study 

processes of identity articulation from an underexplored perspective: the materiality of 

infrastructure.  

Focusing on the road’s materiality helped me engage with practices that point towards the 

decolonisation of research. Most identity studies in Latin America focus on text and are thus word-

based. This thesis goes beyond words. Objects and materiality, especially when displayed to be 

seen by others as is the case of the material sites studied here, are media; that is, “artefacts and 

cultural forms that make possible communication” (Meyer, 2008, p. 126). By making 

communication possible, they constitute sites in which different subjectivities meet (Berleant, 

2010, 2017) and configure aesthetic formations. An analysis based on the materiality of Route 5 

and its roadside sites allowed me to grasp practices and worldviews, and thus articulations of 

identity, that sometimes escape words. According to Rivera Cusicanqui (2010b), reliance on words 

is a central feature of Eurocentric epistemologies. In her view, visuality allows the uncovering of 

strategies through which colonialism has been challenged, subverted, ironized, and fought (p.5). 

Moreover, and considering colonialism is still a reality in Latin America, words have become “a 

fictional register, full of euphemisms that cover reality instead of designating it” (p. 19); thus, 

“public discourses have become ways of not-saying” (p. 20). The chapters of this thesis show that 

word-based discussions appeal to national identity narratives that are often exclusionary, whereas 

an analysis of the materialities of roadside sites along Route 5 appeals to alternative understandings 

of identities that allow people to dwell in and inhabit contradictions. 

This thesis creates a dialogue between various fields of study that have generally remained 

distanced from each other. According to infrastructure anthropologist Brian Larkin (2013), an 

infrastructure’s politics refers to the “forms of political rationality that underlie technological 
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projects” (p. 328), giving rise to what Michel Foucault (2008) had previously labelled an “apparatus 

of governmentality”. The poetics of infrastructure, conversely, stands for the aesthetic, semiotic 

and symbolic dimensions needed in the analysis of any infrastructure: as “concrete semiotic and 

aesthetic vehicles oriented to addressees […] they emerge out of and store within them forms of 

desire and fantasy and can take on fetish-like aspects that sometimes can be wholly autonomous 

from their technical function” (p. 328). By studying the political and poetical dimensions of Route 

5, this thesis speaks to scholars working on Latin American history and geographies, cultural and 

identity studies, science and technology studies, anthropology and sociology alike, without being 

framed in any of these disciplines per se and combining insights coming from all of them. 

 My research cannot be framed solely within cultural studies: its object of study is not what 

is commonly thought of as a cultural product – film, literature, music, art – but a motorway and 

its roadside sites, and it does not study representations of the road in cultural products. For their 

part, anthropologists may long for the direct voices of the road’s users – rather than the 

materialisation of these voices on the roadside – as part of an ethnographic study, or further 

theorisations of the sociocultural implications of the identities materialised throughout the road. 

Sociologists may wish for more generalisable results. Science and technology studies scholars may 

miss a broader engagement with the technologies and techniques used throughout the road, or in 

dialogue with other scientific disciplines. What the thesis does, however, is to engage deeply with 

the transdisciplinarity embodied by this road and the multiple fields that interact within it, by 

drawing on a variety of different sources that include laws and decrees, presidential discourses and 

parliamentary discussions, periodical publications since the 1920s, minutes of Pan-American 

Cogresses, audiovisual documentaries, catalogues, web pages, and the thousands of roadside 

shrines, monuments, sculptures, memorials and murals along Route 5 in 2018. In doing so, it 

shows that the material and the social worlds, in their broadest sense, are deeply interconnected. 

Additionally, it draws upon Anglophone, European, and Latin American discussions and academic 

literature, putting them in dialogue and thus challenging the asymmetries in knowledge production 

and dissemination coming from the Global North and Global South.15  

In methodological terms, I conducted an interdisciplinary study framed within a 

“mobilities paradigm” (Sheller & Urry, 2006). The mobilities turn has meant that mobility and the 

movement of peoples, ideas, resources, objects and information, are taken as central in the study 

of cultures, societies and landscape (Hein, Evans, & Jones, 2008). Furthermore, the study of 

landscapes (understood as sociocultural constructs) should not be only “about ‘being in’ it but 

 
15 Unless stated otherwise, all translations of primary and secondary sources originally in Spanish are mine. 
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rather about ‘moving through’ it” (Bergeron, Paquette, & Poullaouec-Gonidec, 2013, p. 109). This 

becomes particularly relevant when studying roads – one of the archetypal infrastructures 

supporting today’s terrestrial mobility. In this context, the main source for this research was the 

road itself. The study of Route 5’s materiality involved a reconstruction of the motorway’s 

historical expansion throughout the Chilean territory, alongside an analysis of the narratives and 

imaginaries that the promoters of the construction of the road attached to these processes. It also 

comprised an analysis of the identity discourses attached to Route 5’s materiality in terms of 

contemporary uses, transformations, meanings and experiences of the road and its roadside. 

Consequently, I used a mixed methods approach drawing on archival research (in the Chilean 

National Library, the Chilean National Congress Library, and the British Library, alongside online 

resources) and a two-month-long journey along the entire length of Route 5, mapping and 

photographing its roadside sites, conducting informal non-structured interviews and participant 

observation.  

Between February and March 2018, I travelled the whole length of Route 5 by car (see 

Figure 3). I divided the journey in two stages, both starting in Santiago. First, I travelled along the 

southern section of Route 5 (Route 5-South) with I., my mother. In a journey of nearly a month, 

we drove south as far as the ‘Hito Cero’ in Quellón, Chiloé – the “starting or ending point of the 

Pan-American Highway” as the plaque installed at the site states – and back to Santiago (2,582 km 

/ 1,604 miles in total). Next, in almost one month as well, I drove along Route 5’s northern section 

(Route 5-North) with D., my partner, from Santiago to Chacalluta, Chile’s frontier with Peru, and 

back (4,106 km / 2551 miles in total). Even though travelling by car significantly differs from 

walking, cycling or taking a bus, and thus experience of the road changes, driving was the only 

feasible option for me and best suited my research aims. Bus travel would not allow me to stop, 

map and photograph the motorway’s roadside sites. Cycling and walking are forbidden along most 

of the length of Route 5 and, additionally, were not suitable for practical and safety-related reasons: 

there are sections of the road, particularly in the Atacama Desert, where the distance between cities 

and service stations may be of up to 400 km (250 miles).   

The data collected comprised photographs, video, and audio recordings of most of the 

journey, cartographic information (GPS tracking and mapping), and audio and written fieldnotes 

which included my perceptions and thoughts, alongside informal interviews with people during 

my journey and participant observation in some of these sites. I mapped 2,495 roadside sites, 

including animitas, sanctuaries, crosses, monuments (including sculptures, memorials, historic and 
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archaeological sites), and street art.16 I focused on these interventions that constituted most of the 

identity-related sites on Route 5’s roadside. I excluded local produce-selling stalls to focus on sites 

that were designed (institutionally or unofficially) to remain in the roadside for commemorative or 

votive purposes, as objects not needing the constant presence of people to fulfil their 

communicative functions. I also excluded advertisements which were pervasive along the road, 

particularly near cities. Being an object of study on their own, I left them for future extensions of 

this research. 

Due to traffic, road conditions, driving laws, trucks, coaches and buses, curves, bridges 

and, in some cases, wildfires, I was only able to photograph almost half of the sites I mapped 

 
16 Throughout this thesis I will assume these were all the existing sites on Route 5’s roadside in February-March 2018. 
Considering that most of these sites are dynamic – particularly non-institutionalised ones such as roadside shrines and 
murals – it is very likely these numbers have already changed.  

Figure 3: Route 5 and Chile's regional division 
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(1,230; 49,3%). Nevertheless, I built up an archive of almost 7,000 photos. To systematise the 

information collected, I created a database with the sites and associated information including 

latitude, longitude and altitude (cartographic information), type of site (animita, sanctuary or cross, 

monument, mural, other), number of photographs taken, links to these photographs, and other 

characterisation information. Sites classified as animitas were all temple-like, house-like, grotto-like 

or similar structures devoted to the victim(s) of an accident, which are usually constructed in the 

place where the death has occurred. The category ‘sanctuary or cross’ was composed by all shrines 

and sanctuaries devoted either to canonised/institutional saints or to folk saints, and by crosses 

(not devoted to the victim of a tragic death) and crucifixes with an image of Jesus. The category 

‘monuments’ was constructed following the Chilean National Monuments Council’s definition 

(CMN, 2018), which includes both public and historical monuments, comprising sculptures, 

memorials, monoliths, obelisks, plaques, historic and archaeological sites.17 All murals, graffiti and 

tags were classified as street art. I also included a category labelled ‘others’, which was composed 

by 61 sites including cemeteries, military sites and custom controls, and signposts indicating the 

presence of indigenous protected lands near the road and some signalling the name of the cities 

through which the road passes. I used this database for four main purposes: ordering and 

characterising (in general terms) each site, linking each site to its photographs, allowing quantitative 

descriptions of the sites using the statistical analysis software SPSS, and allowing cartographic 

analysis through the use of the GIS software ArcGIS. Table 1 shows the distribution of the 

roadside sites mapped and considered in this study. 
 

Table 1: Roadside sites along Route 5 per region 

  

 Type of site 

Animita 
Sanctuary 
or cross Monument 

Street 
art Other Total 

Norte Grande 
[Big North] 

Arica y Parinacota 92 4 2 11 4 113 4.5% 
Tarapacá 206 4 14 0 2 226 9.1% 
Antofagasta 273 11 19 0 5 308 12.3% 

Norte Chico 
[Small North] 

Atacama 315 24 8 3 5 355 14.2% 
Coquimbo 204 10 8 14 4 240 9.6% 

Zona Central 
[Central Area] 

Valparaíso 90 4 1 3 4 102 4.1% 
Metropolitana 62 3 0 15 2 82 3.3% 
Lib. Bdo. O'Higgins 168 4 0 0 3 175 7.0% 
Maule 272 4 2 2 3 283 11.3% 
Bío-bío 179 5 0 1 1 186 7.5% 

Zona Sur 
[Southern 
Area] 

Araucanía 119 3 1 1 16 140 5.6% 
Los Ríos 78 0 1 0 2 81 3.2% 
Los Lagos 155 5 14 20 10 204 8.2% 

Total 

 
2213 81 70 70 61 2495 100.00% 

88.7% 3.2% 2.8% 2.8% 2.4% 100.0%   

 
17 Only one third of the sites I classified as monuments are officially recognised as such by the National Monuments 
Council. The rest of the sites are sculptures, memorials, statues, plaques, and other similar roadside sites that comply 
with the Council’s definition of monuments, but nonetheless are not listed in their catalogue. See Chapter Four for a 
discussion about public memory, monuments, and heritage along Route 5. 
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 The database, photographic archive, and fieldnotes regarding participant observation and 

informal interviews carried out in these sites constituted the core data for the analysis of the 

identity discourses and disputes embodied by the current materiality of Route 5. I complemented 

this information with archival research in relation to these sites: the periodical press, laws and 

decrees, the heritage catalogue of the National Monuments Council (CMN), among others. Thus, 

I used cartographic and visual analysis of the material sites, in tandem with discourse analysis of 

the written sources. To reconstruct the history of Route 5 in institutional and material terms, I 

drew on a variety of sources emerging in five central arenas. First, regarding the state, I analysed 

the institutional and legal frameworks and discussions for road construction since 1920, exploring 

the political contexts and discourses justifying state-led drives for the construction and 

redevelopments of Route 5, and the funding sources employed to do so. Second, I analysed the 

discourses of the technical elites (engineers) in charge of the design and construction of Route 5, 

analysing their discussions and networks with government, particularly during the 1920s and 1930s. 

Third, I explored road-related Pan-American discussions, providing the international context 

framing national roadbuilding decisions in the 1920s, 1940s and 1960s. Fourth, I drew upon 

national written press, where I analysed media representations of events related to Route 5 since 

the 1990s. Fifth, I considered other non-elite narratives regarding some events within the history 

of Route 5, particularly focusing on Mapuche (indigenous) voices who were directly affected by 

and sought to intervene in the renovation of Route 5 in southern Chile in the 1990s and early 

2000s. Most of the sources retrieved in archives were text-based, with the exception of two 

documentaries regarding the history of Route 5. I examined the narratives that guided the 

construction and redevelopments of Route 5 through critical discourse analysis, tracing their 

context, uses and implications and delving into their hierarchies, power relations and 

contradictions (Creswell, 2007; Tonkiss, 2012).  

The variety of methods, types of sources, and analyses used in this research allowed me to 

study Route 5 from different perspectives, facilitating triangulation and comparisons of data that 

usually remains separate. The interdisciplinarity of methods and theories used resulted in a dialogue 

between disciplines that made manifest that infrastructures are political and poetical, and that 

identities are material and symbolic. The methods used revealed that the type of sources examined 

shapes the types of discussions enabled by them: written and word-based sources generally referred 

to homogenising and unifying discourses of identity that simultaneously exclude difference, 

whereas material and visual sources often embodied identity articulations that accept contradiction 

and difference. Moreover, written sources usually reproduced Eurocentric epistemologies of 

rationality and logic, while visual sources tended to appeal to alternative epistemologies, offering 
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a tool for the decolonisation of research (see Rivera Cusicanqui, 2010b). Thus, a focus on material 

culture allowed me to delve into contestations of and challenges to hegemonic narratives, listening 

to different voices and opening up new perspectives, that revealed the complexity of identity 

articulation processes. This, in turn, allowed me to put in dialogue theoretical perspectives that 

remain separate if focusing only on dominant or subaltern discourses. All in all, the diversity of 

methods brought to light a multiplicity of voices, showing that recent identity disputes such as 

those made visible during and after the Estallido social have always been there. This thesis digs into 

the diversity of what Chile is and always has been. 

 

Chapter outline 

Chapter One chronologically maps out the material and geographic expansion of Route 5 and 

serves as a crucial context for the chapters to follow. To reconstruct and narrate the key events 

and driving forces that marked the construction and renovations of Route 5 throughout the last 

century, I drew on a variety of sources. I examined government-led publications related to road 

construction and Route 5. These comprised road-related laws and decrees since 1920 and 

government-issued roadbuilding publications, including articles published on a monthly basis by 

Boletín de Caminos [Roads Bulletin] and Revista de Caminos [Roads Magazine].18 Additionally, I 

considered narratives of road-construction and the history of Route 5 as expressed in the National 

Road Office’s (Dirección de Vialidad) current web page. I also examined the annual presidential 

speeches in Congress of key Chilean presidents in the history of Route 5. I analysed articles 

published between 1920 and 1940 in the Anales del Instituto de Ingenieros de Chile, the periodical 

publication of the Chilean Engineering Association. I examined the web pages of the two major 

entities grouping the private companies involved in the neoliberal redevelopment of Route 5 in 

the 1990s: that of the Cámara Chilena de la Construcción (Chilean Chamber of Construction, CChC 

for its acronym in Spanish), and that of the Asociación de Concesionarias de Obras Públicas A.G. 

(Association of Private Corporations for Public Works, COPSA).19 Finally, I considered 

 
18 The Road and Bridge Inspection, belonging to the Public Works General Direction (currently the Ministry of Public 
Works) published the Boletín de Caminos on a monthly basis between 1927 and 1929. The bulletin’s name changed to 
Revista de Caminos in 1929 and was issued in a bi-monthly basis at least until 1946, the last issue held in the Chilean 
National Library Archive (Archivo de la Biblioteca Nacional de Chile) being the 1946 November-December edition. I 
additionally found some sections of the 1954 edition in the Gabriel González Videla Museum in the city of La Serena, 
which I also included in this analysis. 
19 The CChC is a union association created in 1979. It is considered Chile’s most powerful union association, and it 
controls, at least partly, numerous private companies linked to the health sector, insurance, pensions, and others. 
COPSA is an entity created in 2000 that groups most of the limited companies and corporations working in public 
infrastructure projects tendered by the state. 
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transcriptions and conclusions of the first Pan-American Highway Congress (1925) in Buenos 

Aires, Argentina, and Chilean press reports related to works on Route 5.  

The chapter argues that since the 1920s road construction in Chile has been part of a state-

led infrastructure project – driven by the country’s political, technical and economic elites – 

characterised by three moments of escalated modernisation, where this motorway was deemed 

central for the country’s progress and development, followed by periods of neglect. First, the idea 

of constructing the Longitudinal Road emerged in the early 1920s, in a decade marked by political 

instability and amidst continental discussions regarding road-construction as a way to integrate the 

Pan-American region. During the dictatorial government of President Carlos Ibáñez del Campo 

(1927 – 1931), the Longitudinal Road became a key infrastructure project for political, technical, 

and economic reasons, being promoted by the government and by engineers – who increasingly 

occupied positions in government – as a way to unify the country. Between 1930 and 1946, public 

works on Route 5 ceased due to lack of funding derived from the 1929 Great Depression, an 

internal economic crisis during the 1930s, and later World War II. Second, Route 5 was put again 

at the centre of the government’s interests during the government of Gabriel González Videla’s 

(1946 – 1952) as part of the so-called Plan Serena, an urbanisation and redevelopment project in 

the Region of Coquimbo that included the paving of Route 5 from Santiago to the city of La 

Serena. This process was led by the Ministry of Public Works and was funded using loans from 

the U.S.’s Export-Import Bank. The paving of the motorway was finished by President Jorge 

Alessandri (1958 – 1964) and inaugurated by President Eduardo Frei Montalva (1964 – 1970) in 

1968. After a period of neglect during the government of Salvador Allende (1970 – 1973) and 

Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship (1973 – 1990), the mid-1990s saw the third key era in the history 

of Route 5. The neoliberal redevelopment of this motorway during the governments of Eduardo 

Frei Ruiz-Tagle (1994 – 2000) and Ricardo Lagos (2000 – 2006) became one of the emblematic 

infrastructure projects operating through a privatisation scheme in which the state tendered 

renovation to private companies allowing the latter to profit economically through fees charged to 

the road’s users. Throughout these phases, the government, engineers and private companies 

constituted the main driving forces in the expansion of Route 5. These elites, their connections, 

and interests as seen in the history of Route 5 sustain the top-down imaginaries of integration and 

homogenising national identity narratives reproduced and challenged along Route 5, which are 

examined in the following chapters. 

Building on Chapter One, Chapter Two analyses the discourses of modernity that 

governing elites attached to the construction (1920s), paving (1950s) and neoliberal redevelopment 

(1990s) of Route 5. It argues that these discourses may be interpreted as state-led attempts to 
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materialise imaginaries of a longitudinally unified nation based upon notions of modernity that 

placed economic and political power firmly in the centre of the country. It shows that these elites 

considered themselves Chile’s key modernising agents who saw in Route 5 a pathway that would 

lead the country from barbarism to civilisation, from tradition to progress, and from 

underdevelopment to development. These discourses were particularly evident in two central 

arenas: the state, institutionally framing roadbuilding processes, and the technical elites designing 

and constructing Route 5. I conducted critical discourse analysis on roughly the same sources used 

in Chapter One. I analysed the publications of the Chilean Engineering Association, the Ministry 

of Public Works, and some political discourses and manifestos in the 1920s; I focused on Gabriel 

González Videla’s discourses and memoirs related to his Plan Serena in the 1950s; and I 

concentrated on political presidential discourses and publications of the Ministry of Public Works 

in the 1990s. I additionally explored some Pan-American discussions happening during the 1920s, 

late 1940s and 1960s, delving into the regional dynamics that framed roadbuilding and proving 

that Chile was not an exceptional case within the continent.  

The chapter suggests that Route 5 has continuously been represented by its promoting 

elites as the scientific, rational, and technical product of the work of engineers and the state, based 

upon universalised models of civilisation, technology, progress, and development. These 

discourses of modernity were based upon foreign models, discussions, and funding, particularly 

concerning ideas of European civilisation and culture, and U.S. technical and economic 

development. It also reveals the role that the elites attributed to Route 5 in their attempts to impose 

economic and political power in the country’s northern and southern regions as part of an internal 

colonisation process, where the “core is seen to dominate the periphery politically and exploit it 

materially” (Hechter, 1975, p. 9). The latter articulated exclusions of what these elites considered 

barbarous, archaic, traditional, and ignorant; that is, everyone not willing to conform with the 

pathway to modernisation that Route 5 allegedly embodied. Thus, the chapter argues that the elite-

led discourses of modernity attached to Route 5 can be better understood via a decolonial analytical 

approach, as closely connected to coloniality. 

Chapter Three investigates in detail the racialised boundaries and subjectivities created by 

the Temuco Bypass, part of the neoliberal redevelopments of Route 5 in the 1990s, illustrating the 

material and symbolic exclusions of the modernity discourses examined in the previous chapter. 

This bypass saw the rerouting of the motorway through protected indigenous Mapuche lands in 

the outskirts of the city of Temuco, in the Region of Araucanía. It was promoted by the 

government as an emblematic example of success in multicultural dialogue and negotiation within 

the modernisation of Route 5; however, Mapuche leaders and protests along Route 5 represented 
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it as one more case in a long history of state policies reducing indigenous protected lands. The 

chapter argues that the Temuco Bypass aided in the creation of a racialised boundary, a distinction 

between a sanctioned and a ‘dysfunctional’ indigenousness. According to scholars like Rivera 

Cusicanqui (2010a), Hale (2004, 2005, 2006), and Richards (2010, 2013), the shift in Latin 

American states towards multiculturalism may be interpreted as neoliberalism’s cultural project, 

where a variety of cultures are accepted within a state insofar as they comply with the logics of 

global capitalism. Thus, neoliberal multiculturalism creates a racialised boundary between the indio 

permitido [the allowed Indian] and its excluded Other. The chapter analyses how the Temuco Bypass 

created one such racist distinction that culturally included or excluded an individual or group based 

on their willingness to comply with the neoliberal economic and political practices imposed by the 

state and economic elites. It does so by exploring documents and periodicals published by the 

Ministry of Public Works; state laws and decrees; newspaper articles, editorials and opinion pieces 

in written press; the documentary film By pass Temuco: Ta iñ newentumun by Esteban Villarroel (2001); 

and official declarations and conclusions of Mapuche congresses and meetings.  

One of the main points to come out of Chapter Three is that the racialised subjectivities 

created by the bypass were used by the state as a governmentality strategy, where all non-complying 

Mapuche ‘others’ were represented by the state and the mainstream press as terrorists or, in other 

words, as a threat to the nation (Richards, 2010). Moreover, when delving into the Temuco Bypass 

experience using Mapuche sources, the division between the sanctioned and the insurrectionary 

Indian becomes blurred: these reveal that the unsanctioned Mapuche – those protesting – were 

often the ones who pushed the dialogue away from just being a state imposition. In this sense, the 

state reframed conflict as negotiation. The Temuco Bypass demonstrates that, as an official 

national identity discourse, multiculturalism has aimed at (only) economically integrating 

indigenous populations in their cultural differences while actively marginalising non-conforming 

groups. It exposes the failures of this integrationist narrative, exposing Route 5’s disconnects in 

material, cultural, and political terms.  

Chapter Four analyses Route 5 as a memoryscape encompassing competing forms of 

memory in and through monuments, statues, sculptures, murals, and interventions on public space 

that the road’s users pass by. It focuses on material sites along Route 5, thus marking a qualitative 

change from previous chapters, exploring the narratives performed in national heritage sites 

(historic, public and archaological monuments) in tandem with unofficial monuments and street 

art. The chapter examines the discourses contained in National Monuments Laws, their associated 

parliamentary discussions, and international heritage discussions. It also investigates the official 

and unofficial monuments and street art along Route 5 in terms of their location, materialities and 
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visual compositions. It analyses the discourses reproduced in the National Heritage Catalogue, 

describing the heritage sites located along Route 5, in addition to local press regarding official and 

unofficial sites. It also draws on an interview with Ana Paz Cárdenas, former Technical Secretary 

to the National Monuments Council (2015 – 2018) and with sculptor Mario Irrarrázabal, who has 

one of his most emblematic works (the Mano del Desierto) on Route 5’s roadside. 

What we see here in Chapter Four is that official and state-sponsored monuments along 

Route 5 are a correlate, though more nuanced, of the national modernising and unifying elite-led 

identity projects scrutinised in Chapter Two. These monuments portray three crucial moments in 

Chile’s history: Spanish colonial rule; the consolidation of the Chilean republican state in the late 

nineteenth century; and recent state-led violence as exemplified by the Pinochet dictatorhip. These 

sites perform a homogenising narrative of Chile’s past as the unproblematic fusion between an 

archaic indigenousness and modern Europeanness, thought of from the country’s central areas 

and reproducing a longitudinal imaginary of the nation. Within these narratives, conflict and state-

led violence is memorialised only when it has already been incorporated into official history. This 

means that these monuments allow some space for political and class-based conflict. Racial 

conflicts, nonetheless, are widely omitted. Unofficial interventions, conversely, make visible the 

ruptures and fractures silenced by dominant narratives. The local and indigenous people and 

memories are codified in the landscape, place and murals, whereas the state’s colonial and post-

colonial forms of remembrance take the form of buildings and infrastructure, plaques and busts, 

endowed with triumphalist narratives. The chapter problematises the idea of national heritage, 

questioning what and who is it for (Hall, 1999), by studying the colonising and the decolonising 

gestures anchored in territory through monuments and interventions on public space. 

Chapter Five focuses on the most frequent material interventions on Route 5’s roadside: 

animitas and shrines. It delves into the nuances of notions of nation, mestizaje and gender as 

performed by and articulated in these sites. My analysis of these sites further proves that a study 

of materialities – going beyond words – entails noting and recognising practices and worldviews 

that expand our ways of understanding how identities are constructed, represented and articulated. 

The chapter argues that a shift in focus towards the material refutes and refuses overly simplistic 

or essentialised narratives. When considered as material products of lived religious practices, these 

sites emerge as places condensing heterogenous and often contradictory identity discourses 

involving nation, race, gender, and community. Their materialities signal that, contrary to top-

down national identity discourses as the ones analysed in Chapters Two to Four, a “community is 

not a pre-existing entity that expresses itself via a fixed set of symbols but a formation that comes 
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into being through the circulation and use of shared cultural forms that is never complete” (Meyer, 

2009, p. 4). 

Above all else, this last chapter shows that the identities materially expressed in animitas 

and shrines along Route 5 are better understood using the Aymara image of ch’ixi, referring to 

something composed of multiple different things, without conciliation of opposites, merging, or 

hybridisation. They point towards indigenous epistemologies that allow dwelling in contradictions 

and heterogeneity (Fernández, 2019; Rivera Cusicanqui, 2010a, 2010b), as opposed to hegemonic 

notions of mestizaje as a homogenising fusion – like those analysed in Chapter Four. Furthermore, 

animitas and shrines embody epistemologies that disrupt spatial binaries of the private and public, 

longitudinal and transversal, the local and national, and the national and regional in the constitution 

of identities. They materialise worldviews in which the dead are active agents in the world of the 

living, and construct places of silence and rest in a space designed to foster mobility and speed. 

They also challenge the spatial associations of gender roles: placing femininity as a powerful public 

figure constantly displayed along the road – particularly in the form of a miraculous Virgin Mary 

– while commemorating male victims using house-like structures, signalling domestic space. 

Consequently, the materialities of animitas and sanctuaries along Route 5 constitute one further 

challenge to the binary thinking and Eurocentric epistemologies through which the central urban 

elites have intended to create a unified, homogeneous national identity. 

Taken together, the historical and material analysis of Route 5 presented in the five 

chapters of this thesis open up our understandings of identity as a process rather than a thing. 

Furthermore, the thesis unveils these processes as multiple and diverse, while taking into 

consideration the power relations involved in both infrastructures and identity discourses. It 

enhances our understandings of Chilean identity narratives, how they are articulated and who they 

are articulated by, showing the long history behind the disputes and diversity that came into public 

attention during and after the Estallido social in 2019. It shows that the contested imaginaries of 

national integration embodied by Route 5 connect to similar debates and currents – regarding 

indigenous struggles and resilience of indigenous practices, for example – in neighbouring 

countries and the Americas in general. In other words, this investigation of Chilean identity 

discourses, their multiplicity and contestations, also makes Chile part of Latin America, a much 

larger whole from which it has often been excluded. In all, it unveils Route 5 as an infrastructure 

enacting a mosaic of identities. 



32 
 

Chapter One 
Key events and driving forces in the history of Route 5 (1920s-2010s) 

 

‘Route 5’ [Ruta 5] is this highway’s official name since 1969, when Decree 556 re-labelled all Chilean 

roads according to their location and extension ("Decreto 556," 1969). Numbers one to nine were 

reserved for ‘National Roads’, that is, those crossing two or more regions in the country. Lower 

numeric values – i.e., closer to one – were to be used for roads located in the north of the country, 

and higher values – i.e., closer to nine – for those in the south. The fact that the Longitudinal Road 

– as it was originally named – was numbered “5” signals one of the main matters illustrated 

throughout this chapter: the institutional and material history of this motorway represents an elite-

led attempt to create a national integrationist and longitudinal imaginary thought of from the 

country’s centre and imposed on its margins. Despite the highway crossing two thirds of the 

Chilean territory, it was named “5” as if it were located only in the country’s central regions. The 

road, additionally, receives another name in everyday language and throughout its materiality: La 

Panamericana (The Pan-American). As shown in Figure 4, there are signposts along Route 5 

sustaining both a national and a continental imaginary: in the shape of the national coat of arms 

with “Chile” in its upper section, the signpost calls Route 5 the “Vía Panam.”, a short version for 

Figure 4: Signpost along Route 5 
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Pan-American Highway, and underneath the words is an outline of the whole of the Americas. 

The road makes manifest, then, imaginaries of national and regional connectivity and integration 

that were conceived in Chile’s central regions. This chapter puts together a chronology of the 

geographical expansion of Route 5 that will serve as crucial context for the chapters to follow. It 

narrates the key events that marked the construction, paving, and renovations of Route 5 

throughout the last century, analysing the driving forces in these processes – engineers, the state, 

and later private companies – exploring the networks between them. These elites, their 

connections, and interests as seen in key periods in the history of Route 5 (which are the topic of 

this chapter) sustain top-down imaginaries of integration creating homogenising and hegemonic 

national identity narratives that are both reproduced and challenged on Route 5’s roadside 

(Chapters Two to Five). 

The chapter is divided into three sections, corresponding to the main phases in the 

development of Route 5. First, I describe the emergence of the idea of constructing what was the 

Longitudinal Road in the early 1920s, in a decade marked by political instability: a coup d’état 

(1925), a new National Constitution (1925) and the dictatorial government of President Carlos 

Ibáñez del Campo (1927 – 1931). The Longitudinal Road became a key infrastructure project 

during these years for political, technical, and economic reasons; it was promoted by the elites as 

a way to unify the country and to integrate its territories into the broader Pan-American region. 

After 1930, public works on the Longitudinal Road ceased due to lack of funding derived from 

the 1929 Great Depression, an internal economic crisis during the 1930s, and later World War II. 

Hence, it was left as an un-paved trail until 1946. In the second section, I describe the paving of 

Route 5 in its relevance for improving connectivity to and from the Metropolitan area. I focus on 

the role President Gabriel González Videla (1946 – 1952), his so-called Plan Serena – a major urban 

renovation project in the city of La Serena – and his government’s reinstating of the External Debt 

service played in catalysing this process during the late 1940s and early 1950s. After this initial 

thrust, the paving of the road continued throughout the late 1950s; it was finished during President 

Jorge Alessandri’s (1958 – 1964) government and was inaugurated by President Eduardo Frei 

Montalva (1964 – 1970) in 1968. In the early 1970s and during Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship 

(1973 – 1990), Route 5 was neglected and deteriorated significantly. In this chapter’s third section, 

I describe the renewed relevance Route 5 acquired during the 1990s, especially during the 

governments of Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle (1994 – 2000) and Ricardo Lagos (2000 – 2006).  The 

renovation of Route 5 became one of the emblematic infrastructure projects in a re-democratised 

Chile. It was carried out through a new concessions scheme in which the state tendered 

renovations to private companies allowing the latter to economically profit through fees charged 
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to the road’s users. I conclude this section by briefly describing the material state of Route 5 in 

2018, the year in which I carried out fieldwork.  

The only existing accounts of the history of Route 5 have been provided by general reports 

in state-led infrastructure publications, a few short newspaper articles and some private-led 

construction-related periodicals. This chapter thus offers a novel and extended analysis of the 

history of this road considering the context of Chile’s (and Latin America’s) wider political and 

economic processes, identifying key periods, agents, events, and places throughout the twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries. It draws on a variety of sources which provide fresh insights into the 

multiple elite networks that acted as driving forces in the construction and renovations of Route 

5 and shows that these elite networks have shifted only in quite superficial terms. The chapter 

analyses the legal and regulatory frameworks for road construction since the 1920s, publications 

in the monthly road-related bulletins issued by the Ministry of Public Works, the narratives of 

national road construction according to the current National Roads Office, and annual presidential 

speeches in Congress. It also considers reports and opinion pieces published in the periodical 

publication of the Chilean Engineering Association (the Anales del Instituto de Ingenieros), and 

accounts of the two major entities grouping the private companies in charge of the renovations of 

Route 5 in the 1990s (the Chilean Chamber of Construction – CChC – and the Association of 

Private Corporations for Public Works – COPSA). It also explores discussions occurring in Pan-

American Highway Congresses, which provide the international framework for decisions leading 

to the construction and paving of Route 5. Additionally, it takes into account newspaper articles 

informing works on this motorway. Due to its relevance as the Chilean section of the Pan-

American Highway, reconstructing the material and institutional history of Route 5 using this range 

of sources makes this chapter a major contribution to the scholarly study of road construction 

both in Chile and in Latin America. 

The chapter shows how Route 5 encapsulates important continuities (as well as some 

shifts) in Chilean political history, exploring the connections and political-economic-technical 

networks that are made visible through an investigation of the history of the road. Chapter Two 

then discusses how the elite forces driving the construction and redevelopments of Route 5 

analysed here create master narratives of modernisation that have sought to project an image of 

an inclusive nation. I show their exclusionary nature and highlight how they have been materially 

and symbolically challenged by different voices present along Route 5 and its roadside (Chapters 

Three to Five). All in all, in this first chapter I provide a chronological account of the three main 

phases in the construction of this road showing that Route 5 acts as pathway through key events 

in Chilean political history that materialises more continuities than changes. 
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Construction: Imagining and building the Longitudinal Road (1920 – 1945) 

Cars arrived in Chile between 1900 and 1910, representing elite consumer goods and becoming 

signs of freedom and leisure.20 According to Booth (2009), the mass car production undertaken by 

the United States’ company Ford in 1913 resulted in an increase of vehicles in Chile from 1,404 in 

1915 to 8,263 in 1920, that is, one car for every 444 inhabitants (indicating they were owned 

primarily by the elite). The ratio was higher in Chile than in Germany and Italy – showing that the 

national public presence of cars was comparable to countries with well-established car industries 

– but lower than the U.S., the United Kingdom, France, and Argentina who led global motorisation 

rates (Booth, 2009, pp. 45-46). The first specialised periodical publication created by and for 

Chilean car drivers was founded in 1913 (Auto y Aero), and in 1916 the first Chilean car drivers’ 

associations were formed in the cities of Valparaíso and Santiago (the Asociación de Automovilistas de 

Valparaíso y Viña del Mar and the Asociación de Automovilistas de Santiago). Car owners and drivers 

living in the country’s central areas were highly influential in the local and national periodical press. 

Through the car drivers’ associations and, particularly, via their specialised periodical publication 

Auto y Aero, these agents began to present  roads and road construction as a national concern, 

insisting on the urgent need to improve what they regarded as the country’s deplorable road system 

and beginning a symbolic competition between trains and cars (see Booth, 2009, pp. 49-50).21 

From 1920 onwards, however, engineers and the state took over from car drivers (although they 

overlapped) as the central characters in the incipient processes of road construction. 

 In 1920, Chile’s first modern road law ("Ley 3611," 1920) was approved by the government 

of Juan Luis Sanfuentes (1915 – 1920). According to the Chilean Road Office, it marked the 

beginning of a state-led policy of road improvement (Dirección de Vialidad, 2017).22 Its main 

purpose was to create a new road administration system that could generate funding for car-suited 

road development: it established provincial boards (‘juntas’) – composed of local representatives 

(politicians) and engineers – in charge of funding and managing local road construction. It also 

categorised roads as private or public, and as first or second class according to their perceived 

relevance for land connectivity, where first class roads connected cities and train stations, ports, 

 
20 For institutional histories of roads in relation to tourism, technology, mobility, and landscape in Chile between 1910 
and 1940 see Booth (2008, 2009, 2013, 2014). See Gartman (2004) and Giucci (2012) for a cultural analysis of cars as 
consumption goods in Latin America and globally.  
21 Before 1920, the main transport and communication system in Chile was the railway. During the late 1910s and 
early 1920s, the national railway system went through a deep economic and administrative crisis. See, for example, the 
articles published by Blanquier (1921); Letelier (1921a, 1921b); Matte Larraín (1920a, 1920b, 1920c); Navarrete (1921a, 
1921b); Simon (1921); Simón (1920, 1921); Valenzuela Cruchaga (1921); Waidele (1921) in the Anales.  
22 The previous road law dated from 1842 ("Ley S/N," 1842), which regulated roads and transit in relation to animal-
traction vehicles and provided no fixed funding for road improvement. 
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or international borders. The law additionally included some technical specifications and penalties 

for acts judged as detrimental to their maintenance: using animal-traction vehicles on newly 

constructed roads, using roads to conduct private water channels, or diverting their paths for 

individual purposes. Within this law, the Longitudinal Road was classified as first-class due to its 

relevance to the connectivity of the country’s central regions.  

The Chilean Engineering Association re-published Law 3611 in its entirety in the 1921 

issues of the Anales del Instituto de Ingenieros. It was accompanied by an editorial column criticising 

the law for not ensuring enough funding, the lack of an integrated national road plan to improve 

the road system in a coordinated way, and the urgent need to create a centralised Road Office led 

by engineers and not politicians.23 These criticisms reflect the desire of the technical elites living in 

central Chile – particularly in Santiago, where the headquarters of the Engineering Institute and 

the Anales were located – to have more control over the process of national road building. It 

constituted the first of several interventions of engineering associations in the state apparatus, 

revealing a closeness between the political and technical elites that would increase throughout the 

decade.  

 In 1924, amidst a climate of political instability and constant cabinet shuffles, a coup d’état 

provoked President Arturo Alessandri’s (1920 – 1924) resignation, followed by the establishment 

of a military board (Junta Militar) that governed the country until March 1925. These events resulted 

in the enactment of a new National Constitution in 1925 marking the end of the Parliamentary 

Regime, which had been in place since 1891.24 The Junta and subsequent government of General 

Carlos Ibáñez del Campo (1927 – 1931) promoted a clear technocratic and anti-political discourse 

that echoed the perspectives of most engineers publishing articles and columns in the Anales del 

Instituto de Ingenieros de Chile. The new political leaders shared with many engineers the desire to 

reform and rebuild the country through modernisation processes that had infrastructure and 

technology as core elements. This emerging proximity between engineers and government 

bureaucracy following the 1924 coup was made explicit in two additional developments. First, in 

the creation of the new Ministry of Public Works and Roads: before 1924, road construction 

policies were the responsibility of the Ministry of Industry, Public Works and Railways, directed 

by politicians and not technical experts. The Junta’s enactment of Decree 43 in 1924 meant that 

 
23 See Ingenieros de Chile (1921a, 1921b, 1921c, 1921d). 
24 The Chilean Parliamentary Republic (1891 – 1925) was characterised by the Congress’ predominance over the 
executive power in the administration of the state. It was a period of great political instability for the executive and 
has been described as an oligopoly. See, for instance, Collier and Sater (2004) and Barr-Melej (2001). The 1925 
constitution marked the beginning of a Presidential Regime (see "Constitución Política de la República de Chile," 
1925). 
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this former ministry was divided in two, creating also the Road and Bridge section within the new 

Ministry of Public Works and Roads, and stating that at the head of each section there had to be 

an engineer ("DL-43," 1924).  

We also see this closeness between engineers and state bureaucracy in the decision to name 

the President of the Engineering Association, Francisco Mardones, as President Arturo 

Alessandri’s Ministro del Interior [Home Secretary]. Together, Alessandri and Mardones signed the 

New National Constitution in 1925, which marked the beginning of what historians have defined 

as a new era in Chilean politics. The government promised a ‘New Chile’, particularly during the 

presidency of Ibáñez del Campo (1927 – 1931). According to Booth (2009), “to construct a ‘New 

Chile’, based upon a nationalist economy that would stimulate production and commerce, Ibáñez 

drew upon […] young professionals that were known as ‘the new men’ [sic]” (p. 74): engineers.  In 

an article published in the Anales, Mardones himself valued the newly acquired independence 

engineers found regarding public works, stating that “any influence other than legitimate ones 

[technical] has been removed from these kinds of resolutions [public works]” (Mardones, 1927b, 

p. 512). Moreover, the journal noted that engineers attained more public administration positions 

during the Ibáñez government (Ingenieros de Chile, 1927), increasing their influence in 

government decisions. 

 In addition to the increasing centrality of engineers in government during these years, three 

important events in 1925 revealed how Route 5 came to be a top state priority: the First National 

Road Congress in Santiago, the publication of the Ley de Puentes [Bridges Law], and the First Pan-

American Highway Congress in Buenos Aires. The National Road Congress took place between 

12 and 19 April in Santiago. According to engineer Francisco Leighton, the aim of the congress 

was the “study and creation of principles and suggestions that could result in technical, legislative, 

administrative, and financial regulations, among others, for the betterment of the Chilean roads” 

(1925, p. 195). Its debates mainly focused on assessing the 1920 road law and discussing the need 

for a unified road system across the country. Congress delegates included government 

representatives, representatives of the Public Works Office (Dirección General de Obras Públicas), 

members of car drivers’ associations, military figures, engineers working for private construction 

companies, and representatives of some local road boards. That same month, the Junta enacted 

the ‘Bridges Law’ ("DL-367," 1925) – the first unified plan of road development in the country. It 

comprised a new funding scheme based on taxes and loans mainly coming from the U.S.’s stock 

markets. Its declared aim was integrating regions located far from the centre (Booth, 2009). It had 

great impact on the Longitudinal Road: in 1927, a new law was approved detailing the nearly one 
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hundred bridges to be constructed throughout Chile, twenty of which were explicitly part of the 

Longitudinal Road ("Ley 4206," 1927).  

In October 1925, the First Pan-American Highway Congress took place in Buenos Aires, 

Argentina – a clear indication that Chile was not alone in its aims to improve national roads. 

According to Ricardo Salvatore (2006), the broad aim of Pan-Americanism was “disarming anti-

Americanism [sic], disseminating U.S. technologies, and creating the institutional framework in 

which the forces of trade and investment could function” (p. 666).25 This was to happen through 

congresses, tours, company towns, and representations such as paintings, maps, geography books 

and novels, and through transport infrastructure. The idea of constructing a Pan-American 

Highway had surfaced in the 1923 Inter-American Conference in Santiago de Chile, as part of the 

Communications Committee (see Acta General Quinta Conferencia Internacional Americana, 1923). The 

Chilean delegation at the Buenos Aires congress was led by engineer Guillermo Illanes, who also 

presided over the congress’ technical section.26 In the Anales’ editorial column about this event, 

Illanes indicated that nineteen Latin American countries sent engineer-delegates who reached 

continental conclusions regarding technical, legislative, economic, and administrative issues, and 

suggestions concerning road-related statistical studies, circulation, exploitation, administration, 

education, propaganda and international agreements (Illanes, 1925). According to Booth (2009), 

the symbolic aim of the conference was the construction of the Pan-American Highway, based 

upon the premise –shared by most engineers within the congress, who were acting as official 

representatives of their governments – that the improvement of national highways would have a 

positive impact for continental connectivity. This idea was put forward by U.S. representatives 

who aimed to position their country as a roadbuilding model (Rutkow, 2019). Thus, political and 

technical elites throughout the Americas, being informed by evidence of similar processes 

particularly in the U.S., perceived road building as enabling both national and regional integration.   

In practical terms, the efforts of the 1920s largely paid off. By 1930, pre-existing dirt roads 

were connected, and new roads were constructed, linking the cities of Arica in the north and Puerto 

Montt in the south (more than 3,000 km / 1,900 miles). Between 1925 and 1930, Route 5’s 

northern section (Santiago – Arica) was promoted as part of the Pan-American Highway, and 

between 1927 and 1930 its southern section (Santiago – Puerto Montt) was prioritised to expand 

 
25 Anti-Americanism here refers to an anti-U.S. sentiment identified by U.S. political leaders, who feared it would 
expand through the rest of the Americas becoming detrimental for the U.S.’s political and economic interests. See 
Rutkow (2019). 
26 See Ingenieros de Chile (1926a, 1926b, 1926c, 1926d, 1926e) for a complete transcription of the discussions 
occurring in the technical section of the congress.   
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tourism in the region (Booth, 2009). In 1928 and 1929, the Congress approved two laws allowing 

President Ibáñez to ask for international loans, particularly coming from U.S. banks, for national 

road construction, prioritising works on the Longitudinal Road ("Ley 4309," 1928; "Ley 4530," 

1929).27 A new Roads Law was enacted in 1930, incorporating the agenda proposed by engineers 

during the 1920s into official road regulation ("Decreto 2190," 1930; "Ley 4851," 1930). It 

reorganised road administration in the country, making road-related decisions dependent on the 

central government as opposed to provincial boards. 

Ibáñez’s regime has sometimes been characterised as one of economic prosperity – albeit 

during its first years only – which was achieved via large-scale borrowing used primarily for public 

works; however, his fall has been attributed, among other issues, to his economic mismanagement 

which “mortgaged the country’s future”: the country’s foreign debt in 1930 was double than that 

of 1920 (Collier & Sater, 2004, p. 220). Additionally, the 1929 Great Depression starkly reduced 

the value of Chilean products in international markets, particularly nitrates and copper. This 

resulted in an internal economic crisis and the Chilean government’s decision, in 1931, to suspend 

the service of Long-Term External Debt (Memoria Chilena, n. d.-c; Sanfuentes V., 1987). In this 

context, President Ibáñez resigned in 1931. The national nitrate crisis and the suspension of 

international loans, in addition to the Great Depression and later to the start of World War II 

resulted in a lack of funding for public infrastructure in the country, slowing down road 

construction (Booth, 2009; Villalobos, Silva, Silva, & Estellé, 1974).  

Ibáñez’s fall was followed by a period of political instability: after general elections in 1931, 

a new civic-military Junta took over the presidency and established what they called the Socialist 

Republic of Chile, a government that lasted less than a year. In October 1932, Alessandri was once 

more elected president. His government lasted until 1938 and implemented tough measures to 

restore stability, resulting in a slow economic recovery that allowed for some investment in 

infrastructure works, like the construction of Chile’s National Football Stadium inaugurated in 

1938. Alessandri’s second government was followed by three presidents belonging to the Radical 

Party: Pedro Aguirre Cerda (1938 – 1941), Juan Antonio Ríos (1942 – 1946) and Gabriel González 

Videla (1946 – 1952). In terms of public works, Aguirre Cerda’s government focused on 

reconstructing infrastructure severely damaged in the 1939 earthquake in Chillán. During Ríos’s 

presidency, Route 5 slowly started to attract the state’s attention. It was Gabriel González Videla, 

nonetheless, who once again put this road at the centre of the state’s concerns (see Collier & Sater, 

 
27 For detailed descriptions on the changes and evolution of Chile’s public External Debt, particularly in relation to 
the U.S., see Ferrada Urzúa (1945); Memoria Chilena (n. d.-c); Sanfuentes V. (1987). 
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2004, Chapters 8 - 10). In sum, between 1930 and 1945, no major improvements were made in the 

Longitudinal Road: it remained unpaved and greatly variable in terms of quality, but nonetheless 

connected Arica and Puerto Montt (see Figure 5).  

 

Paving: connecting the country’s provinces to the Metropolitan area (1946 – 1990) 

At the very end of Juan Antonio Ríos’s government (1942 – 1946), Public Works and 

Communications Minister Eduardo Frei Montalva intended to start the paving of this road from 

Santiago to the north (Montes, 2019; Velasco, 2016a). This was made possible during González 

Videla’s presidency (1946 – 1952), when two parallel and intertwined processes resulted in the 

beginning of the paving of Route 5. First, in 1948, González Videla’s government came to agree 

on a plan to reinstate and regularise the service of Long-Term External Debt (González Videla, 

1948) that was approved by Congress that same year. This meant that the country regained access 

to global financial systems, led by the U.S. (Memoria Chilena, n. d.-c), and therefore loans were 

Figure 5: Unpaved Longitudinal Road connecting Arica and Puerto Montt in 1930 
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available once more to continue infrastructure projects that had been left aside after the Great 

Depression and during World War II. Second, González Videla carried out the Plan de Fomento y 

Urbanización de las Provincias de Chile [Plan for the Development and Urbanisation of the Provinces 

of Chile], better known as the Plan Serena [Serena Plan]. In his own words, this consisted of a 

“regional urbanisation rehearsal” that used the cities of La Serena and neighbouring Coquimbo, 

alongside their surrounding areas, as a testing ground for urban redevelopment in the country’s 

provinces (González Videla, 1975, p. 1135; see also Presidencia de la República, 1951).  

The Plan Serena comprised a series of urban transformations including: the restoration of 

La Serena’s historic centre; the recovery of public spaces, squares and parks; the reconstruction of 

education centres; the construction of state administration buildings; and the construction of 

buildings for other public services linked to health, public works, and transport (Memoria Chilena, 

n. d.-h). Its central aim was to promote this region’s economic development, partly explained by 

González Videla’s view that Chile was too centralised and Santiago was monopolising population 

density, goods and services, and partly by the fact that the president was born and raised in the 

city of La Serena (González Videla, 1975). His government saw the re-routing and paving of the 

Longitudinal Road as crucial: to enhance provincial development and promote the region of 

Coquimbo, there needed to be a good road connecting these areas to the country’s capital city. 

González Videla’s government was able to carry out this unprecedented paving process by 

means of funds given by U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration (1933 – 1945). 

According to historian Erik Rutkow (2019), Roosevelt was a great supporter of the Pan-American 

Highway plans and a key architect of Pan-Americanism through his ‘Good Neighbour Policy’. 

Additional funding was obtained through loans from the Export-Import Bank in Washington 

during the Marshall Plan years (González Videla, 1948, 1949).28 González Videla inaugurated the 

newly paved section of the Longitudinal Road under the name ‘President Roosevelt Highway’ in 

1952, directly pointing at the relevance the U.S. had in both symbolic and material terms during 

this process.29 González Videla’s government is also known for the enactment of the Ley de Defensa 

Permanente de la Democracia [Law of permanent defence of democracy], also known as the Ley Maldita 

[Cursed Law], which outlawed the “existence, organisation, action and oral, written or any other 

propaganda of the Communist Party” ("Ley de Defensa," 1948, p. 1). Anti-communism in Chile 

during these years was framed within Pan-American discussions led by U.S. General George 

 
28 For analyses of the Marshal Plan and its current implications see the essays contained in Agnew and Entrikin (2004). 
29 The U.S.’s role in promoting Pan-Americanism and in the notions of modernity embedded in Route 5 during these 
years are analysed in Chapter Two. 
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Marshall. The relevance of anti-communism in road construction and its associated discourses will 

be further discussed in Chapter Two. 

The road’s renewal also involved the construction of a new route (Figure 6, left): for 

technical and economic reasons, the Ministry of Public Works decided that the Longitudinal Road 

connecting Santiago and La Serena should, whenever possible, go along the coastline instead of 

crossing the country’s mountainous, curving central valleys. This meant that towns in the interior 

such as Ovalle, Combarbalá, and Illapel were left out, raising concern in and protests from these 

towns’ citizens and authorities (González Videla, 1975; "Historia de la Carretera Panamericana 

Chilena," 2002). Speeding up La Serena’s connection to Santiago was prioritised, even when it 

meant disconnecting smaller cities. In other words, the declared role Route 5 played in González 

Videla’s plan was to promote the country’s decentralisation but, in practice, it only improved La 

Serena’s connectivity to the capital city to the detriment of other towns and areas. The new route 

reduced driving time and distance: if the journey from Santiago to La Serena took two days before 

these works, the newly paved and re-routed road cut the journey’s time to eight hours by car, 

approximately three hours more than what it takes today (Montes, 2019; Velasco, 2016a).  

From 1952, the state paved other sections of Route 5, mainly focusing on the areas from 

Santiago southwards, that were perceived as regions of great agricultural and therefore economic 

importance (Velasco, 2016a). In 1952, Ibáñez del Campo was re-elected president (1952 – 1958). 

As in the 1920s, he promised he would “sweep out politicians”, deliberately “making his lack of a 

coherent political philosophy into a virtue” in electoral terms, trying to “purify the country” once 

again (Collier & Sater, 2004, p. 252). In 1953, as in his previous government, engineers became 

more prevalent in the state bureaucracy; the Ministry of Public Works was reorganised, creating 

the Road Office that is still active today (Dirección de Vialidad, 2017). According to Sergio 

Villalobos et al. (1974), it was during Jorge Alessandri’s government (1958 – 1964) that the most 

“notable” works along the Longitudinal Road were completed. During his mandate, the Chilean 

section of the Pan-American Highway connecting the cities of Arica and Puerto Montt was fully 

paved (Figure 6, right); a ferry service was established linking Puerto Montt and the island of 

Chiloé, and a paved 30-km (18.6 miles) long extension through Chiloé was finished (Dirección de 

Vialidad, 2017). In 1968, President Eduardo Frei Montalva announced to Congress that “the 

paving of the Longitudinal Highway is complete […] and the construction of a double-lane section 

between Santiago and Rancagua is almost done” (Frei Montalva, 1968, p. 43). Moreover, in 1969 

Frei Montalva’s government enacted Decree 556 re-naming Chilean roads, through which the 

Longitudinal Road became Route 5 ("Decreto 556," 1969). Throughout this period, truck fleets 
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and rural and interprovincial bus companies increased in size and numbers allowing a faster flow 

of perishable goods and products,  and of passengers, between cities along the country (Villalobos 

et al., 1974, p. 792). This meant that during the paving of Route 5 the road’s use was slowly being 

democratised: it was not only meant for private cars as in its early years, for the growth of public 

transport throughout the road meant broader sections of the country’s population could use it.  

Frei Montalva’s government, with its slogan ‘Revolution in Liberty’, proclaimed that it 

would tackle the country’s growing social discontent and economic inequalities – a ‘revolution’ – 

within the remits of democracy and capitalist modernity – associated to ‘liberty’ and individual 

freedom. It was followed by Salvador Allende’s leftist coalition government (Unidad Popular – 

Popular Unity – known as the UP). In Collier and Sater’s words (2004), “[p]olitics on all sides 

became ideologically highly charged, with acute polarisation of opinion setting in [… a crisis that] 

led to the breakdown of the political system in September 1973” (p. 303): a military coup d’état 

that resulted in the 17 year-long violent and repressive military dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet 

Figure 6: Paved sections of Route 5 inaugurated in (left) 1952 and (right) 1968  
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(1973 – 1990). In 1972, the year before the coup, Route 5 became the central stage for the ‘October 

Strike’, also known as the ‘Strike of Truck Drivers’, where agricultural producers and 

transportation businessmen alongside truck drivers protested against the country’s economic 

situation and especially Allende’s policies of nationalisation of industries, that also included the 

creation of a national public transport firm (see Trumper, 2016, chapter 3). Some scholars have 

argued that this strike – which had the support of the U.S.’s Central Intelligence Agency (Hersh, 

1974) – resulted in “the first great crisis in the UP years” due to the supply shortages it produced 

throughout the country (Collier & Sater, 2004, p. 349). Using barricades, truckers impeded “the 

circulation of commodities and the traffic of people and in so doing challenged the Popular Unity’s 

ability to provide its citizens with staple goods and maintain relative economic stability” (Trumper, 

2016, p. 65). The nationwide effect of the strike – in the availability of goods and, consequently, 

in politics – indicates that, by the 1970s, Route 5 had become critical for the transport of people, 

supplies, and produce throughout the country.  

The Pinochet dictatorship, nonetheless, largely neglected Route 5. Road construction 

efforts centred on the creation of Route 7, the Carretera Austral [Austral Motorway], connecting 

Puerto Montt with the country’s most southern areas. These were of strategic importance during 

the late 1970s and early 1980s: Chile and Argentina had an acute border conflict precisely in these 

regions, almost resulting in war.30 Before Route 7, and due to the characteristically discontinuous 

geography of these territories, the only viable transport medium was boat. Work on Route 7 began 

in 1976 and the road was inaugurated by Pinochet in 1988 ("Historia de la Carretera Panamericana 

Chilena," 2002). As a consequence, according to the Ministry of Public Works and the Chilean 

Chamber of Construction, Route 5 had greatly deteriorated by the end of the dictatorship due to 

its increasingly intensive use by cars, coaches, buses and trucks (Domínguez, 2019; Valencia, 2017).    

 

Neoliberal renovations from the 1990s until today 

The centre-left coalition (Concertación de Partidos por la Democracia – Coallition of Parties for 

Democracy) that governed the country after Augusto Pinochet left power in 1989 until 2010 

designed and implemented a series of infrastructure projects throughout the country. The premise 

underlying these projects was that infrastructure shortages, especially regarding roads, could 

“reduce poverty” by “allowing all Chileans to benefit from the country’s recent economic 

 
30 This border dispute is known as the ‘Beagle Conflict’. See, for example, the works of van Aert (2016); Villar Gertner 
(2014). For a study on Route 7’s role within the social changes and authoritarian organization imposed during the 
dictatorship see Urrutia Reveco (2020). 
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development” (MOP, 1999, p. 9).31 In this context, Presidents Patricio Aylwin (1990 – 1994) and 

later Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle (1994 – 1998), formulated and implemented the Ley de Concesiones de 

Obras Públicas [Public Works Concessions Law], an infrastructure building strategy based upon 

private-public cooperation following neoliberal principles ("Decreto 900," 1996; "DFL 164," 

1991). According to this model, the state commissioned private companies to construct, repair, or 

maintain a public infrastructure and in return, those companies were allowed to charge fees for 

use – toll charges in the case of roads (Dirección General de Concesiones, n.d.-b; Ibarra-Coronado, 

2011). Concessions, consequently, incorporated the private sector as a key agent in charge of the 

design, development, and implementation of public infrastructure, thus limiting state action “to 

the defence of private property and law and order” (Haughney, 2007, p. 145).  

According to the government, the renovation of Route 5 implied transforming it into a 

“modern, high-standard, and secure motorway” (MOP, 1999, p. 13). Its three main objectives 

were: to modernise Route 5 increasing its safety measures, reducing travel times and expanding its 

connectivity potential; to free state funds to be invested in social projects such as schools, hospitals, 

or rural electric connectivity, among others; and to have private entities fully dedicated to the road’s 

optimum preservation (MOP, 1999, 2010). The Ministry of Public Works still considers the 

redevelopment of Route 5 in the late 1990s as “the best example of the achievements of the 

Concessions industry” (Dirección General de Concesiones, n.d.-b, para. 7). The Department of 

Concessions was created in 1993 within the Ministry of Public Works. In 1994, the ‘Route 5 

Executive Unit’ was founded as part of this new department. It comprised twelve professionals 

whose disciplines of expertise ranged from law to economics, environmental sciences, engineering, 

and transport, marking a shift from the previous monopoly of engineers over road construction. 

In 1995, the Department of Concessions changed into the General Concessions Coordination 

Unit which, in 2018, was replaced by the General Direction of Concessions (DGC for its acronym 

in Spanish). According to the DGC’s web page, this new institutionality “confirmed the state’s 

commitment to the development of quality infrastructure through public-private alliances” 

(Dirección General de Concesiones, 2018, para. 2). Indeed, these private-public alliances were 

often based upon elite networks.  

 
31 During the Pinochet years, Chile became what some scholars have labelled “the first ‘laboratory’ of a neoliberal 
state” (Ffrench-Davis, 2010; Rodríguez, 2020, p. 112). The imposition of stark neoliberal reforms was followed by a 
period of unprecedented economic growth – what the Ministry of Public Works refers to here as “the country’s recent 
economic development” – but which nonetheless resulted in an acute concentration of wealth: in 2020, Chile was the 
third most unequal country in the OECD in terms of income (OECD, 2020). 
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The original restoration project was publicised through a book published by the Ministry 

of Public Works called Ruta 5: La gran obra de Chile [Route 5: Chile’s greatest work] (MOP, 1999). 

The project involved the replacement of the “old and deteriorated” (p. 13) road with a new double-

lane, 1,501 km-long (933 miles) highway between the cities of La Serena and Puerto Montt (Figure 

7, left). According to this publication, the section to be renewed was justified because it 

“concentrates 90% of the country’s population, 78% of its industrial production, 64% of its fish 

production, 94% of its forestry and agriculture, and 33% of its mining production” (p. 17). This 

meant that most of Route 5 northern section crossing the Atacama Desert was neglected: the 

original renewal project left out almost 2,000 km, more than half of the length of Route 5. The 

concession of Route 5 consisted of 8 sections tendered to different private companies. The works 

included: the construction of double lanes in each direction; junctions and link roads to enter and 

exit adjacent cities; 220 bridges and 180 crossings; service roads; acceleration and breaking lanes; 

improvement of existing bridges and roads; bus stops; police control stations; service areas; 

emergency telephones in the roadside; among others (MOP, 1999, pp. 20-21). It also involved the 

construction of bypasses to take the highway out of certain city centres, as was the case of the 

Temuco Bypass which will be discussed in detail in Chapter Three. These sections were 

inaugurated in the early 2000s by President Ricardo Lagos, who was Minister of Public Works 

during Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle’s government. In his last presidential speech on 21 May 2005, 

Lagos stated that “the modernisation of Route 5 is soon to be finished” (Lagos, 2005, p. 5).  

Renovations of Route 5 via a concessions scheme have continued until today. The sections 

La Serena – Vallenar, and Vallenar – Caldera, were tendered in 2009 (MOP, 2010) during Michelle 

Bachelet’s first government (2006 – 2010) and constructed between 2013 and 2016 (Dirección 

General de Concesiones, n.d.-b) during Sebastián Piñera’s first government (2010 – 2014) and 

Michelle Bachelet’s second (2014 – 2018). In 2018, when I carried out the fieldwork for this project, 

Route 5 consisted of a dual carriageway between the cities of Caldera and Puerto Montt. The 

section between Antofagasta and the junction leading to the mining city of Calama, in the Atacama 

Desert, was also restored, as Figure 7 (right) shows. The geographical areas in which Route 5 is 

still a single carriageway road go through the desert in the north, and throughout the island of 

Chiloé in the south. Currently, there are plans to enlarge the sections between Caldera and 

Chañaral, first, and then as far as the city of Antofagasta. Additionally, the DGC is projecting the 

construction of a third lane from Santiago to Talca, and then to Chillán in the south.32 

 
32 See MOP (2010) for details about the renovations planned for the decade 2010-2020, and Dirección General de 
Concesiones (2019) for the DGC’s 2019-2023 agenda. 
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The Chilean Chamber of Construction (CChC) played a central role in these works. The 

chamber had its origins in an association of constructors and construction companies working on 

Gabriel González Videla’s Plan Serena between 1947 and 1950. This association then changed into 

what they called a “union organisation” representing not only construction-related businessmen 

and companies, but “all the areas in this sector (manufacturers, suppliers, distributors, developers, 

architects’ colleges, engineers and builders)” (Cámara Chilena de la Construcción, 2015, para. 3). 

It was created as such in 1979, during Pinochet’s dictatorship. Nowadays, the CChC also controls 

one of Chile’s most powerful investment holdings, called Inversiones La Construcción S.A. That this 

owns administrator of pension funds (AFP) Habitat, health insurance institution (ISAPRE) 

Consalud, seventeen private medical clinics, thirty-two medical and dental centres, several schools 

Figure 7: Sections of Route 5 redeveloped through the Concessions law by (left) 2002 and (right) 2018 
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and colleges, and a bank (ILC, 2019), points to the close connections that exist between 

construction businessmen and economic power in the country.33  

According to some of the Chamber’s members, it was precisely the CChC who envisaged 

and proposed the concessions system in the early 1990s and, as a result, some of the member 

companies and businessmen were in charge of the redevelopments of Route 5 in the late 1990s 

(Domínguez, 2019). The CChC is linked to the Association of Private Corporations for Public 

Works [Asociación de Concesionarias de Obras Públicas, COPSA] created in 2000, grouping most of the 

private companies and corporations working on the public infrastructure projects tendered by the 

state (see COPSA, n.d.). The links between the CChC, COPSA, and the state’s DGC are numerous. 

For instance, the current General Director of Concessions (DGC’s director), Hugo Vera, was 

CEO of three of the corporations in charge of renewals of Route 5 between 1996 and 2011, and 

a member of the CChC’s National Council from 2006 until 2011 (see Dirección General de 

Concesiones, n.d.-a). Leonardo Daneri, current President of COPSA, was president of the CChC 

between 1990 and 2002, and is, since 2012, Executive Director of three companies in charge of 

sections of the renovation of Route 5 (COPSA, n.d.). Almost 900 km of Route 5 were tendered 

for renovation in the early 2000s to companies presided by Herman Chadwick Piñera – current 

President Sebastián Piñera’s direct cousin and former Minister of the Interior (Home Secretary) 

Andrés Chadwick’s brother – who was leader of COPSA between 2006 and 2010 and known 

friend of former President Ricardo Lagos (Saleh, 2010).  

The increasingly evident links between private interests and public policy throughout the 

history of Route 5 ended up surfacing as corruption scandals at the highest levels of government, 

despite recurring calls for probity and ethics in private-public relations in presidential speeches 

during the 1990s and 2000s (see, for example, P. Aylwin, 1993; Frei Ruiz-Tagle, 1996). The most 

emblematic example is the so called ‘MOP-GATE case’ involving the Ministry of Public Works 

(MOP for its acronym in Spanish) and the Gestión Territorial y Ambiental S.A. (GATE) firm during 

Ricardo Lagos’s presidential period (2000 – 2006). The Ministry paid the GATE firm around 1,250 

million pesos (which was then worth around two million USD) for overpriced or non-executed 

road-related works – including Route 5 concessions – while also over-paying 129 of its own 

officials ("Chevesich cierra investigación," 2008; Poder Judicial, 2018). The case was closed after a 

sixteen-year-long investigation and trial. On 28 June 2016, the Chilean Supreme Court deemed 

 
33 Administrators of pension funds (AFPs) and health insurance institutions (ISAPRES) were created as part of the 
stark neoliberal policies during Pinochet’s dictatorship which privatised pensions and health care, among other areas, 
resulting in an intensification of inequality and poverty and a reduction in social cohesion and equity (see Ffrench-
Davis, 2010; Mesa-Lago, 2008; Rodríguez, 2020). 
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thirteen people guilty of defrauding the state, with penalties including jail time, fees, and perpetual 

impairment for public office. Amongst the convicted were Carlos Cruz, former Minister of Public 

Works between 2000 and 2002; Sergio Cortés, former Finance Director of the Ministry’s 

Department of Concessions (DGC); and Héctor Peña Véliz, a Socialist Party militant, founder of 

the GATE firm and former regional transport secretary between 1990 and 1993 (Garona, 2016; 

Poder Judicial, 2018). 

 

Conclusion 
 

Since the 1920s, road construction in Chile has been continuously driven by the country’s 

technical, political, and economic elites, as part of a state-led infrastructure project that has 

explicitly aimed to unify, connect, and modernise the country. As described in this chapter, these 

processes by no means constitute an uninterrupted continuum; on the contrary, the building and 

redevelopment of Route 5 were characterised by moments of escalated modernisations – constant 

road works deemed central for the country’s progress – followed by periods of neglect or 

abandonment. In the 1920s, especially during the second half of the decade, engineers and Ibáñez 

del Campo’s government were the key driving forces behind the Longitudinal Road’s construction. 

In some sections, this implied the creation of a road from scratch and, in others, linking and 

maintaining pre-existing trails. From 1930 until 1946, Route 5 was left unattended mainly because 

of a lack of funding due to the 1929 Great Depression, a drop in saltpetre export, and later World 

War II. During the two decades from the late 1940s to the late 1960s we see the paving of Route 

5, led by the Ministry of Public Works and its Road Office. During Gabriel González Videla’s 

government (1946 – 1952), it was paved from Santiago to La Serena; and during Jorge Alessandri’s 

presidency (1958 – 1964), its paving extended from Arica to Puerto Montt. Eduardo Frei Montalva 

declared Route 5 fully paved in 1968. Salvador Allende’s socialist government and Augusto 

Pinochet’s neoliberal military dictatorship constituted a new era of neglect. It was in the mid-1990s, 

as part of the so-called ‘transition to democracy’, that Route 5 was once more put at the centre of 

the state’s concerns. Its redevelopment embodied the neoliberal privatisation policies which 

continued and, indeed, were extended during the post-dictatorship era. The links between the 

government and the companies in charge of these works became evident in these years: the 

connections between the Ministry of Public Works, the Chilean Chamber of Construction and 

COPSA (the association of private corporations in charge of public works tendered by the state) 

are an example of this.  
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The increasing involvement of the technical (and later technical-economic) elites in road-

related state public policy became clear throughout the three phases in the history of Route 5. 

During its construction (1923 – 1930), the Chilean Engineering Association put consistent 

pressure on the government and got involved both in public road construction and road-related 

legislation. When the focus was paving Route 5 (1946 – 1968), the Chilean Chamber of 

Construction emerged as an association of companies working in González Videla’s Plan Serena. 

During the privatised redevelopment era (1993 until today) the concessions scheme uncovered 

close ties between the political and entrepreneurial (technical-economic) elites that even resulted 

in gross corruption scandals. As will be discussed in the next chapter, these closely interconnected 

elites have justified the construction and material expansion of Route 5 using modernising 

discourses whereby this motorway represented a crucial way to unite Chileans.  
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Chapter Two 
Visions of modernity: Elite imaginaries of national integration seen 

through the history of Route 5  
 

The characteristics of Route 5 vary throughout the country. In 2018, when I carried out fieldwork 

for this project, Route 5 was a dual carriageway with three lanes per side in the Metropolitan region 

(Figure 8, c). North of Santiago it was a dual carriageway with two lanes per side up to Caldera 

(875 km from Santiago) (b), and north of Caldera it consisted of a single carriageway (a) – except 

for the section between Antofagasta and Calama. Likewise, from Santiago southwards until Puerto 

Montt, Route 5 had two lanes per side (d), becoming a single carriageway in the island of Chiloé 

(e). Road-building engineers and the Ministry of Public Works have historically justified these 

differences claiming that the country’s central regions concentrated most of Chile’s traffic and 

population, and thus Route 5 needed to be wider in the centre to support these movements 

Figure 8: Sections of Route 5 
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(Velasco, 2016a, 2016b). Building on Chapter One, this chapter argues that the key moments of 

construction (1920s), paving (1950s) and neoliberal redevelopment (1990s) of Route 5 may be 

interpreted as top-down attempts to create a unified nation – materialising an ideal of national 

integration – based upon notions of modernity that have placed economic and political power 

firmly in the centre of the country. The features of Route 5 shown in Figure 8, and the motorway’s 

geographical expansions throughout the twentieth century, may be understood as materialisations 

of elite-led modernity discourses sustaining longitudinal national imaginaries emanating from the 

country’s central regions. Modernity constitutes for Route 5 what Star labelled the “master 

narrative” of an infrastructure: the “single voice that does not problematise diversity” (1999, p. 

384). Star claimed that identifying and analysing an infrastructure’s master narrative is a helpful 

methodological starting point to ‘read’ infrastructure, since “listening to the master narrative and 

identifying it as such means identifying first with that which has been made other, or unnamed” 

(p. 385). 

There is a consensus among scholars that since the early twentieth century roads have been 

associated with state-led modernisation. In Europe, roads were privileged over other transport 

infrastructures after World War I, linked as they were “with the modernist and futurist imagination 

of the European far-right totalitarian states” (Dalakoglou, 2017, p. 5). In the United States, 

“countless histories of U.S. automobiles and roads” coupled them with ideas regarding 

geographical and economic expansionism, progress, and freedom (Rutkow, 2019, p. 9). In colonial 

contexts, roads were an inexpensive way for colonial powers to transport goods and people when 

compared to railways; while in postcolonial settings development theorists identified roads as a 

central goal for ‘underdeveloped’ countries (Dalakoglou, 2017, p. 6). Throughout the twentieth 

century, motorways became not only economic tools, but also an index of a nation’s progress and 

development (Khan, 2006; Masquelier, 2002), “representing unlimited growth, unlimited speed, 

unlimited length, and a straightforward unobstructed path to the future of the new world order” 

(Dalakoglou, 2017, p. 7). Harvey and Knox have described roads as “technologies of modernity” 

combining science and technical expertise, economic power, and political will (2012, p. 523), 

supporting today’s dominant form of mobility: automobility or the possibility of autonomous 

movement (Featherstone, 2004; Nye, 2016; Urry, 2004). 

This chapter aims to create a bridge between infrastructure studies and literature 

interrogating Latin America’s relationship with modernity. It builds on what Miller identifies as the 

key concern of Latin American intellectuals throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century: the 

perceived dichotomy between the development of autonomous national identities, on the one 

hand, and state-led processes of modernisation, on the other (N. Miller, 2007, 2008). In this 
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chapter I expand the scope of Miller’s question, interrogating politicians, technical elites, and 

private companies in charge of the construction and renewals of Route 5. I argue that, as seen in 

the key phases of the history of Route 5, modernity and identity have not been opposed – as some 

scholars such as Larraín (2000, 2006) suggest – but tightly bound together in what these elites have 

projected as a national identity project. Moreover, this chapter advances Yuval-Davis’s (2008) 

remark: within national identities, a common destiny helps cover up the gaps when there is no 

common origin, or when there is constant change or mobility (p. 19). An analysis of the history of 

Route 5 reveals that Chile’s central urban elites used the notion of modernity as a common destiny 

– allegedly embodied in infrastructure works and, particularly, in this motorway – to extend their 

power to the country’s north and south. The elites in the country’s central regions bestowed Route 

5 with a longitudinal unifying agency: as they presented it, the north-south connectivity brought 

about through the motorway would result in a future-oriented commonality amongst Chileans.  

The overlapping between discourses of modernity and (teleological) national identity in 

the history of this motorway operated through oppositions. The elite driving forces in the 

construction, paving and neoliberal redevelopment of Route 5 considered themselves as agents of 

modernity that would lead the rest of the country’s inhabitants from barbarism to civilisation, from 

tradition to progress, and from underdevelopment to development. I argue that the elite-led 

national identity discourses attached to Route 5 functioned via different versions of the 

civilisation/barbarism binary – which according to Taylor and Pitman, may be considered “the 

founding binary of Latin America as a concept” (2013, p. 116, emphasis in the original). This 

chapter demonstrates that these elites saw in Route 5 a material pathway towards a universalised 

model of civilisation, progress, and development, representing this motorway as the product of 

the scientific, rational, and technical work of engineers and the state. In this view, Route 5 – the 

Longitudinal Road – was meant to better connect Chileans and unite them in a future state of 

modernity. This condition, however, never arrived: in all phases of the expansion of Route 5, 

modernity has been presented as a future to achieve but never as a realised state. By interrogating 

“the circumstances of its development”, usually stripped out of an infrastructure’s master narrative 

(Star, 1999, p. 385), this chapter reveals the particularities of this modernity. It shows that these 

discourses were based upon foreign models, discussions, and funding, particularly regarding ideas 

of European civilisation and culture, and U.S. technical and economic development. Moreover, 

while reproducing ideas of European and U.S. superiority, they articulated exclusions for what the 

elites considered barbarous, archaic, traditional, or ignorant, that is, everyone who was not willing 

to conform with the modernisation they were propelling through roadbuilding and Route 5.  
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Consequently, the chapter maintains that Route 5 constituted a tool for internal 

colonisation. It argues that the elites promoting the expansion and renovations of this motorway 

justified these works using what Michael Hechter (1975) labelled a diffusionist model of nation 

building, whereby an increase in communication and connection between the ‘core’ (central urban 

areas) and the ‘peripheries’ (Chile’s north and south) would create national commonality (pp. 7-8). 

As in Hechter’s argument, this chapter shows that this diffusionist discourse was part of an internal 

colonisation process, in which the core is seen to expand its political domination and economic 

exploitation over the periphery (p. 9). By enabling and speeding up connectivity, Route 5 played a 

key role in the attempt of Chilean elites to impose their economic and political power in the 

country’s north and south. Thus, this chapter provides an example of the tight links between 

modernity and coloniality in infrastructure works and the national identity discourses attached to 

them. According to Miller (2008), processes such as industrialisation, secularisation, state 

bureaucratisation, or, in this case, public infrastructure and roadbuilding, create a “horizon of 

expectation” (p. 4) which is modernity. Modernity, then, may be studied as an epistemological 

concept, “a reflective consciousness of a time, space, and self in relation to other” (p. 4); a 

contingent way of perceiving, understanding, and imagining the world.34 Authors like Quijano 

(1992, 2010) and Mignolo (2000, 2005, 2010), moreover, have argued that modernity – a discourse 

and theory both declaring and desiring “universal applicability for itself” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 1) – 

cannot be separated from coloniality. This chapter studies Route 5 as a materialisation of the 

modernity/coloniality matrix.  

For this purpose, the chapter analyses the elite-led discourses attached to Route 5 emerging 

in two central arenas: the state, providing the legal and institutional frameworks for roadbuilding, 

and the technical elites in charge of the material design and construction of Route 5. As shown in 

the previous chapter, these two arenas are closely interconnected throughout the history of Route 

5. I concentrate on the periods when the state deemed that works on this motorway were a national 

priority: its construction in the 1920s, where I analyse the publications of the Chilean Engineering 

Association and the Ministry of Public Works alongside a selection of political speeches; the 1950s, 

where I focus on President Gabriel González Videla’s Plan Serena drawing upon presidential 

speeches, roadbuilding publications and González Videla’s memoirs written in 1975; and the 

neoliberal redevelopment of Route 5 in the 1990s, where I concentrate on political presidential 

discourses and official publications of the Ministry of Public Works. I also consider some Pan-

American discussions, particularly during the 1920s, late 1940s, and 1960s, exploring the 

 
34 See, for instance, the works of Chakrabarty (2000); Gandhi (1998); Hiddleston (2009); Mitchell (2000); Santos (2008, 
2011). 
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international dynamics framing national roadbuilding processes, revealing that Chile’s decisions 

regarding road construction were part of regional discussions and concerns. I conducted critical 

discourse analysis on many of the same sources I used to reconstruct the material and institutional 

chronology of Route 5 in Chapter One, plus a number of additional sources that help contextualise 

these discussions: the 11 September 1925 Military Political Manifesto justifying the 1925 coup 

d’état; the 1925 National Constitution; and some minutes and conclusions of the 1948 Pan 

American Congress in Bogotá, Colombia. Here, I analyse the discourses made manifest in these 

sources, tracing their “social and political setting, uses and effects” (Tonkiss, 2012, p. 408), and 

examining “hidden hierarchies as well as dominations, oppositions, inconsistencies, and 

contradictions” (Creswell, 2007, p. 25). 

The chapter is divided into three sections. The first section argues that the discourses of 

modernity that the country’s technical and political elites attached to the construction of Route 5 

in the 1920s attempted to create a longitudinal national imaginary through internal colonisation 

strategies – thus its original name, the Longitudinal Road. These discourses were based upon 

Eurocentric notions of civilisation and followed the U.S. as a role model for roadbuilding, which 

was particularly evident in Pan-American road-related discussions. Engineers and the Ministry of 

Public Works defined rural areas in the country as ‘primitive’, ‘isolated’, and ‘in need’ of better 

connections to the country’s urban centre to access what they perceived as modern and urban 

ways of living that affirmed Europe’s cultural superiority. The second section argues that the 

discourses of modernity that President Gabriel González Videla attached to the paving of Route 

5 in the 1950s also reproduced evolutionary notions of ‘Western Civilisation’. This process was 

part of González Videla’s plan of urban renovation in the region of Coquimbo, in which Route 5 

was seen as a crucial way to connect this region to the country’s centre. As envisaged by this 

president, the Plan Serena and the paving of Route 5 between the capital city of Santiago and La 

Serena represented a modernisation that built upon the region’s Hispanic heritage in aesthetic as 

well as political terms. These processes reproduced colonial practices that linked rational and 

logical organisation of space, racialised and class-based hierarchies, and ideas of control and 

governmentality, all in the context of the Cold War and U.S.-led anti-communism. The third 

section analyses the neoliberal development discourses attached to Route 5 by the centre-left 

coalition that governed the country in the 1990s and early 2000s, after Augusto Pinochet’s 

dictatorship (1973 – 1990). It argues that infrastructure projects, and particularly the 

redevelopment of Route 5, were considered by the governing elites as a material way to achieve a 

future-centred ideal national unity in ideological and (socio)economic terms. All in all, this chapter 
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delves into the nuances and complexities of the elite-led discourses of modernity attached to Route 

5 in different crucial phases of its history. 

 

Technology and civilisation in the elite-led longitudinal national imaginary of the 
1920s   
 

The idea of modernity observed in political discourses, government publications and, most clearly, 

in the Journal of the Chilean Engineering Association (the Anales del Instituto de Ingenieros) 

throughout the 1920s coincided with the classical definition of modernity as an ethical-

philosophical project derived from the European Enlightenment. The editorial of the October 

edition of the Ministry of Public Works’ Boletín de Caminos in 1930 went as far as to affirm that 

“other than the alphabet and the printing press, nothing has propelled humanity’s progress more 

than the means that shorten the distance, such as roads” (F.E.B. , 1930, p. 907). In the Ministry’s 

view, technical and scientific advancement fostering better connectivity would result in infinite 

human progress. In this spirit, Chilean elites promoting the construction of Route 5 argued that 

the Longitudinal Road, with all the technical challenges its building presented, was a tangible path 

to attain a Eurocentric idea of modernity, particularly in what they viewed as an attempt to rebuild 

the nation after years of political unrest.  

The 1920s were a period of significant change: the Parliamentary Republic (1881 – 1925) 

came to an end after years of instability in early September 1924, when a military Junta assumed 

power. The Junta published the 11 September Manifesto, taken as a transitory constitution (Ibáñez 

del Campo, 1925) until the approval of the 1925 National Constitution. The manifesto spoke of 

“re-making” (of needing to ‘re-hacer’) the nation along anti-political and pro-scientific lines:  

[This movement’s] purpose is to abolish Chile’s gangrenous politics, and its procedure, 

energetic but peaceful, is now of surgery. […] This is a movement without political flags; 

it is equally directed against all political groups who weakened our public consciousness 

and caused our entrenched corruption ("Manifiesto," 1924, p. 1). 

The urge to re-make or re-build the nation was present in other political discourses after 

the coup. For example, Arturo Alessandri returned to office in 1925 “willing to undertake […] the 

work of national salvation” (A. Alessandri, 1925, p. 1), and, in 1927, Carlos Ibáñez del Campo was 

elected president to construct a ‘New Chile’ through a technocratic and supposedly apolitical 

government (Booth, 2009; Errázuriz, 2014; Ibáñez Santa María, 1983). This tone, notoriously 

similar to that of Miguel Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship in Spain, was shared by most engineers 
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publishing articles and columns in the Anales during the 1920s.35 The Engineering Association, like 

the military Junta, blamed most of the country’s troubles on politicians, whom they identified with 

subjectivity, personal interests, chaotic administrations, and irrationality. Engineering and 

technique, conversely, were considered impartial, objective, logical, and clean. For instance, 

engineer Pedro Blanquier (1921) affirmed in the Anales that the reason for Chile’s transport failures 

was “the influence of the state: it will never be guided by a spirit that worries for continuity in its 

action, for there is no continuous government; will never be thoughtful, for states like ours never 

are; it will never comprehend the kind of discipline at the basis of industries, for this kind of 

discipline does not exist within the state” (p. 21). This engineer perceived politics as opposed to 

individuality and rationality, and more connected to religion and faith – identified with irrationality: 

“We have the belief in the God-State [...]. Our personality disappears before him and we resign all 

our individual forces, waiting for him [sic] to give us everything we want” (p. 23).36  

In this context, engineers viewed themselves as Chile’s best-placed modernising agents and 

promoted the construction of the Longitudinal Road as a tangible way to make modernity a 

reality.37 Roadbuilding engineers, present in government from 1924 onwards and primarily 

supported Ibáñez’s regime (1927 – 1931), understood modernity as technical progress (based on 

scientific knowledge, rationality, logical thinking, and objectivity) which would necessarily result in 

economic prosperity (by improving connectivity between centres of production and 

consumption), and political integration of the country (thus reaffirming the state’s presence in 

remote regions).38 Such definitions indicate that the unifying national discourses proposed by 

engineers were based upon a diffusionist idea of nationality as described by Hechter: “from 

interaction will come commonality” (1975, p. 7). These unification claims, however, were also 

closely linked to the central elites’ aim to achieve geographic and territorial unity in military and 

economic terms, who saw in Route 5 an internal colonisation tool. The construction of this 

motorway aided the central government to extend state control over mineral-rich lands in the 

Atacama Desert in the north and Mapuche territories of great value for timber and agriculture in 

the south. 

 
35 Cfr. Primo de Rivera (2003 [1923]). See also Booth (forthcoming) for a study that includes a comparison between 
Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship and Ibáñez’s government in terms of impulses to road construction. 
36 Blanquier’s identification of God and the state, and his critique of politics, can be related to a collective desire that 
led to the definite separation between the Chilean state and the church in the 1925 Constitution. 
37 See, for instance, the Anales’ editorial column written by engineer Francisco Escobar (1924). 
38 See, for example, the opinion pieces and technical articles published in the Anales by engineers Carlos Alliende Arrau 
(1924b), Ruperto Echeverría (1928), Guillermo Illanes (1925, 1928a, 1928b), Francisco Leighton (1923, 1924, 1926), 
and Eduardo Montero (1929). 
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Since the end of the War of the Pacific (1883) the Chilean government had an unsettled 

territorial dispute with Peru.39 The Treaty of Ancón, marking the war’s end, stated that the border 

cities of Tacna and Arica would remain under Chilean sovereignty for ten years, when a plebiscite 

(that never occurred) would decide their future. In 1929, the Treaty of Lima established that Tacna 

would be Peruvian, and Arica would remain Chilean. In this context, the central state needed to 

connect the northern regions more closely to the centre to help consolidate Chile’s national 

borders and capitalise on this territory’s economic (natural) resources which had been a central 

reason for the War of the Pacific in the first place. The central government perceived the 

Longitudinal Road as an adequate tool for this purpose (Booth, 2009). 

Moving to the south, there were also unresolved territorial issues between the state, private 

landowners, and indigenous Mapuche communities.40 The Chilean state occupied these territories 

using military force in the late nineteenth century, a process euphemistically called the Pacificación 

de la Araucanía [Pacification of Araucanía]; while most of the twentieth century was marked by 

continuous policies reducing Mapuche lands through laws, privatisation, and settlement by 

Chileans coming from the central regions and Europeans mainly of German descent (Bengoa, 

2000). From the 1850s, these territories not only represented an issue for “national security” or 

“integration”; elites were also aware that “Chile’s burgeoning agricultural export economy would 

benefit enormously from the acquisition of the fertile lands of the south” (Crow, 2013, p. 22). In 

the 1920s, engineers and economic elites from Chile’s central areas considered that these regions 

were isolated and in desperate need of being incorporated via roads into what they regarded as the 

national economy. This was repeatedly expressed in the Boletín. In 1929, for instance, one author 

wrote:  

[Chiloé’s] almost limitless forests will be soon enough a perennial source of valuable timber 

export. Considering that woodlands are almost exhausted in North America and Europe, their 

industries will logically come to our country searching for this resource […]. [However, the 

region remains] in an almost absolutely isolated condition [that] keeps these places in a state 

that may well be labelled as primitive ("Por las Provincias de Chile: Chiloé," 1929, p. 780).  

As represented in the Ministry’s official journal, isolation denoted lack of connectivity to and from 

the country’s central areas and, moreover, signified ‘primitivity’. In the late 1920s the government 

 
39 The War of the Pacific, also known as the Saltpetre War, was an early natural resource war in which Chile, Peru and 
Bolivia pursued control over the Atacama Desert due to its richness in nitrates. See Sater (2007). 
40 For detailed studies of Mapuche history and the relations between Mapuche communities and the Chilean state see, 
for example, Bengoa (2000); Cayuqueo (2017b); Crow (2013); Klubock (2014); Mallon (2005); Mella Seguel (2007); 
Namuncura (2001). Chapter Three explores tensions between the state and Mapuche communities in the construction 
of the Temuco Bypass in the late 1990s. 
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encouraged roadbuilding to end what they regarded as isolation – thus creating a highly centralised 

longitudinal national imaginary – drawing on economic reasons. In Thomas Klubock’s 

interpretation (2014), the economic justification used by the Chilean state for the colonisation of 

Mapuche lands (still valid today) implied that “conservation, forestry, and forestry science serve[d] 

as tools for extending the state governance into a frontier territory” (p. 4). The Ministry of Public 

Works in the 1920s firmly believed these colonisation processes were dependent upon the 

development of good, modern roads. In 1929, for example, an article in the Boletín suggested that 

“the colono [settler] will settle in Chile if he [sic] is given fields that are well connected through good 

roads to transport his products to consumption centres” ("Por las Provincias de Chile: Valdivia," 

1929, p. 859). 

Engineers and the Ministry explained what I interpret as the internal colonisation practices 

fostered by the Longitudinal Road using a diffusionist premise: an increase in connectivity between 

rural (peripheral) areas in the country’s north and south – represented as lacking and in need – and 

urban (core) centres would increase the quality of life in the former. A 1930 editorial column in 

the Boletín, for instance, stated that:  

Roads allow people in the countryside to enjoy the city’s cultural benefits; enabling children to 

take advantage of previously unknown educational opportunities. In a word, roads have 

brought the countryside closer to the city, eliminating isolation, and the feeling of remoteness 

[…]. Therefore, the cultural and civilising function of the road is now more efficient than ever 

(F.E.B. , 1930, p. 908).41 

Engineer Francisco Escobar – editor of the Boletín in the late 1920s – went as far as to describe 

rural areas as barren in terms of inhabitants and aesthetic taste, contrary to what he supposed 

would characterise urban life. In Escobar’s view roads materialised the possibility for rural 

inhabitants to better themselves – following the Eurocentric ethico-philosophical and 

universalising ideal of modernity (see Osborne, 2008). Additionally, roads indicated a loss of 

control – presented by Escobar as positive – by people living in the countryside over their 

territories, making clear the role of roads for the internal colonisation of the country. In his words,  

It is often argued that bridges to be built in uninhabited areas [despoblados] may disregard 

aesthetics. In our view, however, this statement is seriously mistaken. […] Why should bridges 

located in deserted areas lack beauty? Don’t the peasant and villager have the right to cultivate 

 
41 The link between roads and education is framed within a concern regarding schooling in the 1920s both in Chile 
and in the wider region. The first law establishing compulsory primary education was enacted in 1920 in Chile (see 
"Ley sobre Educación Primaria Obligatoria," 1920). 
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a sense of beauty? Bridges in rural areas must be educational monuments of good taste, of 

aesthetic feeling, precisely for those who need it most. And today the countryside is no longer 

the exclusive heritage of those who live there. Good roads and cars have happily opened up 

the beautiful landscapes and the majesty of the mountains in the countryside for all (F. 

Escobar, 1927, p. 289). 

Herein we find a Eurocentric notion of civilisation coupled with modernity and the common 

destiny engineers perceived roads enabled. According to Escobar, the Ministry “pleads for roads 

to fulfil their role of civilisation, solidarity, and progress as soon as possible” (1928b, p. 584). 

Engineer Guillermo Illanes, moreover, stated in the Anales that “the importance of roads is a 

decisive factor for progress in every area of human action […] whose relevance is recognised today 

by all nations belonging to the civilised world” (1925, p. 484).42  

Both in the Boletín and the Anales, this civilising mission was used, first, to integrate Chile 

into what these elites considered a universal history – which was in fact a history of Europe’s 

colonialism – that justified their own internal colonisation strategies. A noteworthy example is a 

chronicle written by engineer Santiago Marín Vicuña (1929b) published in the Ministry’s Boletín.43 

He began stating that “nobody may ignore the fact that roads have been, since prehistoric times, 

one of the most decisive and fruitful factors for the progress of nations” (p. 1027). He then 

accounted for the key role roads played in Ancient Egypt, Arabia, Carthage, during the Roman 

Empire, in the Middle Ages and finally in Modern Times, where “the great nations expanded with 

extraordinary hope their means of communication” (p. 1027), making particular emphasis on 

Napoleon’s empire. The author concluded describing Chilean roads as part of this trajectory, 

signalling narratives of Chilean exceptionalism within the region. Other articles, however, 

presented Chilean road construction as part of a Latin American drive, emphasising continental 

integration and the role of roads in the ‘civilisation’ (colonisation) of the Americas:   

The process of civilising Chile, as in the whole of America, was a matter of roads: as the Spanish 

explorers advanced in their scouting of the newly discovered continent, they enlarged and 

improved terrestrial communications to uphold contact with the rest of the legions of invaders 

who had already settled in the region. Chile still retains the ancient Inca trail as a sign of Incaic 

power, stretching out up to the Maule River (Escobar Terán, 1927, p. 544).44 

 
42 See also Illanes (1928a) and Montero (1929). 
43 Santiago Marín Vicuña (1861 - 1936) was a prominent Chilean engineer, constant advocate of roads and railways to 
better connect the country and active participant in Pan-American Congresses in the 1920s. For an extended study on 
Marín Vicuña’s role in road construction during the 1920s  see Booth (2013).  
44 Engineer Héctor Escobar (1896 – 1851) was officer of the General Road and Bridge Inspection in the Ministry of 
Public Works in the late 1920s and Editor of the Revista de Caminos in the late 1940s (Ingenieros de Chile, 1951). 
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As expressed by engineers, consequently, civilisation was coupled with European colonisation and 

the modernity embodied by roads followed a European model. The reference to the “ancient Inca 

trail” here, moreover, is an indication of Escobar’s valuing of Inca expansionism and colonialism 

while positioning these peoples – still living in the Andes – in a remote past.45  

 Second, the perceived civilisation mission engineers and the Ministry attached to roads 

implied the establishment of racial hierarchies. Referring to the role of the Longitudinal Road in 

the development of tourism, for example, engineer Miguel Letelier affirmed that 

Road improvement will have an important influence promoting tourism in Chile [...]. Our 

territory’s natural beauties may attract foreign tourists […] who will leave in our country 

considerable sums of money. European countries, combining natural beauties and man-made 

[sic] facilities, have stimulated the number of foreign visitors in their territory, obtaining 

considerable revenues for this matter. Chile, within South America, has a call to enjoy the 

peculiar prerogatives it receives from its beauty and climate. Good roads greatly influence such 

beneficial results (Letelier, 1928, p. 499).46 

These words of Letelier conveyed the central elites’ desire to Europeanise Chile through tourism, 

positioning the country as exceptional – or leading – within the continent. The author promoted 

the country’s southern areas, with European-like landscapes, natural beauties, and temperate 

climate, as uniquely Chilean and a major tourist attraction; the country’s peoples, however, were 

not mentioned. Moreover, a 1929 report in the Ministry’s Boletín described the need to colonise 

Mapuche lands using an overtly racist narrative, clearly representing indigenousness as barbarism 

in need of civilisation: 

We want to dedicate a few lines to the current state of large portions of lands owned by 

indigenous populations. Usually located near urban areas, these properties represent an effective 

value. Unfortunately, the native – lazy by nature – disdains working these lands himself [sic]. 

Rather, he only looks for easy profits through rent […]. Luckily, the government’s recent 

disposition to grant these populations land titles has increased our hopes that by selling these 

lands, the area can finally contribute to the province’s wealth. Undoubtedly, new owners will 

obtain great utilities and profit – contributing to the territory’s economic value – if their lands 

 
45 National monuments along Route 5 today also create a narrative of Chile’s history that positions indigenousness in 
an archaic past. See Chapter Four. 
46 Miguel Letelier was head of the Ministry of Public Works in 1922 and Ibañez’s Ministro del Interior [Home Secretary] 
in the late 1920s. 
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are properly connected and communicate through roads ("Por las Provincias de Chile: Cautín," 

1929, p. 84).47 

  Third, the elites promoting and justifying road construction as a path towards civilization 

also created and reproduced class-based exclusions. Since its conception, the Longitudinal Road 

was designed to be used by motor vehicles only, discouraging and even forbidding the use of 

carretas (animal-traction vehicles) employed by Mapuche communities, farmers and campesinos 

[peasants] until today. The National Agriculture Society published in 1928 an article stating that 

road modernisation was paradoxical. In their view, newly redeveloped roads were so 

“exaggeratedly good” that regulations for their use and conservation impeded the fulfilment of 

their transport mission because agricultural produce and other freight transport usually relied upon 

animal-traction. Road modernisation, in the Agriculture Society’s view, effectively disconnected 

rather than connecting farmers. Francisco Escobar replied in the Boletín de Caminos in the following 

terms: 

The truth is that modern roads have not been designed for it [the carreta]. […] In fact, the carreta 

would have never accomplished the revolution that roads provoked regarding communication 

and transport. It has been the automobile that has brought a youthful breath to roads (F. 

Escobar, 1928a, pp. 671-672).  

According to roadbuilding engineers, consequently, the revolution in communication – and thus 

the technical and moral betterment – fostered by modern roads was meant only for those willing 

to be modernised in their terms and who had the economic resources to do so. The latter shows 

the restrictedness and particularities of the ways in which Chile’s technical elites understood 

modernity, despite the universalising ambitions of the concept. 

 In sum, roadbuilding engineers and the Ministry of Public Works perceived road 

construction as rational and objective pathways towards modernity, an allegedly upcoming 

unifying condition, based upon a Eurocentric notion of civilisation linked to strategies of internal 

colonisation. These foreign-based notions of teleological national identity are better understood 

when situated within the Pan-American context, also evidencing that Chile’s road-construction 

processes were not exceptional within the continent.48 Indeed, several of the elite-led discourses 

and arguments presented here strongly resemble those described by authors like Salvatore (2006) 

 
47 The privatisation and purchase of community-owned lands was one of the main state-led strategies to reduce 
Mapuche territories. These issues, in their relation to Route 5, are further explored in Chapter Three. 
48 Similar processes were occurring in other Latin American countries. See, for instance, the work of Ballent (2005) 
studying Argentinian road-building in the 1930s; Chapter One in P. Harvey and Knox (2015) for a history of road 
construction in Peru since the 1920s; and the work of Bess (2014) studying Mexican road construction in the 1940s. 
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and Rutkow (2019) when referring to Pan-Americanism. In Salvatore’s view, during the last two 

centuries the U.S has led efforts to better connect the territories of the Americas to create the 

imagined community of Pan-America – “a virtual space created at the conjuncture of foreign policy 

principles, business expansionism, and knowledge enterprises” (Salvatore, 2006, p. 664). The 

foundations of the idea of Pan-Americanism were, precisely, imaginaries of hemispheric 

integration that were described in Pan-American Congresses as the Americas’ “common destiny 

and mutual interests”, but which were generally based upon the U.S.’s hegemony in the region 

(Rutkow, 2019, p. 9). Moreover, Salvatore describes the Pan-American Highway as a 

“transportation utopia”, “built upon notions of connectivity, circulation, and modernity” that 

allowed U.S. firms and policy makers to expand their influence throughout the continent, 

positioning themselves as roadbuilding role models (2006, p. 664). In 1928, Representative A.D. 

McLeod told the U.S. Congress that the Pan-American Highway was a “step in roadbuilding which 

will give us [the U.S.] supremacy for all time” following, nonetheless, “the principle of cooperation 

rather than conquest” (Rutkow, 2019, pp. 254-255). In Rosa Elena Ficek’s words, the Pan-

American Highway “like other imperial roads […] advanced U.S. projects to establish political, 

ideological, and technical supremacy in the Western Hemisphere” (2016, p. 130).  

 Pan-American Congresses, guidelines, and discussions greatly influenced the elites 

promoting Route 5. As mentioned in Chapter One, the idea of constructing the Longitudinal Road 

as part of a Pan-American Highway was conceived during the V Inter-American Conference in 

Santiago, 1923. In 1924 a Pan-American Highway Commission guided by fourteen U.S. engineers 

and funded by U.S. bankers, businessmen, and the American Association of State Highway 

Officials (AASHO) brought together engineers representing nineteen Latin American countries 

and visited highways in nine U.S. states (Booth, 2009; Rutkow, 2019). Engineers were led by 

Thomas MacDonald, head of the U.S. Public Roads Office; they met deans of different U.S. 

engineering faculties; they got to know the new construction methods being used in the country; 

and Henry Ford even received them in his mansion outside Detroit (Booth, 2009, p. 120). 

Additionally, in 1925, Chilean engineer Francisco Leighton was sent by the Chilean government 

to study the U.S. road regulations and construction methods.  

 Articles published in the Anales and the Boletín de Caminos throughout the 1920s showed 

that Chilean roadbuilding engineers made these discourses of continental integration and U.S. 

hegemony their own. Engineers constantly praised U.S. roads and roadbuilding technologies – 
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manifesting the U.S.’s success in positioning themselves as roadbuilding role models.49 Chile was 

not an exception within Latin America in this regard; the U.S. was also considered an example in 

roadbuilding in countries like Peru (P. Harvey & Knox, 2015), Argentina (Ballent, 2005), and 

Mexico (Bess, 2014). Chilean engineers also described Pan-American Highway Congresses and 

Commissions as fundamental for continental union (Illanes, 1925), and that international roads 

united different republics in “fraternal embraces” (Montero, 1929) thus enforcing the idea of a 

Pan-American space. These words coincided with what Leo Rowe (General Director of the Pan-

American Union) wrote to Chilean engineer Santiago Marín Vicuña when referring to the Pan-

American Highway as “the most positive manifestation of continental fraternity” (L. S. Rowe, 

1928, p. 294). Some engineers acknowledged, nonetheless, Chile’s subordinate position with 

respect to the U.S. in these matters. Engineer Eduardo Montero stated that “the construction of 

good roads […] prepares our country to receive elements of progress from nations more advanced 

than ours” (1929, p. 157), and Santiago Marín Vicuña, moreover, claimed that 

Mr. Hoover seems to agree with Mr. Coolidge on the necessity of building a Pan-American Highway. 

Because of that statement alone, formulated by two Presidents of the United States, there is no force nor 

human idea capable of resisting it […]. What they say is imposed in an irresistible way (1929a, p. 339). 

During these years, some voices in the Anales also advocated for the importance of Latin 

American (as opposed to Pan-American) solidarity, connections, and experience-sharing, 

disregarding U.S. influences. Latin American solidarity, nonetheless, was described in Eurocentric 

terms – following notions of European modernity and science. By the end of the decade, as we 

move into the 1930s, the same Santiago Marín Vicuña published an article in the Anales 

encouraging Latin American engineers to share their experiences with each other:  

When discussing issues regarding railways, roads, mining, irrigation, or the like, it is common for our 

continental counterparts to back up their concepts citing experiences learnt in Germany, France, 

England, the U.S., and other countries of prestigious culture; but on very few occasions they refer to 

activities developed in Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, and other nations of our own continent. What is 

the reason for such an anomaly? In our humble opinion, this comes from the cultural or professional 

isolation in which we obstinately live with respect to the valuable constructive and intellectual activities of 

our nations. […] This makes us want to save such gaps through collective action based on intellectual 

cooperation. To this we dedicate the present study which, under such concept, may be considered to 

have great Americanist relevance (1931, p. 383, emphasis in the original). 

 
49 See, for example, the technical studies and opinion pieces written by Carlos Alliende Arrau (1924a, 1924b), Ruperto 
Echeverría (1928), Francisco Mardones (1927a, 1927b), Marcos Orrego Puelma (1925), and LuisSchmidt (1925), in 
addition the editorial piece of the September issue of the Anales in 1926.   
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This extract could be read as a (limited) argument against Eurocentrism. However, just as engineers 

had described the (‘primitive state’ of the) country’s southern regions, Marín Vicuña placed 

isolation – as opposed to connectivity – as a reason for the subordinate position of Latin American 

countries. What was valued, moreover, was the “professional” and “intellectual activities” within 

these countries in relation to infrastructure projects.50 

All in all, the discourses of modernity that the country’s technical and political elites 

attached to roadbuilding and to the construction of the Longitudinal Road during the 1920s 

attempted to create a future-oriented national unity based upon a Eurocentric notion of civilisation 

and following the U.S. as a roadbuilding role model. Aiming to spread what they regarded as 

modern and urban ways of living that affirmed Europe’s cultural superiority – defining rural local 

practices and knowledges as primitive – these elites used roadbuilding as a tool for the internal 

colonisation of the country’s northern and southern territories, operating through racial and class-

based exclusions and hierarchies and creating a highly centralised longitudinal national imaginary. 

The modernity embodied by the Longitudinal Road, consequently, was bound together with 

coloniality: it represented the elite-led attempt to impose, in the country’s north and south, material 

and epistemological foreign models of nation-building, connectivity, and integration that also 

extended former colonial and new neo-imperial influences in the region.    

 

The colonial organisation of space, the imposition of progress, and anti-communism in 
the 1950s 

After several years of neglect, when governments could not afford to invest in roads due to the 

Great Depression, an internal economic crisis derived from a stark decrease in nitrate export and 

later World War II, Gabriel González Videla once more put Route 5 at the centre of the state’s 

infrastructure projects in 1946. As part of his Plan Serena – described by himself as an “experiment 

in the planning of public works, development projects and urbanisation” (González Videla, 1952, 

p. xlv) in the cities of La Serena and Coquimbo – Route 5 was rerouted and paved to better connect 

these regions to the country’s capital city. The plan put into practice European achievements in 

new urban sciences and was framed in what this president labelled a defence of Western civilisation 

during the first years of the Cold War.  

 
50 See the essays collected by Blanco and Page (2020) for discussions regarding science, geopolitics and culture in Latin 
America. They study scientific innovation and imagination in the region, their relation to colonialism and neo-
colonialism, and explore Latin America as a site of knowledge production, scientific imagination, and challenging of 
or alternative contributions to Eurocentric scientific thought. 
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In his memoirs, González Videla (1975) affirmed – retrospectively – that the Plan Serena 

stemmed from his experience as Ambassador of Chile in France in 1939 and 1940. In his words,  

Paris intoxicated us with the visionary conception of its boulevards, designed by the famous 

Haussmann and built thanks to the demolition of old Paris, costing him his position as 

Prefect of the French capital city due to the misjudgement of his countrymen. Paris taught 

me that urban planning, more than ever a new science, was an art that had been born to 

redeem the city and its contours from the miserable, unhealthy, and inhospitable human 

agglomeration in the suburbs and was the antidote to ugliness and other offenses to the 

aesthetics, comfort and organisation of villages, towns, and metropolises (p. 1133). 

Placing Paris as a role-model for urban renovation – and without any mention of Europe’s and 

Paris’s problems in the post-war period – he described the past state of La Serena and what he 

achieved through the redevelopment in the following terms: 

My Plan, considered an unachievable dream by many, transformed this privileged but 

backward region into a single urban nucleus, a single great human conglomerate, where 

everything comes together in a harmonious set of logical functions, with beautiful 

perspectives, fluid communication channels for industry and agricultural products, as well as 

for the comfort, happiness, and security of its inhabitants. Yesterday’s unsanitary swamps, 

ports without docks, dusty and grey cities, and long beaches in total helplessness, are now 

organised land plots; mechanic ports; effective communication routes such as roads, avenues, 

airfields; modern resorts at the service of national and international tourism (p. 1144). 

These two extracts reveal what González Videla sought as modern: European models of urbanism, 

a rational and scientific organisation of the city, beauty, hygiene, and connectivity, all of which he 

presented as universally valid values. The purported objectivity and rationality of the renewals were 

highlighted when the President described the Plan as “conceived and inspired outside political 

programs, adverts or ideologies” (1975, p. 1137), coupling modernity with instrumental reason in 

a similar vein to roadbuilding engineers in the 1920s.  

Aesthetics were of great relevance within the Plan, once more related to the Eurocentric 

idea of civilisation linked to tradition but with an eye on the future. González Videla defined 

architectural style as “the aesthetic expression of a race, of a civilisation. It is the image of a 

tradition and of a people’s habits […] which is being modernised every day to adapt to today’s life 

standards” (1975, p. 1147). The tradition and civilisation that he praised were not related to the 

present-day people living in La Serena nor its indigenous heritage, but rather Hispanic inheritance: 



67 
 

La Serena’s ‘architectural style’ cannot be other than the colonial one since it corresponds to 

the city’s traditional character like no other. La Serena, born a city of Spanish-Basque strain, 

has never lost its Spanish imprint. It stands out as a testimony of the brilliant conception of 

a race of conquerors who knew how to combine defence and security with the beauty that 

surrounded them. […] Hispanism became incarnated, through centuries of colonial 

domination, in the structure and architectural lines of its streets, temples and houses 

(González Videla, 1975, pp. 1148 - 1149). 

The latter combined overt racial hierarchies – a “race of conquerors” – with an organisation of 

space that linked ideas of beauty and architectural design, with military strategies of governance. 

The Hispanism celebrated here, moreover, points towards what Bernhard Siegert (2015) has 

described as one of the cultural techniques used by Spanish colonisers during colonial times 

throughout Spanish-America: checkboard cities (the damero colonial or grid-like cities) were 

architectural urban designs that aided in the charting and registering of inhabitants. In Siegert’s 

view, this colonial urban design was a means of governmentality: “to live in one of the newly 

founded Latin American cities amounts to being registered in a grid in which […] everything is 

assigned its own place” (p. 108). González Videla’s hailing of colonial streets and architecture in 

terms of beauty but also “defence and security” suggests he aimed to use urban redevelopment as 

a form of social control. 

  The links between rational and logical organisation of space, racialised (and class-based) 

hierarchies, and ideas of control and governmentality, were also made manifest in the President’s 

memoirs, where he provides a retrospective description of the methods he employed to carry out 

the Plan and his opinions concerning the reactions of some of the area’s inhabitants. Regarding 

changes in irrigation systems, for instance, González Videla stated that “unfortunately, the farmers 

of these regions are dominated by traditional criteria, adherence to the old-style, to the customs 

inherited by generations, becoming enemies of any new system” (1975, p. 1161). Clearly, in the 

President’s view the heritage of these farmers was different to the “brilliant” Hispanism he 

admired. His memoirs also express that he felt a call to lead La Serena’s peoples towards modernity, 

even if through violent means. He describes how he demolished the city – as Haussmann did with 

Paris – after which he obtained the nickname of ‘the Earthquake’. Moreover, the President 

declared he employed military forces to expropriate and move people without prior notice from 

what he called their “old and unhealthy clay houses”, into the “new and modern houses prepared 

for them” (1975, p. 1137). In his words, “it is sad to see. Progress does not arise spontaneously: it 

must be imposed!” (1975, p. 1141). 
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Ingrained in González Videla’s Plan was the belief in Europe’s cultural superiority which, 

through imposition, would ‘improve’ the region and, moreover, had the potential of becoming a 

role model for the whole continent.51 In his 1951 Annual Presidential Message, he assured that “La 

Serena is the first city Chile will be able to exhibit to the rest of the Americas as the most faithful 

exponent of a race, a civilisation, and a culture through the purity and regularity of a style” (in 

González Videla, 1975, p. 1149). Identity (though overtly racist), order, modernity, and aesthetics 

were ideas closely bound together in the President’s view.  

González Videla considered the Longitudinal Road essential in his Plan: judged vital for 

the region’s communication and economy – strengthening ideas of connectivity to and from the 

country’s centre – it materialised modernity. The President described it as “the most important 

road work that has ever been carried out in the country”, whose main triumph was to provide “a 

more expeditious, economical and quicker communication route” between Santiago and La Serena 

(1975, p. 1176). Additionally, he constantly praised “the boldness of its straight-line layout through 

mountains, rivers, deep gullies, eliminating immense natural obstacles posed by the dislocated 

geography of the Aconcagua and Coquimbo provinces” (p. 1176), in other words, its ability to 

materialise a technical triumph over a rough natural landscape. Moreover, this triumph was 

aesthetically and technically modelled upon new motorways in the Global North, having “such 

spaciousness, smoothness and visibility that it allows the highest speeds without the danger of 

unforeseen obstacles. Like the best European or North American highway, it does not cross any 

towns or villages” (p. 1176). González Videla additionally stated that “the elements used to build 

it [Route 5] were something decidedly new among us, that is, the powerful machinery acquired in 

the U.S. through a loan of three million dollars, granted to the country by Eximbank” (González 

Videla, 1975, p. 1176). Economically, technically, and aesthetically, then, Route 5 – and the whole 

Plan Serena – pursued foreign models. Following these models, rerouting Route 5 meant 

prioritising La Serena’s connection to Santiago and disconnecting smaller towns and cities it 

formerly went across (see Chapter One). Thus, we detect the highly centralised character of 

Gonzalez Videla’s supposed decentralisation plan: to ‘improve’ the region of Coquimbo, it needed 

to be connected to the country’s centre.   

 
51 Ideas related to Latin America as a region in the process of being ‘westernised’ and ‘improved’ through European 
immigration and scientific education – though considering the region part of the Western world – were common in 
occidentalist discourses of national identity in the early twentieth century (see, for instance, Larraín, 1994, 2000, 2006; 
Vergara et al., 2012). González Videla’s ideals as represented here may be interpreted as a cultural (not biological) 
version of Latin American eugenics movements such as those described by Nancy Leys Stepan in Brazil, Argentina, 
and Mexico (1996). 
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The paving process through which the connectivity between La Serena and Santiago was 

improved contrasted with other Latin American countries, such as Peru, where historians have 

reported that road-paving was done by army recruits or forcibly put upon the poor and/or 

indigenous communities. Route 5, on the contrary, was paved by wage labourers. At least this is 

the story told by members of the Chilean Chamber of Construction in a recent documentary 

(Domínguez, 2019). In their account, former nitrate miners who had lost their jobs because of the 

nitrate crisis during and after World War II now worked for wages in road construction. By doing 

so, the CChC highlighted the ‘modern’ methods used in the Chilean case – wage labour – as 

opposed to conscripted labour as in the case, for instance, of Augusto Leguía’s Ley de Conscripción 

Vial [Road Conscription Law] in Peru in the 1920s.52 The reported intention of this law, 

nonetheless, and similar to Dalakoglou’s account of road construction processes in Albania in the 

1990s (2017, ch. 3), was for the people to be involved in road construction and paving and thus 

feel these modernisation processes as their own (see Rice, 2015). The use of unemployed former 

nitrate workers for road construction in Chile, consequently, can therefore be interpreted in 

contrasting ways: for the CChC it was a sign of modernity, and yet it may also be indicative of the 

imposition of modernisation processes as in González Videla’s account.   

The Plan Serena and the paving of Route 5 were framed within the international context of 

the Cold War and anti-communism. González Videla was elected in 1946 with the support of the 

Communist Party; his government is renowned, nonetheless, for the enactment of the Ley de 

Defensa Permanente de la Democracia [Law of Permanent Defence of Democracy], outlawing the 

“Communist Party’s existence, organisation, action, and oral, written or any other type of 

propaganda” ("Ley de Defensa," 1948, p. 1). In his 1949 presidential speech in Congress, he 

justified this law – later known as the Ley Maldita [Cursed Law] – in the following terms: 

 It was our honest and sincere conviction to put an end to [the Communist Party’s] disruptive 

action if we wanted well-being and progress – based upon production – in our country. Thus, 

I promptly asked you [the Congress] to pass a law that, together with putting the Communist 

Party on the side-lines of our democratic structure, ended its anti-national action forever 

(González Videla, 1949, p. 12). 

 
52 Augusto Leguía’s ‘Ley de Conscripción Vial’ (1920) was a programme of conscripted labour for road construction 
in Peru. This programme aimed at modernising the country through road construction, forcing – in theory – every 
man aged between 18 and 60 to provide between six and twelve days of unpaid labour for road construction. In 
practice, men could be exempted from this labour paying the equivalent of those days’ wages, meaning that it was 
mostly indigenous populations who did the work. The law has been linked to indigenous protests and uprisings that 
decade. See, for instance, Bazán (2011); Rice (2015). 
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His discourses often associated communism not only with anti-nationalism but also with 

supposedly anti-(Western)civilisation stances. In 1951, for instance, he stated that “today, just like 

in 1947, communism is the most serious enemy of civilisation and democratic coexistence” (1951, 

p. xvii). He justified his anti-communist policies as a “defence of Western civilisation, which 

threatens to collapse before the onslaught of Asian totalitarianism” (1949, p. 16), clearly aligning 

with the U.S. and the Western powers during the early Cold War years. Moreover, González Videla 

described U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt as “the bulwark of democratic institutions and the 

most faithful exponent of the virtues of our civilisation” (1949, p. 16).  

González Videla’s anti-communist and pro-U.S. posture had several points of connection 

with the history of Route 5. In the late 1930s, before the beginning of World War II, Roosevelt’s 

administration in the U.S. promoted direct economic support to Latin American governments to 

avoid the spread of fascism in the region, being particularly worried about German colonies in 

Brazil, Argentina, and Chile (Rutkow, 2019, p. 292). This support translated into an increase in the 

economic lending power of the Export-Import Bank (Eximbank) of Washington to Latin 

American states. After World War II, moreover, Pan-Americanism and the Pan-American 

Highway were inevitably caught up in the tensions of the Cold War. According to Rutkow (2019), 

it was precisely during the 1948 Pan-American Congress in Bogotá, Colombia, that U.S. Secretary 

of State George Marshall himself made the link between anti-communism and an increase in 

funding for the Pan-American Highway possible. During the Marshall Plan years, when the U.S. 

focused its economic aid on Europe instead of Latin America, U.S. government officials feared 

the expansion of communism throughout the continent. Before the 1948 Congress, Marshall was 

warned about possible protests led by “local Communists [who] viewed Pan-Americanism as a 

tool of U.S. imperialism” (Rutkow, 2019, p. 335). Throughout the Congress, consequently, 

Marshall set communism as the great menace for the union of the peoples of the Americas whilst 

also expressing his government’s renewed commitment to the region through an increase in 

Import-Export bank loans (p.336). Indeed, it was using this new funding that González Videla 

paved Route 5 in his Plan Serena. Furthermore, he named this newly paved section ‘President 

Roosevelt Road’. In his 1948 Presidential Message, additionally, he stated that the anti-Communist 

resolutions taken during the Bogotá Congress had been led by the Chilean delegation (González 

Videla, 1948), proposing a nationalist image of Chile as leader in the fight against communism 

despite the country having a strong Communist Party with whom the President had initially formed 

his government. All in all, 1948 was the year in which González Videla both reopened the external 

loan services that funded the paving of Route 5 and proclaimed the so-called ‘Cursed Law’ banning 

the Communist Party in Chile.  
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The U.S.’s intent to keep expanding its influence throughout Latin America via the Pan-

American Highway was also made manifest in the Ninth Pan-American Highway Congress in 

Washington D.C., in 1963. The Congress’s official theme was ‘Highways in the Alliance of 

Progress’. According to Ficek (2016), the “Alliance for Progress, and its promise to reproduce in 

Latin America the prosperity observed in post-war U.S. through development aid, worked to create 

a sense of hemispheric community with a common interest in accessing natural resources and 

opposing communism” (p. 141). In this context, the Pan-American Highway partly became “a 

technology to expand an ‘American way of life’” (p. 141). In Ficek’s words,  

Having built roads connecting urban centres, [Latin American] states began to focus on filling 

in the empty spaces on the map, building what were called access, colonisation, or penetration 

roads into the less-populated interiors of countries […]. These roads, discussed and 

incorporated into the Pan-American Highway system at meetings throughout the 1950s, 

emphasised access to resources in order to increase agricultural and industrial production, 

linking marginal areas to the national economy (p. 142). 

From this perspective, Pan-American Congresses and the U.S. interest in the Pan-American 

Highway – through technical discussions, promoting visits to the U.S., direct and indirect funding, 

among others – influenced the unifying discourses of modernity that Route 5 embodied according 

to Chilean elites, at least during its first half-century of existence. Its paving during the González 

Videla years expressed the government’s intention to rationally organise space explicitly 

reproducing coloniality through modernisation strategies. Emulating Spanish colonialism and 

following U.S. models of road construction and territorial integration, Route 5 materialised local, 

national, and transnational interests.  

 After the Plan Serena’s official inauguration in 1952, the paving of Route 5 continued 

mainly from Santiago to the south. In 1952, Ibáñez del Campo was re-elected president (1952 – 

1958). As in the 1920s, his policies prioritised technicians, engineers, and roads, resulting, in 1953, 

in the reorganisation of the Ministry of Public Works and the creation of the current Road Office 

(Dirección de Vialidad, 2017). The intention to rebuild the nation was also shared by President 

Jorge Alessandri (1958 – 1964), who was elected president after Ibáñez. In his 1960 Presidential 

Message, he described his aims as being a necessary “restoring action for the country” (J. 

Alessandri, 1960, p. 3). Chilean historians have considered the paving of Route 5 one of 

Alessandri’s main achievements (Villalobos et al., 1974). It was inaugurated by President Eduardo 

Frei Montalva (1964 – 1970) in 1968 and labelled ‘Route 5’ in 1969. 
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Future-oriented national unity, economic integration, and neoliberal development in 
the 1990s 

After years of neglect during Allende’s socialist government (1970 – 1973) and the neoliberal 

military dictatorship of Pinochet (1973 – 1990), Route 5 was once more put at the forefront of the 

state’s concern during the mid-1990s (see Chapter One). According to the centre-left Concertación 

de Partidos por la Democracia [Coalition of Parties for Democracy] elected to power in 1989, the 1990s 

were to be a decade of national reconciliation, transition to democracy, and economic and social 

development. The seventeen years of civic-military dictatorship were characterised by harsh 

authoritarianism and severe human rights violations, and the imposition of neoliberal economic 

policies. At the end of the dictatorship, the country was deeply divided between those for and 

against the dictatorship, and between those who benefitted from or were disadvantaged by its 

neoliberal policies.53 Political discourses during the 1990s were therefore strongly marked by an 

integrationist narrative with a future orientation. In Patricio Aylwin’s (1990 – 1994) first 

presidential speech in 1990, he repeatedly stated that “if we want to reinforce national unity, we 

must all set our eyes on the common future that unites us” (P. Aylwin, 1990, p. 7). 

 National unity meant, first, articulating ideological difference. Aylwin drew upon local 

essentialisms and Western universalism to do so. He appealed to an essentialised notion of 

Chileanness: “we all recognise ourselves as compatriots […] seeking to understand each other and 

admitting that diversity is not and cannot be an insuperable obstacle to our essential unity as 

Chileans” (P. Aylwin, 1990, p. 3). Additionally, he considered the most plausible way to achieve 

unity was via Western democracy, “the form of human coexistence most in line with reason, with 

the progress of civilisation and with our own national idiosyncrasy” (p. 2). Second, national unity 

meant addressing the country’s material inequalities. Aylwin’s diagnosis was that “the years that 

preceded the current government resulted in a severe imbalance among Chileans; some achieved 

the benefits of progress towards modernity, while others remained in situations of unworthy 

poverty” (P. Aylwin, 1993, p. 51). The consequences of this were clear for him: 

If they [inequalities] persist […] we run the risk of consolidating two different and antagonistic 

countries: a Chile of those with access to modernity and the fruits of growth and development, 

and another of the marginalised, socially excluded from modern life, becoming a burden to 

society (P. Aylwin, 1990, p. 28).  

 
53 To expand on discussions about the divisions created and enforced during the dictatorship see the study of 
Constable and Valenzuela (1991); for an extended discussion about neoliberalism in Chile see M. Taylor (2006). 
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In this context, the common future in which Chileans would be reunited was “development”. At 

least discursively, development meant “economic growth with equity” (P. Aylwin, 1993, p. 8), that 

is, economic growth alongside social policies to tackle the country’s poverty levels and increasing 

inequality.54 Besides poverty, deficiencies in infrastructure and particularly Route 5 were seen as 

obstacles to modernity, as a “bottleneck for development”.55 President Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle 

(1994 – 2000) affirmed in his 1999 Presidential Message that during the dictatorship “the country’s 

public infrastructure suffered a real neglect” (p. 33). To exemplify this he used Route 5, stating 

that “not one additional kilometre” was paved between 1973 and 1989 (p. 33).  

 The call to unity through development was based upon neoliberal premises encouraging 

the widening of the private sector and the shrinking of the state. In Aylwin’s words, 

the primary driving force for development in these times is the private sector. The state’s role 

has been redefined. This has not only happened in Chile; it is a global trend, vigorously 

manifest even in countries with former centrally planned economies. […] Development will 

fundamentally come from the private sector’s capacity, innovation, and entrepreneurship, both 

in the domestic and international markets (P. Aylwin, 1990, p. 50). 

Chile, again, needed to follow foreign models to “bring our quality standards in various areas 

closer[...] to those of a properly developed nation” (Frei Ruiz-Tagle, 1995, p. 6). Appealing to 

national unity in the future, as had happened before, meant following foreign examples.  

Development understood in privatised terms framed the Ley de Concesiones [Concession’s 

Law] ("Decreto 900," 1996; "DFL 164," 1991), and Route 5 was its most emblematic project during 

the late 1990s.56 Its objectives were “providing basic structure and infrastructure to deprived 

sectors […]; satisfying the requirements of a growing economy […]; [and] meeting the demands 

of a country that needs to  partake in competitive international markets” (Frei Ruiz-Tagle, 1994, 

p. 28; MOP, 1999, p. 11).  In the view of the Ministry of Public Works, “roads are a fundamental 

lever for the country’s development” (MOP, 1993, p. 8). Route 5, when deemed insufficient, was 

considered as hindering development and when perceived as adequate, was to materially integrate 

 
54 All presidential messages from 1990 until 2010 addressed infrastructure, housing, health, education, and other areas 
as part of the ‘growth with equity’ premise. However, welfare institutions in these years were reformed following 
neoliberal principles (Raczynski, 1998). This meant prioritising “selectivity and targeting in place of universalism, 
privatisation of service provision, decentralisation of remaining state responsibilities, and compensation for the social 
costs of structural adjustment through anti-poverty programmes” (M. Taylor, 2006, p. 172). For a detailed study about 
the consequences of neoliberalism – particularly in relation to social movements – in the last decade in Chile, see 
Rodríguez (2020).   
55 See the presidential discourses of P. Aylwin (1993); Frei Ruiz-Tagle (1994, 1996, 1998, 1999). 
56 Through the Ley de Concesiones, the state commissioned the construction or repair of a public infrastructure to a 
private company allowing its economic exploitation through fees charged to the infrastructure’s users. 
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formerly excluded people into a partial pre-existent development (Frei Ruiz-Tagle, 1998, p. 3). 

This was, too, a vision shared by private construction companies, particularly the CChC whose 

top executive members in 2019 described Route 5 as “the central axis for the country’s 

development”, “a driving force for progress and the happiness for all Chileans” (Domínguez, 

2019).  

The ‘growth with equity’ discourse that political and economic elites attached to Route 5, in 

a similar vein to those described for the 1920s and 1950s, imposed a centralised notion of 

(neoliberal) progress. However, instead of appealing directly to colonising territories as in the 

1920s or to forcibly imposing progress as in the 1950s, these modernising narratives encouraged 

foreign investment drawing upon, at least discursively, a call to fairness and social justice [equidad]. 

President Eduardo Frei’s 1996 annual speech exemplified this in the following terms: 

In the past, the difference in opportunities between Santiago and the rest of the regions was 

overwhelming. In most of the country, diverting from the main road even for a few kilometres 

implied finding impoverished places with no expectations of progress. […] Our commitment 

to fairness would be incomplete if we did not promote a greater balance in opportunities 

throughout our territory [...]. Our growing export dynamism has breathed new life into 

languishing regions and towns. In 1989, the Metropolitan Region concentrated 57% of foreign 

investment; today, it is the other regions throughout the country that receive 80% of this 

financing [...]. We live thus in a more balanced country with genuine improvements in 

opportunities throughout our territory (Frei Ruiz-Tagle, 1996, p. xlii). 

The privatised redevelopment of Route 5 comprised the construction of the Temuco 

Bypass, a case that exposed racialised and economically-driven conflicts, exclusions, and challenges 

that had materialised along Route 5 during the 1990s.57 This will be discussed in detail in Chapter 

Three. For the moment, my aim is to indicate that the bypass was used by elites to celebrate 

multicultural participation and dialogue in Chile. For Mapuche communities, on the contrary, it 

constituted yet another imposition from the central government that resulted, again, in the 

fragmentation of their territories and the protection of the forestry industries. 

The state’s aim to attain development operated exactly as a “horizon of expectation” (N. 

Miller, 2008, p. 4). If we perceive the horizon as where the earth meets the sky, for instance, every 

time we try to get closer it appears to move back. It is unreachable. Likewise, the idea of 

development appeared to be moving away for the political elites every year. Eduardo Frei Ruiz-

 
57 Temuco is the capital city of the Region of Araucanía, the heart of Mapuche territories. The Temuco Bypass implied 
rerouting Route 5, taking it out from Temuco’s centre and building it on Mapuche protected lands.  
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Tagle, for example, began all of his presidential discourses by stating that Chile faced a “new 

opportunity” (1994, 1995) or a “historic opportunity” (1994, 1996, 1997, 1998, 1999): “to become 

a developed nation within the times of our generation” (1998, p. 22). Ricardo Lagos (2000 – 2006) 

stated in his first presidential speech that the national common task during his mandate was to 

“take Chile to the maximum of its possibilities to have a fully developed and integrated country by 

2010” (Lagos, 2000, p. 2), the year of the celebration of the bicentenary of the country’s 

independence from Spain. In 2010 development was still seen as a goal for the future: Public 

Works Minister Sergio Bitar stated that “working with vision and unity, it is possible to meet the 

goal of achieving development by 2020” (Bitar, 2010, p. 10). This same year, President Michelle 

Bachelet (2006 – 2010 and 2014 – 2018) affirmed in the introduction to the government’s 2010 – 

2020 infrastructure plan that 

Visionary nations know how to combine the needs of everyday life with the great changes that 

tomorrow brings. We Chileans are increasingly capable of assuming a transformation guiding 

public policies as a national challenge aiming at a horizon of ten years or more.  

That look to the horizon, supported by the great achievements we have made, will enable us 

to make the leap to development that we all yearn for. Thus, the infrastructure revolution is 

also projected as a revolution in the way of thinking and doing things. In this sense, the effort 

led by the MOP [Ministry of Public Works] to advance with a look towards 2020 is worthy of 

highlighting and imitating (Bachelet, 2010, p. 7). 

Thus, modernity understood as development clearly constituted an epistemological horizon that 

continuously moved away but, nonetheless, was used by the political elites to discursively unify the 

nation in a common future. Moreover, infrastructure here is presented as more than merely 

material: infrastructure changes ostensibly modified “the way of thinking and doing things”, 

signalling its epistemological potential of transformation. 

The integrationist national identity narrative underpinning infrastructure and Route 5 during 

the 1990s and 2000s is a clear example of a development discourse that “defines worlds-in-the-

making, animating and justifying intervention in currently existing worlds with fulsome promises 

of the possible” (Cornwall, 2007, p. 471).58 Like civilising modernity narratives in the 1920s and 

1950s, development discourses in the 1990s were “the primary mechanism through which the 

Third World has been imagined and imagined itself, thus marginalising or precluding other ways 

of seeing and doing” (A. Escobar, 2005, p. 206). In these discourses, the ‘First World’ is positioned 

as a role model through which “individuals, governments and communities are seen as 

 
58 The essays collected in Crush (2005) provide excellent discussions about discourses of development. 
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‘underdeveloped’ and treated as such” (p. 207). As will be argued in Chapter Three, the era of 

privatised redevelopment of Route 5 was also one of neoliberal multiculturalism, whereby the state 

created a racialised boundary between a sanctioned way of being indigenous and its excluded 

counterpart, actively represented by the state and mainstream media as insurrectionary and even 

as terrorists. Consequently, the elite-led narratives of neoliberal development and national unity as 

represented by Route 5 made manifest, once more, Chile’s subordination with respect to the ‘First 

World’ and the internal power relations between the elites in the country’s centre and peripheral 

populations, particularly indigenous communities, in the northern and southern regions. 

 

Conclusion 

Besides ‘Route 5’, the motorway takes other common names. One of them is ‘the Pan-American’ 

[La Panamericana], evidencing the relevance Route 5 has represented both within the national 

imaginary, and Pan-Americanism and continental connectivity. It is also called La Norte-Sur [the 

North-South Road]: despite plans to build parallel motorways, Route 5 is still the only longitudinal 

highway in the country. The label ‘Norte-Sur’ expresses the usual directionality present both in 

thought and geography: going from north to south. In Quellón, however, there is a milestone 

marking Route 5’s southernmost point, called the ‘Kilometre 0’, “the starting or ending point of 

the Pan American Highway” (Figure 9). The Pan-American Highway is perceived to start (or end) 

in Quellón, to cross all of Chile northwards, and cross over to Peru, Ecuador, etc. until it reaches 

Figure 9: 'Hito Cero' Milestone in Quellón 
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its northernmost point in Alaska. This is the Chilean view. Perhaps unsurprisingly, in Argentina 

and in several scholarly articles (see, for instance, Ficek, 2014, 2016; Rutkow, 2019), the Pan-

American Highway’s route is perceived to cross Chile only from Arica to Santiago, and then to go 

East as far as Buenos Aires, from where it continues southwards through Argentina on to the 

Patagonian city of Ushuaia. The ‘Kilometre 0’ milestone thus manifests that both historically and 

in the present Chile wants to be seen as a central part of the continental collective. Additionally, 

stating that the ‘Kilometre 0’ is Route 5’s starting point challenges the usual north-south 

directionality. The north-south or south-north discussion, nonetheless, is generally subsumed by 

Chile’s centralism. From Santiago northwards, the highway is called Ruta 5 Norte [Route 5-North], 

and, similarly, south of Santiago it is called Ruta 5 Sur [Route 5-South], marking Santiago’s 

centrality. Moreover, the actual ‘Kilometre 0’ from which the road’s kilometres are measured is in 

Santiago’s centre: kilometres are counted northwards and southwards from the capital city’s central 

point. The names of Route 5 and the ‘Kilometre 0’ milestone pre-empt the complexity of the 

imaginaries of territorial integration, in national and regional terms, and the power relations 

ingrained in the history of this motorway. 

During the crucial phases of construction, paving, and neoliberal redevelopment, 

economic and political elites have continually attached allegedly rational, objective, and 

straightforward discourses of modernity and national integration to Route 5. These characteristics 

point towards the master narrative of an infrastructure (Star, 1999), a “voice [that] speaks 

unconsciously from the presumed center of things” (p. 385) in a “process by which a scientific fact 

is gradually stripped of the circumstances of its development, and the attendant uncertainties, and 

becomes an unvarnished truth” (p. 384). This chapter has argued that precisely because modernity, 

progress, and development have been defined by the elites in and from the country’s central urban 

areas, the integrationist narrative associated with Route 5 is best understood as the materialisation 

of the central elites’ power (and interests) and their intentions to extend it to the country’s margins. 

Even when its redevelopment was framed in local terms – as in Gabriel González Videla’s 

government – improvements to Route 5 meant better connecting La Serena to Santiago and thus 

expanding the centre. Despite the alleged objectivity, rationality, and even apoliticism that these 

elites have attached to work on Route 5, this chapter has exemplified its highly ideological nature. 

The urban elites from the country’s central regions have positioned themselves as key modernising 

agents, thus intervening and altering the worlds and landscapes of rural populations especially in 

the country’s margins, imitating foreign examples and experiences.  

By taking Europe and the U.S. as role models to follow in the different stages of the history 

of Route 5, the integrationist discourse of modernity used by the elites promoting its works 
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resembles Miller’s stance on modernity in Latin America: a state that is “always achievable, but 

always already deferred” (N. Miller, 2008, p. 4). Latin America would seem dependent on imperial 

powers, lacking something, and thus being forced either to accept these external models of 

modernity or to retreat to a defensive anti-modernity. And yet while the country’s central elites 

placed Europe and the U.S. as models for progress and development – thus locating themselves 

in a subordinate place – they have also considered themselves active agents of modernity within 

the country, thus situating themselves as hegemonic within the confines of the nation. 

Epistemologically, the notions of modernity described here operate in terms of binary 

oppositions: modern-traditional, new-old, civilised-barbarous, developed-underdeveloped. The 

notion of identity itself, moreover, etymologically refers to something being ‘the same’, something 

and not its opposite. The elite-led national identity narratives embodied by Route 5 are 

unidirectional, future-oriented, manifested as a potentiality but not realised in the present. In other 

words, they are dislocated. An example of this dislocation is the Temuco Bypass, a neoliberal 

renovation of Route 5 built in Mapuche territories in the late 1990s. According to the government, 

this was a successful case of multicultural negotiation; Chapter Three demonstrates, however, that 

it made manifest the disconnections and dislocations of the unifying narrative attached to this 

motorway, particularly in racial terms. As will be argued in the following chapters, Route 5 can be 

read as a national identity narrative only if we re-locate these discourses. This means changing the 

way in which we understand identity by incorporating alternative indigenous epistemologies which 

do not operate in binary terms. Mignolo argues that the experience of coloniality is paired with the 

development of “border thinking” (2000): the political imposition of coloniality and modernity is 

also epistemic, meaning that the subordinates need to learn the language and epistemology of the 

colonisers. This means having to translate their own languages and cosmology into new hegemonic 

categories without implying, however, that they forget their own. Rather, Mignolo (2000) affirms 

that this condition gives subordinates an advantage with respect to their colonisers because of their 

handling of both languages, epistemologies, and cosmovision. From this perspective, the following 

chapters show that by re-locating identities and including indigenous epistemologies, Route 5 may 

be read, interpreted, and experienced as material border thinking.  
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Chapter Three 
A scar on the territory: neoliberal multiculturalism and the Temuco 

Bypass 
 

On 30 December 2002, the online version of the most read Chilean conservative newspaper El 

Mercurio published an article about the inauguration of the Temuco Bypass, the recently 

redeveloped section of Route 5 in southern Chile. It read:  

Ricardo Lagos, President of the Republic, has stated that ‘the main lesson the Temuco Bypass 

has taught us is that when there is progress, progress can be for all’ […]. By ‘progress for all’, 

the President referred to the 7-year-long negotiation between officers of the Ministry of Public 

Works and Mapuche representatives who looked for ways to minimise this project’s negative 

impacts and secured resources for economic, social, and cultural development programmes in 

the bypass area. The Head of State highlighted the way in which this process was carried out, 

emphasising its respect for the environment and especially towards the Mapuche communities 

living in the area ("Lagos destaca importancia," 2002). 

Two years later, in 2004, the Ministry of Public Works published the ‘Guidelines for Mapuche 

Citizen Participation in Infrastructure Works’ (Guía de Participación Ciudadana Mapuche en Obras de 

Infraestructura), which were the result of the Ministry’s “fruitful experience in the country’s IX 

Region [Araucanía] when working alongside indigenous Mapuche communities in construction 

projects such as the Temuco Bypass” (MOP, 2004, p. i). According to the government and 

mainstream media, the bypass was a successful and pioneering example of multicultural dialogue 

and participation. And yet it triggered a series of protests in the form of roadblocks from 1995 

until its inauguration in 2002. A closer analysis of the negotiations over the Temuco Bypass, the 

reactions it caused, and the way it was presented by written press reports shows that this 

infrastructure project aided in the creation of racialised subjectivities. This chapter argues that the 

bypass represents a scar on Chile’s territory, materialising and making visible a racialised boundary 

between an accepted way of being indigenous – as a culturally different citizen behaving in 

accordance with the state’s expectations – and a marginalised other, set apart and vilified by the 

state for the threat they pose to the stability of neoliberal multicultural governance.  

Infrastructure studies and scholarship on race and ethnicity in Latin America have generally 

followed different paths. My aim in this chapter is to illustrate their connections using the Temuco 

Bypass as a case study. Infrastructures are “by definition invisible, part of the background for other 

kinds of work” (Star, 1999, p. 380). In a recent study, Henke and Sims come to the conclusion 
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that, today, infrastructures “are so central to daily life that when they are reliable, they tend to fade 

from conscious awareness” (2020, p. 1). This phenomenological observation has two 

consequences: first, individuals or groups excluded by an infrastructure – think about inexistent 

wheelchair access to some roads and buildings – become invisible with the infrastructure. No 

wheelchair access means people using wheelchairs are not visible in these roads and buildings. 

Second, invisible infrastructures become visible only when something goes wrong – they break 

down or stop working correctly (P. Harvey & Knox, 2012; Henke & Sims, 2020; Star, 1999). These 

two observations shape this chapter’s central argument: the controversies surrounding the 

construction of the Temuco Bypass revealed a racialised boundary which Chile’s official state 

narrative sought to deny and render invisible. Protests in the form of roadblocks along Route 5 in 

the Temuco Bypass area made this boundary apparent and, moreover, actively challenged the 

binary distinction between the sanctioned way of being indigenous and its marginalised other.  

Since the 1990s, many Latin American states have implemented multicultural policies 

(Crow, 2013; Hale, 2005, 2006; Haughney, 2007; Postero, 2007; Richards, 2007, 2010, 2013). 

Broadly speaking, neoliberal multiculturalism implies the “recognition and respect of numerous 

cultures” (Postero, 2007, p. 13) within a state, alongside the adoption of “aggressive neoliberal 

policies” (Hale, 2004, p. 16). In this context, authors like Rivera Cusicanqui (2010a), Hale (2004, 

2006) and Richards (2010, 2013) have interpreted the shift of Latin American states towards 

multiculturalism as neoliberalism’s cultural project: it allows the existence of a variety of cultures 

within a state inasmuch as the individuals composing these groups become “subjects who govern 

themselves in accordance with the logic of globalised capitalism” (Hale, 2004, p. 17). In other 

words, official neoliberal multiculturalism creates a distinction between a good and a dysfunctional 

ethnicity, or, using Rivera Cusicanqui’s concepts, between the indio permitido (the sanctioned Indian) 

and its excluded Other (2010a).  

At the centre of the multicultural discourse lies a racialised boundary, a mechanism “of 

inclusion and exclusion of individuals on the basis of the categorisation of human subjects into 

those that can belong, and those that cannot” (Anthias & Yuval-Davis, 1993, p. 2). For some, race 

refers to the construction of boundaries – or the identification of difference and sameness – on 

the basis of phenotypical, physiognomic or biological differences; whereas ethnicity generally 

refers to boundaries based on social constructions regarding cultural difference (Anthias & Yuval-

Davis, 1993; Fenton, 2010; Hutchinson & Smith, 1996; Wade, 2010). However, it is difficult to 

separate out race and culture: race is often understood and articulated in cultural terms and, vice-

versa. In Latin America the distinction between the indio permitido and its Other is usually not 

biologically or physically grounded; rather, it constitutes a racist discourse that makes a cultural 
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distinction between the worthy and the unworthy Indian (Richards, 2007). According to Hale 

(2004), this distinction constitutes a governance strategy, whereby: 

the indio permitido has passed the test of modernity, substituted ‘protest’ with ‘proposal’, and 

learned to be both authentic and fully conversant with the dominant milieu. Its Other is unruly, 

vindictive and conflict prone. […] Governance proactively creates and rewards the indio 

permitido, while condemning its Other to the racialized spaces of poverty and exclusion (p. 

19). 

In this chapter, I analyse the recreation and attempted imposition of this type of racialised 

boundary through the build up to and construction of the Temuco Bypass. Route 5, I argue, 

constitutes a technology of integration for ‘appropriate’ (sanctioned, sufficiently modern, and 

civilised) citizens – excluding individuals and groups who do not comply with this category’s 

requirements. The chapter illustrates the extent to which the state used the Temuco Bypass as an 

apparatus of state sovereignty and governance (Foucault, 1982; Knox & Harvey, 2011; Larkin, 

2013), promoting a sanctioned way of being indigenous and taking part in the state-led 

multicultural dialogue: being culturally different but politically unthreatening. Thus, this chapter 

underscores the agency of Route 5 in performing these boundaries, but also considers the power 

of this infrastructure to challenge them. 

The Temuco Bypass process reveals that the state did not only exclude non-conforming 

groups from dialogue or condemn them to poverty as in Hale’s account. Rather, the state and 

mainstream press actively represented them as terrorists (Richards, 2010). In other words, instead 

of just marginalising the unsanctioned groups, the state and mainstream press categorised them as 

enemies of the nation. According to Mapuche accounts, conversely, substituting “protest with 

proposal” was not enough: even when working alongside universities and other sanctioned 

institutions in the formulation of alternative routes for the bypass, their initiatives were disregarded 

and neglected by authorities. Moreover, in the view of many Mapuche leaders and communities it 

was protest – the insurrectionary group’s actions, using roadblocks along Route 5 – rather than 

the state’s multicultural policies or alternative proposals that pushed forward the dialogue and 

reduced the project’s negative impact on the affected communities. These insights reveal how the 

state attempted to reframe conflict as negotiation: unwilling to recognise the achievements of 

‘insurrectionary Indians’, the state only focused on the instances of negotiation it enabled and 

promoted, disregarding all others and staging protest as terrorism. 

This chapter therefore delves into official narratives of multiculturalism attached to the 

bypass in tandem with counternarratives that disrupt and challenge the official definitions and 
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assumptions. Focusing on the construction of the Temuco Bypass, it nuances the 

sanctioned/insurrectionary binary as set out by Hale (2004) and others. Additionally, the chapter 

illustrates how narratives of modernity and modernisation attached to Route 5 are coupled with 

experiences of coloniality in material, cultural and epistemological terms. Presented as a modern 

technology that would help continue uniting Chileans, the bypass constituted one more in a long 

list of state-led actions further dividing Mapuche lands and protecting the logging industry in the 

region, adversely affecting their material living conditions. The process also encompassed cultural 

appropriation: the bypass cut through cemeteries and other sacred Mapuche sites, thus affronting 

a culture in which ancestors are central. Epistemologically, the so-called multicultural negotiations 

took place in the language and offices of the state – a monocultural setting – and, moreover, roads 

themselves altered Mapuche cosmologies and lifeworlds. The chapter also proves that coloniality 

is not a passive state: it illustrates some strategies that the colonised have used to challenge 

hegemonic discourses – both in cultural and political terms – not least of which are roadblocks. 

My analysis draws on documents and periodicals published by the Ministry of Public 

Works; laws and decrees; newspaper articles, editorials and opinion pieces in written press; the 

documentary film By pass Temuco: Ta iñ newentumun (Villarroel, 2001), which brings together a series 

of interviews to Mapuche communities whose lands were divided by the bypass; official 

declarations and conclusions of Mapuche congresses and meetings; and material traces and 

signposts of the bypass in Route 5 today.59 The chapter is divided into three sections. The first 

provides a brief historical context for the construction of the Temuco Bypass in terms of the 

relationships between the state and Mapuche communities since independence. This section pays 

particular attention to the 1990s, a decade marked by neoliberal state-led infrastructure projects, 

some on Mapuche lands, which were supposed to be protected. The second section probes state-

led narratives of success regarding the construction of the bypass. It argues that official narratives 

of the construction of the Temuco Bypass replicated the dominant identity discourse – neoliberal 

multiculturalism. The third section exposes the failures of multiculturalism as represented by 

roadblocks along Route 5. It underscores Route 5’s material, cultural and political disconnects.  

 

The Temuco Bypass in the context of Mapuche – state relations in Chile 

Temuco is the capital city of the Region of Araucanía. As its name suggests, this region comprises 

much of the territory historically controlled by the Mapuche (called Araucanos by the Spaniards. 

 
59 Due to the broad scope of this research, I did not undertake interviews with Mapuche communities myself. 
Interviews and community participation are the immediate next step in this project (see this thesis’s Conclusion). 
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During colonial times, the Bío-Bío River was the boundary between Mapuche territory and the 

Spanish kingdom of Chile. Unlike many other indigenous communities in Latin America, the 

Mapuche’s “rights to independence and sovereign territory, while precarious, were officially 

recognised by the Spanish” (Richards, 2010, p. 61). After Chilean independence in the early 

nineteenth century, the Mapuche were symbolically incorporated to the newly formed Chilean 

nation: they were officially declared ‘Chilean citizens’ in 1819; however, the Bío-Bío still operated 

as a frontier. The Treaty of Tapihue signed in 1825 by a representative of the Chilean state and a 

Mapuche leader, stated that every inhabitant of the lands between the Atacama Desert and the 

island of Chiloé was now a Chilean citizen (Art. 3); but considered the Bío-Bío River the division 

between these two “new brother [sic] allies” (Art. 19-21). No Chilean was allowed to live on the 

Mapuche side of the frontier, but both Mapuche people and Chileans could transit and commerce 

through these territories using a special permit (Art. 18-22).60 In the second half of the nineteenth 

century, however, the Chilean state violently occupied these territories using military force in a 

plan euphemistically called the ‘Pacification of Araucanía’: Mapuche communities were relegated 

to small parcels of land constituting – in total – around five or six percent of their original 

territories, and the rest of their lands were handed to Chilean and European (mainly German) 

settlers (Mella Seguel, 2007; Richards, 2010). Throughout most of the twentieth century the 

Chilean state implemented additional policies further dividing and reducing Mapuche lands 

through laws, privatisation and settling, prioritising economic interests and the logging industry 

(Bengoa, 2000; Klubock, 2014).  

Since the early twentieth century, nonetheless, Mapuche communities have reclaimed lands 

and made other demands of the state (Haughney, 2007) that became particularly visible and acute 

during the 1960s and 1970s in the context of the Chilean agrarian reform – a land redistribution 

process favouring peasants in order to increase the agricultural sector’s productivity  (see Kaufman, 

1972). During Pinochet’s dictatorship (1973 – 1990), however, the government enacted  a counter-

reform through which around 65% of the lands the Mapuche had recovered in the previous decade 

were returned to – mainly – the logging industry (Mella Seguel, 2007; Namuncura, 2001), although 

not without facing Mapuche resistance and activism (Richards, 2007). The end of the Pinochet 

dictatorship created a new scenario for Mapuche demands: insisting on land restitution, new 

demands included political, cultural and environmental rights (Mella Seguel, 2007). This occurred 

amidst a wave of Latin American Pan-indigenous political mobilisation in the context of the fifth 

centenary of the European arrival in the Americas in 1992, and international discussions about and 

 
60 For an extended account on the different treaties signed by Mapuche and Chilean leaders in the nineteenth century, 
see Greene (2013).  
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impulses to multiculturalism and interculturality (see Bengoa, 2001, 2007; Heine, 2001). 

Throughout the 1990s, Mapuche activism and resistance included hunger strikes, roadblocks, 

protests in Temuco and Santiago, amongst others, objecting to “private or public investment 

projects constructed or designed to be located in Mapuche territories, legal and illegal land 

expropriations, the timber industry and its felling of native forests”, police violence and 

government policies regarding Mapuche protected lands (J. Aylwin, 2001a, p. 26). 

Indigenous political mobilisation led to the implementation of multicultural policies by the 

centre-left coalition governing from 1990 until 2010, which, nonetheless, were directly linked “into 

neoliberal values, emphasising an increase in indigenous individuals’ access to the market rather 

than recognising their status as sovereign peoples” (Richards, 2010, p. 69).61 These included, 

among others, the enactment of the ‘Indigenous Law’ to “protect, promote and develop” 

indigenous peoples ("Ley 19253," 1993), and the creation of the Corporación Nacional de Desarrollo 

Indígena (CONADI, the National Corporation for Indigenous Development) to protect indigenous 

lands and promote indigenous development (Haughney, 2007). Activists and scholars have labelled 

the conflicting relationship between the state and Mapuche communities, particularly as 

manifested since the 1990s, the cuestión o emergencia indígena – indigenous issue/emergency (see, for 

instance, the essays contained in J. Aylwin, 2001b) – whilst the state and mainstream press have 

called it the ‘Mapuche conflict’ (a name that allocates the blame to the Mapuche and not the state). 

The cuestión indígena thus refers to disputes of land, poverty, discrimination, cultural difference, and 

the absence of Mapuche participation in state decisions affecting them (Namuncura, 2001). In 

short, at the basis of these conflicts lies the “privileged status of neoliberal development over 

indigenous rights” (Richards, 2010, p. 68). As stated by President Ricardo Lagos, however, the 

Temuco Bypass was considered a pioneering example of the success of multicultural policies. 

The idea of constructing a bypass to stop Route 5 from passing through Temuco’s city 

centre emerged in 1983 during Pinochet’s dictatorship; however, it failed due to protests and 

resistance from the Mapuche communities living in Temuco’s surrounding areas (Quidel Lincoleo, 

1998). The idea resurfaced in 1990 as part of the government’s plans in the context of Chile’s 

transition to democracy. In terms of Public Works, the government formulated the Ley de 

Concesiones (‘Concessions Law’), an infrastructure building strategy based upon neoliberal private-

 
61 For more information about the political, economic and social relationships between the Mapuche and the Chilean 
state see J. Aylwin (2001b); Bacigalupo (2007); Bengoa (2000); Foerster and Montecino (1988); Haughney (2006, 2007); 
Klubock (2014); Mallon (2005); Mella Seguel (2007); Richards (2004, 2007, 2010). For a cultural history of the 
Mapuche in modern Chile see Crow (2013), and for regarding the relationships between other indigenous communities 
and Latin American states see Bengoa (2007); Mallon (1996b). 
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public cooperation (see "Decreto 900," 1996; "DFL 164," 1991).62 This scheme allowed the state 

to tender the construction and/or repair of public infrastructure to private companies who, in 

return, were allowed to charge fees to the infrastructure’s users (Dirección General de 

Concesiones, n.d.-b; Ibarra-Coronado, 2011). The renovation of Route 5 with the concessions 

model in the late 1990s divided the section between the cities of La Serena and Puerto Montt into 

eight subsections commissioned to different private companies. The segment between the Region 

of Araucanía’s northern border and the town of Gorbea (around 40 km / 26 miles south of the 

city of Temuco) was tendered to the Concessionaire Society Ruta de la Araucanía. The tendering 

consisted of the construction of the Temuco Bypass (Figure 10), aiming to speed up travel times 

and avoid excessive traffic within Temuco’s city centre. To do so, nonetheless, the bypass had to 

cross Mapuche lands supposedly protected by the ‘Indigenous Law’ since 1993 ("Ley 19253," 

1993). Despite continuous protests led by Mapuche activists since 1995 – many of which took the 

form of roadblocks along Route 5 – the official narrative represented the process as a successful 

negotiation and the Temuco Bypass was inaugurated in 2002 by President Ricardo Lagos.  

 

 
62 For a more detailed analysis of the neoliberal renovation of Route 5 in the 1990s, see Chapters One and Two. 

Figure 10: Temuco Bypass on Route 5 
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Narrating Chilean multiculturalism as a state-led success story 

The Temuco Bypass was one of several infrastructure-development projects carried out by the 

Chilean state in the 1990s, some of which caused major conflict with (and sometimes within) 

Mapuche communities. In addition to the bypass, the construction of the Ralco hydroelectric dam 

was an emblematic example of such projects (Bengoa, 2001; Richards, 2007). According to the 

government’s narrative, nonetheless, the bypass was a success not only in material and technical 

terms, but also – and primarily – in social terms: in their view, it represented an effective experience 

of multicultural dialogue, implying full recognition and active participation of Mapuche 

communities.  

Two years after the inauguration of the bypass, the Ministry of Public Works (MOP) 

collected these experiences in the ‘Guidelines for Mapuche Participation in Infrastructure Works’ 

(MOP, 2004). The introduction to these guidelines stated that these new protocols were part of a 

“deep change in the traditional way in which the Chilean state relates to the civil society in general, 

and to indigenous populations in particular” (p. i). The document read: 

Our indigenous peoples have long suffered due to state policies aimed at their submission and 

assimilation, which were then considered necessary to consolidate Chile as a nation. These 

policies have radically changed since the late twentieth century, when the Concertación de Partidos 

por la Democracia took over the country’s governance. This political alliance has given a new 

focus to the indigenous issue, founded on the appreciation of diversity and tolerance, in which 

the state has assumed a more central role as architect in the development of Indigenous 

Peoples and as the leader of an increasingly open and multi-ethnic society (MOP, 2004, p. 

122). 

In an annex dedicated to the Temuco Bypass, the guidelines claimed that the project had helped 

to “reverse the strongly prevailing historical image of public and private infrastructure projects in 

indigenous territories, which indiscriminately evicted and expropriated Mapuche families and 

communities from their lands – inherited under the Títulos de Merced – and relocated them in alien 

and poor lands” (MOP, 2004, p. 114).63 Moreover, the success of this process was to be found “in 

the real incorporation, special treatment, and consideration of Mapuche citizens inhabiting the 

affected area, taking into account their cultural traditions, demands and legitimate aspirations” 

 
63 Títulos de Merced are transfer deeds that the Chilean state gave to Mapuche communities after the military occupation 
of the Araucanía in the late nineteenth century, settling groups of people in a limited area (reducciones). The settlement 
process ended in 1929. Since then, these lands have been further reduced via state or private-led processes (both legal 
and illegal) revoking the titles, purchasing them, and subdividing lands. See Informe de la Comisión de Verdad Histórica y 
Nuevo Trato con los Pueblos Indígenas 2003). In this context, the reference here to a “historical image” in need of change 
contrasts with the facts supported by the state-led Historic Truth Commission in their 2003 report. 



87 
 

(MOP, 2004, p. 113). In this official narrative, the state had promoted Mapuche participation 

“from an emic perspective […] to achieve an agreement on all matters related to the layout of the 

project” (p. 114), thus treating Mapuche individuals as “social subjects and active agents fully 

integrated in the discussions regarding this project” (p. 115).  

 Despite indicating some acknowledgement of the state’s historical debt towards these 

communities, recognising some indigenous rights, and stepping aside from the former 

assimilationist policies the Ministry observed in the state’s past relationship with indigenous 

communities, the ‘turning point rhetoric’ did not translate into practice.64 As observed in official 

MOP documents regarding the Temuco Bypass, the alleged “full recognition” and “active 

participation” of Mapuche individuals was constrained in three respects: who was 

recognised/allowed to participate, what was being recognised/permitted as different, and how was 

this difference integrated with the rest of the nation. There was a continuing paternalism in the 

recognition and participation conferred to Mapuche communities: the category of ‘indigenous’ was 

only bestowed and enabled by the state, only cultural difference was allowed, and integration 

translated into adherence to neoliberal principles. These limitations allowed the central 

government and elite networks to manage difference without affecting their stance on national 

unity, creating a non-threatening ‘internal other’, the indio permitido. 

 

1. First limitation: state-certified indigenousness (who) 

The Guidelines for Mapuche Participation represented Mapuche individuals and communities as 

“set apart from Chileans” (Richards, 2010, p. 63). The Temuco Bypass negotiations, according to 

the Ministry, were based upon the premise that “indigenous populations have a different 

conception and vision of development from the ones that prevail in the public sector and, more 

generally, in the Western world” (MOP, 2004, p. 1). By doing so, the official narrative located the 

state within the “Western world” in opposition to the indigenous perspective, in a similar though 

more subtle way to the one engineers and politicians used in their civilisation discourses during 

the 1920s and 1930s.65 The recognition of Mapuche populations as ‘internal others’ within a 

multicultural nation is not intrinsically problematic or harmful. However, this section shows that 

 
64 One of the main assimilation policies the state used was the concept of private property, which divided community-
owned lands and weakened indigenous collective identities and their social organisation. See Namuncura (2001); 
Richards (2010); Crow (2009). 
65 See Chapter Two.  
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the discourses in these guidelines operated through racialised hierarchies, presenting the ‘white’ 

(or mestizo) Westernised Chilean state as enabling Mapuche agency.  

Within the Guidelines, the concluding paragraph of the section describing the lessons learnt 

during the Temuco Bypass experience stated the following: 

The participation of indigenous citizens was a historical event for Mapuche communities; their 

opinions were taken into consideration for the first time, and they felt they could influence 

technical decisions in concrete ways, even when these refuted engineers [...]. This was a radical 

change with respect to the state’s tradition of imposing unappealable and arbitrary processes. 

The MOPTT [Ministry of Public Works, Transport and Technology] came to rediscover the 

creative potential that these asserting processes could produce, which in this case were made 

manifest by an increase in the self-esteem of Mapuche participants and by reinforcing their 

sense of ethnic identity. This also implied that participants acknowledged that the state could 

become an important ally for their claims and demands, whilst accepting that this can and 

should be done within the frameworks of citizen’s rights and duties. [...] The state’s political 

will and the use of relevant methodological strategies are the best guarantee for indigenous 

empowerment in future MOPTT actions to assist and help Mapuche communities as 

collaborators and partners rather than as a beneficiaries (MOP, 2004, pp. 115-116). 

Certainly, most previous state policies and state-Mapuche relations were characterised by violent 

imposition, colonisation, marginalisation, and criminalisation since the nineteenth century. 

Accordingly, an official narrative proposing dialogue instead of violence represented a new 

paradigm. Nonetheless, this extract demonstrates that what the Ministry considered a novelty, the 

‘turning point’, referred to Mapuche “opinions” being “taken into consideration for the first time”. 

Such a statement denied Mapuche agency as well as denying history, neglecting the interventions 

of Mapuche communities and organisations in political debates in the past and present. Indeed, 

several scholars in the fields of history, anthropology, and political science have studied the 

different strategies that Mapuche communities have used to channel their demands to Congress 

via both right- and left-wing political parties since the beginning of the twentieth century (see, for 

instance, Bengoa, 2000; Foerster & Montecino, 1988; Haughney, 2006, 2007; Mella Seguel, 2007). 

Joanna Crow has even documented their active participation in nationalist events such as the 1910 

centennial celebrations of the Chilean independence (2013).  

Even more problematical is the idea that the creative potential of the state made possible an 

increase in Mapuche “self-esteem” and in their “sense of ethnic identity”; and that it was the 

political will of the state that can ‘empower’ these communities. Empowerment, however, 

translates into assistance in this text, even if as “collaborators” instead of “beneficiaries”. The 
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underlying premise here is that without the aid and help of the state, Mapuche communities were 

not able (or less able) to stand for themselves, to have a sense of their own identity, or to have 

agentic power. This was an undeniably unidirectional and patronising relationship.  

Furthermore, the state enabled and empowered only those who acted within “the 

frameworks of citizen’s rights and duties”. The symbolic transformation of indigenous peoples 

into national citizens has been well documented as a strategy of assimilation since the 

independence era in Chile and elsewhere in Latin America (Crow, 2009; Postero, 2007; Richards, 

2010; Rivera Cusicanqui, 2010a). The narrative implied here, however, reasserts the racialised 

boundary that multicultural neoliberal policies create: one accepted way to be indigenous, and thus 

susceptible to the state’s empowerment, and an unaccepted, marginalised one. To participate in 

these negotiations, moreover, Mapuche communities needed to be certified through the 

‘Indigenous Law’ by CONADI, the National Corporation for Indigenous Development 

(Villarroel, 2001). According to this law, indigenousness or an individual’s indigenous status was to 

be accredited “through a certificate given by the Corporation” ("Ley 19253," 1993, Art. 3). Only 

the state had the power to define and certify a person’s indigenousness. 

In her famous essay ‘Can the subaltern speak?’, Gayatri Spivak (1988) claimed that by being 

represented, the subalterns are “also occluded by the forms of depiction or understanding imposed 

on them from outside” (p. 155). When this is the case, representation has two dimensions: as 

depiction and as a political form of representation. The depiction of the Mapuche presented in 

these official narratives – as a group in need of the state, portrayed as weak, or as naïve children 

(see Crow, 2014) – is also a form of restricted political representation. The only Mapuche depicted 

here are the ‘well behaved’ ones, the Indio permitido. The rest are omitted.  

 

2. Second limitation: state-sanctioned cultural difference (what) 

The indio permitido category in state-led narratives constitutes a racialised governance strategy based 

upon a restricted recognition and acceptance of (only) cultural difference. This strategy is clear 

throughout the Indigenous Law and is materialised in the bypass area on Route 5’s roadside. Figure 

11 shows the signposts installed by the state once the Temuco Bypass was inaugurated. They 

indicate the name of the communities owning the lands through which the bypass crosses (a), 

alongside other symbols like the trapelacucha, a piece of Mapuche jewellery (b). At both endpoints 

of the bypass (just 20 km / 12.5 miles from each other) there are signposts that read “End of 

Mapuche Communities” in Spanish and Mapuzungún, the Mapuche language (c). The latter 
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restricts the representation of indigenous lands in geographical terms: Route 5’s users could read 

these signs as markers of the only areas inhabited by present-day Mapuche peoples. According to 

CONADI, nevertheless, there are much larger tracts of protected lands registered as currently 

owned by Mapuche communities in the Regions of Bío-Bío, Araucanía, Los Ríos, and Los Lagos 

(see CONADI, 2016). Additionally, the last National Census in 2017 showed that more than one 

quarter of the inhabitants in these regions self-identified as Mapuche (INE, 2018).  

The symbols used to indicate the fact that Route 5 goes through Mapuche territory refer 

to cultural manifestations rather than to political recognition or representation: Figure 11 (a) shows 

the implement used in palín, a traditional Mapuche sport similar to hockey, and a kultrung, a 

ceremonial Mapuche drum; (b) shows a trapelacucha, a piece of traditional Mapuche jewellery; and 

(c) is framed in a Mapuche weaving pattern. The use of the trapelacucha image is interesting: it is a 

piece of jewellery employed in ceremonies and passed on from mother to daughter. It also signals 

a gendered dimension in the state’s cultural representations of the Mapuche: as argued by authors 

like Richards (2004, 2007) and Marisol de la Cadena (1992) for Latin America, and by Anthias and 

Yuval-Davis (1993) for the case of ethnic minorities in Britain, it is common that cultural 

representations of indigenousness are associated with women. In this case, the trapelacucha (Figure 

11, b) – being a handcraft traditionally created and worn by women – is used by the state as a 

symbol for sanctioned Mapuche culture. In economic terms, moreover, during the twentieth 

century silver jewellery crafting among the Mapuche decreased mainly due to the tough financial 

situation these communities faced, largely derived from state-led processes of expropriation and 

marginalisation. Today, many of these pieces of silver jewellery are owned by non-Mapuche 

Chileans, or by national or international museums (Wever, 2010). The latter further elucidates a 

Figure 11: Signposts on the Temuco Bypass, Route 5 
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disconnection between these state-led cultural representations and the peoples and practices they 

intend to represent. 

 The culturally-accepted-but-politically-unthreatening difference is also made manifest in 

Chile’s legal framework. The ‘Indigenous Law’ of 1993 affirmed that “the state recognises the right 

of indigenous people to maintain and develop their own cultural manifestations, insofar as they 

are not opposed to morals, good customs and public order” ("Ley 19253," 1993, Art. 7). This 

means that indigenous peoples in general, and Mapuche peoples in particular, are allowed to 

express themselves in cultural terms only within the frameworks of what the state considered 

acceptable in terms of morals and behaviour.  

 

3. Third limitation: state-led neoliberal integration (how) 

Scholars have described multiculturalism as “an important means of generating consent for the 

neoliberal project”, where the indigenous rights deemed permissible are those that “do not 

threaten national identity or development plans” (Richards, 2007, p. 555). In this context, 

understanding multiculturalism as neoliberalism’s cultural project implies “the creation of subjects 

who govern themselves in accordance with the logic of globalised capitalism” (Hale, 2004, p. 17). 

This aspect is clearly expressed in the Ministry’s view of the Temuco Bypass and subsequent road-

construction projects impacting on Mapuche communities. For example, an annex of the 

Guidelines for Mapuche Participation referring to the ‘Betterment of roads in Mapuche 

Communities’ states the following:  

From a practical viewpoint, the improvement of internal road networks in the communities 

contributes directly to improving the quality of life of Mapuche families. From the perspective 

of production and socioeconomic development, for instance, it improves the prices of their 

products. Better roads result in Mapuche producers being directly connected to markets in a 

more fluid and permanent way, thus decreasing the number of intermediaries when selling 

their products. Likewise, roads facilitate and promote ethno-touristic initiatives [...] [enhancing] 

tourism that rescues cultural expressions of the peoples promoting them (MOP, 2004, p. 120). 

The latter makes manifest the neoliberal basis of state-led multicultural integration. In this view, 

roads help – moreover, “rescue” – Mapuche families via their integration into produce and 

touristic markets. The neoliberal integration these roads facilitated, nonetheless, also implied 

disconnection and distancing from a Mapuche viewpoint. As described in Chapter Two, 

regulations regarding state-led road construction and improvement since the 1920s have enabled 

an increase in motor vehicle circulation while forbidding the use of animal-traction vehicles (see 



92 
 

F. Escobar, 1928a). This was also the case with the Temuco Bypass. Film-maker Esteban Villaroel 

put together in 2001 a documentary consisting of a series of interviews – mostly in Mapuzungún 

– with Mapuche families whose lands were divided by the bypass. These interviews show that that 

this new road separated rather than connected these communities. Several individuals stated that 

they did not own motor vehicles, and thus could not use the new road to transport their products 

to the above-mentioned markets (Villarroel, 2001), as shown in the still of the documentary in 

Figure 12. Far from “improving the quality of life” of these families, the Temuco Bypass was 

unable to provide the neoliberal integration it claimed because it did not consider their realities.  

The text above and the symbols used along Route 5 to depict Mapuche communities 

(Figure 11) also reference another neoliberal strategy of integration aimed at capitalising on cultural 

difference: ethno-tourism. Ethno-touristic initiatives do not threaten state sovereignty, national 

identity narratives, or neoliberal policies. They are an effective means to ‘respect’ and discursively 

promote cultural difference, while enhancing the idea that the market is “an efficient bearer of 

liberty for responsible individual citizens, and citizenship is increasingly understood as individual 

integration into the market” (Postero, 2007, pp. 15-16). Cultural difference is accepted and 

promoted when it takes the form of arts and crafts, food, games, or other produce and practices 

that can be sold as part of a touristic experience. Furthermore, ethno-tourism is also related to the 

representation of indigenous populations as minorities and to the maintenance of racialised power 

hierarchies. According to Rivera Cusicanqui, ethno- and eco-tourism “theatricalise the ‘originary’ 

condition anchored in the past and incapable of leading its destiny”, promoting an elite-driven 

“culturalist agenda of indigenousness” where “recognition – though reluctant – of the cultural and 

territorial rights of indigenous populations enables the continuity of the elites’ monopoly in the 

exercise of power” (2010a, pp. 58-59).  

 
Figure 12: Still from Esteban Villarroel's 2001 documentary (min. 5:13) 

[Translation: “now they say they will stop all carretones [animal-traction vehicles]. That involves a lot of money. And us, the 
Mapuche, what money do we have!”] 
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These examples show that Mapuche recognition and participation in discussions about the 

Temuco Bypass, described as a ‘turning point’ and as an example of success by the official 

narrative, implied in fact a limited representation enhancing certain cultural practices in the context 

of neoliberalism, rather than politically or economically empowering these communities. The 

Temuco Bypass aided in the creation and imposition of the racialised subjectivity of the indio 

permitido. As in the 1920s, recognition was coupled with economic integration and public order. In 

Wade’s words, “continual, managed difference has always been needed in order to reproduce the 

distinction elites claimed for themselves, even under multiculturalism” (Wade, 2016, p. 328). The 

Temuco Bypass and its associated negotiations, consequently, worked as an apparatus of 

governmentality (Foucault, 1982; P. Harvey & Knox, 2012; Larkin, 2013): by formulating and 

imposing an ‘adequate’ way to be indigenous, it created a subjectivity that enabled the exertion of 

state sovereignty and allowed the reproduction of a multicultural identity discourse within the 

limits of a unified nation. Nonetheless, Route 5 was also used for contestation. 

 

Making visible the failures of multicultural integration 

On 5 December 1995, Mapuche activists protested for the first time in Temuco against the bypass 

project. It was the first of several protests, many of which took the form of roadblocks along 

Route 5 (see Figure 13). They demanded the rerouting of the bypass: instead of further dividing 

the few lands still owned by Mapuche communities and supposedly protected by the 1993 

‘Indigenous Law’, protesters asked the state to build the bypass through lands owned by logging 

companies and/or following the riverside of the Cautín River (Quidel Lincoleo, 1998). This section 

demonstrates that the use of roadblocks along Route 5 made visible the limitations – and failures 

– of the negotiations. Activists aimed to obtain more autonomous – or, in their words, ‘real’ – 

Figure 13: Protests in Temuco against the bypass. Source: Villarroel (2001), min. 8:55 
The canvas on the right reads: “Mapuche Communities of Truf Truf and Coyawe say NO to the Bypass on indigenous lands” 
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political recognition and participation and were not willing to submit to the state’s neoliberal 

development strategy. It also shows the extent to which the state and mainstream media 

represented these protests as insurrectionary – and even terrorist – attacks against the nation. 

The Temuco Bypass experience shows that the unsanctioned indigenousness attributed to 

certain Mapuche groups did not emerge only by exclusion or marginalisation in comparison with 

the accepted one; rather, it was actively created. The insurrectionary Indian category was imposed by 

the state and the media: the non-conforming group was portrayed as a threat to peace, economic 

progress, development, and national unity, thus transforming them into an external other, an 

enemy of the nation. These groups, nonetheless, also actively challenged the definition of the 

sanctioned category, positioning themselves outside its boundaries, making visible the distinction 

and challenging it. Using the visibility that roads obtain when they cease to flow or stop working 

correctly (Star, 1999, p. 380), roadblocks helped make manifest three aspects of the rerouting of 

Route 5 in the area: the failures of state-led multiculturalism; the official state and media 

representation of protestors as insurrectionary; and the material, cultural and political disconnects 

of this motorway.  

 

1. Failures of the negotiations: monocultural settings for multicultural dialogue 

Mapuche researcher, lecturer, and Longko – that is, chief of a Mapuche community – José Quidel 

Lincoleo presented a detailed account of the status of the Temuco Bypass negotiations in 1998, at 

the III Chilean Anthropology Congress. In his account, Mapuche communities learnt about the 

state’s project through rumours and third parties, after which they decided to mobilise and protest. 

The first of these was the 1995 Temuco protest, followed by several other roadblocks along Route 

5. These actions resulted in the creation of the Committee for the Defence of the Mapuche 

Communities affected by the construction of the bypass (Commité de Defensa de las Comunidades 

Mapuche afectadas por el Bypass) in May 1996, which elected a board consisting of eighteen 

representatives, and selected José Quidel Lincoleo as Longko (equivalent to being the board’s 

president). Quidel Lincoleo’s report was based on this experience, chronologically narrating events 

that the state broadcast as “negotiations” or “working with Mapuche communities” but which, in 

this Longko’s view, continuously reflected “the domination and subordination we are object to” 

(Quidel Lincoleo, 1998, p. 935).  

 The Committee’s objective was to make public and visible their disconformity with the 

project, and to raise counterproposals for the new route of the bypass in a process they labelled 
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“opposition with proposition” (p. 930). The Committee worked with other Longkos and 

communities, and alongside academic and technical professors, researchers, and students from 

several universities including the Universidad Católica de Temuco, the Universidad Austral, and 

the Institute of Indigenous Studies (Universidad de la Frontera), among others. Collaboratively, 

the Committee, the communities and scholars created a map of the project’s impact for Mapuche 

communities in the area and proposed alternative routes for the bypass that did not pass through 

lands protected by the Indigenous Law. These included a route through the estates of non-

Mapuche landowners (including lands owned by logging companies), underground and 

overground routes, and a design in which Route 5 would circumvent Temuco by going along the 

riverside of the Río Cautín. All the above were disregarded by the government as inefficient. 

Moreover, the Committee asked for audiences with several local and national authorities – 

including President Eduardo Frei, Temuco’s mayor René Saffirio, the Bishops of Araucanía and 

Temuco, among others – all of whom were unable to meet or rescheduled indefinitely the meetings 

without justification (p. 931).   

As observed in the accounts of Quidel Lincoleo and other Mapuche intellectuals, the 

strategies used by the government in the bypass negotiations represented clear asymmetrical 

relations of power between the state and the affected communities. In Foucault’s terms, relations 

of power are acts that modify the actions of other groups or individuals who, without that pressure, 

would have acted otherwise (Foucault, 1982). Mapuche writer Pedro Cayuqueo, for instance, has 

stated that in the Temuco Bypass – like in other infrastructure projects on indigenous lands – “the 

state always won” (2017a, par. 4): every time a Mapuche director of CONADI opposed such 

projects, they were made redundant by the central government. This was the case of Mapuche 

engineer Mauricio Huenchulaf in 1997 and later of scholar Domingo Namuncura in 1998. Other 

state strategies comprised forcing the multicultural dialogue to happen in a Chilean monocultural 

setting and dividing these communities internally. These claims were similar to those observed in 

the conclusions of the first Mapuche National Congress organised by Mapuche leaders and 

representatives in 1997, and in a series of proposals that emerged from encounters and discussions 

by 32 Mapuche-Lafkenche communities (Lafkenche literally translates as ‘people of the sea’) in the 

districts of Arauco, Cañete, Contulmo, and Tirúa in 1999.  

The dialogues between state officers and Mapuche representatives during the bypass 

negotiations occurred on the state’s terms – places, times, rhythms, language, norms, worldviews 

– as if these were universally shared by Mapuche communities. First, as narrated by Quidel 

Lincoleo, all meetings took place in state offices, “in wingka times, spaces and rhythms, making 

people begin to wear out and slowly give in” (p. 934), and in Spanish, making “the government’s 
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ideas unintelligible” for some of the Mapuche participants (p. 934).66 Additionally, state officers 

presented the bypass project as absolutely necessary for the “public wellbeing” and, moreover, was 

being carried out by private companies, meaning the project was unstoppable and could not be 

modified (p. 934). Also, the discourses employed by the government in this process of persuasion 

“praised individualism, emphasising an individual possession of land [which is opposed to the 

traditional communal land possession in Mapuche communities] and re-signifying territories as 

private property, so that no one but the ‘landowners’ themselves could decide the land’s destiny” 

(p. 932). The latter explains the fact that the compensations offered by the state to affected 

communities, in the bypass as well as in other infrastructure projects, have generally been 

economic: relocating communities to other lands and paying them financial reparation. For 

Mapuche communities, however, “the possession of lands is the basis for Mapuche people, as well 

as the use of the waters of the rivers, the lakes, and the sea” ("Conclusiones Primer Congreso 

Nacional Mapuche," 1997, Art. 1.3). As manifested in these Mapuche-authored documents, 

consequently, economic compensations based upon individualism and private property resulted in 

material, cultural, and social losses. 

The epistemological and cosmological challenges that roads can bring to Mapuche lived 

worlds have been studied by anthropologists Cristóbal Bonelli and Marcelo González (2018). The 

construction and paving of state roads in Mapuche rural lands near the towns of Contulmo and 

Cañete changed the Mapuche social fabric and challenged Mapuche cosmologies and 

epistemologies. Mapuche roads – referred to as ‘huellas’ [tracks or trails] today – were “conceived 

as the remnants of movements previously undertaken”, “places where meetings occur” and 

remains of “previously established relations” (p. 444) by Mapuche interviewees. New roads, on the 

contrary, were described as allowing “the permanent movement of ‘foreign things’” that changed 

“the mentality of new generations” (p. 445). Roads imposed a new type of social relation within 

these territories: 

The pre-road relations in the Valley might be described by the logic of ‘good distances’ 

(Foerster, 2004), in which each entity attempts to avoid intervening in the subjective 

intentionality of others at the same time as that entity expects others not to intervene in its 

own subjective intentionality. On the other hand, the foreign practises and materialities [… 

such as roads] attempt in their most common expressions to appropriate, and/or to objectify 

and de-agentialize, the other – human or non-human (p.449). 

 
66 Wingka, in Mapuzungún, translates to ‘foreign’ and is usually used to refer to non-Mapuche Chileans. 
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The authors point out that Mapuche epistemology and cosmology are rooted in place, and the 

movement allowed by new roads was sensed by Mapuche peoples as a “root-less foreign logic” (p. 

449). Consequently, roads themselves are an epistemological and cosmological challenge to 

Mapuche lived worlds. 

The Temuco Bypass negotiations thus took place in a setting that Mapuche-authored 

documents labelled as “monocultural”. The state decided the conditions for these discussions, 

imposing the language, locations, rhythms, and epistemological frameworks in which these took 

place. In other words, what the state later considered a multicultural success was perceived by the 

affected communities as an imposition of hegemonic culture, categories, and worldviews. In Quidel 

Lincoleo’s words, “the government’s discourse, motivation and purpose immediately denoted an 

imposition of their ideas” (1998, p. 930). This illustrates the theoretical and practical restrictedness 

of Chilean state-led multiculturalism: its discourses and policies accept difference in cultural terms, 

but dialogues and negotiations take place within the hegemonic framework set by the central state. 

Furthermore, several Mapuche-authored documents affirm that since the mid-1990s, most state-

led multicultural policies have occurred in similar monocultural settings. Referring to the 

Indigenous Law, for example, the Lafkenche proposals argued that:  

the state as a dominant centre has continued to ignore our existence and has continued to 

build up its economic development model, which is completely alien to our specificity and, 

moreover, is disrespectful of the fundamental rights that we possess as a culture. This 

domination is the consequence of the national and regional political centralisation that is 

imposed on us, and of a cultural centralisation and its corresponding uneven development that 

is applied to us ("De la deuda histórica nacional," 1999, p. 2). 

By “political centralisation” the group referred to the laws and norms applied to the Mapuche that 

did not necessarily correspond to their traditional legislative and value systems; and the “cultural 

centralisation” referred to national cultural values and norms imposed on them by “agents in 

charge of our assistance and civilisation” ("De la deuda histórica nacional," 1999, p. 2). 

Multicultural policies, as with the Temuco Bypass negotiations, operated on the state’s terms and, 

moreover, prioritised economic development “at the expense of Mapuche territory and culture 

[resulting in] marginalisation, economic postponement, stigmatising discrimination, and inequality, 

[that] directly attack our survival and identity” ("Conclusiones Primer Congreso Nacional 

Mapuche," 1997, Art. 1.3) 

Contrary to the official narrative suggesting that the bypass process had empowered and 

increased Mapuche self-esteem, Quidel Lincoleo claimed that the government’s negotiation 
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strategies caused divisions within Mapuche communities and resulted in a self-devaluation linked 

to “the permanent aggression that these interethnic relations entail” (p. 935). In his words,  

The bypass is a foundation that we will never be able to remove from our territories. It is the 

beginning of the intrusion of a disease that will entail multiple effects, increasing the imbalance 

we already experience as the result of the intromission of other political, and social assistance 

institutions. All of these supposedly bring development and modernity. [...] However, we 

characterise this development as an ideology that proposes and imposes an individualistic, 

competitive behaviour opposed to Mapuche beliefs [...]. It is monocultural, therefore alienating, 

and its consequences are the progressive awinkamiento [‘Chileanisation’] in detriment of 

ourselves, and the positioning of indigenous peoples in a value dilemma, upsetting their social, 

family, religious and personal relationships […]. These negotiations prove our domination and 

subordination (p. 936, my emphasis). 

Moreover, Quidel Lincoleo’s and Cayuqueo’s descriptions of the bypass experience show that the 

Mapuche (or the ‘inappropriate’ Mapuche) was constructed by the state as an ‘external other’. 

Quidel Lincoleo stated that people belonging to both right- and left-wing political parties employed 

these persuasion strategies, leading him to ask “are all political differences annulled when facing 

the Mapuche?” (p. 932). The Longko also describes other strategies employed by the government 

to divide Mapuche communities internally: using rumours and press, the state put forward 

discourses that discredited the Committee’s leaders and other territorial authorities by linking the 

Committee to international subversive groups – a false accusation according to Quidel Lincoleo 

(p. 932) – and also recurred to the criminalisation protest (the topic of this chapter’s next section).  

Crow (2014) has already described these strategies in the tendency of the written press “to 

both infantilise and criminalise Mapuche protests. The protagonists of the protests are reduced to 

apolitical, barbaric beings, moved by ill-conceived instincts of self-defence, and often led 

(manipulated) by foreign groups – the assumption being that they could not have organised 

themselves, or chosen such a strategy of resistance themselves” (p. 95). Moreover, as noted by 

Namuncura (2001), the ‘Indigenous Law’ states that all infrastructure projects on indigenous lands 

must go through a process of consultation with those affected, meaning that one of the outcomes 

of the process can be a refusal from the communities. This, in addition to the scarce political 

positions occupied by indigenous peoples has meant that “indigenous peoples can hardly influence 

any of the decisions affecting them” (Namuncura, 2001, p. 78). The Chilean state’s denial of agency 

and infantilisation of indigenous populations is not an exception within the broader region. 

Focusing on the cases of Argentina and Brazil, but studying the wider region, Rita Segato has 

shown how modernising states in Latin America operate through a “racism that subjects non-
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white men to emasculation” (2011, p. 23) in the form of a denial of agency and infantilisation. In 

the Chilean case, the denial of agency was accompanied by narratives of criminalisation actively 

supported by the mainstream press. 

 

2. Mainstream press representations of the Insurrectionary Indian  

Roadblocks along Route 5 protesting against the Temuco Bypass were represented by mainstream 

press, especially by the most read conservative newspaper El Mercurio, using ‘Mapuche-as-terrorist’ 

narratives, that is, a “discursive construct that dehumanises the Mapuche and also serves to 

mobilise opposition to them at the local and national levels” (Richards, 2010, p. 80). Both before 

and after the inauguration of the Temuco Bypass, media representations generally described 

violent actions including barricades, stone throwing against police forces and civilians, presence of 

guns and home-made bombs, and fires (see, for instance, Fredes, 2000, 2001b; "Mapuches se 

tomaron Ruta 5," 2001). Many of them, moreover, attributed these actions to Mapuche activists 

without having evidence of the (ethnic) identities of their perpetrators. For instance, one was titled 

“Mapuche install barricades in the Temuco accesses” and began by stating that “unknown 

individuals” blocked the northern and southern accesses to Temuco on Route 5 ("Mapuches 

instalan barricadas," 2000, par. 1).  

These kinds of discourses were common in El Mercurio in the 1990s and especially during 

the 2000s. Journalist Iván Fredes – El Mercurio’s official envoy in Temuco during the 2000s – 

actively and constantly participated in the creation and dissemination of the ‘Mapuche-as-terrorist’ 

narrative. Using El Mercurio’s online catalogue, a simple word search shows there are 963 pieces 

authored by Fredes containing the word ‘mapuche’ between the years 2000 and 2011. Forty-nine 

of them refer to Route 5 and thirty-eight of these invoke the indio insurrecto in their titles.67 One 

particularly interesting article, titled “Collipulli-Temuco Route: the most dangerous for truck-

drivers” states the following:  

The 100km-long section of Route 5-South connecting the region's capital city [Temuco] to 

Collipulli, is considered the most dangerous in the Pan-American Highway due to repeated 

 
67 See, for instance, the articles entitled “Five policemen injured by Mapuche activists” (Fredes, 2000), “Jail for terrorist 
Mapuche leaders” (Fredes, 2002), “Attack marks the re-emergence of Mapuche violence” (Fredes, 2006), “Mapuche 
group fires against two trucks and burns them in the Araucanía highway” (Fredes, 2008b), “Coordinadora [referring to 
the Coordinadora Arauco-Malleco, a Mapuche organisation devoted to the recovery of Mapuche territories founded in 
1998] would be behind another attack against a truck” (Fredes, 2008a), “Four Mapuche detained for armed and 
incendiary attacks” (Fredes, 2009), and “Crimes linked to Mapuche violence increase in 324% in the Araucanía region” 
(Fredes, 2010), among others. 
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armed attacks that have destroyed eleven freight vehicles in the last two years. The section 

Collipulli-Ercilla, crossing the most radical Mapuche communities in the area and where six 

trucks have been burned, was classified as “very dangerous” by the regional truck driver union’s 

president, José Villagrán […]. [However,] no one has been convicted until today (Fredes, 2008c, 

par. 1).  

The author here uses the hyperbolic rhetorical resource of positioning this section of the road as 

the riskiest, implying that the Mapuche were the most violent and “very dangerous” peoples living 

along the entire Pan-American Highway, even when nobody had been convicted for the events he 

refers to.  

Likewise, in a 2007 piece describing an assault on a truck on Route 5, Fredes states that 

the “armed attack was carried out by a dozen masked individuals”, further claiming that “in the 

area of Victoria, these individuals, presumably Mapuche according to victims and witnesses, burned 

a truck” (par. 1, my emphasis). He then affirms that authorities “reinforced police presence in the 

area to provide security for every user of the road” (par. 2). Road users, consequently, include 

travellers but exclude protesters or activists, despite them also using the road but in an 

unsanctioned way. The piece ends with the spoken view of Contulmo’s mayor: “the Mapuche 

conflict has not disrupted the region because authorities have worked with nearby communities, 

encouraging productive activities and tourism. He [the mayor] highlighted that it was the Mapuche 

representatives who approached the City Council to develop these projects” (par. 5). This piece 

also attributes responsibility for these violent incidents to Mapuche activists without evidence and 

makes a clear and radical juxtaposition between the indio permitido – the Mapuche approaching the 

City Council to ask for help in their integration to neoliberal activities related to production and 

tourism – and the indio insurrecto who is a threat to national security.  

The attacks on trucks on the area in 2007 and 2008 were widely covered by local and 

national media. National press sources also linked Mapuche activists to an incident in July 2009 

when unknown individuals installed barricades along Route 5, intercepted a bus travelling 

southwards to the city of Puerto Montt and wrote slogans defending Mapuche land claims on the 

bus (Riquelme Soto, 2013). In December that year, El Mercurio affirmed there were 34 indigenous 

people accused of subversive behaviour for this incident and that one of them had been detained 

("Dos mapuches quedan detenidos," 2009). Four months later, the local newspaper El Austral 

reported that the detained individual referenced in El Mercurio had been released ("Dejan en 

libertad a comunero mapuche," 2010), a fact not informed by El Mercurio. Moreover, an article 

published by the Chilean Public Criminal Defence Office (Defensoría Penal Pública) in 2013 states 

that the 12 individuals accused of these crimes were freed after spending four years on remand, 
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because the judges considered there was not enough proof of their responsibility in the event 

(Riquelme Soto, 2013).  

These actions occurred in the context of the application of the ‘anti-terrorism law’, 

originally introduced by Pinochet and re-introduced by President Lagos in 2002. This law was (and 

still is) “used only against Mapuche activists or activists engaged in the ‘Mapuche conflict’; non-

related (‘simple’) crimes of arson or sabotage did not count as terrorism (and received less than 

half the prison sentence)” (Crow, 2014, p. 93). This meant that people convicted through the anti-

terrorism law were put on trial in military courts, rendering them enemy combatants. The ‘anti-

terrorism law’ itself, alongside biased mainstream media representations of these events and trials, 

have further aided the construction of the racialised boundary created by the ‘Mapuche-as-terrorist’ 

narrative. 

 

3. Making visible material, cultural and political disconnects along Route 5  

Roadblocks on the bypass area made visible the fact that Route 5 and the Temuco Bypass were 

not able to connect all Chileans as the Ministry of Public Works proposed.68 On the contrary, the 

Temuco Bypass experience shows that Route 5 actually disconnected groups in the area, excluding 

them from the communication, economic development, cultural consideration, and political 

participation that the road was supposed to enable.  

In material terms, as mentioned earlier, Mapuche individuals and communities who do not 

own motor vehicles are unable to use Route 5 in the ways the government promotes, that is, to 

transport their products to nearby markets. During the Temuco Bypass construction in 2001, 

Mapuche groups blocked Route 5 for five hours claiming that the government and the 

concessionaire had not fulfilled their promise of providing alternative roads during the building 

process, leading to the community’s isolation in transport terms (Fredes, 2001b; Zúñiga, 2001). 

Similar disconnectivity issues kept on happening ten years after the inauguration of the bypass, as 

reported by the local press. In 2012, representatives of a community in the area of Padre Las Casas 

denounced “a businessman” (the newspaper did not reveal his name) who had closed the only 

road connecting their community to Route 5. Their lawyer claimed that this problem had been 

going on for years (Martínez, 2012b). Five days later, the same newspaper reported that the local 

court had ordered the road’s reopening (Martínez, 2012a). Like in the 1920s and the 1950s, these 

 
68 See Chapter Two for an extended analysis of the unifying discourses of modernity that the state and the country’s 
central urban elites have attached to Route 5.  
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examples illustrate that during the 1990s the connectivity enabled by Route 5 was still restricted to 

those willing to be modernised (see Chapter Two).  

In cultural terms, protests along Route 5 denounced the state’s appropriation of Mapuche 

cultural heritage. Local and national press reported archaeological findings during the construction 

of the Bypass construction in the first days of November 2000. Following the regulations for 

National Monuments ("Ley de Monumentos Nacionales," 1970), works on the bypass were 

suspended to evaluate the site ("Investigarán hallazgo arqueológico," 2000). A couple of days later, 

an article in El Mostrador stated that the findings corresponded to an isolated vase, not to a cemetery 

as it was originally thought ("Hallazgo en Temuco," 2000). A month later, however, another article 

in the same newspaper affirmed that the findings did belong to a Mapuche burial site, but which 

“does not have archaeological value”, and the National Monuments Council determined the 

transfer and “recovery” of these objects ("La seremi de Obras Públicas dijo," 2000). El Mercurio 

reported a similar case in 2001, where 13 corpses and 200 clay pieces were found during works on 

the bypass, belonging to the Pitrén people living in the area 1500 years earlier. It stated that the 

Ministry of Public Works hired a group of archaeologists and anthropologists to work on the study 

and “rescuing” of the site (Fredes, 2001a). 

Mapuche people living in the affected areas and interviewed in Villaroel’s documentary 

described these events as demonstrative of a “lack of respect” towards their ancestors and towards 

themselves. They stated that several objects – such as those shown in Figure 14 (right) – were 

destroyed in the process, and that many of them were taken to Santiago or to other museums. 

Mapuche people referred to this action as “stealing”, they claimed that “archaeologists were more 

respected than our ancestors” and, furthermore, that “they [archaeologists] also leave, taking our 

ancestors with them”. Interviewees stated that they tried to stop the destruction and transfer of 

Figure 14: Stills from Villarroel’s documentary (min. 29:13 and 29:22). 
Left: Mapuche girl reading a poem about the stealing of archaeological objects during the construction of the Temuco 

Bypass. Right: Vases found during works for the bypass. 
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these pieces, protesting at the bypass construction site (Villarroel, 2001, min. 29-30). The presence 

of these objects in the land itself demonstrates that the bypass was being constructed in historical 

Mapuche territory. The decision to take them to museums in Santiago denoted the state’s 

appropriation of cultural objects and practices that belong to living communities and their 

ancestors. Indeed, article 21 in the ‘Monuments Law’ states that all archaeological sites in the 

country’s territory are the property of the state ("Ley de Monumentos Nacionales," 1970). 

Cemeteries, religious and ceremonial sites having traces of previous uses, and other similar 

locations – a property of the state – make manifest a deep conflict between the contrasting views 

of how the National Monuments Council manages heritage – objects and places the Council deems 

of historical value – and current practices of living indigenous communities.  

The Mapuche girl shown in Figure 14 (left), moreover, appears in the documentary reading 

a poem – probably written by her – that ended with the following words:  

 

The poem, like the quotes cited above, refer to a central aspect in Mapuche cosmology: the cult of 

ancestors. Scholars like Ana Mariella Bacigalupo (2010, 2016, 2018) and Magnus Course (2011) 

have extensively documented the crucial role of ancestor spirits, the alwe [ghosts], and other entities 

in Mapuche individual and collective identities, memory, history, and social organisation. 

According to Bacigalupo, ancestors and other spirits “all have newen (power or force) and operate 

on the same ontological plane as humans” (2018, p. 231). As stated in the poem, the bypass 

materially destroyed funerary sites and objects and, additionally, brought with it the dislocation of 

the material remnants of Mapuche ancestors from the land. This displacement, in turn, resulted in 

a “massacre of spirits in a museum”. The construction of the bypass thus resulted in acts of 

appropriation of material culture that, moreover, constituted material, epistemological, and cultural 

affronts to Mapuche cosmology, philosophy, religion, and social organisation.  

Other key demands articulated through roadblocks staged along Route 5 in Mapuche 

territories – as well as in the Mapuche congresses and reports analysed in this chapter – are for 

political representation and participation, the return of usurped territory, and political autonomy. 

For instance, some of these protests have involved the dissemination of flyers appealing to the 

“revindication of the Mapuche nation” ("Mapuches se tomaron Ruta 5," 2001), while others 

Ciertamente no sé qué es peor, 
la masacre de espíritus en un museo, 
o el arrasar de osamentas del Bypass 

[Truly, I do not know what is worse: 

The massacre of spirits in a museum 

Or the Bypass’s devastation of bones] 
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involved interventions and slogans referring to the claiming back of territories by Mapuche 

communities (Riquelme Soto, 2013).  

These political and territorial demands – particularly protesting against the privileged status 

that the state gives to neoliberal development – have also been made visible by indigenous 

communities blocking Route 5 in the Atacama Desert. In 2016, Aymara and Quechua communities 

blocked Route 5 in the Region of Tarapacá, demonstrating against a new law that approved “the 

exploration and exploitation of new geothermic energies in the region […]. The communities claim 

that this situation would affect their everyday activities and agricultural livelihoods” due to the 

diversion of the area’s scarce water resources (Muñoz, 2016, par. 1-2). In 2019, furthermore, the 

same strategy was used by Colombian indigenous communities, who blocked a section of the Pan-

American Highway for twenty-seven days to make their demands visible and to be considered 

within the Colombian national development strategy, forcing the government to negotiate with 

them and to achieve agreement (L. A. Gómez, 2019). This shows how the visibility acquired 

through roadblocks has been used by indigenous communities in different areas of Latin America 

for similar reasons: real participation, autonomy, and territorial claims closely related to the 

environmental consequences of neoliberal development policies. Furthermore, it provides a 

powerful counterargument for narratives of Chile’s exceptionalism in Latin America, which are 

often backed and reproduced by the state (see Chapter Two). 

Roadblocks along Route 5 in the bypass area add a new element to and thereby nuance 

existing descriptions of the difference between the indio permitido and its marginalised Other. The 

history of the Temuco Bypass makes it clear that substituting protest with proposal is not always 

enough: even when working alongside universities and technical professionals and proposing 

several alternatives for the project’s design, Mapuche communities defending their territories were 

still marginalised and classified in this ‘inappropriate’ category. Moreover, the state’s official 

narrative affirmed that it was through successful negotiations that the Ministry of Public Works 

was able to “decrease from 27 to 5 the Mapuche communities through which part of the bypass 

crosses, respecting sacred spaces” (MOP, 1999, p. 88), when in reality it was the actions of 

insurrectionary Indians and their insistence and fighting that led to the decrease of the number of 

affected communities. By doing so, the state reframed conflict as negotiation. 

The state did not only exclude the insurrectionary Indian from the connectivity, modernity, 

participation, and recognition that the Temuco Bypass’s negotiations supposedly entailed, but also 

discursively and materially appropriated Mapuche culture and Mapuche agency, by attributing to 

state authorities the achievements of Mapuche protesters. Furthermore, the figures of Mapuche 



105 
 

intellectuals like José Quidel Lincoleo, Pedro Cayuqueo and Domingo Namuncura, among others, 

disrupt the sanctioned/insurrectionary binary. They could be categorised as both sanctioned and 

insurrectionary (and thus as none): Quidel Lincoleo is a scholar working in Chilean universities and 

a Longko and activist; Cayuqueo is an award-winning writer and journalist and an activist for the 

Mapuche cause; and Namuncura is a scholar and politician who has even acted as Ambassador of 

Chile (2014 – 2018) and was made redundant when presiding CONADI for opposing 

infrastructure projects on Mapuche protected lands. According to Hale (2004), “those who occupy 

the category of the indio permitido must prove they have risen above the racialized traits of their 

brethren by endorsing and reinforcing the divide” (p. 19). Quidel Lincoleo, Cayuqueo and 

Namuncura prove otherwise: working alongside state sanctioned and unsanctioned institutions, 

organisations, and communities, they actively challenge this divide. 

 

Conclusion 

Since the 1920s, Route 5 has been thought of and used as a state- and elite-driven 

technology of national integration. In this chapter, I have argued that it has succeeded in integrating 

some, but not all, of the peoples and cultures it has aimed to unite in the Chilean multicultural 

nation of the 1990s and 2000s. The Chilean version of neoliberal multiculturalism embodied by 

the Temuco Bypass controversy created a national identity unifying narrative in which racial and 

ethnic differences were integrated in cultural terms, and only insofar as these differences did not 

threaten the state’s sovereignty and neoliberal premises. Moreover, throughout the discussions and 

construction of the bypass the state used a discourse that many times denied Mapuche agency, 

firmly placing the state’s policies and actions as enabling the Mapuche, thus illustrating the 

underlying power relations and the patronising unidirectionality of Chile’s multicultural discourse. 

Consequently, this chapter has shown that Route 5 performs a racialised boundary between an 

accepted and a dysfunctional indigenousness while, concurrently, providing a platform from which 

to challenge this boundary. Roadblocks along Route 5 were used by marginalised groups to render 

visible the disconnects and exclusions they were subject to, and to challenge them in multiple ways. 

The multicultural modernity embodied by the Temuco Bypass makes it clear that Chile is 

not an exception within Latin America. In Segato’s view, Latin American states in general have 

operated in similar ways when relating to subaltern groups such as indigenous populations:  

The modernising pole of these Republics – direct heirs to the overseas colonial 

administrations, permanently colonising and intervening – weakens peoples’ autonomies, 

breaks into their institutional life, tears the community fabric, generates dependency, and offers 
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with one hand the modernity of an egalitarian critical discourse, while with the other it has 

already introduced the precepts of individualism and the instrumental modernity of liberal and 

capitalist reason, together with the racism that subjects them (2011, p. 22). 

Using Foucault’s terms, the ‘turning point’ in the state’s relation to (sanctioned) Mapuche 

communities as seen in the bypass negotiations exchanged a relation of violence for a relation of power 

(Foucault, 1982, p. 789). A relation of violence refers to an action of an individual, group or 

institution, acting upon the body of or objects belonging to others. Violent expropriations, military 

occupation and killing, among others, are strategies the state deployed recurrently in the nineteenth 

and twentieth century in their relation to Mapuche communities. Relations of power refer to 

actions that act upon other actions. The multicultural discourse operating through the Temuco 

Bypass implied precisely that: negotiations occurred in monocultural settings, aiming to internally 

divide the communities, and forcing upon them a sanctioned – and restricted – racialised 

subjectivity that integrated them into the national whole in unidirectional and paternalistic terms 

dictated by the state. Those excluded from this category, as observed throughout this chapter, have 

still been subject to relations of violence from the state which, in the case of Route 5, is rendered 

visible in the constant ‘Mapuche-as-terrorist’ narrative and the ‘Law of Internal National State 

Security’ or ‘anti-terrorism law’ that has even taken innocent Mapuche lives until recently.69  

In all, the racialised subjectivities of the indio permitido and the indio insurrecto have been 

studied in different Latin American countries, including Chile. Nonetheless, the role that a key 

infrastructure such as Route 5 plays in their performance and enactment has not been explored 

until now. Conversely, scholars have studied what infrastructures in general and roads in particular 

can tell us about government practices (Larkin, 2013), analysing them as “critical sites through 

which social and political systems are given form and performed” (Appel, Anand, & Gupta, 2015, 

Par. 4) constituting collective social orders (Fennel, 2015). Route 5 is one more example of how 

“infrastructural projects help to evidence the often-invisible work of state actors, with road 

building projects often hailed by presidents as symbols of their contribution to the nation-state” 

and where the road becomes “a source of political cohesion” (P. Harvey & Knox, 2012, p. 530). 

Throughout this chapter, I have bridged the gap between infrastructure studies and scholarly 

literature about the racialised subjectivities implicit in elite-led national identity discourses such as 

multiculturalism.  

 
69 The murder of Camilo Catrillanca, a 26-year-old father from the Mapuche Community of Temuicuicui, is a 
renowned case of such police violence in recent years. See, for example, Calfio, Coñuepan, and Huencho (2019); 
Mansilla Quiñones and Pehuen (2019). 
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Putting in dialogue these two fields of study allowed me to access voices different to the 

dominant; it unveiled contestation to and diversity within national identity narratives. Attention to 

the visibility that roads acquire when they (intentionally or not) stop working, common in certain 

anthropological studies of infrastructure, made manifest political, cultural, and epistemological 

contestations to hegemonic narratives of integration, offering new insights regarding the 

sanctioned/insurrectionary Indian debates. Conversely, focusing on the racialised subjectivities of 

neoliberal multicultural projects such as the bypass expanded the role of roads in political terms: 

the Temuco Bypass illustrates that roads are not only sources of political cohesion or tools for 

state governance, but also causes of fragmentation of and challenges to the stability of state 

sovereignty. Using Route 5 as a public platform, marginalised groups have manifested their agentic 

power. Chapter Four further analyses Route 5 as a public platform for the materialisation of 

contested memories in official and unofficial monuments, memorials and street art.  
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Chapter Four 
Milestones of (contested) memories: Monuments and murals along 

Route 5 
 

On 20 October 2019, protesters took down the statue of Spanish Conquistador Francisco de 

Aguirre located in the city of La Serena on Route 5’s roadside. A couple of days later, the art and 

education collective ‘Casa La Nuez’ put in its place the figure of Milanka, a Diaguita woman (Figure 

15).70 This intervention occurred amidst the fiercest social uprising Chile has witnessed since the 

end of Pinochet’s dictatorship (1973 – 1990): a massive student-led fare-evasion on the Santiago 

Metro that escalated into extensive protests throughout the country.71 The replacement of 

Francisco de Aguirre’s statue by Milanka in La Serena was one of the first of a long list of similar 

interventions on public monuments. Throughout Chile, busts and statues were torn down, painted 

over, and redecorated: protesters toppled Christopher Columbus in Arica and Spanish 

Conquistador Pedro de Valdivia in Temuco, Cañete and Valdivia; Chilean Air Force pilot 

Dagoberto Godoy’s bust was decapitated and his head hung by a chain on Caupolicán’s hand in 

Temuco; the bust of Conservative politician Abdón Cifuentes (1835 – 1928) was replaced by a 

bust of queer artist Pedro Lemebel (1952 – 2015) in Santiago; the emblematic Discóbolo statue 

outside the National Stadium in Santiago was dressed up as a female protestor wearing the green 

handkerchief used by Chilean feminists.72 As well as  demonstrating against years of neoliberal 

policies and growing economic inequality (Araujo, 2019), these interventions show that protesters 

defied the dominant national historical narrative – a unified and racially homogenous nation – 

represented by these public monuments (La Descolonizadora, 2020).  

These interventions occurred almost eight months before those witnessed around the 

Western world amidst the Black Lives Matter protests in June and July 2020, triggered by the killing 

of George Floyd in Minneapolis by the U.S. police. The toppling of statues and monuments by 

protesters, in Chile and elsewhere, highlighted the selective character of what is valued as national 

history and heritage, evidencing how it also “foreshortens, silences, disavows, forgets and elides 

 
70 See "Casa La Nuez" 2020) for more information on the collective ‘Casa La Nuez’, and Díaz (2019); Huaquimilla 
(2019); Maximiliano (2019) for local press reports regarding this intervention. 
71 See Akram (2020); Garcés (2019); Gonzalez and Morán (2020); N. M. Somma et al. (2020) and the essays contained 
in Araujo (2019) for studies interpreting the outburst’s rapid spread, and its scope and scale throughout the country. 
72 See La Descolonizadora (2020) for a register of the interventions on public monuments that occurred as part of the 
2019 and 2020 social uprisings in Chile. I carried out this investigation in 2018, before the 2019 social uprisings. The 
number of interventions on monuments along Route 5 has probably increased since then. Caupolicán was a Mapuche 
leader who commanded an uprising against the Spanish in the mid-sixteenth century. 
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many episodes which – from another perspective – could be the start of a different narrative” 

(Hall, 1999, p. 5). Interventions on official public monuments have generated debates nationally 

and internationally regarding public memory, conservation, heritage, memory ownership, 

reappropriation of public space, re-territorialisation of identity claims, and state-community 

relations, among others.73 These actions reveal a disconnect between what the state has officially 

listed as heritage, that is, as worthy of commemoration and conservation, and what local 

communities value as such. They constitute examples of processes whereby “the senses of the past 

and their memories become themselves objects of political and social struggles” (Jelin, 2017, p. 

11). This chapter illustrates that these types of visual interventions have a longer history in Chile. 

Examining official and unofficial monuments and public art along Route 5 in 2018, it analyses 

contested public memories, anchored in territory, that constitute both colonising and decolonising 

gestures and express alternative ways of being in the world.  

This chapter studies Route 5 – and mobility along the motorway – as a corridor in which 

competing forms of memory appear visually through different kinds of monuments, statues, 

 
73 See, for example, the opinion columns of Verity Platt (2020) and poet and cultural critic Kelly Grovier (2020) 
regarding the Black Lives Matter toppling of monuments in the United States and the United Kingdom, and those of 
historian Claudio Alvarado Lincopi (2020) and myself (Urrutia, 2020) regarding interventions on the statue of General 
Manuel Baquedano in Santiago, in the context of the Chilean social uprisings of 2019 and 2020. 

Figure 15: Milanka. Route 5's roadside in La Serena (source: Maximiliano, 2019) 
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sculptures, murals, and open-space interventions. I analyse the national project materialised by 

state-listed and sponsored monuments along Route 5 together with some of the challenges and 

counter-memories performed by unofficial roadside sites and interventions. I argue that local and 

indigenous identities and forms of memory are codified in the landscape, in murals and in place – 

spaces that have been meaningfully appropriated as sites where to dwell and from which to think 

(Tuan, 2011) – whereas the state’s colonial and post-colonial forms of remembrance usually take 

the form of buildings, infrastructure, statues, or plaques endowed with triumphalist and 

homogenising narratives presented as national heritage. The sites studied in this chapter are 

materialisations of public memory – that is, “the memory of a collective body, or a ‘public’, and 

[…] a visible manifestation of memory in the sense of making a memory public” (Phillips & Reyes, 

2011, p. 2) – that in some cases are officially recognised by the state as national heritage and in 

some are not. In this sense, Route 5 constitutes a memoryscape: “a complex and vibrant plane 

upon which memories emerge, are contested, transform, encounter other memories, mutate and 

multiply” (Phillips & Reyes, 2011, p. 14).  

This memoryscape encompasses three types of sites. First, those that the National 

Monuments Council (the centralised state-led entity in charge of monuments and heritage, CMN 

for its acronym in Spanish) recognises as official cultural heritage. These include 23 memorials, 

busts, statues, obelisks, plaques, sculptures (all categorised by the CMN as Public Monuments), 

buildings and infrastructure (Historic Monuments), and archaeological sites.74 I will also discuss 

seven state-funded sculptures as “official” monuments. Second, the memoryscape articulated by 

Route 5 comprises 40 other memorials, sculptures, and infrastructures similar to the latter but not 

listed in the CMN’s national heritage catalogue. And third, it includes 70 pieces that can be broadly 

categorised as independent public art,  what Raphael Schacter (2008, 2014, 2016) defines as “all 

forms of autonomously produced aesthetic production in the public sphere” (Schacter, 2014, p. 

xix). It is worth noting that I carried out fieldwork in early 2018, nineteen months before the 

Estallido social. Given the dynamic nature of materiality, particularly of unofficial monuments and 

street art, it is safe to say that these have probably changed since then. Here, I study these sites as 

a snapshot of the contested narratives and memories articulated along Route 5 just before the 

social outburst of 2019.  

 
74 Along Route 5 there are also sites protected as natural heritage. These, too, are relevant in the construction of 
national identities since, as Tim Ingold (1993) has argued, “all landscape is human-made, processual and shaped by a 
history of past dwelling” (in Argenti & Schramm, 2012, p. 25). Nonetheless, protected natural heritage sites along 
Route 5 comprise areas that may be larger than 1,000 hectares. It was unfeasible for me to visit them during my 
fieldwork due to time constraints. I thus left their analysis for future research.  
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Throughout this chapter, I argue that the existing official and state-sponsored monuments 

along Route 5 enact an internal colonial gesture – a gesture being a physical movement used to 

communicate or instruct something. In this case, official monuments are a correlate, though 

somewhat less straightforward, of the national modernising identity project scrutinised in Chapter 

Two. As shown in Figure 16, state-listed monuments are mostly located in the country’s northern 

and southern regions, in territories annexed by the Chilean state in the late nineteenth century. 

These sites commemorate the movement of frontiers and the elaboration of a triumphalist, 

homogenising, and unifying narrative of the country’s past. They are gestures that communicate 

that Chile is one longitudinal nation and that Chileanness is the unproblematic product of the 

Figure 16: Monuments and street art along Route 5 

Effective national territory in the 
1930s 

Source:  
Collier & Sater, 2005, p. 115 
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mixture of an archaic indigenousness and modern Europeanness. Archaeological, historical, and 

public monuments portray three moments in the history of the country: Spanish colonial rule, the 

consolidation of the Chilean state in the nineteenth century, and recent state-led violence as 

exemplified by the years of Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship. Only in the latter case is there some 

official recognition of state-led violence and political conflict, and then only because that violence 

is already part of state-sanctioned history and has been incorporated into a national identity 

narrative intended to be unifying. Politically motivated torture, killings and other human rights 

violations during the Pinochet dictatorship were officially acknowledged by the state in the early 

1990s as part of the government’s reconciliation and integrationist policies during Chile’s transition 

to democracy. As shown in Chapter Two, these policies also included the neoliberal renovation of 

Route 5. Other conflicts, particularly racial politics and violence towards indigenous communities 

linked to the internal colonisation of the country since the mid-nineteenth century, are widely 

omitted by official narratives as expressed in national monuments.  

Alongside official heritage, however, unofficial interventions and public art visually display 

an explosion of conflict and diversity on the roadside, mainly in relation to race, gender, and local 

identities, creating a landscape of counter-memories along the road. These make visible the 

ruptures and fractures elided by the dominant national narrative, exhibiting memories related to 

living indigenous populations, women, Afro-Chilean populations, racialised conflicts, poor living 

conditions, social uprisings, among other struggles still pertinent today. They materialise claims to 

democratise heritage and memory – what scholar Guisela Latorre (2019) labels “visual 

democracy”, a “form of artistic practice that seeks to create alternative images and messages to 

those produced and disseminated by institutions of power” (p. 4), or what the Chilean artistic 

collective La Descolonizadora [the decoloniser] labels as aesthetic disobedience, a way to de-

monumentalise memory through political territorial resistance. Building on this interpretation, I 

argue that some of the sites along Route 5 de-centre Eurocentric narratives, proposing alternatives 

to or directly challenging patriarchal, homogenising, and hegemonic histories that hierarchise 

peoples, praise military victories and forget things that are divisive or different. Consequently, this 

chapter argues that unsanctioned interventions along Route 5 may be interpreted as visual 

decolonial actions.  

According to Hall (1999), the term ‘heritage’ refers to “the whole complex of organisations, 

institutions, and practices devoted to the preservation and presentation of culture and the arts [… 

that] appear to be ‘of value’ primarily in relation to the past” (p. 3). Institutionally, the United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) – the Western World’s 

leading institution for heritage management and preservation – defined cultural heritage in 1972 
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in terms of a set of sites that need protection from “natural decay” and “changing economic and 

social conditions” (p.1). These include monuments, groups of buildings, and sites of “outstanding 

universal value from the point of view of history, art or science” (UNESCO, 1972, Art. 1). Since 

2003, UNESCO has incorporated intangible cultural heritage into its definition, referring to 

“practices, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural 

spaces associated therewith – that communities, groups, and in some cases, individuals recognise 

as part of their cultural heritage” (UNESCO, 2003, Art. 2). As outlined by Carolina Maillard (2012), 

cultural heritage is currently defined as a set of tangible and intangible goods created by human 

societies which are credited with the value of expressing cultural identities and their histories (p. 

22). In 1999, however, Hall posed two questions that guide the analyses in this chapter: who and 

what is heritage for?  

In Hall’s words, national heritage “is one of the ways in which the nation slowly constructs 

for itself a sort of collective social memory […]. Nations construct their identities in part by 

selectively binding their chosen high points and memorable achievements into an unfolding 

‘national story’” (1999, p. 5). Official heritage along Route 5 constitutes a discursive practice that 

endows some material sites with the unifying and triumphant force of national narratives (see, for 

example, Hobsbawm, 1992). The discursive turn within heritage studies in the last couple of 

decades has drawn “attention to the knowledge/power effects of heritage and its processes of 

identification, exhibition and management” (Harrison, 2012, p. 9). Similarly, during the last decade, 

there has been an increase in scholarship on graffiti and street art that study these expressions as 

challenges to the power relations inscribed in cities and cityscapes.75 Scholars have studied graffiti 

as transgressions in terms of the legality of their production (Ferrell, 2016; Schacter, 2008; Young, 

2012, 2014) that questions private-public divisions of space (Herrera & Olaya, 2011; Schacter, 

2016), thus reclaiming “rights to the city” (D. Harvey, 2003; Schacter, 2008). Scrutinising official 

heritage together with unofficial interventions and public art – which have generally remained 

separate within academia – this chapter expands the scope of these fields by analysing the 

significance of the decisions to declare some sites, and not others, as national monuments by 

examining visual contestations to official narratives. Moreover, it questions the discourses 

inscribed in national heritage and in public art in terms of not only ‘rights to the city’ but also as 

reclaiming rights to public memory.  

 
75 For studies on graffiti and street art from a material culture standpoint, see the works of Waclawek (2011) and 
Schacter (2014), and the essays collected by Ross (2016). 
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I draw upon four types of sources in this analysis. First, those associated with the legal and 

institutional frameworks, models, and distinctions underlying the categorisation of monuments in 

Chile. I examine the language and discourses in Monuments Laws and their associated 

parliamentary discussions, local reactions to these regulations in the written press, and some 

heritage-related Pan-American discussions. Second, I draw upon all official and unofficial 

monuments and street art along Route 5 in 2018, analysing their location, materiality and visual 

composition. Third, I supplement the analysis of state-sponsored sites with a close reading of their 

official descriptions within the CMN catalogue and the legal decrees listing them as national 

monuments, in addition to local press regarding both listed and non-listed sites. Fourth, I draw on 

two interviews I carried out in 2018: with Ana Paz Cárdenas, former Technical Secretary to the 

National Monuments Council (2015 – 2018) and with Mario Irarrázabal, an internationally 

renowned Chilean sculptor who installed one of his most emblematic works – the Mano del Desierto 

– alongside Route 5.  Using these sources, the chapter studies Route 5 as a memoryscape that 

articulates contesting and often contradictory memories in the form of a ch’ixi weaving: juxtaposing 

multiple and often contradictory meanings and ways of being in the world (Rivera Cusicanqui, 

2010a, 2010b). I thus use the notion of ch’ixi as a conceptual tool to understand alternative ways 

to construct and articulate identities, as well as a mode of visual analysis along the road. 

 The chapter is divided into four sections. First, I explore the institutional and legal 

frameworks for national monuments as seen through the Monuments Laws and their associated 

discussions. I argue that national heritage debates and monument conservation are correlates of 

the same elite-led modernising project that resulted in the construction, paving, and redevelopment 

of Route 5. The second section explores discourses of mestizaje as represented by archaeological 

and public national monuments, in tandem with unofficial sites challenging these narratives. In 

line with other hegemonic mestizaje narratives in Latin America, official monuments present 

‘Chileanness’ as the product of Spanish colonial rule that resulted in a (masculine) mixture between 

an archaic indigenousness and modern Europeanness.76 Unofficial interventions, conversely, 

visually assert the existence and political claims of living indigenous populations and other 

marginalised groups (women, Afro-Chileans, dissident mestizajes). The third section analyses 

narratives regarding the consolidation of the Chilean republican state in the late nineteenth century. 

Nitrate offices and railway infrastructure illustrate that modernity and coloniality are inseparable: 

classified as historic monuments and endowed with the historic power of having helped to drive 

 
76 For studies and discussions about different ways in which the concept of mestizaje has been used throughout Latin 
America see, for instance, Crow (2013, 2014); Mallon (1996a, 1996b); Postero (2007); Rivera Cusicanqui (2010a, 
2010b); Wade (1997, 2005, 2010, 2016).  
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forward Chile’s modernisation, these sites were also part of centralised strategies for the internal 

colonisation of the country in these years. Nitrate offices were also the stage for class-based 

conflicts in the early twentieth century that are seldom addressed by official descriptions. These 

descriptions, conversely, propose narratives of hard work forging a national character. The fourth 

section explores the narratives of sites that do address state-led violence and trauma. An analysis 

of these sites shows that the state commemorates only certain traumatic events, particularly those 

related to class and political struggles that have been acknowledged within official history, while 

forgetting those related to ethnic and racial conflicts. By doing so, official monuments de-racialise 

conflicts that are still ongoing, like those between the state and the Mapuche discussed in Chapter 

Three. Murals and other interventions, conversely, re-racialise and re-territorialise political 

struggles, making visible and remembering worlds and memories different to the hegemonic, 

white-masculine mestizo official narrative. 

 

National Monuments Council: institutional and legal frameworks for the creation of a 
unified national memory 

As with plans to construct the Pan-American Highway, the first continental decisions regarding 

monument preservation emerged during the 1923 Inter-American Congress in Santiago, Chile 

(Primer Trámite Constitucional: Cámara de Diputados. Historia de la Ley 17288, 1969-1970). The 

Congress’s fifth resolution stated that archaeological and historical documents and remains should 

be protected through a more or less uniform continental system, in order to develop “a good 

American history” (Acta General Quinta Conferencia Internacional Americana, 1923). In Chile, as in other 

American countries like Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Santo Domingo, the U.S., 

Guatemala, Honduras, Peru, and Venezuela, these conclusions resulted in the passing of the first 

‘Monuments Law’. In Chile, a decree enacted in June 1925 resolved to protect artistic, 

archaeological, and historic monuments “where remarkable national events have taken place”; 

imitating “nations with higher culture – like in European Countries – [where] the state strictly 

invigilates and protects monuments that were erected in glorious past eras” ("Decreto 3500," 1925, 

p. 1). Chile’s Congress considered that it was “a duty of the state to protect these buildings and 

monuments […] so that the present and future generations may duly appreciate the efforts that 

past generations made, grounding our nationality” ("Decreto 3500," 1925, p. 2). Since the early 

1920s, then, the protection of monuments in Chile was part of a continental as well as national 

modernising drive with Europe as a role model. 
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The ‘Monuments Law’ was promulgated in October 1925. It created the National 

Monuments Council. The Council was composed of the Minister of Education; the presidents of 

the Societies of History and Geography, and Architecture; the directors of the Anthropology and 

Ethnology Museum, the Fine Arts Museum, and the National History Museum; two writers, a 

painter and a sculptor; a chief member of the Army’s Engineering Division, the General Director 

of Public Works, and a member of the State Defence Council ("Decreto Ley 651," 1925), most – 

if not all – of whom were based in Santiago.77 The Monuments Council thus brought together 

those interested in heritage and monument conservation. According to historian Alfonso Salgado, 

moreover, these agents were mostly part of an intellectual elite (the presidents and directors of 

societies, museums, and government institutions) alongside a few emerging middle-class actors 

associated with the army and the national artistic field (2010, pp. 174-175). Popular participation 

in heritage-making was almost non-existent; it was reduced to partaking in public funding 

campaigns for the construction, protection, or restoration of some sites being declared as 

monuments, and were represented in local press as a passive homogenous and collective agent: 

the pueblo or muchedumbre, meaning the people or crowd (Salgado, 2010, p. 175).   

The Law established the regulatory framework for the classification, restoration and 

managing of national monuments. These were divided into Historic and Public. The former were 

“every building, ruin, place or site, anthropo-archaeological object, of movable or immovable 

property, nationally, locally or privately owned, that is declared as such by a supreme decree issued 

at the request and by agreement of the CMN” ("Decreto Ley 651," 1925, p. 2). The latter were 

“urban and rural buildings and sites with a historical or artistic character; statues, columns, 

fountains, pyramids, plaques, crowns, inscriptions and, more generally, all objects that have been 

and will be placed in fields, streets, squares, and public walks, to perpetuate memory”, needing the 

Council’s approval to do so ("Decreto Ley 651," 1925, p. 3). Consequently, since its beginnings, it 

has been the elite-led CMN who has decided what is and what is not valuable enough to be 

considered historically and artistically relevant in the creation and projection of an official Chilean 

nation and national story. 

 The Monuments Law was reformulated in 1970, during Eduardo Frei Montalva’s 

presidency (1964 – 1970), coinciding with the discussions and drafting of the World Heritage 

 
77 The Chilean State’s Defence Council was devised in 1895 and instituted in 1925 to legally defend and represent the 
patrimonial interests of the state’s treasury. Since 1980, it also deals with other national civil, criminal, and tax-related 
matters. It is composed by lawyers and attorneys named directly by the President of the Republic (Consejo de Defensa 
del Estado, 2020).   



117 
 

Convention adopted in Paris, 1972.78 As in the 1920s, the basic argument for the new law in Chile 

had a developmentalist base, placing Latin American states in a subordinate position in relation to 

Europe, and hailing the continent’s archaeological richness mostly in terms of its Hispanic heritage. 

During the Law’s parliamentary discussions, Frei justified state involvement in heritage protection 

as “a form of respect towards national, continental and universal culture” that was being stimulated 

by urgent calls from international organisations, especially UNESCO, and by a “new economic 

phenomenon of interest to every nation: international tourism” (Primer Trámite Constitucional: 

Cámara de Diputados. Historia de la Ley 17288, 1969-1970, p. 1). A new Monuments Law was 

nationally relevant due to “the economic implications of Cultural Heritage goods” and, 

consequently, “their conservation and protection should be considered within national 

development plans” (p.5). He believed the difference between Europe and Latin America in this 

respect was that in the ‘Old’ continent heritage conservation policies – which dated from long 

before those in the Americas – had protected monuments “from the threats of decadence, ruin, 

demolition or destruction brought by today’s fast urban transformations” (p.1). In the Americas, 

conversely, much heritage had been “irreparably lost” due, mainly, to “official (state) abandonment 

and a lack of a public conscience capable of opportunely mobilising to defend those common 

national and continental cultural interests” (p.1).  

Heritage studies scholars have affirmed that heritage appears as a state concern when 

material threats make buildings, sites, objects, or practices valuable (Harrison, 2012, p. 7). In 

Adrian Forty’s words (1999), this is based on the Western “assumption that material objects, 

whether natural or artificial, can act as analogues of human memory” (p. 2) and consequently “their 

decay or destruction […] is taken to imply forgetting” (p. 4). Frei perceived that the menace 

European heritage faced was rapid urbanisation processes – despite studies showing that 

urbanisation occurred as a response to the destruction brought by World War II (Araoz, 2013) – 

whereas in Latin America it was the inefficiency and neglect of states themselves and “public 

conscience”.  

Frei considered that regional coordinated efforts such as the 1923 Inter-American 

Congress in Santiago or the more recent Inter-American Cultural Council’s recommendations 

during the 1963 Organization of American States (OAS) Conference in Bogotá were “important 

steps to safeguard our natural treasures and the monumental and artistic legacies inherited from 

our historic cultures” (Primer Trámite Constitucional: Cámara de Diputados. Historia de la Ley 17288, 

 
78 See UNESCO (1972). For an extended study on European heritage movements during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries see Choay and O'Connell (2001). For comprehensive studies about heritage in Chile see the essays contained 
in Alvarado et al. (2016); Marsal (2012). 
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1969-1970, p. 6). Nonetheless, the “historic cultures” he referred to were discursively linked to the 

continent’s Hispanic heritage, omitting the country’s past and present indigenous communities. 

For instance, the president asserted the importance of restoring “the Spanish Castles located along 

the Valdivia River’s estuary, that represent one of the most interesting defensive complexes in 

Spanish America” (p.5). These fortified constructions were built by the Spanish crown in the late 

seventeenth century after the city had been destroyed by Huilliche (indigenous) communities in 

the late sixteenth century, and later colonised by Dutch expeditions collaborating with the 

Huilliche (Memoria Chilena, n. d.-i). In addition to continental coordination, Frei insisted on the 

relevance of broader international connections, particularly with Spain, “given the historic 

participation of the motherland in our heritage’s formation and attending the community of 

cultural values that link her to our country” (Primer Trámite Constitucional: Cámara de Diputados. 

Historia de la Ley 17288, 1969-1970, p. 5). 

After almost a year of discussions in Congress, the Monuments Law was enacted in 

February 1970 and remains in effect until today ("Ley de Monumentos Nacionales," 1970). It was 

based upon the 1925 Law, incorporating new members to the National Monuments Council (still 

mostly linked to state institutions based in Santiago), updating the council’s attributes and 

responsibilities, and re-categorising monuments.79 It now classified national monuments into five 

categories: (1) historic, (2) public, (3) archaeological, (4) typical areas – areas surrounding other 

monuments protected to “maintain the specific character” of these places (p.6), and (5) ‘nature 

sanctuaries’ – terrestrial or marine sites of special relevance for natural sciences or the state (p.6). 

As other institutions and regulations managing heritage around the globe, the Monuments Law 

made heritage – and thus a national history – come into being through “a process of categorising, 

ordering, listing, and subsequently conserving and or archiving it” (Harrison, 2012, p. 6), becoming 

“wholly absorbed by this meticulous restitution. Its new vocation is to record, delegating to the 

archive the responsibility of remembering” (Nora, 1989, p. 13). These classifications, however, are 

never innocuous: as this chapter illustrates, these categories aim to represent a common national 

history, valuing some objects or sites and forgetting or silencing others.  

Heritage-making at a legal level in Chile is still based upon the 1972 UNESCO guidelines, 

despite the country having subscribed to the 2003 Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention in 2009 

which broadened the definition of heritage to include “practices, expressions, knowledge, [and] 

 
79 New members of the Council included the directors of the Natural History Museum and the Libraries, Archives 
and Museums Office (DIBAM for its acronym in Spanish); a representative from the Ministry of Housing and 
Urbanisation; a member of the Society of Chilean Architects; and an expert in monument conservation and 
restoration.  
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skills” (UNESCO, 2003, Art. 2). The law of 1970, moreover, indicates the porosity of its 

classifications and the arbitrariness of the CMN’s decisions in heritage-making. Historic 

monuments are “places, ruins, constructions and objects of national, local or particular ownership, 

declared as such by the Council due to their historic or artistic quality, interest or antiquity” (CMN, 

2020b). Archaeological monuments are those “movable or immovable goods like ruins, 

constructions and objects – among others – of national, local or particular ownership, that ought 

to be preserved for their historic or artistic value, or their antiquity, for the knowledge and 

enjoyment of present and future generations” (CMN, 2020a). And public monuments are “objects 

that have been placed in public spaces (fields, streets, squares and/or walkways) to commemorate 

events, individuals or groups of people who have had an impact in national culture and history” 

(CMN, 2020c). Despite anyone being able to propose a site to be declared a national monument, 

the final decision belongs to the National Monuments Council. As these definitions reveal, the 

differences between categories are not straightforward and present questions regarding what is 

considered (or not) as “historic or artistic quality, interest or antiquity” or “historic or artistic 

value”, or what having an “impact in national culture and history” means. Additionally, they still 

focus on physical sites and objects. All monuments along Route 5 have been listed as such using 

this legal and institutional framework, their decrees dating from 1970 until 1999. 

In recent years, there have been attempts to change the law of 1970. In 2018, heritage-

related institutions and local organisations presented to Congress a series of proposals after seven 

months of national and local self-organised discussions (Becerra, 2018). In 2019, the government 

submitted a proposal for a new Cultural Heritage Law to be discussed in Congress. The latter was 

unrelated with the former; heritage-related institutions and local organisations critiqued the 

government’s plan mainly because it failed to increase the participation of local communities in 

the definition and valuing of national heritage. This same year, several of these organisations 

collaborated in what they called the ‘Heritage Front’ (Frente por el Patrimonio), including the Chilean 

Association of Neighbourhood and Heritage Areas, the Mapuche History Community, the Chilean 

Association of Archaeologists, the Memory Sites Network, the National Association of Heritage 

Workers, and several associations of artists, among others, to demand higher community-level 

participation both in the law’s drafting and in heritage-making decisions (see, for instance, 

CAARCH, 2019; Gallardo, 2019). In other words, there was (and still is) a demand for a devolution 

of power – a shift away from the centralised, Santiago-dominated decision making that has 

characterised Chilean history. These demands may be considered part of global calls for 

community participation and empowerment in heritage, alongside the broadening of what is to be 

valued as heritage – from materiality only to include now practices, language, emotion and other 
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intangible elements – as shown by the World Heritage Guidelines since 2005 (Araoz, 2008, 2013; 

J. Gómez, 2016; UNESCO, 2003). Route 5’s roadside embodies these disputes.  

 

Narrating Chile before independence: official and alternative discourses of mestizaje 

As a “formally staged experience of encountering the physical traces of the past in the present” 

(Harrison, 2012, p. 1), heritage sites referring to Chile’s pre-independent (and thus, pre-national) 

history along Route 5 focus on narratives regarding the country’s indigenous past and Spanish 

colonisation. They can be read as the official state-led materialisation of a homogenising mestizo 

identity. There is vast scholarly research regarding the nuances of the notion of mestizaje and the 

various ways in which it has been employed in Latin America for multiple aims. The most recurrent 

uses of the term refer to an elite-driven ideology of homogenisation for nation-building (Wade, 

2005). A counterhegemonic discourse also exists, however, that challenges colonial and neo-

colonial racial and ethnic distinctions (Mallon, 1996a). There is a general consensus in these studies, 

nonetheless, that mestizaje is another mechanism consisting of inclusions and exclusions, creating 

a racialised boundary between ‘us’ and ‘them’.80  

This section demonstrates that archaeological and public national monuments along Route 

5 perform such inclusions and exclusions. It shows that these sites overtly omit territorial disputes 

and political (and racial) conflict, representing Chileanness as a homogenous mestizo category that 

hails European and indigenous elements in opposite – and thus, binary – terms. European 

influence is perceived to represent modernity; whilst indigenousness is presented as ancestry and 

referred to only in cultural terms, constituting the country’s metaphorical heritage (Earle, 2002) 

and patrimonialising living indigenous communities (J. Gómez, 2016). This section also argues that 

murals along Route 5, in addition to interventions such as the replacement of the statue of Spanish 

conquistador Francisco de Aguirre by Milanka (mentioned at the beginning of this chapter), make 

visible silenced groups and offer versions of a non-homogenous or dissident mestizaje. 

 

1. Archaeological monuments: relegating indigenousness to an archaic past  

Route 5-North goes through areas displaying traces of old pathway systems that were used by the 

peoples who lived in the Andes regions before colonial times (CMN, n.d.-e). In Chile’s three 

 
80 See, for instance, the works of Crow (2013, 2014); Mallon (1996a, 1996b); Postero (2007); Rivera Cusicanqui (2010a, 
2010b); Wade (1997, 2005, 2010, 2016). 
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northernmost regions – Arica y Parinacota, Tarapacá, and Antofagasta, in the Atacama Desert – 

users of Route 5 may observe several geoglyphs and petroglyphs dating from pre-Columbian times. 

South to north, these are: Chug Chug, Lo Encalada, Pintados, Cerro Unitas, Ex Aura, Tiviliche 

and Chiza (Figure 17). In the CMN’s webpage, the official description of the Chiza Geoglyphs 

begins by stating that “thousands of years ago, the territories in which the XV Region of Arica and 

Parinacota is located today were intensely and continuously occupied by several local indigenous 

populations” (CMN, n.d.-q, par. 1, my emphasis). This description clearly suggests that in the 

official narrative of the National Monuments Council, the indigenous populations who used to 

inhabit these areas either do not exist or emigrated. However, as shown in Figure 18, Chile’s 

northernmost regions are currently populated by people who consider themselves indigenous. 

 In censuses, the National Statistics Institute uses the definition of pueblos indígenas u 

originarios (indigenous peoples) as presented in the 1993 ‘Indigenous Law’ ("Ley 19253," 1993): 

these are “populations who descend from human settlements living in national territory in pre-

Columbian times, who preserve their own cultural and ethnic manifestations and practices, and 

for whom the land and territory are the main foundations of their existence and culture” (INE, 

2018, p. 16). According to the last national census, the regions with the highest proportions of 

Figure 17: Chiza Geoglyphs along Route 5. 
Border between the regions of Arica y Parinacota and Tarapacá 
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people who identify themselves as belonging to indigenous populations are Arica and Parinacota 

(35.7%), where the Chiza Geoglyphs are located; the Region of Araucanía (34.3%); the second 

southernmost region of Aysén, which begins south of where Route 5 ends/starts (28.7%); Los 

Lagos, where Chiloé is located (28.2%); Los Ríos (25.6%); and Tarapacá (24.9%).  In all of them, 

one quarter or more of their total population self-identifies as indigenous, starkly contrasting with 

the 12.8% national total. Moreover, Chile’s central regions are the ones with lowest percentages of 

self-identified indigenous peoples, all below 7%, except for the Metropolitan Region of Santiago 

which concentrates 40% of the Chilean population but whose percentage of inhabitants identifying 

themselves as indigenous is just a 10% (INE, 2018). 

It is noteworthy, furthermore, that the Census asks Chile’s inhabitants if they identify 

themselves as belonging to an “indigenous or originary population” [pueblo indígena u originario] 

Figure 18: National monuments along Route 5 and Chile’s regions with highest and lowest percentages of 
population who self-identifies as indigenous according to the 2018 Census 



123 
 

(INE, 2018). Rivera Cusicanqui has argued that the concept pueblo originario, situating these 

populations in the origin, denies “their coetaneity […]. They are granted a residual status, and, in 

fact, they are classified as minorities, encased in indigenist stereotypes of the ‘good savage’ guardian 

of nature” (2010a, p. 59). This is the case, for example, of the CMN’s description of the Chiza 

geoglyphs: it points towards a disconnection between the official narrative and living indigenous 

communities. The latter is further stressed in busts and plaques along Route 5, hailing Spanish 

colonisation and representing indigenousness as defeat.  

 

2. Plaques and statues with narratives of Spanish conquest and indigenous defeat 

In the southern section of the Atacama Desert, Route 5’s roadside holds a plaque commemorating 

the founding of the city of Copiapó. The plaque reads “in celebration of Copiapó’s 250 years”. Its 

description in the CMN catalogue narrates the history of the Copiapó valley starting in 1425 (as if 

there was no previous history of its peoples), when it was inhabited by farmers and artisans who 

were colonised by the Inca. Then, it states that the 8 December 1744, Francisco Cortés founded 

the colonial city of San Francisco de la Selva de Copiapó, “the immediate antecedent of today’s 

modern city” (CMN, n.d.-c, p. par. 2). 

 Around 330 kilometres (205 miles) south of this plaque, Route 5 crosses the city of La 

Serena. The statue of Francisco de Aguirre that was taken down by protesters in 2019 was located 

near the city centre, on Route 5’s roadside. I did fieldwork in 2018, when the statue was still in its 

original place (see Figure 19, b). The description of this statue in the CMN catalogue states that:  

it commemorates the Spanish conquistador, founder of La Serena […]. During his military 

career, Aguirre forged a reputation for cruelty towards the enemy, reason why [Pedro de] 

Valdivia commissioned him to rebuild La Serena after a Spanish settlement was destroyed by 

indigenous resistance. On August 26, 1549, Aguirre re-founded the city with the name of San 

Bartolomé de La Serena (CMN, n.d.-d, pp. par. 1-2).  

These monuments place colonialism as the starting points in the history of Copiapó and La Serena. 

In the view of the CMN, the history of Copiapó starts with the Inca colonisation of these 

territories, disregarding the past of the colonised populations. Moreover, this description places 

the Spanish colonisation as the “immediate antecedent” of the contemporary city. Similarly, the 

CMN accounts for the existence of La Serena as a result of the conquistador’s cruelty. Moreover, 

the description of Aguirre’s statue shows that representations of indigenous populations as 
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enemies of the nation – like those analysed in Chapter Three in the case of the Temuco Bypass – 

are also engrained in national monuments. 

The history of the Aguirre statue itself reinforces these narratives: the Spanish government 

offered it as a gift to President Gabriel González Videla (1946 – 1952) in 1952 in the context of 

the Plan Serena, to “reciprocate the Chilean President’s gesture […], who made a special effort 

during the rebuilding of La Serena, his hometown, to give the city a marked Spanish character” 

(Journal 'la Vanguardia Española', 27 May 1952, in Salazar, 2013).81 The toppling of Francisco de 

Aguirre’s statue as part of the 2019 uprising and, moreover, its replacing with the figure of Milanka, 

the Diaguita woman, shown in Figure 15 (p. 109), is a direct challenge to the male-centred and 

colonising memory represented by the conquistador. According to La Serena’s mayor during these 

protests, Diaguita peoples had been demanding the removal of the conquistador’s statue for years 

because of the cruelty of his treatment towards these peoples. Thus, he deemed that Milanka 

should stay (Díaz, 2019).  

 
81 See Chapters One and Two for details on the Plan Serena, an urban renovation designed by Gabriel González Videla 
that included the paving of Route 5 between the cities of Santiago and La Serena. 

Figure 19: Francisco de Aguirre Monument (a) in 1955 (picture by Ramón Pavez in Ceballos, 1955) and (b) in 2018 
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The education and art collective ‘Casa la Nuez’, which created and installed Milanka, stated 

that this figure was intended as a homage to women and the Diaguita matriarchal culture ("Casa 

La Nuez," 2020). Moreover, Carolina Herrera Rojas, a Diaguita meica (healer), stated in an interview 

that by representing a woman breastfeeding, Milanka reaffirmed the relevance of women as 

“fountains of life” and thus embodied “part of the Diaguita cosmology, the order of balance, and 

a culture of care for waters, rivers and seeds” (Huenchumil & Mundaca, 2019, Par. 10). 

Consequently, this intervention defied the validation within official memory of both colonisation 

and patriarchal culture, whilst rendering visible femininity and living indigenous practices and 

beliefs. However, mainstream press, the government, the CMN, and particularly the country’s 

military forces have framed this and other similar acts as vandalism (see, for instance, Ejército de 

Chile, 2020; Guerra, 2021; Vallejos, 2020). This demonstrates that current uses and non-official 

interventions in public space defy conventions “regarding the appropriate appearance of 

infrastructure and more regarding acceptable public behaviour” (Bloch, 2016, p. 443); even more 

so if they do not correspond with official hegemonic narratives of history. 

Scholars have argued that street art – mainly in the form of graffiti – represents a “radical 

means of reclaiming public space” (Schacter, 2008, p. 53), to “represent things otherwise, to change 

the way citizens experience their cities, to point towards the existence of multiplicities within the 

singular of the city” (Young, 2014, p. 155), questioning its logic and civilisatory order (Herrera & 

Olaya, 2011, pp. 100-101). Interventions such as Milanka and others in the context of the Estallido 

social show that this reclaiming and challenging is not only directed to the “singular of the city” but 

also to memorialisation and narratives of the past. They make visible alternative histories and a 

multiplicity of past and present actors and voices that challenge unilateral and homogenising 

identity narratives. The rest of this chapter shows that these kinds of claims were present and 

visible before the Estallido in unofficial murals and street art. Sanctioned public art, particularly in 

the form of state-sponsored sculptures along Route 5, however, reinforces homogenising mestizo 

narratives by reducing indigenousness to ancestry relegating it to the past. 

 

3. Official narratives of Chile’s indigenous ancestry and murals remembering invisible groups 

There are ten contemporary state-sponsored sculptures along Route 5, all located in the Atacama 

Desert in the north of the country, and in the Region of Los Lagos in the south. Three of these 

sculptures are listed in the CMN catalogue as public monuments, four belong to the Nemesio 

Antúnez Commission (CNA) – an organisation created by the Ministry of Education in 1994 to 

fund art projects in public infrastructure – and two were funded by the state via local city councils. 
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Most of these are the works of non-indigenous artists and represent Chileans as the heirs of an 

archaic indigenousness while being located in areas highly inhabited by indigenous populations. 

Figure 20 shows two sculptures located in Sierra Gorda, in the Region of Tarapacá. (a) is 

Homenaje a los Caravaneros [Homage to the caravanners] by artist Julio Sepúlveda.82 It is a sculpture 

made up of coloured steel plates, 10 metres high and 14 metres wide, inaugurated in 2007, and 

funded by a state-led Regional Development Fund through the Cultural Corporation of Sierra 

Gorda. The local press described it as a tribute to the caravaneros, the nomad tribes “who transited 

with their llamas along the Atacama Desert’s routes since preterit times” ("Levantan monumental 

escultura," 2007, par. 1). It shows a man leading a group of llamas, representing the nomad tribes 

as masculine and thus associating masculinity with mobility. (b) shows the land-art piece called 

 
82 Julio Sepúlveda Bravo was born in Tarapacá’s capital city (Iquique), has worked as a lecturer in the Universidad de 
Antofagasta, holds postgraduate degrees from Barcelona, and has exhibited his plastic works in Chile, Argentina, 
Paraguay and Spain (Artelista, n.d.). 

Figure 20: Sculptures along Route 5 in Sierra Gorda. 
(a) Homenaje a los Caravaneros by Julio Sepúlveda; (b) Sueño y Esperanza by Sergio Tillería 
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Geoglifo Sueño y Esperanza, inaugurated in 1993 by its artist, Sergio Tillería, and Sierra Gorda’s major, 

Víctor Moreno.83 This land-art project is publicised through Chile es Tuyo [Chile is yours], the 

national tourism promotion brand belonging to the state’s National Tourism Office. On their web 

page, it is described as a work staging the Atacameño culture, “with images that transport us from 

the past to the future” (ChileEsTuyo, n.d., par. 1). 

About 550 km (342 miles) north, near the country’s border with Peru, there is another 

sculptural complex (Figure 21) called Presencias Tutelares (‘Protective Presences’) by artist Juan Díaz 

Fleming and architect Francisco Fuentealba.84 It was inaugurated in 1998 and funded by the 

National Council of Culture and Arts (today’s Ministry of Cultures, Arts and Heritage) in 1996. It 

is listed as a National Monument in the CMN’s register, which describes it in the following terms:  

The complex is composed by two sections: Los Ancestros [The Ancestors] and El Origen de la 

Estirpe [The Origin of the Lineage] […]. It commemorates the first cultures that travelled 

through or settled in the territories that today compose the region of Arica y Parinacota (CMN, 

n.d.-n, par. 2). 

Despite their descriptions asserting the centrality of indigenousness in the area, Homenaje a los 

Caravaneros, Geoglifo Sueño y Esperanza, and Presencias Tutelares are somewhat disconnected from living 

indigenous communities. The fact, for instance, that the 2017 national census recorded more than 

30,000 people self-identifying as Lican Antay – Atacameños in Spanish – (INE, 2018) contrasts 

with Tillería’s intention to promote the Atacameño culture through a Geoglyph. 

 
83 Sergio Tillería was born in Santiago de Chile in 1951. He studied and worked in the city of Antofagasta, furthered 
his studies in South and Central America, and settled in Switzerland in the late 1970s, continuing his studies in Zurich 
and exhibiting his art in Germany and abroad ("Biografie," n.d.). 
84 Juan Díaz Fleming was born in Santiago but has lived in Arica since 1964. He furthered his studies in China and 
Spain and has obtained several awards (CMN, n.d.-n). 

Figure 21: Presencias Tutelares - Juan Díaz. Region of Arica y Parinacota 
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On 1 June 2018, Arica’s City Council organised a celebration commemorating the 20th 

anniversary of the inauguration of Presencias Tutelares. The event was entitled ‘Andean Cosmology 

Festival’ ("Festival Cosmovisión Andina," 2018), supposedly promoting indigenous culture and 

worldviews. The festival comprised live music by Los Jaivas – a fusion-rock band originally from 

Viña del Mar, in the country’s centre, active since the 1960s – in addition to offering “regional 

crafts, food and dance, encouraging attendees and the wider community to preserve and look after 

the region’s material and immaterial heritage” (Menares, 2018, par. 3). This celebration and its 

description, whilst admittedly focusing on contemporary indigenous practices, add one further 

consideration to the analysis: indigenous worldviews are reduced to contemporary crafts, food, 

and dance. It thus points towards the culturisation of indigenousness: as described in Chapter 

Three, one of the sanctioned ways to be indigenous within neoliberal multicultural states is to 

express difference only in cultural terms and only as long as these individuals and communities 

behave according to the logics of a market economy.  

By proclaiming these sites as official monuments, the central state is deciding what 

indigenousness needs to mean in the country’s borders, instead of allowing for or promoting 

indigenous voices to make their own identity claims in officially recognised art in public space. 

This phenomenon is neither new nor has it been uncommon in Latin America. Rebecca Earle 

(2002), for example, studied the festivities for the centenary of independence in several Latin 

American countries during the first decades of the 20th century. The author observed that the 

national narratives during these festivals had in common that: 

the relationship between the governing elites and the Indian population continued to be 

mediated through a tenuous form of metaphorical heritage. The aspects of pre-Columbian 

culture preserved in archaeological ruins and art were embraced as part of the national heritage 

from Mexico to Argentina, but that heritage was isolated from contemporary Indians. In 

becoming part of national heritage, it lost its connection to contemporary Indians (p. 804). 

Static representations of indigenousness in official narratives of indigeneity are not new. 

Scholars such as Richards (2010) and Crow (2014) have studied the ways in which the Mapuche 

have been included into the nationalist imagery as fierce warriors who fought victoriously against 

the Spanish conquistadors, whilst weakening, marginalising or even erasing their current day 

presence within national identity discourses (Crow, 2014; Richards, 2010). Furthermore, Crow has 

analysed the way in which Mapuche culture has been represented in the National History Museum 

(2009) and the Mapuche Museum of Cañete (2011), noticing that in these places, and particularly 

in the National History Museum, the Mapuche are generally visually represented through artefacts 

but not necessarily allowing their voices to be heard (2009, p. 123). She observed that the narrative 
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within the Mapuche Museum of Cañete only changed with the appointment of its first Mapuche 

director, Juana Paillalef. In the museum’s original exhibition, descriptions referred to the Mapuche 

in the past tense, implying they “were deemed worthy of general appreciation and study but were 

firmly relegated to history” and, moreover, the decontextualised manner in which the objects were 

displayed suggested that “what visitors were looking at was a static and uniform culture, which was 

incapable of keeping up with Chile’s much-vaunted ‘progress and modernization’” (Crow, 2011, 

p. 165). The examples above reveal that in these times of neoliberal multiculturalism, it is not only 

the Mapuche who have been incorporated into the Chilean nationalist imaginary only as ancestors 

marginalising their current day presence; the case is similar for indigenous populations inhabiting 

Chile’s northern territories, such as the Aymarás and the Lican Antai or Atacameños. 

Sculptures along Route 5’s southernmost areas enact similar narratives. They too tend to 

position indigenousness in the past as one of the elements in the making of a mestizo Chileanness. 

This is the case, for example, of Contracorriente [Counter-current], a sculptural complex located in 

the Region of Los Lagos, tendered by the CNA to artist Marcela Romagnoli in 2018 (Figure 22).85 

The Commission’s register describes it in the following terms: 

The project stems from the idea of representing both the Originary Native Man [Hombre Nativo 

Originario] and the Current Contemporary Man [Hombre Contemporáneo Actual]. The former were 

nomadic seamen who navigated in hand-made canoes using natural raw materials. The latter 

are changing and restless beings in need of movement and constantly driven by new 

technologies. Both are tireless navigators, men in search of food, but above all looking for new 

 
85 Marcela Romagnoli is a contemporary artist born in Santiago in 1970. She has numerous works in public spaces, in 
Santiago and in the country’s southern regions (MNBA, n.d.). 

Figure 22: Contracorriente - Marcela Romagnoli. Region of Los Lagos 
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directions and challenges. The men of before and today are represented in these monumental 

vessels that sail decisively towards the southern tip of Chile and the World. This work will help 

us remember our native origins, and to continue moving to the future from here; to dwell in 

our urban development with a clear awareness of where we come from and where we go to 

(CNA, n.d.).  

This description reinforces the idea of honouring “our native origins” (emphasising the past with 

an epithet), linked to hand-made products and raw natural materials, which contrast with the 

technological contemporary man. Indigenousness – as represented by a non-indigenous artist – is 

connected to the past and to nature, and thus obsolete in a future characterised by technological 

change. It also focuses on man (in charge of “moving us forward”, in search of change and 

movement), despite the creator being a woman.  

The absence of women, in addition to representations of nature as obsolete, in state-

sponsored sculptures and public monuments are challenged by murals in La Serena and Castro. 

Figure 23 shows, on the left-hand side (a), a pregnant woman’s body whose uterus and heart are 

part of a tree. Her hands are chained, and it reads “for the right to be born unchained, free 

yourself”. If taken literally, the mural questions the way in which women give birth in prison and 

what to do with their children while they serve their sentence. If taken metaphorically, it also 

addresses the chains or restraints that present-day life-in-the-city or life within this state represent. 

These may be interpreted in terms of the well-documented links between capitalism and patriarchal 

Figure 23: Murals in (a) Chiloé and (b) La Serena 
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structures, whereby the invisibilised labour of women in reproduction and care duties allows for 

the expansion of capitalist modes of production and accumulation (Mies, 2014). By portraying a 

flowering tree inside the pregnant woman’s body, this mural makes visible women’s role in the 

reproduction of life, maybe pleading for a return to nature or to natural cycles in opposition to 

capitalism and its never-ending exploitation of natural and human resources. Both patriarchy and 

capitalism, particularly in the form of neoliberalism, were widely criticised and defied during the 

Estallido social in 2019. This mural reveals these concerns were displayed in public space well before 

the outburst.  

This narrative is reasserted by a mural located more than 1,600 km (1,000 miles) north of 

the latter, in the city of La Serena (b). It shows a woman and a tiger surrounded by flowers in 

bright colours. Femininity paired with an image of power within nature such as that of a tiger, 

alongside flowers and pregnancy, consequently, make claims on public space and public memory 

that honour women’s role and power in the reproduction of life, challenging narratives that place 

origins and history only in masculine hands. Like Milanka, these murals commemorate the essential 

role of both women and nature not only in the past, but also in the present developments of 

history.  

 

4. Representations of and challenges to essentialised homogenising narratives of mestizaje  

Going further south, monuments in the island of Chiloé further demonstrate the 

patrimonialisation of indigenousness as linked to nature and the past. Here, indigenousness is 

represented as relevant in the “successful fusion”, in racial and cultural terms, that resulted in the 

identidad chilota [Chiloé identity], a homogenous mestizaje derived from the mixture between 

European modernity, science and technology, and indigenous nature-based craftmanship (CMN, 

n.d.-g). This is the case of two churches in Castro, on Route 5’s roadside – the San Francisco 

Temple (see Figure 24) and the Nuestra Señora de Gracia de Nercón Church, both declared 

historic monuments by the CMN in the late 1970s and World Heritage by UNESCO in 2000 – 

and the Hito Cero in Quellón, on Route 5’s southernmost point.  

The city of Castro was founded in 1567, being Spain’s southernmost settlement in the 

Americas, aiming to extend the crown’s dominion and to prevent other European powers from 

colonising the south of the continent (Memoria Chilena, n. d.-a). The island remained fairly isolated 

from other Hispanic cities in the region, being primarily inhabited by Chono and Huilliche 
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communities.86 Jesuit missions settled in the island in the seventeenth century, establishing circular 

missions: being unable to concentrate all of the island’s indigenous populations in one or two 

towns, they constructed chapels in pre-existing social and ritual centres throughout the island and 

visited them on a yearly basis (Subsecretaría del Patrimonio Cultural, 2019).87 These territories 

remained part of the Spanish crown until the Treaty of Tantauco was signed in 1826, and in 1840 

the Chilean state created the Diocese of Ancud grouping the island’s parishes and replacing the 

colonial missions system with the ecclesiastical structure in place in the rest of the country 

(Memoria Chilena, n. d.-b).   

Most chapels and churches have been rebuilt several times. The current structures of 

Nuestra Señora de Gracia de Nercón and the Temple of San Francisco were built in 1890 and 

1912, in the places where previous chapels were located. The decrees naming them National 

Monuments justify their nomination in terms of their “historic merit and antiquity” ("Decreto 

1875," 1979, par. 2), considering them “a true architectural gem” ("Decreto 422," 1984, par. 4). 

The UNESCO catalogue states that: 

The Churches of Chiloé are outstanding examples of the successful fusion of European and indigenous 

cultural traditions to produce a unique form of wooden architecture. The mestizo culture 

resulting from Jesuit missionary activities in the 17th and 18th centuries has survived intact in the 

 
86 The Huilliche are a sub-category of the Mapuche people, who have traditionally inhabited the island of Chiloé. The 
Chonos were an indigenous nomadic people who inhabited the island of Chiloé alongside the Huilliches. They have 
been referred to as a culture that assimilated by others during the 18th century (Urbina Burgos, 1988). 
87 For a detailed study on Jesuit missions in southern Chile see Moreno Jeria (2007). 

Figure 24: Outside and inside views of the San Francisco Temple in Castro, Chiloé 
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Chiloé archipelago and achieves its highest expression in the outstanding wooden churches 

(CMN, n.d.-g; UNESCO, n.d., par. 3-5, my emphasis). 

The architectural design, interior decoration and religious imagery of these churches are all 

attributed to a European origin, whilst indigenous tradition is represented here in the materials and 

craftmanship employed in their construction. Maybe unintentionally, these descriptions clearly 

identify Europe with culture and indigenousness with nature. Both are allegedly fused to form a 

particular mestizo culture that is materialised by the churches. Consequently, a merging of cultures 

(i.e. change) is represented as unchanging and essentialised, as something that “has survived 

intact”, in the materiality of churches that were constantly rebuilt after these lands were annexed 

by the Chilean state in the mid-nineteenth century. Moreover, the meanings of this “successful 

cultural fusion”, also referred to as a “fruitful intercultural dialogue” (CMN, 2003, p. 16), remain 

unclear and unproblematised despite the colonial context in which these interactions took place.  

The Hito Cero reinforces these narratives. Figure 25 shows some of the multiple elements 

that compose this milestone. The most prominent of these is (a), a more than 10-metre-high 

sculpture of a Sancho, the traditional anchor used by fishermen in Chiloé. It is surrounded by several 

flags, including the Chilean national flag, the local flag of Quellón’s City Council, the Huilliche 

flag, and the flag of Alaska. Quellón is a port city whose main economic activity has historically 

been fishing, reflecting the fact that aquaculture is one of the city’s main sources of income today. 

Having the Sancho at the Hito Cero’s centre denotes the importance this site attributes to the 

traditional way of fishing, marking a continuity between past and present. The combination of 

flags indicates the Council’s intention to represent mixedness while reminding the visitor that this 

spot is as important and remote as the Highway’s opposite ending/starting point in Anchorage. 

The site, additionally, comprises a signpost (b) stating ‘Huilliche Mapu’ (Huilliche Land in 

Figure 25: Hito Cero. Chiloé, Region of Los Lagos 
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Mapuzungún, the Mapuche language) without providing any translations – just below the City 

Council’s emblem and again describing this site as the starting or ending point of the Pan American 

Highway. Paradoxically, besides this sign presenting the place as Huilliche Land, a board showcases 

the Council’s touristic description of the area narrating the city’s history in the following terms: 

Quellón’s origins may be traced back to Chonos, to sailors, and to researchers who navigated 

through Chiloé’s southern channels in ancient canoes and wooden ships. One of these 

navigators was Charles Darwin […]. 

Chonos, Williches, Jesuits, and whaling and lumber industries all settled in Quellón, making 

great contributions to our culture.88 The Jesuits built the southernmost chapel in the world, in 

the Island of Cailín, marking the end of Christianity in the 18th century. From the Chonos we 

inherited the Curanto al Hoyo; from the Huilliches, beautiful garments woven from sheep’s wool 

naturally dyed; and finally, the industries and commerce transformed us into the port of 

greatest activity in the archipelago.89 

[…] Thanks to the construction of the Pan American Highway, the city had access to a large 

road network and became the ‘Hito Cero’, the ending point of a vast road that crosses 12 

countries and covers 22,000 kilometres. 

The site places Chile, and particularly Quellón, as a relevant place within a universal (Eurocentric) 

history through the figure of Darwin, similar to discourses using road construction to position 

Chile within a history of civilisation such as those described in Chapter Two. Additionally, Hito 

Cero highlights Chile as an important connecting hub on the continent. It broadcasts the area’s 

identity as a mixture resulting from the fusion of aspects coming from Chonos and Huilliche, 

Europeans (Jesuits) and other economically driven settlers (industries). The Council attributes the 

city’s greatness to industrial settlers, whilst indigenous inheritance is represented in terms of food 

and garments. This reduction of indigenousness to traditional and domestic cultural expressions 

rather than to economic or political endeavours, also manifests a gendered division: 

indigenousness is the feminine and subordinate side of this racial and cultural mixture, whilst 

Europeannes is the dominant economic and public one.90  

 A mural in Castro, Chiloé, provides an alternative to these modernising Eurocentric 

narratives (Figure 26). It is located in the outdoor wall of the Liceo Galvarino Riveros Cárdenas, a 

 
88 Huilliches, Huiliches, Williches are different ways of writing the term; there is no standardised norm for words in 
Mapuzungún (the Mapuche language). Terms are usually used interchangeably. 
89 The Curanto al Hoyo is a traditional dish in the island of Chiloé, consisting of meat, seafood, potatoes and other 
vegetables cooked in a hole in the ground, with hot stones between layers of Nalca leaves (a Chilean type of rhubarb). 
90 See the works of McDowell (1999) and Massey (1994) for discussions regarding gendered divisions of space. 
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secondary school. Showing the traditional buildings of the island – the Palafitos, colourful houses 

constructed in the seashore over stilts – books, the ocean, a boat, different people, among others 

– it reads “Let’s think the world from Chiloé, not Chiloé from the world”. It thus subverts the 

narratives of Chiloé identities presented in the descriptions of churches and in the Hito Cero: 

instead of valuing Chiloé for being the product of a mixture where Europeanness is key, it 

proposes thinking the world (and thus, also Europeanness) from Chiloé as it is lived. It reclaims 

Chiloé as a place from which to dwell, a valid positionality from where to start thinking, reasserting 

the legitimacy of the local interpretations of the past, present and future. By doing so, it also 

challenges unifying national identity narratives coming from the country’s central regions. This 

mural thus presents itself as a direct invitation to decolonise knowledge.  

Route 5’s roadside also displays other murals remembering silenced groups that defy the 

homogenising mixed racial narratives embodied by official monuments. In Arica, for example, 

near the frontier with Peru, a mural on Route 5’s roadside makes reference to black populations 

(Figure 27), albeit referencing U.S. trumpetist Louis Armstrong. Afro-descendants in Chile are not 

mentioned in any of the accounts analysed until now: Chileanness is portrayed as being exclusively 

rooted in the mixture of native indigenousness and Europeans, starkly excluding any reference to 

African immigration due to slave-trade during Latin America’s colonial period and other 

immigration afterwards. Nonetheless, and especially in Arica, growing groups of ‘Afrochileans’ 

have been fighting for legal recognition for decades. Due to this grassroots organisation, in recent 

years there has been growing academic literature regarding their history, practices and claims (see, 

for instance, Duconge & Lube Guizardi, 2014; Wolf, 2019). In April 2019, after more than 10 

Figure 26: Mural in Chiloé 
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years of being held up in Congress, a law was enacted recognising the existence of “Chilean 

Afrodescendent tribal peoples” [Pueblo Tribal Afrodescendiente Chileno] ("Ley 21151," 2019). The 

adjective ‘tribal’, however, contrasts with this group’s urban condition. 

One last mural provides an additional alternative to homogenising mestizo state-led 

narratives. It defies Aristotelean conceptions of identity that propose that something cannot both 

be and not be at the same time. Picturing a face with different shades that are together but not 

mixed, the mural shown in Figure 28 suggests an indigenous epistemology as to understand 

identities: the Aymara notion of ch’ixi. As defined by Rivera Cusicanqui (2010a), ch’ixi is the 

product of a juxtaposition of contrasting colours in weaving, illustrating the Aymara idea that 

things are and are not at the same time. This concept, when used to refer to identities, includes 

different and various elements and positions that do not refer, as mestizaje usually does, to 

“mediation or conciliation of opposite terms. It is not synthesis, or hybridisation, much less 

fusion” (Pazzarelli, 2016, p. 90). Rather, in Rivera Cusicanqui’s words, these ideas make opposites 

compatible: 

 without subsuming them into one another, juxtaposing concrete differences that do not tend 

to an unproblematic communion. The ch’ixi thus constitutes a powerful image to think about 

the coexistence of heterogeneous elements that do not aspire to fusion and that also do not 

produce a new, superior and encompassing term (2010a, p. 7). 

The notion of ch’ixi is a mode of thought and knowledge that was suggested to me in my encounter 

with this mural. Contrary to the Aristotelean notion of identity, then, the use of the indigenous 

Figure 27: Mural in Arica 
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epistemology contained in this concept allows us to inhabit and accept heterogeneity and to 

embrace contradictions, in a way much closer to how identities are constructed and materialised 

by unofficial interventions along Route 5.  

 The mural resembles the style used by the Chilean muralism group Brigada Ramona Parra 

[Ramona Parra Brigade, BRP for its acronym in Spanish]. The group was created in the 1960s to 

display visual propaganda for Salvador Allende’s election, resisted the Pinochet dictatorship in the 

1980s, and is still active. Latorre’s work about street art in post-dictatorship Chile (2019) describes 

this group’s aesthetics in relation to the division of labour through which the brigades organised 

themselves in the painting of murals. The thick lines were drawn by trazadores [plotters], images 

were painted with solid colours by rellenadores [colourers], and the backgrounds were designed and 

coloured by fondeadores [background painters]. This division was “born out of a pragmatic necessity 

to work quickly and avoid confrontations with law enforcement”; however, it also constituted “an 

imagined community of citizens who could participate in constructing an alternative vision of the 

state and the nation” (p. 36). In the author’s words, 

Such a tactic for collective action then establishes a continuum between the mural’s style, the 

means of its production, and its capability for community engagement; in other words, rather 

than having these three elements function independently from one another, they operate as an 

organic whole […] entailing a conscious convergence of art making, collectivity, and political 

action (p. 36). 

Figure 28: Mural in La Serena 



138 
 

The mural in Figure 28 can be helpfully read in the terms with which Latorre describes the BRP’s 

works: as “visual democracy”, whereby “practitioners […] aspire to communicate ideas and expose 

realities that the state and other social institutions fail to address” (2019, p. 4). Archaeological and 

public official monuments along Route 5 perform an identity discourse narrating the country’s 

pre-independence history that presents Chileanness as the homogenous and merged product of 

ancestral indigenousness and Spanish colonisation. This mural in contrast foregrounds forgotten 

groups and presents alternative ways of visualising the mosaic-like composition of different sectors 

of society. In the next section, I show how historic monuments along Route 5 addressing the 

country’s post-independence history make evident that the creation of Chile entailed a process of 

internal colonisation disguised as Eurocentric modernity rather than constituting a “successful 

fusion” (CMN, n.d.-g) of Europeanness and indigenousness. 

  

Historic monuments: European modernities, internal colonisation and state-led 
violence 
 

All historic monuments along Route 5 – seven former nitrate offices in the Atacama Desert, a 

railway bridge in the region of Araucanía, and the Chiloé churches described in the previous section 

– are located in the country’s northern and southern regions. Their locations signal the central 

argument of this: they commemorate sites that are directly or indirectly related to the imposition 

of state sovereignty in frontier territories or in areas that were annexed by the Chilean central state 

mainly throughout the nineteenth century, without addressing these conflicts. The descriptions of 

nitrate offices and railway infrastructure in the CMN’s catalogue celebrate European modernity – 

as well as indicating their decay – in the territory. Nonetheless, the descriptions actively forget the 

part they played in the central state’s internal colonisation of the northern and southern regions. 

The official narrative partially acknowledges some political and class-based conflicts that occurred 

in these sites, but omits colonisation and thus, race and ethnicity-related conflicts.  

 

1. Moving the national frontier: the Viaducto del Malleco and the colonisation of Mapuche lands 

The Viaducto del Malleco is a railway bridge located in the Region of Araucanía, over the Malleco 

River. It is 347 metres long and over 100 metres tall (the riverbed runs 110 metres below it), being 

“considered the highest railway bridge in the world in its time” and still regarded as “one of the 
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largest metallic engineering works in Chile” (CMN, n.d.-p, par. 1). The history narrated by the 

CMN’s catalogue focuses on the bridge’s modernity and technical avant-garde characteristics, 

having been constructed in France by a globally renowned firm and representing a great 

engineering achievement. As part of the plan to extend the national railway system to the south, 

the bridge was planned by Aureliano Lastarria, chief engineer of railways in the Arauco Province, 

in the mid-1880s. In 1885, Alberto Blest Gana – Chilean ambassador to France – was asked to 

request proposals for its construction to “Europe’s most renowned firms” (CMN, n.d.-p, par. 1). 

Three French firms presented projects, one being Gustave Eiffel himself, and other being Le 

Creusot, which was awarded the work. Its metallic structure was built in Europe between 1886 

and 1888, transported to Chile and finally inaugurated by President José Manuel Balmaceda (1886 

– 1891) on 26 October 1890 (Figure 29). It was declared a Historic Monument in 1990 due to “this 

work’s distinction, and the meaning of its permanence, maintenance and good working order” 

("Decreto 686," 1990, par. 3). 

This description, nonetheless, omits other interests behind the Viaducto’s construction. 

According to historian Tomás Guevara, writing in 1902, during the 1850s the Chilean government 

decided to occupy the territories south of the Biobío River. These lands were traditionally inhabited 

and controlled by Mapuche communities, and thus had been “out of the reach of national 

sovereignty and serving as refuge for disturbers of peace” (Guevara, 1902, p. 291) – the latter 

referring to Mapuche communities unwilling to surrender to the Chilean state. Colonel Cornelio 

Saavedra, insisting on the need to “integrate into the nation those vast lands occupied by the 

Figure 29: Viaducto de Malleco the year of its inauguration ("Puente del Malleco," 1890) 
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unproductive inertia of the barbarous” (p. 292) designed a plan in 1859 whose first step consisted 

in “moving the border line to the Malleco River”, colonising the territories between the Biobío 

and Malleco Rivers, and to continue southwards afterwards using this same method. Saavedra’s 

argument to conquer these territories, according to a letter he sent in 1870 to the country’s Minister 

of War, was the need to achieve “national integrity” (Saavedra, 1870, p. 7) based upon a barbarism-

civilisation discourse. In his words, military forces were going to be able to “impose respect upon 

barbarity and guarantee trade” (p.7), resulting in the “absorption of the indigenous race into the 

civilised one” (p.8). In 1862, Saavedra and his men moved the frontier to the Malleco River, 

building forts along its riverside, beginning the process that was euphemistically called the 

Pacificación de la Araucanía (‘pacification of the Araucanía’). In this context, extending the railway 

system through the Araucanía region was a way to connect these territories to the country’s centre 

and thus achieve broader control in the area (see Klubock, 2014; Memoria Chilena, n. d.-j). As 

analysed in Chapter Two, Chile’s technical and political elites used similar arguments to promote 

the construction of Route 5 in the 1920s.  

 The role the Viaducto del Malleco played in the internal colonisation of Mapuche territories 

is silenced in the CMN’s descriptions. What is praised is its modern technical achievements, and 

the greatness of the engineering endeavour it represented. The omission of the internal conflict 

between Chile’s central state and Mapuche communities is useful for the creation of a harmonious 

unified national history, and that reproduces the idea that infrastructures are objective, modern, 

and technical sites separated from political intentions. This omission also proves that 

modernisation and narratives of modernity go hand-in-hand with experiences of coloniality. As 

argued in Chapter Three, infrastructures like the Temuco Bypass (and the Viaducto) are sites of 

political struggle and apparatuses of governmentality used by the state, particularly in the case of 

its relations with Mapuche communities.  

That chapter showed that Mapuche – and other indigenous populations in Chile and Latin 

America – used roadblocks as a way to render visible their political and cultural exclusions, 

particularly in the contexts of official neoliberal multicultural policies. Likewise, there are murals 

along Route 5 that address the state-led violence suffered by Mapuche communities as the product 

of centuries of internal colonisation and reduction of their lands. Figure 30, for instance, shows a 

mural reading “even when in the bones, the heart keeps beating. Mapuche in hunger strike”. It 

presents a thoracic cavity (just the bones) having the traditional drawing of a kultrung – a Mapuche 

ceremonial drum – in place of the heart. It refers to one of the several hunger strikes that 

imprisoned Mapuche leaders have carried out in recent decades, mostly denouncing unfairness in 
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their trials and imprisonments.91 On its side, it reads “the state represses, tortures and murders” 

below an image of a special-forces policeman grabbing someone by the throat and taking a selfie. 

This state-led violence towards indigenous communities is largely neglected by official heritage. 

 

2. Nitrate offices: remembering the nitrate economic boom and European-inspired 

industrialisation, forgetting state-led violence 

Nine out of the twelve historic monuments existing along Route 5 are located in the country’s 

northernmost regions – Arica y Parinacota and Tarapacá – all of which are related to the nitrate 

industry, Chile’s main economic activity between 1880 and 1930.92 These comprise seven Nitrate 

Offices (Oficinas Salitreras), like the ones shown in Figure 31, and two currently disused railway 

stations. The decrees proclaiming nitrate offices as historic monuments and their descriptions 

within the CMN characterise them as the material remains of Chile’s industrial revolution, being 

 
91 See Mella Seguel (2007) for an extended account of the way in which the Chilean state has stigmatised the Mapuche 
and legitimised itself, exacerbating its punitive power.  
92 See Collier and Sater (2004, pp. 147 - 234) for a summarised account of Chile’s nitrate era in English, and the 
Chilean National Library’s site entitled La industria del salitre en Chile (1880-1930) (The Nitrate industry in Chile, 1880-
1930) for a collection of primary and secondary sources about this period in Spanish (Memoria Chilena, n. d.-d). 

Figure 30: Mural in Chiloé. 
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“historic documents, testifying to the feverish activity of the more than 100 nitrate offices” 

("Decreto 281," 1989, par. 3) that evidence “one of the most important economic, social and 

political processes in national history: the boom in nitrate production and export” (CMN, n.d.-b, 

par. 1).93 Offices were “characteristic settlements of the nitrate industry [… comprising] housing 

facilities for workers and managers, as well as a health centre, a school, a grocery store, and nitrate 

treatment areas, among others” (CMN, n.d.-h, par. 2), “planned and designed according to the 

concepts developed in the Industrial Revolution’s architectural movements” (CMN, n.d.-l, par. 1).  

The decree proclaiming the Pedro de Valdivia Nitrate Office as a national monument 

justifies the need to value and protect these sites in the following terms: 

Considering that an important part of our country’s history developed around a series of events 

derived from the exploitation of nitrate, becoming a great source of wealth and generating a 

special way of life for several generations of Chileans, it is necessary to preserve and teach 

 
93 After this territory’s annexation, Englishman James Humberstone introduced the ‘Shanks system’ – originally 
created in England to produce sodium bicarbonate – to extract and process nitrates, becoming the prevailing method 
used between 1880 and 1920. As an unintended consequence, this new method resulted in the construction and 
multiplication of Nitrate Offices – villages where miners and managers lived and processed the nitrate – from 48 in 
the late 1890s to 118 in the late 1910s (Memoria Chilena, n. d.-e).  

Figure 31: Chacabuco (a) and Humberstone (b) Nitrate Offices as seen from Route 5's roadside 
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present and future generations the unforgettable nitrate feat that gave so much to the country 

[...]. Oficinas Salitreras were camps housing groups of Chileans who forged a personality based 

on enormous sacrifice and mighty individual effort, that is characteristic of our country’s 

inhabitants today. After the crisis that affected this mineral’s production, these small urban 

centres became a great historical testimony of this ("Decreto 269," 1996, par. 1-2).  

In other words, they are praised as central for national history in terms of their modernising drive, 

their economic relevance, and the forging of a national character. Chileanness is key in these 

narratives: they describe the economic and social processes occurring in these sites as crucial for 

the forging of what Chileans are today. These narratives, however, omit social, political and racial 

conflicts that were common in nitrate offices.  

The territories in the Atacama Desert where Nitrate Offices and related railway stations 

are located were part of Peru and Bolivia until they were seized by the Chilean state during the 

War of the Pacific (1879 – 1883). Economic interests, namely this area’s richness in minerals and 

particularly nitrate, were at the centre of the conflicts that led to the war.94 The Treaty of Ancón 

in 1883 marked the war’s end, but the border between Peru and Chile was not clearly defined until 

1929. This meant that during the nitrate era, the Chilean government needed to expand its 

sovereignty – promoting Chileanisation and expressions of nationalism – throughout the Atacama 

Desert.95 The border disputes and the government’s intent to unify the Chilean territory are not 

mentioned in the descriptions of this historic sites; rather, as the Pedro de Valdivia Office’s 

description cited above shows, the ‘Chileanness’ of these territories after the War of the Pacific is 

almost taken for granted. 

The arguments used to justify these sites’ relevance as historic monuments generally focus 

on the modernity embodied by their nitrate extraction systems – first and foremost, the ‘Shanks 

system’ brought from Britain by James Humberstone, and later the Guggenheim system used in 

some U.S.-led offices (CMN, n.d.-k) – and on their urban planning that followed a British model. 

The María Elena office – named after Mary Ellen Comdon, wife of Englishman Elías Cappelens, 

the first owner of this plant – is characterised as representing “the urban paradigm of the Industrial 

Revolution: an ideal city, totally planned, and associated with a culture of sacrifice amidst the 

desert” (CMN, n.d.-b, par. 4). The town’s centre “was built following a traditional British pattern” 

("Decreto 400," 1999, par. 1) and, moreover, it is described as “the only one in Chile whose streets 

 
94 See Sater (2007) for an extensive historic study about the War of the Pacific. 
95 See the works of William Skuban (2007), and Lessie Jo Frazier (2007) for accounts on nation-building during the 
nitrate era in Chile. The Catholic church’s role in the intent to Chileanise these territories is further explored in Chapter 
Five. 
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were designed in imitation of the British flag” (CMN, n.d.-b, par. 5). The Iris nitrate office, for 

instance, is praised for its urban design, in which “the administrative house, in its formal aspect, 

belongs to a model brought by the British, inspired by the Indian bungalow and enriched with 

Georgian and Victorian elements” (CMN, n.d.-h, par. 5; "Decreto 706," 1990, par 2). The 

Humberstone nitrate office is also described as a “characteristic example of the British nitrate 

offices” (CMN, n.d.-l, par. 1). Once more, modernity (in urban and aesthetic terms) is coupled 

with coloniality. 

Some descriptions in the catalogue also mention the relevance migration had during the 

nitrate era: the “arrival of national and foreign migrants who boosted these areas’ economic and 

cultural life” (CMN, n.d.-a, par. 1; n.d.-h, par. 1). Most refer to these migrations in very general 

terms, stating, for instance, that because of the nitrate boom “thousands of women and men 

moved to the north” (CMN, n.d.-m, par. 3). Only the description of the María Elena Office 

contains more detail regarding the socioeconomic structure created within these sites:   

During this period, the country's economic matrix was abruptly transformed: it was 

characterised by bringing the elites great wealth, by the arrival of foreign capital and investors, 

by an incipient industrialisation of the country – formerly being primarily agrarian – and by 

the displacement of thousands of Chileans from the countryside to places where the ‘white 

gold’ was produced. These Chilean men and women had to adapt to the complex working 

conditions typical of nitrate mining, but also to daily life in the driest desert in the world. A 

multi-ethnic society was built between Pisagua and Taltal, greatly determined by the mining 

camp’s everyday conditions and a logic of work and solidarity (CMN, n.d.-b, par. 1-2). 

The “‘multi-ethnic society” in nitrate offices was allegedly composed by Chileans and “foreign 

capital”. The 1907 census, nonetheless, shows that these were highly hierarchised societies 

comprising peoples of different nationalities: most owners, qualified technicians and managers 

were European, mainly English (1,395), Italian (1,026) and German (693); whilst workers and 

miners were Chilean (66,262), Peruvian (17,013 according to the 1876 Peruvian census), Bolivian 

(12,528) and Chinese (1,335), plus an important number of indigenous peoples working in 

extremely poor conditions who were not considered in the census (Memoria Chilena, n. d.-f).  

A topic highly neglected in these accounts are the brutal living and working conditions which 

resulted in the emergence of the first Chilean labour organisations and its concomitant repression 

by state armed forces (see Archivo Nacional, n.d.-a). Military repression of labour union strikes in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, for example, demonstrate the central state’s intent 
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to impose its sovereignty and control in the Atacama Desert.96 The only monument that 

commemorates this history of state violence along Route 5 is the Homenaje a los Trabajadores de la 

Pampa Salitrera [Homage to nitrate Pampa workers], a bust located near the entrance to the 

Humberstone Nitrate Office and classified as a public monument by the CMN. It was constructed 

by Iquique’s City Council and the ‘Sons of Nebraska Centre’, a collective of former workers in the 

Nebraska mining complex near Humberstone. As shown in Figure 32, the bust itself represents 

nitrate workers as a white man, thus omitting the racial and cultural heterogeneity of the peoples 

working in nitrate offices and largely silencing women’s role.97 Also, contrary to the statue of 

Francisco de Aguirre – or other statues of usually military men which, according to Alfonso 

Salgado (2010) are intended to create a pantheon of heroes within national history – the nitrate 

worker is represented as a collective individual.  

Its description provides more context to what life in nitrate offices was like: it starts by 

stating that “after Chile’s annexation of the Peruvian provinces of Arica and Tarapacá, and the 

Bolivian coastal department of Antofagasta, nitrate exploitation was dominated by English 

companies, mainly owned by Mr. Thomas North; the Chilean state only participating through tax 

collection” (CMN, n.d.-f, par. 1). Regarding living and working conditions, the description affirms 

that: 

The rise of this industry brought with it a significant demographic movement. Thousands of 

people from all over the Chilean territory, but also from neighbouring countries, left their 

places of origin and settled in the nitrate offices of the northern pampas. […] In the offices, 

 
96 See the work of Lessie Jo Frazier (2007) for a study about nation-building, state-led violence and memory in the 
Chilean north during the nitrate era. Chapters Three and Four in her work explore massacres derived from strikes and 
repression that have been actively forgotten by or structuredly remembered in official narratives of the state.  
97 See the work of Karin Rosemblatt (2000) for an analysis on the role of women in politics and political compromise 
in Chile between 1920 and 1950. 

Figure 32: ‘Homenaje a los trabajadores de la Pampa Salitrera’, near Humberstone Nitrate Office 
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working conditions were extremely harsh: long hours, punishments and payment in tokens 

that could only be exchanged in the office’s grocery stores. Working-class families carried out 

various strikes and demonstrations to improve their living conditions but were all violently 

repressed by the Chilean army. The most remembered episode is the massacre at the Santa 

María de Iquique School in 1907, where thousands of men, women and children from the 

saltpetre plains were killed by military forces under the command of General Roberto Silva 

Renard (CMN, n.d.-f, par. 2). 

Events like the Santa María de Iquique Massacre – where, according to official documents 126 

workers were killed, but in non-official narratives the number rises to more than 3,000 (Archivo 

Nacional, n.d.-b) – exposed the hypocrisy that was Chilean modernisation. According to Lessie 

Jo Frazier (2007), these events occurred in periods of “overwhelming state negligence and 

overwhelming state violence in defense of (national and international) elite interests [… which] 

combined with overwhelming external pressures, led to military intervention” (p. 14).  Her study, 

moreover, explores how official state narratives actively remembered this massacre for populist 

political purposes – framing these workers as martyrs – from 1930 until the beginning of the 

Pinochet dictatorship in 1973, while forgetting other similar events that were not as useful for 

these political projects. For instance, Frazier analyses the dismantling of memory in the cases of 

the Oficina Ramírez (1890 – 1891) and La Coruña (1925) massacres: being related to everyday 

forms of violence and protest within nitrate offices, the populist period did not regard them as 

epic as the Santa María de Iquique Massacre, and thus they were excluded from official memory 

for not having the power “to bind sectors across classes” (p. 115).  

These cases support Nicholas Argenti and Katharina Shramm’s (2012) arguments 

regarding the ways in which state-violence is remembered. In their words,  

When a violent past becomes the ground on which to build the future, a hegemonic narrative 

is often created that first cuts out everything that does not fit into the dominant story-line (of 

victimization, heroism, etc.) and secondly puts the past at a somewhat comfortable distance 

from the present (p. 18).  

Most state-led violence in the nitrate offices is neglected in current descriptions of the monuments, 

unless it was useful for a national unifying narrative such as that used by populist governments in 

the mid-twentieth century. Similarly, more recent cases of violence, particularly those committed 

by the military during the Pinochet dictatorship years (1973 – 1990) are (partially) acknowledged 

due to the relevance that post-dictatorship governments in the 1990s attributed to achieving 

national unity (see Chapter Two).  
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Violence remembered: commemorating the victims and current consequences of the 
Pinochet dictatorship 
 

As part of Chile’s transition to democracy, the government of Patricio Aylwin (1990 – 1994) 

created the National Commission for Truth and Reconciliation (also known as the Rettig Truth 

Commission) to investigate the human rights abuses during the dictatorship. The report informed 

of more than 2,000 people killed or who disappeared after their arrests (Informe Rettig, 1991). In 

2003, President Ricardo Lagos (2000 – 2006) created the National Commission on Political 

Imprisonment and Torture to investigate imprisonments and torture during the dictatorship, 

finding that almost 40,000 people had been arrested for political reasons and most had been 

tortured (Informe Valech, 2004). Thus, killings, torture and political imprisonment were 

acknowledged by official history as part of programmes and policies to recreate national unity.  

Two of the existing memorials commemorating victims of the dictatorship along Route 5 – 

in the cities of Coquimbo and Copiapó – are listed as official public monuments. Both take the 

form of plaques with the names of people killed by the military during these years. The Coquimbo 

memorial is called Mirador de Los Ángeles [The Angels’ lookout]. It commemorates Rodrigo Palma 

and Jimmy Christie, two boys who were executed by military forces in 1973 (at seven and eight 

years old) and whose bodies were found by other children four years later in the site where today’s 

memorial stands. The plaque was installed on the Mirador in 2010, almost 40 years after the 

execution of these boys. The CMN’s official description briefly narrates the brutality of the event. 

Between 1973 and 1977, Rodrigo and Jimmy’s relatives, alongside other residents of this area, 

undertook a desperate search while 

the military harassed the children’s families, trying to stop their search efforts. Jimmy’s mother 

was detained on several occasions, being interrogated and tortured, to persuade her to assume 

responsibility for the death of the children. After the bodies were found, they were transferred 

to the Legal Medical Service in Santiago, where they spent a year before being returned to their 

families. The medical examiner told the families that the cause of death was the destruction of 

their skulls due to impact of large calibre bullets, owned only by the army, but that he could 

not report that officially because he was being intimidated by military authorities. The bodies 

were exhumed in 2002 in a case carried out by Judge Juan Guzmán, verifying that the children 

had been executed by a military patrol guarding fuel wells, who hid the corpses and illegally 

buried them until their discovery in 1977 (CMN, n.d.-j, par. 2-3). 

The memorial in Copiapó, located besides the city’s cemetery along Route 5, also takes the form 

of a plaque that honours the memory of 39 people who were also killed or disappeared by the 
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military during the dictatorship. Among other facts, it reads that “state agents killed or made 

disappear more than 3,000 people, and imprisoned and tortured other 40,000, between 1973 and 

1990” (CMN, n.d.-i, par. 1), coinciding with the official numbers in the Rettig and Valech Reports.  

These descriptions reflect the viciousness with which the central state, especially through its 

armed forces, has treated the country’s inhabitants in certain periods of Chile’s national history. 

They also show that this violence was so atrocious it could not be neglected in official narratives, 

despite other omissions as the ones mentioned in the previous sections. The recentness of these 

events, and the fact that there are active groups of women still looking for their disappeared 

partners, siblings, and friends, signals that these are yet “embodied memories”, not separated from 

everyday life (Argenti & Schramm, 2012). The stiffness and formality of the state-sponsored 

plaques, however, signals the state’s inability to represent these living memories. 

One further example of the partial acknowledgement of state-led violence during the 

dictatorship is the case of the Chacabuco Nitrate Office, in operation until 1940, which was 

declared Historic Monument in 1971, “standing out for being the largest nitrate office and the last 

to use the Shank production system, characteristic of the golden age of nitrate extraction” (CMN, 

n.d.-k, par. 1). Two years after this Decree, nonetheless, it was expropriated by the Armed Forces 

after the coup d’état marking the dictatorship’s beginning and became one of the country’s largest 

prison and torture camps. Male political prisoners from different cities throughout the country – 

including Santiago, Copiapó, Valparaíso, Linares, and Concepción – were confined, tortured, and 

killed inside the Chacabuco Office (see Proyecto Internacional de Derechos Humanos, 2014). This 

site, consequently, questions the purpose of state-led monument conservation. Being a ‘Historic 

Monument’ means the state needs to preserve it, but its use as a concentration camp by the state’s 

armed forces questions the nucleus of conservation efforts. Its description within the catalogue 

does mention this use; however, nothing tells this side of the story when seen from Route 5’s 

roadside. The latter shows an official recognition of these events that is not translated into more 

visible commemorations in public space. Unofficial interventions, nonetheless, present alternatives 

to the commemoration of state-led violence during the dictatorship years and, moreover, some 

visually represent the current violence that people still suffer product of the neoliberal policies 

adopted during and after the dictatorship. 
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There are two unofficial memorials devoted to the victims of the dictatorship along Route 

5, one in Los Lagos Region (Figure 33), and one in the Atacama Region (Figure 34). As shown in 

these pictures, contrary to the official monuments that consist of plaques with names and other 

phrases, these are big, colourful structures. Despite not having more information on who 

constructed them or their motivations to do so (apart from the obvious ones), it is noteworthy 

that these memorials mobilise other symbols. The first one comprises religious forms and figures: 

its main structure resembles a temple and there is a wheat spike, traditionally associated with 

Corpus Christi. One possible interpretation is related to the role some segments of the Chilean 

Catholic Church played during the dictatorship, condemning and denouncing abuses and human 

rights violations, and actively mediating in politics (see, for instance, Veit Strassner, 2006). The 

second one (Figure 34) exhibits a more political nature. It presents Salvador Allende’s face in the 

centre of the star in the Chilean flag. Allende was the first democratically elected socialist president 

in the country, being in power between 1970 and 1973 when he committed suicide in office during 

the military coup. Additionally, the monument exhibits the image of a miner with his fist raised, 

and the Virgin embracing a second person whose eyes are closed in a landscape that greatly 

resembles the one in which the memorial is located. The public relevance of the Virgin as a 

powerful and miraculous mother who comforts her devotees, together with discourses of nation 

and gender along Route 5 is explored in Chapter Five.  

Figure 33: Memorial a los caídos en 1973 [Memorial to those who fell in 1973]. Los Lagos 
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This painting follows the distinctive style and design of the art collective Brigada Ramona 

Parra (BRP) mentioned earlier. The BRP was founded during Allende’s campaign, being linked to 

the Communist Party, and most of its members were detained, forced into exile, or went 

underground during the dictatorship (see, for instance, Long, 2013; Memoria Chilena, n. d.-g). Still 

portraying mainly masculine symbols – Allende’s face in the Chilean flag’s star, and the miner with 

his fist raised – the memorial displays symbols associated with marginalised lower classes in their 

social and political fights. Accordingly, this memorial too may be read as a form of visual 

democracy which, according to Latorre (2019) is not uncommon in Latin American muralism. In 

the author’s words, “these artists understand that Latin American democracies are oftentimes 

highly undemocratic political systems that are based on discriminatory and hierarchical ideologies” 

(p. 4), and thus use “the visual as a means of promoting a more democratized system of 

communication” (p. 4).  

Route 5’s roadside also displays other murals and interventions addressing more recent 

events of what can also be labelled state-led violence, that may be linked to the effects of the 

neoliberal policies enforced during and after Pinochet’s dictatorship. In Castro, Chiloé, for 

example, there is a mural depicting political prisoners (Figure 35, a) reading “may the bars of their 

cells turn into sugar or bend with pity, and my brothers may once more make love and revolution”. 

This piece faces the mural addressing Mapuche hunger strikes (Figure 30, p. 141), with a river 

flowing between them. Together, the murals contrast starkly with the surrounding landscape, 

pointing towards the contradictions between state resolutions of political conflicts, and nature and 

Figure 34: Memorial de los Ejecutados Políticos de Atacama [Memorial to those executed from Atacama] 
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natural cycles. Using similar colours, (b) shows an image of black machines and industries with a 

boot stepping over them, reading “move the industries”. This phrase is taken from a song by Los 

Prisioneros, a prominent Chilean punk-rock band from the 1980s and 1990s, famous for its protest 

and anti-establishment songs. The mural’s dark colours point towards a predation of nature, the 

dark side of modernity and industrialisation. Both constitute calls to action – making love and 

revolution, moving the industries – that may be considered part of social movements and concerns 

regarding the negative effects of neoliberalism and resource exploitation. They challenge the state’s 

developmentalist policies and narratives while pointing directly towards the coupling of modernity 

and coloniality. They propose alternative ways of living. Moreover, these murals make manifest 

that most of the demands that characterised the Estallido social were being publicly displayed on 

walls before this event. 

An additional example of a milestone that challenged state-led modernising categories and 

regulations, is the now iconic sculpture Mano del desierto (Figure 36). According to its artist, sculptor 

Mario Irarrázabal, it was the product of a communitarian effort that did not receive funding or 

sponsorship from any company or public entity. On the contrary, according to his account, he 

proposed his idea to a group of engineers in Antofagasta – hometown of his wife – who decided 

to collaborate with each other and help him in his task. The 11 metre (28 feet) tall hand that stands 

out of the middle of the desert was built thanks to community contributions in materials and 

labour. “Everything was free”, the sculptor comments. Despite this sculpture being listed as a 

Figure 35: Murals in Chiloé 
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public monument, Irarrázabal states that during its construction and inauguration, “no one from 

the National Council for Culture and Arts ever approached me”. Moreover, the artist remarks that 

the cultural section of the El Mercurio newspaper dismissed an article and photos that he himself 

took to its headquarters. Once the Mano started becoming a milestone on the landscape, known 

to everyone who used the highway, the Council for Culture and national media started noticing it.  

The idea of the hand emerged after a trip to Easter Island, when the artist recalls he decided 

to change the main themes of his work from political and testimonial denunciation – he was 

imprisoned and tortured during the dictatorship – to pay more attention to indigenous 

cosmologies, much more related to nature and rites, trying to “humanise the relationship between 

humankind and the universe” (Irarrázabal, 2018). His intention for the hand emerging from the 

Atacama Desert was for it to be enigmatic, not having a straightforward interpretation, not 

conforming to modern classifications, and opening to the multiple links between nature and 

universe. It was intended as a site on which to rest our sight, to look at the landscape and space, 

and defy words with just a gesture of the hand. This gesture, in my view, also represents a form of 

visual democracy, stemming “from the power of images as movers and shakers of human 

behaviour” (Latorre, 2019, p. 4). Going one step further, this gesture – as is the case with other 

Figure 36: Mano del Desierto. Near Antofagasta 
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forms of independent public art presented throughout this chapter – performs a decolonising 

function: it moves away from from word-based worldviews to focus on embodied experiences 

that do not necessarily need categorisation, separation, or non-contradiction. In Rivera 

Cusicanqui’s words: 

Images have the power to construct a critical narrative, capable of unmasking different forms 

of contemporary colonialism. It is images, more than the words, in the context of a historical 

evolution that hierarchised the textual to the detriment of visual cultures, which allow us to 

capture the senses blocked and forgotten by the official language […]. At the same time, the 

visual register allows us to discover the ways in which colonialism is fought, subverted, 

ironized, now and forever (2010a, pp. 5-6) 

The gesture of Irarrázabal’s hand – an enigmatic greeting to passer’s by – without having a 

straightforward meaning, allows for a multiplicity of interpretations and ways of being in the world 

to emerge.  

During the 2019 protests, the Mano was used as part of a “Light Manifesto” organised by a 

group of protesters from Antofagasta (Figure 37). Several messages were projected onto the Mano. 

The one depicted in Figure 37 reads “the north resists”, referring to a history of protest and 

Figure 37: Manifiesto Lumínico on the Mano del Desierto (source: Ino CL, 2019) 
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contestation in Chile’s northern regions such as those of labour unions in nitrate offices described 

above. Other messages denounced the capitalist exploitation of scarce natural resources – 

particularly water – in these regions, or asked for president Piñera’s resignation, among others. 

This was one of the multiple interventions on official monuments in the country, like the 

substitution of the Francisco de Aguirre statue in La Serena for that of Milanka. I carried out the 

fieldwork for this investigation in 2018, more than a year and a half before these interventions 

started occurring throughout the country’s territory. Most probably, there are many more of the 

like along Route 5 today; these were the ones I was able to track through news and social media at 

a distance. What these interventions show, however, is a process of de-monumentalisation, a 

material claim for the re-territorialisation of memory and history, a denouncing of state-led 

symbolic violence. The fact that this claim is being primarily expressed in public space through 

images and materiality is a decolonial sign itself: as La descolonizadora states – a collective that has 

mapped and registered most of these interventions since October 2019 throughout the country – 

aesthetic disobedience is a way to de-monumentalise memory, it is political resistance anchored in 

territory. 

 

Conclusion  
 

Route 5 constitutes a memoryscape that articulates contesting memories and identity claims. 

Evidently, identity and memory are at the centre of the state’s concern with heritage and heritage-

making: the CMN’s declared institutional objective is to “protect and conserve cultural and natural 

heritage […] enhancing its contribution to national identity and human development” (CMN, n.d.-

o, par. 4), and the state’s aim in the funding and supporting of public art through the Nemesio 

Antúnez Commission is to encourage “the construction of citizen spaces and identity” (CNA, 

2019, par 2). The identity narrative in official monuments along Route 5, however, enacts an 

internal colonial gesture, highlighting the movement of frontiers and the elaboration of a unifying 

history in order to posit Chile as one longitudinal nation. Historic monuments along Route 5 in 

northern Chile position the nitrate era as central to national history. Official descriptions of these 

sites focus on the modernities brought about by their extractive systems and urban planning (which 

were based upon a European – mostly British – model), their economic benefits and the creation 

of a society that allegedly celebrates traits common to all Chileans. They forget, however, their role 

in the incorporation of frontier territories as part of the Chilean state and the inequalities and 

labour social movements that emerged in these sites. Official monument narratives incorporate 

state-led violence and conflict only insofar as it has already been acknowledged as part of the 
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official history, as is the case of human rights violations during Pinochet’s dictatorship. Racial 

conflict is widely omitted, and indigenousness is only referred to as ‘heritage’ or ‘ancestry’. 

According to Joseph Gómez (2016), there is no one simple definition for heritage or 

patrimony; the concept has been used and theorised in multiple ways. The analysis of these 

definitions suggests that heritage (patrimonio) is just a place of enunciation, “any interaction that 

signals a person or group ‘as if they were’ a heir of something” (p. 56). Through state-sponsored 

public art and National Monuments, the government institutions discursively position all Chileans 

as heirs to indigenous patrimony. This also reinforces Rivera Cusicanqui’s claim that official 

language and heritage creates indigenousness as a minority in places where indigenous populations 

constitute important proportions of the area’s inhabitants (2010a). By doing so, indigenousness is 

relegated to the past, and present-day indigenous identity practices are confined to cultural 

expressions such as dance, crafts, and food, reinforcing narratives of sanctioned indigenousness 

like the ones analysed in Chapter Three. Repeatedly, as these situations express, the processes of 

classification and transformation of indigenous practices and sites into heritage decontextualises 

them, portraying these groups as static, unchangeable, and fixed in geographic, political, economic 

and cultural terms (Campos, 2016). This is one of the main characteristics of neoliberal 

multiculturalism in Chile and elsewhere in Latin America: state-led multicultural reforms limit 

indigenous recognition to culture, “recognising multicultural diversity within one nation” 

(Haughney, 2007, p. 142). Official heritage management, then, reveals unequal participation: 

decisions are largely taken in the country’s centre and yet, at least within Route 5, the results of 

those decisions are far more apparent in the country’s more peripheral areas. Moreover, there is a 

marginalisation of the symbols of subaltern groups – except for those accepted by the state. 

In the state’s modernising discourse, which was (and is) functional to the imposition of 

central state sovereignty within the country’s border’s, Chileanness is presented as the 

homogenous product of ancient indigenousness and modern Europeanness, as a hegemonic and 

homogenising mestizo and masculine race. When considering the latter alongside the omission of 

violence within these sites, the state’s internal colonial gesture is demonstrated. Coloniality, 

nonetheless, is not a passive state suffered by subordinate peoples. Unofficial monuments and 

public art along Route 5 constitute decolonial gestures. Despite often being branded as vandalism 

when not accommodating to the official narrative, they perform visual democracy that defies 

conventions “regarding the appropriate appearance of infrastructure and more regarding 

acceptable public behaviour” (Bloch, 2016, p. 443). As decolonial actions, murals and unofficial 

monuments along Route 5 propose alternatives to or directly challenge patriarchal, monocultural 

and hegemonic narratives that hierarchise peoples, praise military victories and represent a unifying 
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memory. Official homogenising aesthetics is the symbolic imposition of one way to be in the 

world. A heterogenous or ch’ixi aesthetics, allowing contradiction, difference, disobedience, is 

presented as a valid option along Route 5: it allows multiple and different memories and ways of 

being in the world simultaneously.  

In the analysis of the existing works and interventions along Route 5, this chapter has shown 

that identities are constantly re-territorialised, anchoring material interventions to local 

epistemologies, claims and struggles.  Chapter Five furthers this analysis by exploring how 

identities are constructed and articulated by roadside shrines along Route 5. These places make 

visible indigenous epistemologies and practices that allow a better understanding of identity 

construction processes. 
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Chapter Five 
Articulations of nation, mestizaje, and gender in animitas and shrines 

along Route 5 
 

We took the Vespucio urban highway in Santiago […]. We drove past the Route 5-South exit 

while I tried to figure out how to install the video camera, where to position the tripod, how 

to display my GPS tracker, photo camera, notebook, pencil and audio recorder to have 

everything at hand. After a couple of kilometres, we were able to turn around and take the 

correct exit. The journey finally began, southwards, along Route 5, which at this point was still 

an urban motorway. I had travelled along this section countless times before, but now I was 

overwhelmed; I could not see much because we were going fast on a road where you cannot 

go any slower, with four lanes per side, multiple low-level crossings, buses and trucks, curves, 

etc. A highly transited urban highway. After a little while I started to get used to the speed and 

was able to begin the data collection, mapping with my GPS and stopping in all the sites we 

could to take pictures, recording audio field notes. And we had to stop more than once every 

kilometre. Once we were back on the road we had to stop almost immediately. And again. And 

again. The sites were mainly animitas [temple- or house-like roadside shrines devoted to the 

victim(s) of a tragic death]. Animita after animita, after animita. Some abandoned, only made 

of tin or concrete and empty; some full of decorations and objects; some sober and simple but 

clean and neat; some with lit candles; some full of plastic flowers whose colours were fading; 

some messy and chaotic; and all of them marking someone’s site of death along the road (Field 

notes, Day 1).  

The text above is the first paragraph I wrote in my field diary, in Frebruary 2018. As noted here, 

my initial thoughts were, first, related to the challenges of qualitative/ethnographic research and 

“making the familiar strange” (see Berleant, 2017; Leddy, 2012): looking ‘with other eyes’ a 

motorway I had travelled along many times before. This alternative gaze meant that speed was a 

challenge; contrary to my former ‘normal’ experiences of road-travelling – when my main focus 

was on the journey’s final destination – putting all of my attention on road and its roadside made 

me experience the speed in a totally different way. My eyes were not able to look properly at the 

roadside, I couldn’t hear anything but the wind’s buzz, and it took a while before I could come up 

with a method to start spotting the material sites I wanted to map and photograph. My second 

impression was the extraordinary abundance and ubiquitousness of animitas along the road.  

Animitas are roadside shrines constructed to commemorate the victim(s) of a tragic or 

violent death, usually by family and friends. On roads and especially highways, these are primarily 
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related to car accidents. Their structures usually take the form of miniature houses or temples, and 

customarily contain various decorations and objects including flowers, candles, religious figures, 

messages, photos, banners and flags.98 Animitas are commonly seen in cities and roads; however, 

their presence along Route 5 was pervasive. Out of the 2,434 material sites I mapped, 91% – that 

is, 2,213 sites – were animitas. There was on average one animita every 1.5 kilometres. As shown 

in Figure 38, plotting all the animitas along Route 5 resulted in a map that does not provide much 

information: there are hundreds of such sites in all regions and along almost all sections of the 

higwhay. During the fieldwork I had to incorporate a new category of sites I had not considered 

beforehand: shrines and sanctuaries. There were 69 roadside sanctuaries, ranging from small 

grotto-like structures devoted to Virgin Mary or other Catholic saints to big shrines with images 

and prayers to multiple saints, cheerfully decorated and full of ex-votos such as plaques thanking 

for miracles or favours, water bottles, alcoholic drinks, lit candles and flowers (see Figure 39).  

 
98 For studies about animitas in Chile, see the works of Lira (2002); Ojeda Ledesma (2011a, 2011b, 2012, 2013); Plath 
(2012); Urrutia and Valenzuela (2019), and the essays collected in Lira (2016). 

Figure 38: Animitas along Route 5 
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This chapter illustrates that a material analysis of animitas and shrines along Route 5 brings 

to the fore the nuances of the ideas of nation, mestizaje (race), and gender linked to and articulated 

by these religious practices. These sites constitute the final case study in this thesis, further 

evidencing that a material analysis of identities – that is, going beyond words – allows the grasping 

of practices and worldviews that expand our understandings of how identities are constructed, 

represented, and articulated, often in contradictory ways. The chapter argues that the identities 

materially expressed in animitas and shrines along Route 5 are better understood using the Aymara 

image of ch’ixi, referring to something composed of multiple different things but not concealing, 

merging or hybridising opposites. It points towards indigenous epistemologies that allow dwelling 

in contradictions and heterogeneity (Fernández, 2019; Rivera Cusicanqui, 2010a, 2010b), as 

opposed to hegemonic notions of mestizaje as a homogenising fusion that have been used in 

nation-building processes throughout Latin America, like those represented by official heritage 

sites along Route 5 (Chapter Four).  

Animitas and shrines – and the epistemologies and cosmologies they embody – disrupt 

spatial binaries of the private and public, longitudinal and transversal, the local and national, and 

Figure 39: Shrines and sanctuaries along Route 5 
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the national and regional in the constitution of identities. They also firmly place the dead as active 

agents in the world of the living, and construct places of silence and rest in a space designed to 

foster mobility and speed. They challenge the spatial associations of gender roles: placing 

femininity as powerful public figure constantly displayed along the road – particularly in the form 

of mothers capable of performing miracles like the Virgin Mary – while commemorating male 

victims using house-like structures, signalling domestic space. Consequently, the materialities of 

animitas and sanctuaries along Route 5 constitute one further challenge to the binary thinking and 

Eurocentric epistemologies through which the central urban elites have intended to create a 

national identity. 

Figure 40 serves as a starting point for this analysis, portraying an animita on Route 5 near 

Antofagasta, in the Atacama Desert. It is dedicated to a woman who died in 2010 at 36 years old. 

The animita itself is larger than usual: instead of being a miniature temple or house like most, it 

resembles more a bus stop or shrine. The visual and material elements composing it indicate that 

the victim was originally from the city of Antofagasta and was part of a dancing group devoted to 

La Virgen del Carmen de La Tirana.99 At the animita’s centre there is a large collage-like image 

 
99 The fiesta de La Virgen del Carmen de La Tirana is a week-long festivity happening every July, where hundreds of 
thousands of people visit the small village of La Tirana to dance and honour the Virgin.  It constitutes Chile’s largest 
Marian religious festivity. 

Figure 40: Animita near Antofagasta on Route 5-North 
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having a figure of La Virgen del Carmen at its right, and one of San Expedito at its left.100 The 

image was composed of three pictures of the victim (at the centre and at both of its upper corners) 

positioned on top of a more panoramic photograph of an Andean dancing group and having, at 

the upper centre of the image, another figure of La Virgen del Carmen with a tri-colour 

presidential-like band. On the animita’s right side wall, there is a picture of the church of La Tirana, 

and on the left, stands a collage composed by overlapping geo-cultural markers related to the city 

of Antofagasta, including the sculpture La Mano del Desierto (see Chapter Four), the Portada de 

Antofagasta – a natural formation considered a geological symbol of the region – and the tower 

clock located in Plaza Colón in the centre of the city. Additionally, the animita’s outside colours – 

yellow and blue – correspond to the colours of the flag of Antofagasta. The animita articulates a 

mosaic of identities: an individual identity (the victim), a communitarian cultural-religious identity 

(dance groups devoted to the Virgen del Carmen de La Tirana), a local Antofagasta identity, a 

national identity discourse related to Marian devotion, La Virgen del Carmen, and the creation of 

the idea of a Chilean nation. Sites like this – smaller, larger, with more decorations, more sober, 

displaying more pictures and messages or comprising just an outside structure – were pervasive all 

along Route 5, showing this motorway is a memoryscape (Chapter Four), but also a mosaic-like 

identity scape.  

 My initial impressions during fieldwork – the challenge of speed and the ubiquitous 

presence of animitas and, to a lesser extent, shrines along Route 5 – are related to each other. 

Because of the speed they enable, motorways are stages for accidents and death. Deaths happening 

along the road due to motor accidents may constitute the most radical of a road’s disconnects: the 

journeys, speed, and connectivity they enable may result in a fatal accident, abruptely and 

inexorably preventing one or several individuals from getting to their journey’s destination. 

Animitas and shrines, however, are practices through which people deal with this radical 

disconnection: animitas commemorate a person in the place where she/he died, and shrines – at 

least those along Route 5 – are widely employed by the road’s users to ask for safe journeys and 

returns. Rather than indicating disconnection, this chapter shows that animitas and shrines are 

sites of re-connection that articulate private memories, communitary practices, local materialities, 

regional shared features, and national symbols, among others. They may be interpreted as ‘forms’, 

that is, as material arrangements that produce certain effects (Larkin, 2015). These effects are 

primarily communicative: they are media, “those artefacts and cultural forms that make possible 

communication, bridging temporal and spatial distance between people as well as between them 

 
100 San Expedito is considered Patron Saint of urgent and impossible causes in Chile. It is one of the most frequent 
figures placed in animitas and shrines along Route 5. 
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and the realm of the divine or spiritual” (Meyer, 2008, p. 126). In performing this communicative 

role, moreover, animitas and shrines along Route 5 make community claims in public space. They 

articulate, like palimpsests, heterogenous identity discourses without fusing them, conveying often 

contradictory symbols in non-oppositional ways. 

 The ubiquitous presence of animitas and shrines along this motorway, moreover, indicates 

a shared cultural form, common to most of the country, linked to religious beliefs and practices. 

Some scholars have argued that one of the ways in which nations are discursively constructed is 

through the creation of a boundary between those who belong and those who do not belong to a 

common culture (Radcliffe & Westwood, 1996; W. Rowe & Schelling, 1991; Yuval-Davis, 2008). 

During the twentieth and even the early twenty first centuries, moreover, scholars and essayists 

working on national identity in Latin America described the region’s common culture in terms of 

popular religion or popular religiosity, or at least deemed popular religiosity a central feature within 

the region’s culture.101 The shared argument in these studies is that Latin Americans have a 

common culture derived from the history and experience of mestizaje, that resulted in widespread 

popular religion practices comprising elements/practices/beliefs coming from indigenous 

cosmovision, Afro-American religions, Catholicism, and, more recently, Evangelism and new-age 

spirituality (Parker G., 2018, 2019).  

In Yuval-Davis’s words, the concepts of culture and religion – despite their complexity – 

can easily be essentialised or reified into static and “homogenous phenomena common to all 

members of national and ethnic collectivities” (2008, p. 40). This has been the case in most 

accounts regarding popular religion as a common trait throughout Latin America, particularly 

when connected to marianismo – the devotion to Virgin Mary. According to Latin American 

essayists such as Octavio Paz in his Labyrinth of Solitude published in the 1950s, and afterwards 

works published in the 1990s by Chilean scholars like Pedro Morandé (1987), Cristián Parker 

(1996, 1998), and Montecino (2017 [1991]), marianismo is a metaphor for mestizaje in the region. 

Montecino summarised this narrative stating that “the Marian allegory has been erected as a 

 
101 Argentinian sociologist Eloísa Martín (2009) argues that religious research in Latin America has understood popular 
religion in three main ways, all limited by essentialisms and homogenising tendencies. First, as the religion of the 
people: a vertical approach where the church and state appear in a dominant pole, whilst the popular is seen as 
dominated and thus denied of its agency and potential for resistance. Second, in terms of its function within society, 
as a response of the most vulnerable segments of the population to institutional privation and marginalisation, 
constituting an epiphenomenon of another structural problem. Third, as expressing Latin America’s “different logic”, 
alternative to rationality and intellectuality, thus homogenising “a broad spectrum of religious experiences” (p. 280). 
Works referring to Latin America’s culture in terms of popular religiosity include, for example, those of Carlos. 
Cousiño (1990); de la Torre (2013); Míguez (2015); Montecino (2017 [1991]); Morandé (1987); Morello Sj, Romero, 
Rabbia, and Da Costa (2017); Parker G. (1998, 2018, 2019); Paz (1959 [1950]). 
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founding narrative in our continent […]. The Marian myth solves our problem of origin – being 

sons/daughters of an Indian mother and a Spanish father – and gives us an unequivocal identity 

in a common Mother (the Virgin)” (2017 [1991], ch. 2, sec. 3, para. 20). According to these authors, 

rape of indigenous women by Spanish men was a common experience throughout the continent, 

which meant that children were raised by an ever-present mother and an absent father, much like 

Christian accounts where Jesus was the son of Mary (human and present) and God (absent). 

Additionally, these accounts often depict the Virgin as indigenous or mestiza, of which the Virgin 

of Guadalupe is the most common. In these authors’ views, marianismo as a common founding 

myth explains the widespread historic and contemporary devotion to the Virgin in the continent, 

symbolising “mestizo syncretism” (Parker G., 1996; Valenzuela, Bargsted, & Somma, 2013). 

Moreover, images of the Virgin such as The Virgin of Guadalupe in Mexico and the Virgen del 

Carmen in Chile (in English, Our Lady of Mount Carmel) have been part of national myths of 

origin since the early nineteenth century (Montecino, 2017 [1991]; Parker G., 1996; Paz, 1959 

[1950]).  

Attempts to create a national community of sons/daughters of the Virgin link religiosity 

to ideas of a mestizo nation as well as to gender roles that enhance the relevance and continuous 

presence of the motherly figure (Montecino, 2017 [1991]). Within Anglophone literature about 

Latin America, marianismo was coined as a concept in 1973 by Evelyn Stevens, who defined it as 

“the other face of machismo” (p. 94). In her view, marianismo and machismo were gender roles 

common to the whole of Latin America and across all social classes. In Steven’s words, the ideal 

for women in the region was characterised by “semidivinity, moral superiority, and spiritual 

strength […] [that] engenders abnegation, that is, an infinite capacity for humility and sacrifice. No 

self-denial is too great for the Latin American woman, no limit can be divined to her vast store of 

patience with the men of her world” (pp. 94-95). Machismo, conversely, was described as “the cult 

of virility”, characterised by an “exaggerated aggressiveness and intransigence in male-to-male 

interpersonal relationships and arrogance and sexual aggression in male-to-female relationships” 

(p. 90). Several academic studies in English about Latin American gender roles have followed these 

approaches, particularly in the U.S.102 Some Latin American scholars have criticised them for being 

 
102 For example, Villegas, Lemanski, and Valdéz (2010) describe marianismo as “a gender role theme that determines 
the ideal woman: a giving and generous mother who renounces personal interests in favour of those of her children 
or husband […] encouraging dependency, submissiveness, passivity and resignation in the face of oppression” (p. 
329). The authors describe machismo as “hypermasculinity that leads men to risk taking, aggressiveness toward 
females, sensitivity to insult, and a desire to demonstrate self-worth through sexual conquests” (p. 329). These types 
of definitions of marianismo and machismo have been adopted by scholars in studies about Latinxs living in the U.S. 
or in Latin America, mostly in quantitative terms. These comprise studies regarding psychology of gender (Hardin, 
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essentialist, sexist, anachronistic, ahistorical, and oversimplifying (see, for instance, Derks & 

Heessels, 2011; Navarro, 2002; Vuola, 2009). Montecino and Morandé study the gendered 

dimensions of marianismo in more nuanced terms: highlighting the presence of the mother and 

the absence of the father, and tracing these tropes throughout events, legends, and discourses 

throughout Chile’s history. However, these notions too may result in essentialising narratives 

related to mestizaje and gender. This chapter shows that animitas and shrines along Route 5 

constitute religious practices linked to nation, mestizaje, and gender that challenge essentialising 

narratives.  

In methodological terms, throughout this chapter I analyse the materiality of animitas and 

shrines along Route 5. It builds upon an increasing scholarly interest in material religion over the 

last fifteen years, which has been particularly visible in the Global North (Plate, 2015). Material 

religion refers to “what people do with material things and places, and how these structure and 

colour experience and one’s sense of oneself and others” ("Editorial statement," 2005, p. 5). The 

focus on the materialities of these widespread religion-related sites reveals them as practices of 

lived religiosity; that is, as embodied everyday religious practices to deal with everyday life that 

exceed theological doctrines and religious institutions (Pellegrini, 2015; Price Grieve, 2015; Zito, 

2015). This chapter, consequently, argues that the shift in focus towards these sites’ materialities 

refutes and refuses overly simplistic or essentialised narratives. When considered as material 

products of lived religious practices, these sites appear as places where heterogenous and often 

contradictory identity discourses emerge – involving nation, race, gender, and community. Their 

materialities signal that, contrary to top-down national identity discourses like the ones analysed in 

Chapters Two to Four, a “community is not a pre-existing entity that expresses itself via a fixed 

set of symbols but a formation that comes into being through the circulation and use of shared 

cultural forms that is never complete” (Meyer, 2009, p. 4). Animitas and shrines along Route 5 

may be considered shared cultural forms along the territories this road crosses which, nonetheless, 

“often resemble more a battleground of meaning than a shared point of departure” (Yuval-Davis, 

2008, p. 40).  

 
2002; Rocha-Sánchez & Díaz-Loving, 2005; Sequeira, 2009), advertisement and marketing (Villegas et al., 2010), HIV 
prevention and perceptions (Cianelli, Ferrer, & McElmurry, 2008; Moreno, 2007; Valencia‐Garcia, Starks, Strick, & 
Simoni, 2008; Wood & Price, 1997), drug use (Kulis, Marsiglia, & Hurdle, 2003; Kulis, Marsiglia, Lingard, Nieri, & 
Nagoshi, 2008), domestic abuse (Ellsberg, Peña, Herrera, Liljestrand, & Winkvist, 2000), and health practices such as 
physical activity (D’Alonzo, 2012) or mental health (Flake & Forste, 2006; Kosmicki, 2017). Scholars have even 
developed and used a “marianismo beliefs scale” (Castillo, Perez, Castillo, & Ghosheh, 2010) and “traditional 
machismo and caballerismo scales” (Arciniega, Anderson, Tovar-Blank, & Tracey, 2008) in these studies, reproducing 
an outsider essentialised and essentialising view on Latin American culture. 
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The chapter comprises four sections. First, it briefly analyses narratives that link the 

devotion to the Virgen del Carmen to attempts to create a homogenous Chilean mestizo nation, 

particularly through the figure of the Virgen del Carmen de La Tirana. It probes the ways in which 

animitas and shrines represent marianismo and notions of mestizaje. The second section analyses 

how the materialities of these sites challenge dominant ideas of Chilean nationhood: embodying 

local practices, symbols, and worldviews, these sites operate as indexes of the resilience of 

transnational cultures. They challenge the elite-led longitudinal imaginary of the country – for 

which Route 5 was key as demonstrated in Chapters One and Two – making visible pre-existing 

cultures and practices that go beyond the nation. The third section examines indigenous practices, 

worldviews, and epistemologies embodied by these sites, that challenge ideas of a mestizo ‘melting 

pot’ as described in theorisations of marianismo and nation that relegate indigenousness to the 

past, like the ones described in Chapter Four. It argues that animitas and shrines make manifest 

the recognition of non-human actors in everyday life, serving to insert the dead in the world of the 

living – appealing to a cult to the ancestors that scholars like Frank Graziano (2007) have studied 

throughout all Latin America – as part of community-based practices. The fourth section focuses 

on gendered representations in animitas and shrines, exploring their nuances in relation to notions 

of marianismo.  

In all, this chapter constitutes a final case study that proves that a material-based analysis 

– going beyond words – renders visible alternative epistemologies and articulations of identity. 

These challenge spatial binaries such as private/public, national/transnational, 

longitudinal/transversal, masculine/feminine, among others, articulating heterogenous identity 

discourses that often convey contradictory symbols in non-oppositional ways. The chapter 

concludes arguing that, if considered as the material products of lived religious and 

commemorative practices, a study of the ways in which animitas and shrines along Route 5 

articulate identity discourses helps to decolonise research. They materialise identity formation 

processes that are better understood through the Aymara concept of ‘ch’ixi’: as sites where 

“heterogeneous elements coexist without aspiring to fuse or to produce a new, prevailing and 

encompassing term” (Rivera Cusicanqui, 2010a, p. 7). The analysis of animitas and shrines in 

material terms also makes it clear that other worldviews and epistemologies are accessible to 

research when going beyond words.  
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Devotion to the virgin in animitas and shrines along Route 5 
 
Roadside sanctuaries and animitas frequently display images, figures, prayers, rosaries and shrines 

devoted to Virgin Mary. Most of these sites, additionally, include one or more Chilean flags, 

signalling a common coupling between these two symbols, as shown in Figure 41. The cult and 

devotion to Mary has a long history in Chile and is centred in the figure of the Virgen del Carmen. 

During colonial times, Augustinian friars settling in the city of Concepción in the late sixteenth 

century brought the cult of the Virgen del Carmen to what is now Chilean territory. According to 

Pilar Hevia Fabres (2010), the military geographically expanded her devotion throughout this 

period (p. 35). During the early 1800s, the Virgen del Carmen was associated with independence 

struggles, and thus, with the idea of a new Chilean nation. According to Morandé (1987), the criollos 

[creoles] who led the independence wars in Chile entrusted themselves to the Virgin as a shared 

mother who symbolically provided them a common origin and destiny. It was also a regional 

devotion: Argentinian General José de San Martín, leader of the army that that won the Chilean 

independence wars – the Ejército Libertador de Los Andes – chose the Virgen del Carmen as the 

army’s General and Patron Saint. Bernardo O’Higgins, the first Chilean governor after the 

independence, declared her ‘Protector of Chile and General of our army’ and the military have 

considered her ‘Patron Saint and Sworn General of the Chilean Armed and Order Forces’ 

thereafter.  

Consequently, after independence the Virgen del Carmen “began to be linked to nationality 

and the Chilean state, and her image would always appear accompanying Chile’s destiny […] 

becoming a cohesive and legitimising agent for the Chilean nation. This religious symbol coexisted 

Figure 41: Coupling of figures of the Virgin and the Chilean flag in (a) animita and (b) shrine on Route 5 
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with secular national identity emblems thereafter” (Hevia Fabres, 2010, p. 36). In the late 

nineteenth century, moreover, the Catholic Church and the state promoted the devotion to the 

Virgen del Carmen during and after the War of the Pacific (1879 – 1883). The military and the 

church presented Arturo Prat, whom the state has positioned as one of the Chilean heroes of the 

war, as a Marian devotee who was carrying an image of the Virgen del Carmen at the moment of 

his death during the Naval Combat in Iquique (Cofradía Nacional del Carmen, n.d.). In the 1920s, 

the Virgin was declared Chile’s Patron Saint by Pope Pius XI and subsequently named ‘Queen and 

Mother of Chile’ by the Vatican. Thus, La Virgen del Carmen was used by the military, political 

and church leaders in key moments of the military history of Chile’s independence and 

development as a modern nation. 

The story of La Virgen del Carmen de La Tirana, one particular form of the Virgen del 

Carmen, is linked to a mestizo founding myth of the nation which integrates Chile into notions of 

indigenous Latin America. La Tirana is a locality in the Atacama Desert that used to be part of the 

Viceroyalty of Peru in colonial times. The story goes that when Spanish Conquistador Diego de 

Almagro was travelling from Cusco (Peru) to conquer Chile in the early sixteenth century (1536), 

some of the indigenous people forcibly travelling with him as part of his army escaped near the 

Pampa del Tamarugal, in the Atacama Desert, led by Inca princess Ñusta Huillac daughter of Inca 

priest Huillac Uma. They hid and settled in the Pampa, and Ñusta commanded a ruthless resistance 

killing Spaniards and baptised indigenous people, looking to restate her empire’s power. Spaniards 

and nearby communities named her ‘La Tirana del Tamarugal’ – the tyrant of the Tamarugal – for 

the fear she engendered. One day, Spanish prisoner Vasco de Almeida was brought to her, and 

whilst having to sentence him to death, they fell in love. She asked Vasco to baptise her to be able 

to be together after death and, in the moment of the baptism, they came under fire from arrows 

from indigenous peoples. He died, she lay dying, and asked to be buried alongside her loved one 

under a Christian cross. This cross was found around 1540, giving rise to the devotion to the 

Virgen del Carmen de La Tirana (Núñez A, 1989, 2015). The first chapel devoted to La Virgen del 

Carmen in what today is considered Chilean territory was built in the exact place where this cross 

was found, not far from the animita shown in Figure 40 and Figure 42.  

Parallel to the Virgin of Guadalupe who has been taken as a symbol of Mexico’s mestizaje, 

a “paradigmatic example of mestizo syncretism” (Parker G., 1996, p. 13) and source of widespread 

devotion in that country, some Chilean scholars regard La Virgen del Carmen de La Tirana as her 

Chilean counterpart, mixing a Marian devotion with the image of the Inca princess. In Montecino’s 

(2017 [1991]) interpretation – coinciding with Morandé (1987), Parker (1996, 1998, 2018, 2019),  

Valenzuela (2017; 2013), and others – La Tirana is “the virtual mother of all mestizo Chileans”: 
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despite not being able to procreate due to their deaths, the love between the Inca princess and the 

Spanish conquistador was a sign of “the bodily links between the indigenous woman and Spanish 

man” to come (ch. 4, sec. 3, para. 3). In this interpretation, both characters died to produce 

something new: the mestizo nation, which is not indigenous nor Spanish, but a fusion of both. As 

Montecino has argued, this myth of mestizaje is also a myth of blanqueamiento or whitening, 

assuming a rather homogenous mestizo race and culture that excludes living indigenous and Afro-

descendent populations (2017 [1991], ch. 2, sec. 3, para. 21). This was particularly visible in the use 

and regulation of the devotions to the Virgen de la Tirana as a Chileanisation tool by the state and 

church during the early twentieth century, after the annexation of the territories where La Tirana 

is located by the Chilean state. In scholars Alberto Díaz and Paulo Lanas’s words, the state and 

the church laid out rules for these festivities to “Chileanise a population with a [mainly] Peruvian 

origin, ensuring – sometimes violently – national sovereignty and citizen loyalty to Chilean territory 

and avoiding conflicts and social insurrection” (2015, p. 149) especially through the link between 

the Virgen del Carmen and the Chilean army. The authors argue that the cult of La Tirana and the 

festivities in her honour were the result of a syncretic religiosity derived from practices brought by 

Bolivian, Peruvian and Chilean mestizos and indigenous populations, and that the creation of the 

cofradías de danzantes (dancing groups) was one of the main mechanisms the Chilean state and church 

used to control these festivities. 

Figure 42 shows the central image of the animita presented at the beginning of this chapter. 

It confirms that the commemorated woman in this animita was part of a cofradía de danzantes. The 

photos composing the collage were probably taken during the Fiesta de La Tirana: in the centre, 

Figure 42: Central image in animita near Antofagasta, Route 5-North 
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behind the victim’s picture, it shows the figure of the Virgen del Carmen de La Tirana with the tri-

coloured national band (a secular sign of the Chilean nation-state worn by presidents in official 

events) it wears every July during the festivity. The latter signals the ongoing relation between the 

Virgen del Carmen and the idea of a Chilean nation. This animita, as with most others along Route 

5, nonetheless, articulates local identities alongside national and regional ones, suggesting that 

marianismo and the lived religious practices materialised in these sites go beyond nation and are 

closely related to indigenousness and indigenous practices. 

 

Beyond the longitudinal nation: local and regional features in animitas and shrines 
 

The devotion to the Virgen del Carmen along Route 5 shows local differences and particularities. 

Materiality is key within most of these devotions: shrines show that people venerate particular 

material figures of the Virgen del Carmen rather than an abstract idea of the Virgin. This indicates 

that belief is tightly linked to the material. Images and references to the Virgen del Carmen de La 

Tirana – that is, to the figure of the Virgen del Carmen that resides in the chapel of the village of 

La Tirana – are more common in animitas and shrines in the Atacama Desert than in other regions. 

For instance, the devotion to San Lorenzo, Patron Saint of the village of San Lorenzo de Tarapacá, 

is common in shrines and animitas on Route 5’s northernmost sections and is closely linked to the 

Figure 43: Altars devoted to La Virgen del Carmen in one of San Lorenzo's shrines along Route 5-North 
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cult to La Virgen del Carmen de La Tirana (Vargas, 2018). One of the largest shrines along Route 

5, which is devoted to San Lorenzo, includes two large altars to La Virgen de La Tirana (Figure 

43). The presence of the Virgin on Route 5’s central and southern areas is represented by La Virgen 

del Carmen but not La Tirana, suggesting that the community of sons and daughters of la Tirana 

– as Morandé and Montecino described Chileans – is more common in the north than in the rest 

of the country, and is related to the articulation of this devotion with Andean practices in the 

broader region.  

 Festivities and cults dedicated to the Virgin and other patron saints such as San Lorenzo 

in the Atacama Desert comprise complex interactions between local practices and identities – 

mainly belonging to the Aymara peoples of the Andes – and the national unifying discourses the 

Chilean state and church have expanded in their intent to ‘Chileanise’ these territories (see, for 

instance, Díaz Araya & Lanas Castillo, 2015; Gavilán Vega & Carrasco, 2009; Guerrero Jiménez, 

2013, 2015; Van Kessel, 1984). Despite these intentions, the Aymara/Andean background and 

practices in devotions throughout the Atacama Desert is undeniable, especially when comparing 

these fiestas to those in present-day Bolivia and Peru – such as the Oruro and Puno Carnivals, for 

example which are very similar to the ‘Chilean’ ones. A material manifestation of the Andean 

common identity along Route 5 is the presence, in the above-mentioned shrine to San Lorenzo, 

of a Wiphala flag at the bottom of the main altar (Figure 44): this flag represents Andean 

indigenous peoples in modern-day Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Chile and Argentina. 

 Moreover, shrines and sanctuaries were mostly concentrated along Route 5’s northern 

regions. As shown in Table 2, two thirds of the shrines along Route 5 are located in the country’s 

Figure 44: Wiphala flag in San Lorenzo's altar on Route 5-North 
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north. This concentration is possibly related to regional practices that may be traced back to the 

construction and use of geoglyphs and petroglyphs in the area. These were used by trading 

caravans in pre-Columbian times as sacred places of prayer and offerings in their pathways during 

their travels (Briones, Núñez, & Standen, 2005), in a similar way to the use of present-day shrines 

along Route 5. The number and frequency of these sites in the Atacama Desert may be interpreted 

as signs making visible Andean indigenous culture in the present as well as in the past, in contrast 

to state-led representations of indigenousness as ancestry and craft as those analysed in Chapter 

Four. Devotions to the Virgen del Carmen de La Tirana and others in Route 5’s northernmost 

areas manifest, consequently, common cultural practices amongst the peoples of the Andes that 

sometimes greatly differ from other cultural practices within each nation-state. 

 

Table 2: Shrines devoted to saints along Route 5 

 

 In addition to Andean cultures and practices, shrines along Route 5 also make manifest 

the existence of other regional beliefs that transcend the nation: the presence of shrines devoted 

to folk saints. Authors like Graziano (2007), Robert Chesnut (2012) and James Griffith (2003) 

have characterised folk saints as deceased people renowned by the living for their miraculous 

abilities. They receive popular devotion without being recognised by the Catholic institution as 

saints. The belief in and devotion to folk saints is common within Latin America. The most well-

known examples are the Santa Muerte [Saint Death] and Juan Soldado in Mexico (see Chesnut, 2012; 

Vanderwood, 2006), Sarita Colonia in Peru, Romualdito in Chile, and Gaucho Gil and Difunta Correa 

in Argentina (see Graziano, 2007; Plath, 2012). Route 5’s roadside holds twelve shrines devoted to 

Difunta Correa in the Norte Chico and Central areas (see Table 2).  

Deolinda Correa was born in the early nineteenth century in the Province of San Juan in 

Argentina, roughly at the same latitude as the border between the Norte Chico and the Central 

Region 

Shrine devoted to 

Virgin 
Catholic 

saint 
Dif. 

Correa Jesus Multiple Total 
Norte Grande: Arica y Parinacota, Tarapacá, 
Antofagasta 

1 9 0 1 3 14 20.3% 

Norte Chico: Atacama, Coquimbo 9 11 7 2 3 32 46.4% 
Zona Central: Valparaíso, Metropolitana, Lib. 
Bdo. O’Higgins, Maule, Bío-bío  

7 3 5 1 2 18 26.1% 

Zona Sur: Araucanía, Los Ríos, Los Lagos 4 0 0 0 1 5 7.2% 
Total 21 23 12 4 9 69 100.0% 

30.4% 33.3% 17.4% 5.8% 13.0% 100.0%   
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Zone in Chile. In the 1840s, during the Argentinian civil war, Deolinda’s husband was caught 

prisoner by a rebel army or forcefully conscripted into political leader and military man Facundo 

Quiroga’s army (there are different versions of the story) and taken away across the desert. 

Deolinda tried to follow him with their baby son in her arms but lost her way and died of thirst. 

Her baby, however, survived for several days breastfeeding from Deolinda’s dead body, until they 

were found by arrieros – livestock horsemen – who buried her in the place they found her. Her first 

recorded posthumous miracle (other than her son’s survival) dates from 1865, making Difunta 

Correa one of the main Argentinian folk saints thereafter. Today, the site where she was originally 

buried is “a sprawling complex – a town in itself” (Graziano, 2007, p. 168) and became a common 

destination for religious tourism, featuring in several local and international tourism guides such 

as Travel San Juan (Travel San Juan, n.d.), Tripadvisor (TripAdvisor, 2016), or Lonely Planet 

(Lonely Planet, n.d.) and even having its own web page ("La Difunta Correa," 2018). Graziano’s 

study on Latin American Folk Saints (2007) states there are several “satellite shrines” devoted to 

Difunta Correa throughout Argentinian roadways. They were disseminated mainly by livestock 

and truck drivers, especially because “Difunta Correa’s ill-fated journey is reversed unto a safe 

journey for devotees” (p. 169), who leave her water bottles as offerings. Most probably, it was also 

truck drivers who spread her devotion to Chile, especially in areas relatively close to the 

Argentinian province of San Juan (see Figure 45). 

Figure 45: Shrine devoted to Difunta Correa on Route 5, near La Serena 



173 
 

These regional beliefs and practices are current indications of how independence and the 

construction of nation-states in the region in the nineteenth century did not coincide with the 

previous geographic distribution of peoples, cultures, and practices. They demonstrate the 

resilience of transnational shared features amongst the different peoples that compose current 

national territories, symbolically challenging the longitudinal imaginary of the Chilean nation that 

the elites wanted to expand and impose through the construction of Route 5 (see Chapter Two) 

and through the use of a homogenising version of mestizaje by the state and church (see Chapter 

Four). Moreover, they represent trans-Andean commonalities that contest flat versions of space, 

such as the one fostered by Route 5 according to elite narratives. As argued in Chapter Two, Route 

5 was built with the aim to connect the country avoiding (whenever possible) geographical 

landforms such as the Andes or even the Cordillera de la Costa [the Coastal Mountain Range] to 

better foster speed and connectivity, imitating U.S. highways. This was functional for the central 

elites to create a longitudinal unified imaginary of the country’s territory, which was separated from 

other nations by the Atacama Desert in the north, the Pacific Ocean in the west, fjords and glaciers 

in the south, and the Andes in the east. Trans-Andean beliefs and practices such as those in the 

Atacama Desert or the devotion to Difunta Correa challenge this flat imaginary of the Chilean 

Figure 46: Shrine devoted to the Virgen del Carmen de Palo Colorado on Route 5 
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space, showing that local place, community, and locality are articulated alongside national and 

transnational beliefs and practices.  

Akin to what happens with the Virgen de La Tirana, a shrine devoted to the Virgen del 

Carmen in Los Vilos (Norte Chico) further proves the crucial role played by the materiality of the 

venerated figure, making manifest the relevance of local place and community. The shrine is 

devoted to the Virgen del Carmen de Palo Colorado (Figure 46 and Figure 47), yet another form of the 

Virgen del Carmen, carved from red wood. Her legend was published by Zig-Zag magazine in 

1905, written by Nathanael Yáñez – a nineteenth and early twentieth century Chilean novelist, 

journalist and playwright – as a story his grandparents used to tell him as a boy. The author tells 

that in the eighteenth century, a lumberjack working in a forest realised that the cavity he had made 

in a tree had a face that resembled the Virgen del Carmen. He took this piece to the landowner 

who believed this was a supernatural finding and thus constructed a shrine for it, calling the figure 

the Virgen de Palo Colorado (the ‘Red Stick Virgin’). The rumours of this appearance of the Virgin 

expanded throughout the local community, and a priest from a nearby village decided to take the 

figure to the village’s chapel. One morning, the figure disappeared from the church and 

mysteriously appeared back in her original shrine. This event occurred three consecutive times, 

increasing the devotion of the community. 

The area then faced a smallpox plague. Sick people said that every night a beautiful lady 

came to visit and heal them. Later, an old woman was looking at the Virgin’s wooden image when 

Figure 47: Figure of La Virgen del Carmen de Palo Colorado in her Shrine along Route 5 
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she realised the figure had sand on her feet and smallpox scars on her face. The village’s priest 

asserted that the lady who had visited sick people was, undoubtedly, the Virgin. Further on, nearby 

residents credited her a second miracle. A small fishing boat was sinking in the sea when the Virgin 

revealed herself to the fisherman. While looking at her, the boat was mysteriously fixed with red 

sticks and the fisherman survived (Yañez Silva, 1905). The Virgen del Carmen de Palo Colorado 

is still celebrated with dances and pilgrimages every 16 July. Her shrine is overwhelmingly full of 

ex-votos such as plaques expressing gratitude, flowers, lit candles, messages, and Chilean flags, 

showing people’s active devotion, as shown in Figure 46. 

The fact that certain devotions are directed specifically to the Virgen del Carmen de La 

Tirana, or to the Virgen del Carmen de Palo Colorado, point towards the indivisibility between the 

materiality of these figures and the beliefs and devotions they provoke. Moreover, the devotion to 

the particular material figures of these virgins confirms what some material religion scholars have 

argued: that “it is the material realm that gives rise to thinking, and that beliefs are predicated on 

practices, spaces, objects and bodies […]. Ideas, beliefs and doctrines begin in material reality” 

(Plate, 2015, p. 4). Contrary to Christian doctrines that anchor faith in the belief on an un-

perceivable god, belief in these cases is anchored in materiality rather than in an abstract idea of 

Mary.  

These devotions also make manifest the relevance of community and locality in the 

emergence and expansion of these practices. The latter is also visible in most animitas and shrines 

along Route 5, which are varied, heterogenous, and unique whilst concurrently sharing features 

with other local and regional materialities. For example, animitas generally represent local 

Figure 48: Animitas on Route 5's northern sections 
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particularities and specificities, such as replicating the prevalent architectural styles of the areas 

where they are located: Figure 48 shows animitas in the Atacama Desert in the north, imitating 

traditional adobe constructions; Figure 49 shows animitas on Route 5’s central regions that recreate 

the centre’s colonial architectures; and Figure 50 shows animitas replicating the Chiloé Churches 

on Route 5-South (see Chapter Four).  

 

 

Figure 49: Animitas on Route 5's central areas 

Figure 50: Animitas on Route 5's southern areas 



177 
 

Resilience of indigenous worldviews and practices in animitas and shrines 
 

One of the central shared realities that animitas and shrines along Route 5 make visible is the 

resilience of indigenous epistemologies, worldviews, and practices throughout the country’s 

territories, which contest national identity discourses of mestizaje that relegate indigenousness to 

the past (see Chapter Four). According to Rivera Cusicanqui, three aspects central to the Aymara 

episteme are: 

in the first place, the dialogue with and the recognition of non-human subjects […] which is 

also related to understanding that the dead are alive, another key element in indigenous 

episteme. The dead are alive, they come back from their world to ours, they protect us and 

punish us, they are not inert and forgettable beings. Finally, we have another important element 

which is community, communality, the tendency to create community, not always inherited or 

assumed in the framework of what is taken as a given (2010a, p. 93). 

Animitas and shrines along Route 5 are materialisations of these (and other) worldviews. The 

existence of non-human subjects – in this case, saints, or incarnations of Mary in a piece of red 

wood, for example – and the participation of the dead within the world of the living are 

characteristic of these sites all along Route 5.  

Animitas, first, hold the ability to communicate between the living and the dead. Scholars 

studying roadside memorials in North America and Europe have argued these structures help in 

Figure 51: Animita on Route 5-South, near Concepción 



178 
 

mourning processes (Bermudez & Bermudez, 2002; Petersson & Wingren, 2011): their 

commemorative nature – publicly sustaining a private memory (Belshaw & Purvey, 2009; Gibson, 

2011; Klaassens, Groote, & Vanclay, 2013) – helps maintain the links between mourners and the 

victim (Bednar, 2013; Reid, 2003). They constitute places that are used by the bereaved to continue 

sending messages to their deceased loved ones (Klaassens, Groote, & Huigen, 2009; Santino, 

2004).103 There are numerous messages, cards and greetings displayed in animitas, either thanking  

the victim or directly addressing them with love and remembrance words. Figure 51, for example, 

shows an animita that contains “Merry Christmas” messages and an additional one reading: “Son, 

you went to heaven because God wanted it that way. I want you to know that you will live forever 

in my heart and in my memory. Thank you for being such a special Son!”. Other animitas displayed 

messages from friends and colleagues, birthday cards and new year greetings, among others.  

Unlike roadside shrines in the Global North, nonetheless, messages in animitas along 

Route 5 are often accompanied by food and drink offerings such as the ones shown in Figure 52. 

These include bottles of alcohol, biscuits, water, canned food, and instant noodles, among others, 

present especially in animitas along Route 5’s northern (a) and southern (b) sections. These 

offerings are closely related to a cult of ancestors: according to Graziano (2007), these practices 

 
103 For a more detailed account of academic literature on roadside memorials, see Urrutia and Valenzuela (2019). 

Figure 52: Food and drink offerings in animitas on Route 5- (a) North and (b) South 
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are common to different cultures throughout Latin America, considering ancestors and the dead 

as: 

 actors in everyday life. They communicate with the living (often in dreams) to exert their 

influence and offer their guidance. Together the living and the dead constitute a kind of 

extended family, a community divided between this world and the next […]. Because the 

dead are alive in death, they require nourishment, company, affection, rest, respect, and 

other common human needs (p. 9). 

Chilean folklorist Oreste Plath (1995) mentions similar offerings in Mapuche and Huilliche 

cemeteries throughout the twentieth century, and anthropologists Cristóbal Bonelli and Marcelo 

González (2018) describe Mapuche roads – as opposed to state-constructed ones – as sites where 

humans meet with non-human entities, including ancestors (see Chapter Three). The latter signals 

these worldviews are present within Mapuche cultures and thus in the south regions crossed by 

Figure 53: Wine offerings in one of San Lorenzo's shrines on Route 5-North 
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Route 5, whilst Rivera Cusicanqui refers to the Aymara episteme, shared by populations in Chile’s 

northern regions.  

 These kinds of gifts are also displayed in some Catholic shrines along Route 5-North, 

particularly in those devoted to San Lorenzo, who is commonly offered wine and other alcoholic 

beverages (Figure 53). During San Lorenzo’s festivity in the village of San Lorenzo de Tarapacá, 

the saint’s image is taken out of the church and walked around the village’s central square as in 

most patron saint festivities in the Andes. According to a woman who lived near this shrine, one 

of San Lorenzo’s main miracles was that the men who walked him round the square needed to be 

drunk as part of the festivity’s rites; despite this, the figure had never fallen from their hands.  

 From a different perspective, animitas also materialise the victim’s agency in the world of 

the living. Scholars have argued that roadside memorials create a communicative channel between 

mourners and society (Klaassens et al., 2009; Reid & Reid, 2001), alerting others about the dangers 

of roads and driving (Kennerly, 2002), or promoting more existential reflections regarding death 

(E. Campbell, 2013). Animitas along Route 5, however, display messages in which the speaker is 

the victim – rather than their family or friends – who addresses the rest of society. These messages 

place the victims as active agents in the world of the living even after they had passed away. For 

example, Figure 54 shows a sign located at the entrance of a large animita on Route 5-South. It 

Figure 54: Animita on Route 5-South 
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reads “Dear colleague, your horn is my greeting”, motivating fellow drivers to honk their vehicles 

as a sign of respect or as greetings to the victim and thus enacting class solidarity even after death.  

 The agency of non-human entities and the intermingling of the dead in the world of the 

living is also observed in the interchangeability of Catholic saints, pop characters, folk saints and 

dead people in some shrines, particularly in the Atacama Desert.  A sanctuary devoted to the Virgin 

of Lourdes in the Norte Grande (Figure 55), for instance, includes altars for Chilean saint Sor 

Teresa de los Andes, San Lorenzo, San Expedito, the Virgen de Guadalupe, Padre Pío and, more 

interestingly, Difunta Correa, positioning her amongst canonised Catholic saints as an equal. The 

variety of saints it exhibits makes manifest the transnationality of beliefs: Chilean, Latin American 

and European saints are displayed in equal conditions. Only the Virgin of Lourdes is elevated 

above the rest, given it is a shrine for her.   

A sanctuary devoted to the Virgen del Carmen in the Norte Chico (Figure 56), furthermore, 

also displays images and figures of San Expedito and Sor Teresa de los Andes, and pictures of 

Saint Teresa of Calcutta, the Virgen del Carmen de Andacollo (another particular form of the 

Virgen del Carmen who has the second largest devotion and festivity in Chile, after La Tirana), 

and Felipe Camiroaga (bottom left side in Figure 56). Camiroaga was a very popular Chilean TV 

Figure 55: Shrine devoted to the Virgen de Lourdes on Route 5-North 
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presenter and actor who died in 2011 in a plane accident, who has acquired great popularity after 

death – suggesting an emergent devotion – having calendars, towels and murals with his face 

throughout the country.  

The presence of multiple saints in several shrines indicates that the religious practices 

materialised in these sites are not necessarily related to a unifying discourse or imagined fraternal 

community. Rather, the devotions along Route 5’s roadside are more linked to everyday worries 

and struggles and to the perception of miracles as normal – not extraordinary – similar to what 

Eloísa Martín (2016) has described in relation to Argentinian popular religiosity practices. In her 

words,  

the origin of daily problems and their resolution can be attributed to the sacred, and the 

requests and promises made to saints are within the range of everyday options. In this sense, 

the actions of the saints are considered as possibilities, permissions, aids – more necessary than 

extraordinary – that make good things happen and bad things stop. It is the close collaboration 

Figure 56: Shrine devoted to the Virgen del Carmen on Route 5-North 



183 
 

between humans and saints that makes miracles possible as part of the ‘natural’ and rational 

order, and not as something exceptional or something which appears as an explanation when 

other theories fail (p. 279). 

As observed in animitas and shrines along Route 5, this collaboration is not only “between humans 

and saints”, but the dead also play a crucial role being additional agents that can perform miracles 

and intervene in the world of the living. 

Just as in shrines devoted to Catholic saints like the Virgin, San Lorenzo, Saint Gemma 

Galgani or Saint Sebastian, or folk saints like Difunta Correa, some animitas display a wide array 

of plaques thanking miracles attributed to the victims they commemorate. The most common 

message in these sites is Gracias por el favor concedido [Thanks for the granted favour]. Others specify 

the miracles/favours/intercessions carried out by the people they commemorate, generally related 

to family protection, health and, particularly, asking or thanking for safe journeys. Victims of tragic 

accidents along the road, then, have (at least potentially) the same agentic power attributed to 

saints, signalling their participation in the everyday lives of Route 5’s users (see Urrutia & 

Valenzuela, 2019). Figure 57, for instance, shows thanking plaques in (a) an animita 

Figure 57: Thanking plaques in animitas on Route 5 in (a) Los Vilos and (b) Chiloé 
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commemorating Negro Said, a dancer and choreographer who was popular in some TV shows 

during the late 1990s, and died in 2002 on Route 5-North; and (b) to María Márquez, a girl who, 

according to the legend, drowned in a river that Route 5-South crosses in Chiloé (no date of death 

available).104 Similarly, Figure 58 shows thanking plaques in sanctuaries devoted to (a) Padre Pio 

 
104 The nickname ‘Negro’ means, literally, ‘Black’. It is generally used to refer to a friend/family member whose skin 
colour is darker than the rest (being this an extremely relative comparison). Sometimes, nonetheless, it also may be 
used in a pejorative way. Other nicknames such as Pelado (bald), Guatón (fat), Chico/a (short) are likewise commonly 
used. These issues suggest the micro-racisms and body-shaming issues that Chileans use in nicknames, even if in a 
loving or caring way. The use of the nickname ‘Negro/a’ is also a manifestation of a racial hierarchy present in Chile 
since colonial times, which implies that ‘negritud’ (blackness) is made other and different from the general norm.  

Figure 58: Thanking plaques in shrines devoted to (a) Padre Pio and (b) Virgen de Palo Colorado on Route 5 
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on Route 5-South, near the city of Talca, and (b) Nuestra Señora del Carmen de Palo Colorado on 

Route 5-North. Thanking plaques on these sites are materialisations of the agency devotees 

attribute to saints and the dead. 

The agency of non-human subjects and the dead in the world of the living is also indicative 

of the relevance of community-making and commonality in these sites, the third element that 

Rivera Cusicanqui (2010a) lists as key to Aymara episteme. The relevance of belonging to a 

community of interests, practices, hobbies, devotions, and work-type, among others, is highlighted 

in most animitas along Route 5, as shown, for example, in the belonging to dancing groups in La 

Tirana. The construction and maintenance of animitas themselves and their associated practices, 

furthermore, constitute community-based actions.  

Community-making in the form of animitas may sometimes be in conflict with private-

public divisions of space. Scholars have interpreted roadside memorials in the Global North as 

sites that make a private claim on public space (Clark & Cheshire, 2004) by publicly displaying a 

private memory (Belshaw & Purvey, 2009; Gibson, 2011; Klaassens et al., 2013), and by 

demarcating a space considered sacred (Baptist, 2010; Nešporová & Stahl, 2013). The latter holds 

true for animitas along Route 5: most exhibit visible demarcations of sacred space through the use, 

for example, of white stones to define a boundary between the animita’s place and its surroundings 

(Figure 59, b). Moreover, some animitas along Route 5 call for actions of passers-by within these 

demarcations. Figure 59 (a), for instance, shows a message at the bottom of an animita’s structure 

reading “Silence! Lower your voice. In this sacred place the noise of an engine and the heart of a 

young driver stopped. May the light of the candle you lit here illuminate your happy return home 

(1979)” (my emphasis).  

 

Figure 59: Demarcation of sacred space in animitas along Route 5 
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Scholars have also argued that roadside memorials have the ability to democratise 

memorialisation processes, challenging socio-economic, cultural, and gendered hierarchies usually 

reproduced by hegemonic memorialisation practices such as cemeteries, obituaries, monuments 

and mausoleums (see, for example, Bednar, 2013; Everett, 2002; Larson-Miller, 2005). In the 

Chilean case, scholar Lautaro Ojeda Ledesma has analysed urban animitas as structures that 

reclaim the right to the city and public urban space (Ojeda Ledesma, 2012, 2013). As such, animitas 

are not exempt from conflict with authorities and landowners, an issue particularly visible when 

these structures need to be removed in road redevelopments. In this context, five senators 

presented a bill in 2014 to “consider a respectful treatment towards animitas” when needing to 

remove them for urban or other environmental works ("Legislatura 362," 2014). The bill did not 

become law; yet it showed that animitas and shrines are being considered in political institutional 

spaces.  

Along Route 5, the (mis)management of existing animitas in enlargement works further 

manifests their intrinsic communitarian base. There are two emblematic cases within Route 5 

where animitas were relocated due to repairs and redevelopments: first, on Route 5’s central 

section – the urban highway that crosses Santiago connecting Route 5-North and Route 5-South, 

called ‘Autopista Central’ – and more recently on the section connecting the cities of Antofagasta 

and Calama in the Norte Grande. In both, previously existing animitas were removed to allow for 

the road’s expansion. They were relocated and replaced by a standardised construction (Figure 60) 

Figure 60: Standardized animita on Route 5-North 
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designed by an architectural firm, who characterised the redevelopment company’s request to 

design and construct replacement animitas as “unusual” (encargo insólito) (Brahm, 2005). Today, 

most of these standardised animitas remain empty and out-of-use, suggesting the importance the 

exact place of death has in the vitality of these sites, where a relocation may imply emptying them 

of their significance or becoming “soulless” (Lilian, 2006). Moreover, they also reveal the key 

significance of the role of family, friends, and devotees in the design, construction, and 

maintenance of these sites. Their emptiness demonstrates that standardised animitas do not 

embody their loved one, do not hold these sites’ communicative potential, do not insert the dead 

in the world of the living. 

Animitas and shrines, consequently, constitute a shared cultural form along Route 5’s 

roadside through which people memorialise, communicate, and deal with death and everyday life 

in a public and communitarian way. Despite being devoted to (usually) one person, they are not 

solely individual: they display decorations related to labour unions and guilds; to local architecture, 

traditions, festivities and landmarks; to national and regional symbols and flags; to football and 

other clubs, etc., manifesting their communitarian nature. And despite them being considered as 

part of some political and technical decisions, they are not an institutionalised practice either. 

Additionally, animitas make the dead part of the living world and the transcendental part of the 

everyday. They make manifest the resilience of indigenous practices and worldviews. They do not, 

however, represent one identity; on the contrary, they articulate different and often contradictory 

identity discourses which are displayed in non-oppositional ways, like mosaics, without fusing 

them into one homogenising discourse. Consequently, these sites directly challenge the basis of 

longitudinal notions and ideas of integration that the central urban elites have attached to Route 5 

– as those described in Chapters Two and Four. They make community-based claims on public 

space challenging private/public binaries; they make manifest local, transversal, trans-Andean and 

transnational identities, defying the unitary longitudinal Chile allegedly articulated through Route 

5; they constitute places of silence and rest on a motorway that has been constantly renewed to 

foster speed.   

 

Nuances of gendered representations of marianismo 
 

Amongst the various identity claims that animitas and shrines articulate, gender deserves special 

attention given the previous uses that U.S.-based scholars have attached to marianismo and 

religiosity in Latin America. As mentioned earlier, Stevens coined the concepts of marianismo and 
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machismo as ideal ways to be a woman and a man in Latin America in 1973, and these notions are 

still being used in U.S.-based research (cultural studies, psychology, marketing, physical and mental 

health, domestic abuse, and drug use) on Latin America and Latinx communities.105 In this view, 

marianismo designates traits such as abnegation, infinite patience, humility, self-sacrifice, self-

denial, submissiveness, passivity, resignation and dependency, as the Latin American female ideal, 

particularly regarding family life. Machismo, conversely, signals virility, aggressiveness, arrogance, 

intransigence, violence, hyper-sexuality, and competitivity in men (Stevens, 1973). This viewpoint 

has already been criticised by Latin American scholars for its essentialism, sexism, and 

reductionism (Derks & Heessels, 2011; Navarro, 2002; Vuola, 2009), which are unavoidable 

criticisms from the standpoints of current scholarly consensuses regarding gender as a cultural and 

contextual construction that is performed in everyday life (see, for instance, Butler, 2004, 2006). 

Animitas and shrines along Route 5 cannot be linked to static or essentialised gender roles 

such as those expressed by Stevens and others, further evidencing that essentialisms and binaries 

do not operate in these cases. These sites make visible some broad trends related to representations 

of femininity and masculinity, although much less straightforward, more general, flexible, and 

contradictory than those described by Stevenson’s concept of marianismo. In fact, amongst the 

almost 2,300 animitas and shrines existing along Route 5 in 2018, only two Catholic sites 

reproduced patriarchal views on gender roles: one devoted to Saint Rita of Casia and one to the 

Virgin of Lourdes.  

Saint Rita became a nun after a life of suffering coming from marital abuse and violence 

that led to the death of her two sons and is now considered patron saint of impossible causes. Her 

shrine within Saint Gemma Galgani’s sanctuary along Route 5 near Copiapó (Figure 61) displays 

a prayer listing her ‘merits’, that include her “prompt obedience to the opinion of your dear 

parents; of selfless resignation to the harshness of your husband; of charitable and heroic 

immolation of your little children”, representing her as a selfless and obedient daughter, wife and 

mother. The second case was a message displayed in one of the Virgin’s sanctuaries, which was 

signed by a woman; the narrator of the prayer was, however, a male voice who referred to the 

Virgin as a forgiving, patient, and renouncing mother:  

Heavenly mother/ How many times as a child did I pray/ With my prayers I said that I loved 

you/ I eventually turned away from you/ in roads of thorns I got lost/ the blows of life left 

wounds/ that you healed with your stare/ Your light guided me again to you and your mantle 

 
105 See, for example, Arciniega et al. (2008); Castillo et al. (2010); Cianelli et al. (2008); D’Alonzo (2012); Ellsberg et al. 
(2000); Flake and Forste (2006); Hardin (2002); Kulis et al. (2003); Kulis et al. (2008); Moreno (2007); Rocha-Sánchez 
and Díaz-Loving (2005); Sequeira (2009); Valencia‐Garcia et al. (2008); Villegas et al. (2010); Wood and Price (1997). 
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that embraces me/ I am the son who moved away from home/ and you patiently waited for 

me/ today, on my knees, before your light/ I return to your heavenly lap/ and looking at 

you I can understand/ that a mother never gets tired of waiting (my emphasis). 

It is noteworthy that despite being signed by a woman, the narrator in this prayer/message was a 

son (hijo) who thanked the Virgin, as a mother, for her patience, forgiveness, and for being a 

reminder that “a mother never gets tired of waiting”.  

These themes are similar to those analysed in Montecino’s 1991 essay Madres y Huachos 

(mothers and orphans), where the author explores narratives, beliefs and practices that link the 

devotion to Mary to some recurrent gender roles in Chile and the wider region. She concludes 

that, in the feminine side, there is a common hyperbolised role of the mother, while the masculine 

is more linked to the image of a son who does not have a present father – just as Jesus, son of 

Mary (always present) and God (bodily absent). Montecino traces the idea and experience of having 

an absent father to the Spanish conquest and colonial periods, when it was a common practice of 

Spanish conquistadors to rape indigenous women and leave them to raise their children by 

Figure 61: Shrine to Santa Rita de Casia in a Sanctuary devoted to Saint Gemma Galgani, 
Route 5-North 
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themselves (2017 [1991]).106 Consequently, in this author’s interpretations, gender roles associated 

with marianismo are not static ideals of behaviour such as those described by Sevens (1973) and 

others; rather, they are more linked to shared experiences related to coloniality whereby 

motherhood – as well as indigenousness – are deemed central in the history of the continent. 

Animitas and shrines along Route 5 occasionally point towards some of these more 

traditional gender roles, associating female victims with the house and home, and with colours 

(pink) and toys (dolls and stuffed toys) traditionally defined as ‘girly’. This is the case of the animitas 

shown in Figure 62. Additionally, there is one animita that sexualises femininity. It is devoted to a 

stripper who was famous for performing dressed as a tennis player (thus popularly known as 

‘Candy Kournikova’ or the ‘Chilean Kurnikova’, referencing Anna Kournikova, Russian former 

tennis champion) who died in the late 2000s (Figure 63). Her animita displays her picture in her 

tennis dress, and it has been recognised as miraculous in press and celebrity gossip TV shows 

(Chilevisión, 2016). Conversely, some animitas devoted to male victims, such as the ones shown 

 
106 This is also a recurrent topic in Octavio Paz’s Labyrinth of Solitude (1959 [1950]), where he analyses the Mexican 
character in its links to this original rape. 

Figure 62: Animitas devoted to female victims along Route 5 
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in Figure 64, are decorated with the colours and banners of football clubs like Cobreloa (a) and 

Universidad de Chile (b); or focuses on out-of-the-house jobs like truck-driving (c) or bus-driving 

(d). 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 64: Animitas devoted to male victims along Route 5 

Figure 63: Candy Kournikova's animita on Route 5 
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Figure 65 shows the gender of the victims commemorated in the animitas I photographed 

along Route 5. Almost half of them do not display signs referring to the victim’s gender (names, 

photographs, etc.), but the ones that do are devoted primarily to male victims. This is probably 

related to the fact that truck-, bus- and coach-drivers – constant users of the road – may be more 

prone to be victims of accidents along Route 5 due to the nature of their jobs. Commemorated 

drivers are primarily men, despite there also being some animitas devoted to female drivers. If we 

follow Montecino’s interpretations, this suggests that the idea of an absent father – who is working 

away from home – is visible along this road. Many of these animitas for male victims, moreover, 

display multiple messages highlighting these men’s family roles as fathers, brothers, and sons, 

indicating that working away from home does not necessarily mean an absent male figure as 

Montecino suggests. There are multiple animitas for male victims along Route 5 whose main 

structures are house-like, also nuancing traditional links of women to home and the domestic 

sphere, and men to the public realm.  

  The continuous presence of animitas for drivers and the way in which most are decorated 

also signal class solidarity, common beliefs, and tight trade union links among them. Most of these 

display offerings and signs of respect from colleagues and fellow drivers. Moreover, most truck 

drivers along the road honk their vehicles as a sign of respect or greeting when passing by these 

places. As shown in Figure 66, such offerings include uniforms (a and b), coach/bus signs 

indicating journeys (b), replicas of the victim’s vehicles (d), plaques and amateur radio names (c). 

Some of these sites also display thanking plaques, suggesting drivers ask their departed colleagues 

for miracles/safe journeys. The latter is also visible in some of the shrines devoted to the Virgin 

Mary, where drivers also leave these types of offerings (Figure 67).   

Figure 65: Gender of victims in photographed animitas along Route 5 
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Figure 67: Coach and truck signs in Virgen del Carmen's shrine on Route 5-North 

Figure 66: Animitas for drivers along Route 5 
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One of the most visible features of animitas and shrines along Route 5 is that they place 

mothers as powerful figures, capable of preserving life and health who constantly perform 

miracles. Most Marian shrines display numerous thanking plaques referring to the Virgin Mary as 

Madre [Mother], Madrecita [little Mother], and Madrina [godmother], Poderosa Madre [Powerful 

Mother], in addition to Virgen [Virgin], Virgencita [little Virgin], Virgen Santísima [Most Holy Virgin] 

or Virgen Poderosa [Powerful Virgin], as may be seen, for example, in Figure 68. This suggests that 

the Virgin is regarded as a caring and close mother, yet also as a powerful and sacred being. 

Likewise, Elina Vuola (2009) affirms in her study about the devotion to Mary of Costa Rican 

women that, as in Roman Catholicism as a whole, they perceived the Virgin as “both like her 

devotees (her immanence and humanity) and radically different (her transcendence and even her 

divinity). This is why she can be prayed for help” (p. 231) and was experienced as “deeply 

empowering” (p. 218). The simultaneous closeness and reverence described by Voula is also 

observed in Marian sanctuaries along Route 5, challenging Steven’s (1973) perception of Latin 

American marianismo as abnegation, self-denial, and powerlessness. On the contrary, Mary is 

recognised as empowering and powerful: her sanctuaries have abundant thanking plaques in return 

for granted favours referring to health, healing, and protection, especially in relation to families 

and to types of work directly associated with the road such as truck and bus drivers. 

Figure 68: Detail of thanking plaques in the Virgen de Palo Colorado's shrine on Route 5 
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These devotions, nevertheless, are not only directed to the Virgin: animitas and shrines 

along Route 5 show an interchangeability between the Virgin and other female saints (canonised 

and folk saints) who are also sometimes referred to as Virgencita [little virgin] or Madre [Mother]. 

For example, Figure 69 shows a shrine located on Route 5-North devoted to Sor Teresa de los 

Andes, the first Chilean Catholic saint canonised by the Vatican in 1993, a nun who belonged to 

the Discalced Carmelites Order (who are profound devotees of the Virgen del Carmen). On the 

right (b), the figure shows the shrine’s detail which contains, at its bottom left side, a thanking 

plaque that reads Virgencita, gracias por favores concedidos [little Virgin, thanks for the granted favours]. 

Likewise, two shrines devoted to Saint Gemma Galgani display messages addressing her as 

Virgencita Santa Gema and Madre mía [little Virgin Saint Gemma and My Mother], despite Gemma 

never having children. Most of Difunta Correa’s shrines include the same prayer, also displayed in 

her original sanctuary in Argentina (Figure 70). The prayer begins by stating Madre del que sufre… 

Madre del que llora… bendita seas por siempre [Mother of the suffering… Mother of the crying… For 

ever be blessed]. Her quality as a mother, who fulfilled her caring duties even after death, is the 

source of her miraculous powers and presents her as powerful and empowering. 

 

Figure 69: Shrine to Sor Teresa de los Andes on Route 5-North 
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The animita of María Márquez in Chiloé also presents women as powerful and empowering 

through motherhood, without the victim/saint having been a mother during her life. María 

drowned as a girl, thus never being a mother. Her animita has numerous thanking plaques, some 

of which read Virgencita or Madrecita [little virgin and little mother]. The animita had lit candles 

every time I passed by, showing the active devotion she provokes. It is located on the corner of 

Route 5-South and a street actually called María Márquez Avenue, emphasising her local 

importance. The animita does not display any photos of the little girl; rather, most of the images 

and figures are those of Mary, as shown in Figure 71.  

These examples suggest that there is an interchangeability or equivalence made by devotees 

between the Virgin and other Catholic and folk female saints. This implies that in the lived 

religiosities materialised along Route 5, the Virgin is relevant as a mother, and neither notion – 

Virgin or Mother – is necessarily bound up in the ecclesiastical and official narratives and images 

of Mary. They also show that it is not necessary to have children to be considered a mother, as in 

the case of Saint Gemma or María Márquez, or that to be sacred and blessed, there is no need to 

have institutional support or confirmation, as the cases of Difunta Correa and María Márquez 

reveal. 

Gender representations in animitas and shrines along Route 5, consequently, make 

manifest the nuances of more traditional roles such as those described by Montecino, Morandé, 

and others. Moreover, they clearly demonstrate the shortcomings of essentialised and static gender 

roles as those described by Stevenson and others. Representations of femininity and masculinity 

Figure 70: Shrine devoted to Difunta Correa on Route 5-North 
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along Route 5, although operating within the binary division between men and women, are much 

more complex, fluid, contextual, and empowering. If there is a common representation related to 

femininity it is that of a powerful and empowering mother, with great presence and visibility in 

public space. Some animitas, moreover, are devoted to female drivers, for example, while others 

have house-like structures devoted to men thus associating masculinity with the domestic space; 

there is even one miraculous animita devoted to a famous male dancer emphasising his artistry, 

just to name a few. Additionally, the messages left in many of these animitas portray victims as 

loving sons/daughters, parents, spouses, and friends, independently of their gender. These 

elements suggest that in animitas and shrines there are features highlighting the domestic role of 

men (as fathers, spouses, family persons) and publicly displaying the role of the mother as 

politically important. These representations of femininity in particular are similar to those exhibited 

on murals analysed in Chapter Four: animitas and shrines, like those murals, make claims on both 

public space and public memory that honour the power of women, particularly in terms of their 

role in the reproduction of life and everyday concerns. Thus, they firmly place women at the centre 

of the public sphere, challenging male-dominated narratives of history. 

 

Figure 71: Animita María Márquez on Route 5-South 
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Conclusion 
 

This chapter has argued that animitas and shrines can work as sites of re-connection, that 

are sometimes used to prevent the disconnections fostered by highways such as Route 5. 

Moreover, animitas and shrines may be deemed part of a continuum. It builds upon an 

investigation Eduardo Valenzuela and I carried out in 2015 regarding animitas along Route 78 in 

Chile, where we considered them sites where a private memory is publicly displayed, where vicims 

sometimes become folk saints of whom people ask favours, just as they might at shrines devoted 

to institutionalised saints (Urrutia & Valenzuela, 2019). They are a widespread lived religious 

practice with a central commemorative role. Consequently, animitas and shrines along Route 5 are 

forms (Larkin, 2015) – material arrangements producing a communicative effect, shortening 

physical distance amongst the living and inserting the dead in the world of the living. Moreover, 

these sites at least in part work against the form of Route 5 itself, that is, against the unifying and 

homogenising narratives that the country’s elites have attached to this motorway since its 

construction. In performing this communicative role, animitas and shrines along Route 5 make 

community claims on public space, disrupting private/public binaries. They also disrupt spatial 

binaries of the national/transnational, the longitudinal/transversal, the femenine/masculine. They 

create rest and quiet within mobility and speed. They articulate, like palimpsests, heterogenous 

identity discourses without fusing them, often embracing contradictory symbols in non-

oppositional ways. 

Animitas and shrines along Route 5, moreover, demonstrate that marianismo – when 

interpreted as a devotion to the Virgin that creates a national community and as a gender role – is 

less straightforward than much previous scholarship has suggested. Lived religiosity in animitas 

and shrines does not signal a community characterised by a ‘melting pot’ type of mestizaje; on the 

contrary, these material embodiments of lived practices reference systems and cultures that 

transcend modern nation-state frontiers, making visible the current presence of indigenous 

worldviews and practices, and the nuances more traditional gender roles exhibiting the public 

power of the mother and the domestic relevance of the father – despite operating within a 

heteronormative family structure. Lived religious practices along Route 5 consequently materialise 

multiple and varying symbols, beliefs, practices, and devotions that were sometimes used by 

different (and not all) people living in Chile as empowering in dealing with everyday life concerns 

or to create (or materialise pre-existent) communities. Treating marianismo or lived religiosity only 

as a national identity discourse, or as a unified national imagined community, homogenises a 

complex and heterogenous practice that is multiple within the country and not extensive to all its 
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peoples.  Materially, these religion-related sites work more as a mosaic than as a mestizo expression 

of identity; they are battlegrounds of meaning. More than expressing a common identity, these 

sites materially express how identities are articulated in ways that are not oppositional nor 

homogenising.  

Animitas, where friends and family construct a shrine to commemorate a loved one, 

recreating the victim’s identity using an enormous variety of materials signalling different aspects 

and positionings within identity discourses. They display symbols marking individual tastes and 

relationships; local and territorial geo-cultural indicators; community links such as unions, work, 

or dance groups; lived religiosity through the inclusion of Catholic religious symbols alongside 

indigenous practices related to a cult of the ancestors; national symbols such as the flag; regional 

symbols such as other flags (like the Wiphala); regional devotions such as Difunta Correa, the 

Virgen de Guadalupe or other saints; gendered notions that are not straightforward and may seem 

contradictory; among others. There are symbols signalling tradition, modernity, past, present, and 

future. They are the materialisation, in one site, of a multiple identity composed by different, 

sometimes contradictory discourses. They comprise re-appropriations of public space, 

spontaneity, a close relation to everyday life, communication and cohesion with different imagined 

and lived communities, processes of individuation and separation from others. They use 

agglutinating symbols (that mark belonging) and individualising ones (that distinguish from 

others). 

Consequently, I propose that these sites, like the motorway itself, are better understood 

appealing to the concept of ch’ixi (Gago, 2016; Pazzarelli, 2016; Rivera Cusicanqui, 2010a, 2010b), 

referring to the Aymara notion that things are and are not at the same time. In this sense, according 

to Rivera Cusicanqui (2010a), identities are created and articulated as mosaics that comprise 

multiple and contrasting elements, without fusing them like homogenising mestizo narratives do. 

Francisca Fernández (2019) has used the notion of ch’ixi to refer to ‘dissident mestizaje’, an identity 

not understood as a homogenising discourse nor even just as social, cultural and historical 

constructions; rather, it refers to a “set of possible places from which to position oneself in the 

world” (para. 2). In her words, understanding ourselves (and I include myself in this definition) by 

“assuming the place we inhabit, its tensions, frictions and gaps, allows us to comprehend and 

observe ‘the identitarian’ beyond its restrictive frameworks, inhabiting both the sites of 

conquest/colony/coloniality and of resistance” (para. 5). 

Finally, this chapter is one last example of how methodologies that go beyond words also 

help in decolonising research. An analysis based on the materiality of these sites has shown that 
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the identities articulated in animitas and shrines are better understood using indigenous notions 

and epistemologies. And precisely because the focus has been on materiality – which goes beyond 

words – these worldviews are rendered visible. Eurocentric epistemologies, Rivera Cusicanqui 

argues (2010b), are word-centred. Visuality and visual registers, however, “allow us to uncover the 

modes in which colonialism is being fought, subverted, ironised, now and always” (p.5). In the 

context of an internal colonialism still a reality in Latin America, words have become “a fictional 

register, full of euphemisms that cover reality instead of designating it” (p. 19); thus, “public 

discourses have become ways of not-saying” (p. 20). The words used to describe national 

monuments – such as the Chiloé Churches described in Chapter Four – or national identities – 

such as marianismo – are generally exclusionary. The materiality of animitas, shrines and 

sanctuaries, nonetheless, brings to the forefront of our analysis visual cultures, offering 

“interpretations and social narratives [… allowing] a critical comprehension of reality” (p. 20) that 

better describes the lived experiences of the peoples using and inhabiting this road. 
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Conclusion 
Decolonising the gaze 

 

On February 2020, before the Covid-19 pandemic spread throughout South America, I visited 

Chile. I was able to see first-hand some of the interventions in public space that had occurred since 

the Estallido Social began in October 2019. Buildings and walls throughout Santiago’s city centre 

were covered with pictures, tags, artifacts, flags, art; with messages in Spanish and the indigenous 

languages Mapuzungún, Quechua, and Rapanui. I had witnessed the Estallido from the U.K. Being 

able to see, listen, and touch these interventions in Santiago was deeply moving for me: the 

multiplicity and diversity of voices being materialised in the public space was overwhelming. For 

example, Figure 72 (left) presents a section of the outside wall of the Gabriela Mistral Cultural 

Centre in Santiago, displaying, among other symbols, the Mapuche flag, a portrait of Camilo 

Catrillanca (a Mapuche activist killed by a police officer in the region of Araucanía in 2018), an 

embroidered portrait of the Virgin Mary, a dreamcatcher, multiple ribbons with messages written 

on them, and a piece called ‘Chile’s Sacred Tree’, on which the names of most of the victims of 

state-led violence in Chile since Pinochet’s coup d’état in 1973 were inscribed. There were also 

calls to collective action. Figure 72 (right), for instance, pictures three Mapuche, Selk’nam and non-

indigenous Chilean women together staging the feminist performance ‘A rapist in your path’ by 

Chilean collective Las Tesis. It suggests that a shared experience of gender-based violence unites 

all women living in the territories that compose Chile in the collective struggle against patriarchal 

structures of power. Other interventions exposed class disputes, referred to craft or labour unions, 

and appealed to environmental conflicts, amongst many others. The identity disputes, the 

challenges to homogenising or unifying narratives that I had been viscerally interested in for years 

were now all over Chile’s urban public space. The multiplicity and complexity of all the different 

voices performed during demonstrations, on walls, on monuments, were also my own. I felt that 

I was able to speak the language materialised in Chilean walls, and that many of the identities 

symbolised therein also represented me. My intuition and research about the relevance of 

materiality to politics and identity disputes was visible and widely discussed in media, blogs and 

academia. The ch’ixi was embroidered in the city.  

 During the first months of the Estallido, we – the Chilean community living in Bristol – 

felt the need to support what was going on back home. We met once a week and organised several 

activities, including the painting of a mural in the PRSC Outdoor Gallery in Stokes Croft. We too 

intervened in the public space; we too felt the need to be part of what was happening. I felt more 

Chilean than ever; ‘Chileanness’ being multiple, diverse, pluri-national, feminist, contesting, and 
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everchanging. Before the Estallido, my experience in the U.K. had been marked by my sense of 

belonging not necessarily to a Chilean ‘us’, but to a wider Latin American community.  

  I arrived in the U.K. in 2015 to do a master’s degree in ‘Contemporary Identities’. I have 

been interested in the relations between materiality and identities for over a decade. It was, 

however, my experience as a migrant student that made me sensitive to the embodied and material 

implications of identity categories and classifications. Except for a short period living in Paris, the 

almost six years I spent in Bristol were the longest I have lived away from home. This was an 

exciting period. It was, however, a time where I experienced as relevant in my everyday life an 

identity category imposed on me – other than gender – and, moreover, it was the first time I felt 

invisibilised by the usual available racial categories in the U.K. In the Chilean context I am seen as 

“white”, and before arriving in the U.K. I thought my hair was blonde (‘Rucia’ – slang for rubia, 

referring to my light-coloured hair – was my nickname during my undergraduate years). These 

characteristics often denote privilege in Chile, which is in fact my own case. In addition to being 

“white”, I am middle-class, which means that neither race nor any other economic, social, 

educational or cultural issue – except for gender-based inequalities and insecurities in a traditionally 

patriarchal country like Chile – had undermined me in any way, nor had I experienced them as 

relevant in everyday life. My new British friends in Bristol, however, let me know from the start 

Figure 72: Outside of the Gabriela Mistral Cultural Centre in Santiago, March 2020. 
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that in Britain I was a brunette. Additionally, despite still presenting as relatively “white” in the 

British context, my national background and accent indicated my outsider status. I did not belong 

to the British ‘us’; however, this allowed me to feel part of a wider Latin American ‘us’. After a 

while, a Chilean friend in Bristol made me realise that many Latin Americans in the U.K. shared a 

similar experience: when filling in university forms and other applications that usually included 

questions regarding race, gender, sexual orientation and even religion, we did not identify with any 

of the racial categories offered. Most Latin Americans with whom I spoke narrated similar 

experiences to my own: there was no category for us. We were not seen as white in the British – 

and European – context; neither were we Asian, Black, or any of the mixed possibilities usually 

available in these questionnaires. Most of us – ‘us’ in the broad Latin American sense – marked 

‘other mixed’. Probably, the mixedness to which a Mexican, a Colombian or a Chilean like myself 

referred to were different; however, we felt together in an ‘us’ composed by multiple pieces, a 

palimpsest, a mosaic, a ch’ixi weaving.  

 It was whilst living in the U.K. that I came to fully sense this complex identity that I had 

somewhat taken for granted before. Moreover, having lived most of my life in a position of social 

and racial privilege, my interest in identity disputes was mediated by my feeling that I was not in a 

place to fully talk about racialised or subaltern identities as a first-hand experience (other than 

being a woman within a patriarchal culture). Being a migrant student made me even more sensitive 

to identity disputes, categories, and conflicts such as those I was studying. Later on, the explosion 

of visual manifestations of identity disputes during the Estallido reaffirmed the relevance of my 

PhD research. Now, I have come to the conclusion that the use of materiality to impose, 

reproduce, challenge and re-articulate identities has a long history in Chile, beyond the powerful 

moment of visibility that the Estallido had provided them. And that ‘Chileanness’ has always been 

constituted by a multiplicity of voices, despite homogenising narratives and unifying discourses, 

particularly those that place Chile as a politically stable, economically developed and racially 

homogenous exception within the region. 

 The five chapters composing this thesis have demonstrated that infrastructure, and roads 

specifically, offer a fertile material ground on which to study local, communitarian, individual, 

national and regional identities as dynamic sites that articulate often contradictory meanings. Route 

5 materialises and performs unifying and integrationist national narratives usually sponsored by 

the state and the elites through notions of modernity and development, mestizaje, neoliberal 

multiculturalism, and common culture and devotions. These discourses result in the exclusion of 

difference in terms of class, race/ethnicity, gender, and political-economic autonomy claims, 

particularly in relation to indigenous populations. Nonetheless, the history of Route 5 and its 
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current material sites also make visible identity discourses that highlight difference and 

heterogeneity: the motorway is (and has been) often used as a visibility platform for discourses and 

practices of resistance and opposition to the current neoliberal-multicultural model imposed by 

the state. These have taken multiple forms, including protest and roadblocks, street art and 

interventions on public monuments. Route 5 is also a stage where grassroot notions of identity 

that do not aim to merge differences but rather to include them in their contradictions and 

oppositions are materialised, as expressed by animitas and shrines along the road. 

This thesis has argued that Route 5 may be interpreted as a material embodiment of 

modernity and coloniality (Mignolo, 2000, 2011a, 2011b, 2011c; Quijano, 1992, 2010): modernity 

and coloniality being two sides of the same coin. Chapters One and Two on the history of Route 

5 show that the longitudinal imaginaries of national integration that the governing elites in the 

country’s centre have attached to this motorway are deeply connected with their interests in 

expanding the centre’s power and outreach to Chile’s northern and southern regions. The 

extension of Route 5 throughout the country unveils material and symbolic exclusions within the 

all-encompassing elite-led national identity discourses of modernity, progress, and development. 

According to the elites promoting the construction (1920s), paving (1950s) and neoliberal 

renovations (1990s) of Route 5, the motorway constituted a technology of modernity that would 

help them lead the rest of the country’s inhabitants from barbarism to civilisation, from tradition 

to progress, and from underdevelopment to development. For these elites, consequently, 

modernity defined a future-oriented national identity discourse that, nonetheless, has always been 

deferred. This never-ending future orientation has been functional to centralised processes of 

internal colonisation of the country, particularly in territories in the Atacama Desert in the north 

and Mapuche lands in the south. As stated by scholars studying roads elsewhere, Chilean elites saw 

in Route 5 a “major political and ideological apparatus of the state’s sovereignty” (Dalakoglou, 

2012, p. 572), disguising it as an objective, rational, and scientific technology for the modernisation 

of the country. These chapters, nonetheless, reveal the “broader structures of privilege, inequality 

and justice that shape who has control and whose interests are ignored when it comes to building 

and repairing infrastructures” (Henke & Sims, 2020, p. 22). 

By interrogating Chile’s neoliberal multiculturalism through the Temuco Bypass, Chapter 

Three illustrates the extent of the material and symbolic exclusions in the all-encompassing 

modernity narratives that the elites have attached to Route 5. As in other Latin American countries, 

the neoliberal multiculturalism embodied by the construction of this bypass through Mapuche 

protected lands in the late 1990s and early 2000s created a racialised distinction between a 

sanctioned indigenousness and an excluded other. In the case of the Mapuche, the marginalised 
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‘other’ was (and still is) closely related to ‘Mapuche-as-terrorist’ narratives. As seen in the bypass 

construction, this racialised distinction constituted a strategic form of governance: the “sanctioned 

Indian” was a culturally-different-but-politically-unthreatening ‘internal other’, whilst all non-

conforming indigenous individuals and communities represented an ‘external other’ – a threat to 

national security, integrity, and development. The state and mainstream media, moreover, 

represented the latter as enemies to the whole nation. The analysis presented in this chapter 

nuances our understandings about the indio permitido/insurrecto binary: as embodied by the Temuco 

Bypass experience, it was the insurrectionary Indian who pushed dialogue and negotiations. And 

even when behaving in accordance with the sanctioned indigenousness – working alongside or 

within universities and other national institutions – the state and media still marginalised and 

excluded these people and communities. In doing so, the state reframed conflict as multicultural 

negotiation, making its own changes and compromises brought by protest and roadblocks along 

Route 5. The Temuco Bypass, then, embodies a material scar, a reminder and reproduction of 

modernity’s exclusionary and hierarchical narratives, but it also constitutes a platform for material 

resistance and a stage for the materialisation of epistemic resistance in the constant dynamics of 

creation and re-creation of identities. 

The analysis of the existing material sites presented in Chapters Four and Five delves 

further into the ways in which Route 5 embodies the modernity/coloniality matrix, thereby 

expanding our understandings of coloniality. These chapters demonstrate that coloniality is not 

only a passive state suffered by subaltern peoples; rather, it is materially and epistemologically 

enforced and resisted by these groups. Analysing Route 5 as a memoryscape comprising 

monuments, sculptures and murals, Chapter Four interrogates visual contestations of the 

homogenising national identities attached to official heritage sites. National Monuments along 

Route 5 present Chileanness as the homogenous product of a mixture between an ancient 

indigenousness and modern Europeanness. Within this official heritage, conflict is memorialised 

only when it is already part of official history, i.e. the government-sponsored Rettig and Valech 

Truth Commissions’ reports on state-led violence during Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship. Racial 

conflict, moreover, which has historically been linked to internal colonisation and violence towards 

indigenous communities, is widely omitted by official narratives in National Monuments. Co-

existing with these national monuments, however, are many unofficial monuments and public art, 

and in these we see an explosion of conflict visualised on the roadside. I have argued that 

unsanctioned interventions on Route 5’s roadside constitute visual decolonial actions, proposing 

alternatives to or directly challenging patriarchal, monocultural, and homogenising narratives, 

allowing for and making manifest conflict and contradiction.  
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In a similar vein, Chapter Five argues that animitas and shrines along Route 5 condense 

heterogeneous and often contradictory identity discourses, and thereby manifest the complexities 

of notions of nation, gender, race, and community throughout the country. They materialise 

identity symbols referring to local, national, and regional imaginaries that take us beyond the elite-

led longitudinal nation described in previous chapters. When analysed as lived religious practices, 

animitas and shrines along Route 5 also make visible the resilience of indigenous worldviews and 

practices throughout the country, making the dead part of the world of the living, attributing 

agency to non-human subjects, and disrupting spatial binaries (the private and the public, the 

longitudinal and the transversal, the local and the national) in the constitution of identities. 

Moreover, these sites also nuance dominant gender discourses – even whilst associating femininity 

with motherhood and masculinity with work out-of-home, they subvert gendered divisions of 

space by politicising motherhood. Consequently, Chapters Four and Five demonstrate that the 

materialities of unofficial monuments, independent public art, animitas, and shrines along Route 

5 offer an alternative lens for the study of identities: an indigenous epistemology – the Aymara 

notion of ch’ixi – was suggested to me in my multiple encounters with these sites. Route 5’s 

roadside lent itself to that way of thinking, to the ch’ixi weaving that creates a mixture of colours 

without homogenising them. In doing so, these sites reclaimed places and communities as worthy, 

offered places of silence and rest in an infrastructure made for movement, and integrated conflict 

and contradiction in a non-merging and non-homogenising manner.  

As materialised along Route 5, processes of identity, identification, and belonging are 

contested, shifting and complex. Divisions between ‘us’ and ‘them’, particularly when externally 

imposed, make manifest both social solidarities and social exclusions (Wetherell, 2010); they are 

both relational – a positioning referring to networks such as kinship, labour or friendship – or 

categorical – referring to categories or attributes such as gender, nationality, race or class (Brubaker 

& Cooper, 2000). This thesis has delved into the material aspects of these processes: materiality is 

critical to represent, embody and perform these divisions and solidarities. It exposes how multiple 

communities have used Route 5 as a platform where alternative imagined communities are sensed 

and performed, signalling that identities are not only imagined but also need to be materialised and 

concretely lived (Meyer, 2009). Moreover, the study of Route 5 has proved that, while it is an 

apparatus designed to impose state sovereignty and to create a homogenous longitudinal 

imaginary, it also offers itself as a visual platform for alternative espistemologies. In other words, 

it has shown that a tool for modernity/coloniality is also used in decolonial ways.  

In methodological terms, the material analysis of Route 5 and the discourses attached to 

its historical construction and current roadside sites allowed me to delve into identity formation 
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and contestation that complements text-based research. Being conceived as “disciplines of words”, 

social sciences have historically presented little room for non-verbal or non-textual data (Banks, 

2001). When conceiving of human beings not only as thinkers or speakers, but also as producers 

that modify their material worlds (Tilley, 2002), objects become tools that “allow humans to 

construct and assign meanings within their cultural universe” (Woodward, 2007, p. 67). However, 

interpretation – of images, symbols, materiality – is not an univocal process; rather, the 

multivocality of interpretation is always context-specific (Banks, 2001), influenced by “our own 

cultural lenses” (Harper, 1998, p. 34). Consequently, the immediate next step in this research is to 

make the interpretation of the sites considered here – and new emergent ones – a collaborative 

endeavour.  In this sense, two colleagues and I have formulated a project to digitise the map of 

Route 5’s roadside sites I put together for this thesis, and to transform it into a participatory and 

collaborative virtual space where people and communities can attach their own narratives to these 

sites, expanding the documentary record, and potentially bringing multiple, divergent narratives 

into dialogue with one another. This would constitute a step forward in the incorporation of oral 

histories to supplement what has been presented here, delving further into self-understandings of 

identity and other experiences of commonality, belonging and connectedness. A collaborative 

interpretation would also help render more visible the shortcomings of my own interpretative lens 

and positionality and challenge the power relations intrinsic to the fact that I am a researcher 

interpreting the social world from my own (privileged) cultural standpoint. By going beyond text 

and focusing on materiality – which I supplemented with other visual and oral sources like 

documentaries – I tried to avoid as much as possible reproducing power structures and hierarchies. 

The collaborative interpretation of these sites would constitute a step further in this direction.  

This thesis insists on the multiple theoretical, analytical, and epistemological possibilities 

that a focus on materiality entails, moving one step further in the decolonisation of research. First, 

as mentioned above, studying the identities accounted for along Route 5 from a material 

perspective proved useful in reclaiming local and situated narratives contesting one longitudinal 

Chilean imaginary; in other words, it allowed me to go beyond discourses emerging from the 

Metropolitan Region. Route 5’s materiality is a mosaic; it is a ch’ixi weaving in itself that tells local 

histories, reclaiming local sites as valid places to dwell, think, and talk from. Material sites along 

this motorway draw attention to the Atacama Desert, with its living Andean cosmovision and 

practices; to the Wallmapu, historic Mapuche territory; and to Chiloé, where a mural invites 

children to “think the world from Chiloé” and not the other way around, among others. While 

unveiling Chile as local, multiple, and different, these sites also incorporate the country into a larger 

continental or hemispheric whole. Practices like the cult of ancestors, regional devotions like 
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Difunta Correa, and the use of roadblocks along the Pan-American Highway by indigenous 

communities to denounce neoliberal resource extraction; symbols like the Wiphala Andean flag; 

and discussions like those related to roadbuilding and the Pan-American Highway, just to name a 

few, show that Chile is not exceptional within Latin America. On the contrary, these practices, 

symbols, discussions and concerns are part of social, cultural, and political processes occurring in 

Latin America as a whole. 

Second, the constant dynamism and everchanging nature of materiality also challenges 

essentialising notions of identity. The study of elite-led text-based discourses associated with Route 

5 suggests that a certain essentialism is intrinsic to state-led centralised narratives that aim to create 

one national identity: in order to symbolise a group wide enough to include (certain) inhabitants 

of a land, Chile’s elites – as with their counterparts across Latin America – have resorted to an 

essentialised indigenous ancestry and European modernities fused in a mestizo ideal. This static 

mestizaje is represented using symbols, practices, and references that emerge from the country’s 

central regions. Route 5’s materiality and its constant dynamism prove that localised identities 

operate otherwise. The motorway is continuously renovated; its roadside sites are constantly 

changing. As analysed in Chapter Four, for instance, several official monuments along Route 5 

were materially altered during the Estallido, questioning patriarchal-Eurocentric-homogenising 

national identity narratives and the neoliberal premises on which these have been sustained in the 

last four decades. Street art and independent public art are too in constant flux, in their aim to 

“represent things otherwise […], to point towards the existence of multiplicities within the 

singular” (Young, 2014, p. 155). Animitas and shrines are regularly altered by devotees and passers-

by; moreover, some animitas are abandoned and new ones are constructed. For example, in 2014 

I studied animitas along Route 78 in Chile and repeated this fieldwork in 2020. In 2014, there were 

94 animitas (see Urrutia & Valenzuela, 2019); in 2020, however, many had changed, some had 

disappeared, and there were 25 new ones. In all, it is safe to say that many of the material sites I 

studied along Route 5 in 2018 have changed. Materiality, as most products and social processes 

globally today, confirms that change is what is constant within societies (Sheller & Urry, 2006; 

Urry, 2007).  

Third, concentrating on Route 5’s materiality and material processes allowed me to connect 

– in a quite literal sense – several disciplines and schools of thought that have generally remained 

estranged. This thesis has put the anthropological study of roads in dialogue with Latin American 

cultural studies, scholarship interrogating identities in Chile and the larger region with science and 

technology studies, national heritage scholars with academic works on graffiti and street art, studies 

about Latin American religiosity with scholarship on nationalism and gender. The focus on 
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materiality, moreover, constitutes a decolonial analytical approach, foregrounding Latin American 

indigenous epistemologies. The work of Latin American indigenous intellectuals such as Silvia 

Rivera Cusicanqui and José Quidel Lincoleo were fundamental to understand and interpret these 

processes. In doing so, this thesis has put Latin American intellectuals, the concepts and methods 

they use, in direct dialogue with scholars belonging to hegemonic “Western” academia.  

Overall, the history of Route 5 and its current roadside sites unveil the long history of 

material identity contestation processes in Chile. This thesis has used Route 5 as a material anchor 

to move through the sometimes subtle, slippery, manifold, and dynamic processes of identity 

creation, re-creation, and contestation. As stated above, studying identities from the material 

perspective of an infrastructure has widened the political, social, and epistemological frames and 

contexts from which identity disputes in Chile are usually understood. Conversely, examining 

infrastructures from the perspective of identities has revealed alternative uses, cosmologies, and 

epistemologies than those usually associated with roads by state officers and even scholars. It has 

demonstrated that roads are not only infrastructures for movement, speed, and communication; 

rather, they also constitute a mosaic of sites of rest, commemoration, devotion, and conflict. In 

sum, the material study of identities through roads, and the study of a road from the lens of 

identities, has allowed for the incorporation of alternative voices in an interdisciplinary dialogue 

and thereby makes an important contribution to ongoing efforts to decolonise the scholarly gaze. 
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