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    ABSTRACT 

 
  In this Paper, we analyze the interrelationship between social inequalities and urban 
segregation in Montevideo. The study was based on an atypical society in Latin America 
traditionally recognized for its "Welfare State", that during the last two decades, has consecutively 
experienced the effects of the socioeconomic crisis, economic growth and social and territorial 
fragmentation. In this sense, it is an interesting "Case Study" for comparative analysis. 

The research results presented, contribute to the understanding of complex social processes 
taking into account socio-economic trends and quantitative analysis; as well as the qualitative study 
of social perception and urban images by the local actors. The analysis shows a heterogeneous 
society, including highly unequal areas and dynamic patterns. 

Although Montevideo is not a "global city", we find increasing social inequalities, within a 
segregated social structure and an increase of the middle classes in peripheral areas. Our study 
shows the influence of socio-economic restructuring and residential segregation in new cultural 
patterns and consumption, which in turn induce various forms of social stratification, especially 
among the middle classes and their location in the urban space. Both the analysis of social 
indicators and qualitative survey illustrate these processes. Finally, this Paper shows recent trends 
in the socioeconomic structure in the main areas and strata of the city, according to the role of 
public policies in the socio-spatial transformations over the last years. 

 

           ABSTRACT 

En esta Ponencia, se analiza la interrelación entre las desigualdades sociales y la 
segregación urbana en Montevideo. El Estudio realizado se basó en una sociedad atípica en 
América Latina tradicionalmente reconocida por su "Estado de Bienestar", pero que durante las 
últimas dos décadas, ha experimentado sucesivamente los efectos de la crisis, la recuperación 
socioeconómica y la fragmentación social y territorial. En tal sentido, constituye un interesante 
"Estudio de caso", para el análisis comparativo.  

Los resultados de investigación presentados contribuyen a la comprensión de complejos 
procesos sociales, teniendo en cuenta las tendencias socioeconómicas y el análisis cuantitativo; 
así como a nivel cualitativo la percepción e imágenes urbanas según los actores locales. El análisis 
muestra una sociedad heterogénea, que incluye áreas urbanas de estructura y dinámicas muy 
desiguales.  

Aunque Montevideo no es una “ciudad global”, se verifica un aumento de las desigualdades 
sociales, con una estructura social segregada y un aumento de las clases medias en las áreas 
periféricas. Nuestra investigación muestra la influencia de la reestructuración socioeconómica y la 
segregación residencial en las nuevas pautas culturales y de consumo, que inducen diversas 
formas de estratificación social, especialmente entre las clases medias y en su localización en el 
espacio urbano. Tanto el análisis de los indicadores sociales como el análisis cualitativo muestran 
estos procesos. En definitiva, este Paper ilustra las tendencias recientes en la estructura 
socioeconómica según las principales áreas y estratos sociales de Montevideo, en función al rol de 
las políticas públicas en las transformaciones socio-espaciales producidas durante los últimos años. 
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1) SOCIAL INEQUALITIES IN URBAN AREAS 

     

Uruguay has been traditionally known in the Latin American context, because of its high 
relative levels of equity and social integration; however during the 1990s, new forms of social 
differentiation and vulnerability resulted in increasing social inequalities, which strengthened 
economic and socio cultural fragmentation. One of the main consequences of these processes has 
been growing social exclusion and residential and educational segregation of the population. In this 
perspective, we analyze the interplay between social inequality, exclusion and urban segregation in 
Montevideo, according to several trends and studies (Veiga and Rivoir 2012, Alves et al 2009). 

The following analysis is based on an atypical society in Latin America, considering the 
"welfare state" implemented since the first decades of the twentieth century. However during the last 
twenty-five years, the country has been inserted into domestic and external contexts that involve 
alternatively economic restructuring, privatization, socioeconomic crisis and economic growth and 
redistribution. On this regard, it is known that since the assumption of the Frente Amplio 
Government in 2005, new social and economic policies were encouraged, particularly in fighting 
poverty, and improving socio-economic progress, facing the deep socioeconomic crisis that 
Uruguayan population suffered during the years of 2001 to 2003. 

Initially, it is necessary to highlight certain aspects of urban restructuring that influenced the 
socio economic structure of our capital city. On this regard, it should be considered that during the 
seventies and eighties in Montevideo, the price of housing and transportation, grew faster than 
average consumer prices, and declining of real income influenced population displacements, 
leading to migration to the inner city areas with differential growth. Later on, during the nineties, 
there were significative displacements of middle classes to suburban residential areas, appearance 
of shopping centers in areas of higher socioeconomic status, like the East Coast, private security, 
gated communities, etc.       

        These phenomena implied different levels of spatial appropriation and socioeconomic 
differentiation, as well as socioeconomic changes, particularly in the population behavior, reflecting 
changes in social relations, consumption, and collective strategies, which responded to the diverse 
situations, expectations and values of different social classes. 

          During those years, there has been an increase in Montevideo urban segregation between 
different social classes and strata, as a result of inequalities in living standards, accessibility and 
services in various residential areas. Population movements stimulated segmentation and 
consequent changes in life styles, implying a sharp residential segregation in a society that has 
been characterized by its proximity and integration between different social classes, but that has 
strongly changed during the last twenty years (Katzman and Retamoso 2005, Social Observatory 
IMM 2007 and Veiga 2010). 

           Furthermore, it is known that emerging global networks simultaneously articulate individuals, 
sectors and areas, while exclude many other persons, groups and territories. As a result, urban 
spaces are crossed by this logic in the emerging transnational networks of dynamic components of 
globalization, while discriminating and excluding different social groups. Eventually, societies in the 
information era, involve structural changes in production relations, which generate increasing 
inequality and social exclusion and fragmentation of employment (Castells 1998). 
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In this context, it is interesting to remind that according to one of the central assumptions 
about the so-called "global cities", industrial transformation and expansion of services, would lead to 
a dual social structure in employment and population income (Sassen 1991, Castells and 
Mollenkopf 1991). However, research conducted in different countries, contrasts this bipolarization 
trend, and show that there is an increase in social inequality between the two extremes of the urban 
population, but in a non-dual and fragmented pattern, with a diversified social structure and an 
increase of the middle classes in the outlying areas. (Taschner and Bogus 2000, Leal 2008 and 
Preteceille 2008).     

          This finding is important, as it reflects the influence on everyday life, of economic restructuring 
and changes in employment, the new composition of household and family roles, and diversity of 
cultural patterns. These processes induce significant changes in social stratification, and particularly 
in the middle classes, which are expressed in their fragmentation and situation in the urban space. 

          From this perspective, we assume the hypothesis of several case studies on “Globalizing 
Cities”, concerning that most cities receive impacts of the globalization process, but the extent of its 
effects, is not the result of their position in the international order, but it depends of the nature and 
extent of that process, and there is no uniform or singular model of global city (Marcuse and Van 
Kempen 2000). Furthermore, comparative research on Latin American metropolis, has confirmed 
increasing polarization and social inequality as major events in the context of globalization (de 
Mattos 2004). 

The combination of these elements and patterns of location, within the cities, led to 
significant cleavages and urban segregation, between the population living in different areas, 
involving restrictions, according to the "social risk", which affect the vulnerable groups. On this 
regard, during the past two decades, there were structural changes associated to increasing 
inequalities and social exclusion. Therefore, the following trends may be highlighted:  

• Economic restructuring, involving social and territorial diversity, to the extent that local areas 
are embedded in unequal development scenarios and consequent socio-economic 
fragmentation. 

• Labor market trends during the early years of the decade (2001-2003), - unemployment, 
informality and precariousness - along with the decline and loss of income, determined "new 
forms of poverty" and impoverishment that stimulated social disintegration and segregation.  

• Growth of informal settlements in the periphery of the city and on the other hand of gated 
communities and housing projects for the high and middle high classes in the East Coast. 

• Increasing urban heterogeneity was not a simple consequence of social inequalities, but is 
the result of social differentiation in the city, with the feedback between these processes. 

• Cultural components of urban segregation and inequality constitute relevant factors of social 
exclusion, as they reflect the population perceptions and behaviors, through which some 
groups reproduce exclusion through real and symbolic barriers. 
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These trends reflect the distribution of classes in the urban space and also of social 
exclusion, as revealed studies in Montevideo (Veiga and Rivoir op. cit.) and Latin American cities 
(Torres Ribeiro et al 2004, Portes and Roberts 2005). It also has been demonstrated that the growth 
of lower and middle low class and particularly the fragmentation of the middle class, was a result of 
the impoverishment of the population during the crisis, closely linked to the increasing inequality in 
Argentina and Uruguay (Filgueira 2002, Boado and Fernandez 2006). 

Additionally, within this context emerged diverse processes with significant impacts at the 
local levels, such as:  

• Expansion of new cultural and consumption patterns. 

• New family strategies and forms of appropriation of the urban space. 

• Diffusion of the new information technologies and social networks. 

• Socioeconomic polarization patterns within the city. 

• Emergency of conflicts and demands for public management. 

From this perspective, we recall that the “fragmentation of individual experiences that belong 
to various places and times, is a fundamental feature of modern life”, as suggested several years 
ago Alain Touraine (1997). This tendency complements economic approaches in the analysis of 
urban processes, highlighting the cultural diversity within relatively homogeneous societies - like 
Uruguayan and Montevideo’s -. In this sense, the analysis of relationships between globalized 
cultures versus local cultures, contributes to a better understanding of these phenomena 
(Featherstone 1998). On this concern, several phenomena configure new social relations and 
everyday life conditions for the urban population, such as: 

• The loss of "frameworks and traditional socialization agents", by changes in the family, 
education, neighborhood and increasing urban segregation.  

• The withdrawal of the welfare policies at the local level, through increased privatization, 
outsourcing and loss of public space. 

• The globalization of consumption, and their differential expression between social classes 
and within the city. 

         Furthermore, there is a complex interrelationship between the main components and 
dimensions that influence social inequalities. On this regard, it may be assumed that the 
profound changes produced during the last two decades in the traditional core "agents of 
socialization" - family, school, neighborhood and employment –, have relevant effects in the 
transformations of norms, values and social behavior; reproducing isolation and segregation 
among different social classes in our cities.  

          On the other hand, the perception and images of social inequality from the population, have 
academic and policy relevance, as they are closely related to public policies and the discussion on 
"development models", that civil society and governments have undertake in many countries in 
South America (cf. Scalon 2004, Reis 2004 and Wortman 2007). From this perspective, the 
following figure, illustrates the complex interplay between social inequalities and urban processes, 
their main dimensions and the role of perceptions from social groups, which feedback urban 
segregation and exclusion.  
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SOCIAL INEQUALITIES AND URBAN SEGREGATION  
 DIMENSIONS AND INTERRELATION 

SOCIAL 
INEQUALITIES

Education, Income, 
Consumption

URBAN

SEGREGATION

SOCIAL 
PERCEPTIONS 

(STIGMAS) 

SOCIAL 

EXCLUSION

	  

                                                                        Figure 1 

            

Within this frame of reference, it should be emphasized that significant trends observed 
since the mid nineties through 2004 in the labor market - increasing unemployment, informality and 
precariousness – have been crucial factors in the emergence of "new forms of poverty and 
impoverishment of the middle class.” It is known that, when these conditions persist for a long time, 
changes in employment - and lack of social security - affect every day lives, stimulating social 
disintegration and urban segregation (Portes et al op. cit). For instance, the "impoverishment of the 
middle class” produced during those years in countries like Argentina and Uruguay, had diverse 
consequences on behavior, families organization, social interaction, insecurity, etc. (Wortman 2007, 
Minujin and Anguita 2004, Veiga 2010 op. cit.). 

           The following research findings presented in this Paper confirm trends that Montevideo 
shares with other Latin American cities – as increasing residential segregation and social 
polarization - as well as some features of the Uruguayan case, according to its peculiar social and 
demographic structure in the region – low inequality and social policies -. For this purpose, a classic 
methodological approach in sociological studies was used: Construction of social indicators from 
main statistical sources. (Census and Household Surveys of the National Institute of Statistics)1. 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	   	   	   	  We are grateful for the data processing and maps elaboration for this research, conducted by our colleague Prof. 
Susana Lamschtein of the Sociology Department and Data Bank of the Faculty of Social Sciences.  
 
 
 
 
 



      “Social Inequalities and Urban Segregation in Montevideo 2001-2013” D. Veiga	  
	  

7	  
	  

 

2) SOCIAL INEQUALITIES IN MONTEVIDEO  

  

2.1 Social inequalities and urban segregation   

 

We assume that urban segregation is not a simple consequence of social inequalities, but is 
the result of social differentiation within the cities. Actually, they are processes that feedback the 
position and identity of a given area, conditioned by the socio-economic structure. Thus, the various 
forms of residential segregation represent the distribution of social classes in the territory. From a 
sociological perspective, socio-spatial segregation may be characterized as a form of social 
differentiation, which expresses the distribution of the social structure in the urban space. 
Furthermore it is understood that determinants of urban segregation stem from three levels, 
corresponding to different organizational domains: the collective level of social interaction, 
the spatial dimension and the level of symbolic and psychological processes that shape 
individual behavior.2 

         On the other hand, residential segregation traditionally refers to the existence of differences 
and social inequalities, within the urban areas and groups according to their specific attributes with a 
tendency to reduced interactions with other groups. Moreover, spatial separation and isolation 
between groups promotes social disintegration, which is considered harmful especially for lower 
classes, inducing a worsening of social problems such as poor school performance, unemployment, 
lack of social protection, insecurity and poverty. 
 
        Within this context, even in societies like Uruguay - with high relative levels of equity in the 
Latin-American context -, social deficits feed the cycle of poverty and urban segregation -. On this 
regard, we recall that increasing poverty levels during the crisis of 2001 and 2003 consolidated 
diverse forms of inequality and vulnerability; which were strongly compensated by public policies 
implemented since 2005 by the Frente Amplio government, that stimulated economic recovery and 
therefore poverty levels significantly decreased 3  
 

On this concern, it is known that Uruguay has a long history of high living standards 
comparable to many developed countries and has made further progress in improving social 
conditions in the last decade. The recession leading to the 2002 crisis had deep consequences on 
social indicators. However, rising employment and labor incomes, as well as the introduction of 
targeted public transfers, kept poverty on a declining trend after 2005 and reduced it to multi-decade 
lows. Income inequality has also declined after 2007, as well as real wage and production increases 
(Table 1) (IMF Uruguay Staff Report 2014).  
 
  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2    A recent and comprehensive research about social inequality and segregation in México, gives an excellent example of 
a quantitative methodological approach about these complex processes (Rubalcava et al 2012). 
  
3   According to recent data,	  while in 2004, there was 40% of poor population; in 2014 this figure has declined to 10%. 
(Inst. National of Statistics INE). Moreover, the Gini index of income concentration decreased: and while in 2004 the 
richest 10% of the population was 19 times the poorest 10%, in 2012 this indicator has decreased by 13 times, and 
continues decreasing through 2014. 
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Moreover, the following Table 2 illustrates the evolution of social stratification in the period 
2001-2013, as a strategic dimension for the analysis of social and urban inequalities. The data are 
eloquent and indicate the important changes experienced by the different social strata in these 
years. As mentioned before, while there was an increasing poverty tendency during the first part of 
the decade, there was a subsequent reversal of this trend since 2005, which continues through 
2013 with economic growth and decreasing Gini Index. Secondly, Table 3 and Maps 1,2 enable to 
appreciate the characteristics and evolution of the main great socio-economic areas in Montevideo 
and reflect the changing distribution of social classes in the main urban areas 4. 

          

 

 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	   	   	   In	   this Paper we do not address the complex discussion of sociological literature on social classes and stratification. 
Therefore for operational and analytical purposes, it was elaborated an index of social stratification, as a "proxy variable" 
of social class, which is illustrated in the tables, figures and maps. 
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 Table 2               

               SOCIAL STRATIFICATION IN MONTEVIDEO 

         Evolution 2001 - 2013 (% Population) 
 

 
 
    Socioeconomic 
            Strata 
      

 
2001 

 
2004 

 
2013 

 
 

 
Low 16.1 19.4 12.1 

 
 

Middle low 23.5 25.1 20.0 
 

 
Middle 39.7 37.9 39.3 

 
 

Middle high 16.7 15.2 23.9 
 

 
High 4.0 2.3 4.7 

 
 

Total % 
 

100 
 

100 
 

100 

               
  * Source: Stratification Index that combines income, education and consumption levels.   

                Sociology Department Data Bank FCS UDELAR, based on Household Surveys      
 INE Instituto Nacional de Estadística. 
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    Table 3                           

      SOCIAL STRATIFICATION IN MONTEVIDEO 
                                

Evolution 2004 - 2013 by Great Areas (% Population) 
 
 

 
Socioeconomic          

Strata 
 

 
North 
West 

 
North 
West 

 
Center 

 

 
Center 

 
East 

Coast 

 
East 

Coast 

 
 
 

2004 2013 2004 2013 2004  2013 

Low 
 
 

32.6 20.6 

 

10 3.3 

 

4.6 1.5 

 

Middle low 
 
 

38.0 32.6 

 

19.9 9.5 

 

11.2 3.4 

 

Middle 
 
 

26.6 40.8 

 

50.7 43.9 

 

24.4 27.7 

 

Middle high 
 
 

2.8 5.8 

 

17.7 38.2 

 

22.9 50.8 

 

High .0       0.2 

 

4.6 5.1 

 

36.9 16.6 

 

 
* Source: Stratification Index that combines income, education and consumption levels.   
                Sociology Department Data Bank FCS UDELAR, based on Household Surveys    
  INE Instituto Nacional de Estadística. 
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            MAPS 1, 2  % POPULATION IN LOW, MEDIUM AND HIGH STRATUM 2013                        
             North West, Suburban Periphery, Center and East Coast 
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On the other hand - while unemployment has fallen since 2005 and continued falling through 
2014 to its lowest level in many decades -; some indicators of labor market (Table 4) illustrate the 
unemployment rates of the EAP (Economic Active Population), showing the high data of women 
and particularly young unemployment in the North West and peripheral areas. 

Furthermore, Table 5 shows the evolution of educational levels of the economic population in 
the period 2001-2013, according to the main urban areas.5 While global figures reflect the 
expansion and improvement of education in these last years, particularly at the tertiary level, still 
prevail educational inequalities particularly in sectors of the lower and lower middle class residents. 
This has direct relation to the prevailing socioeconomic status in their respective areas and 
neighborhoods, as illustrated.  

 In brief, these indicators reflect the inequalities among the main areas of the city and the 
limited social capital of residents in many neighborhoods, which in turn suggest the socio-economic 
barriers that face segregated population.  

   Table  4 

  UNEMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION LEVELS 

          by Great Areas Montevideo 2013(%) 

AREAS / 
Social Indicators 

 
 

North 
West 

Suburb. 
Periphery 

Center East Coast 

Unemployment 
14-25 years 

 
16.0 14.9 12.2 10.6 

Unemployment 
Women 

 
10.8 9.3 6.0 4.9 

% Primary Education 
EAP 

 
25.3 21.3 6.5 3.1 

% Secondary Education 
EAP 

 
63.9 64.7 46.3 35.1 

% Terciary Education 
EAP 

 
10.8 14.0 47.2 61.8 

 
* Source: Sociology Dept. and Data Bank FCS UDELAR, based on Household Surveys INE. 

 
 
 

  
                 
           

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	   	   	   	  One of the outstanding achievements in education, concerning policies implemented by the Uruguayan government 
after 2005, - oriented to reinforce equity in education and technology -, was the “Plan Ceibal” based on the Program One 
laptop per child (Nicholas Negroponte MIT, USA). According to recent statistics, more than 90 % of primary public school 
children during the years 2008/2013 have been provided with a laptop, and it is presently expanding the Program to 
secondary schools. 
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Table 5    

 
           EDUCATIONAL LEVELS ECONOMIC ACTIVE POP. (% EAP) 

        Evolution by Great Areas Montevideo 2001- 2013 
 

Year 
 
 

AREAS /  
 
 Educational 
     Levels 
 

North 
West 

Suburb. 
Periphery 

Center East Coast  

2001  Primary  
 

33,1 36,4 15,2 8,9 
 

     2013 
 

         “ 25.3 21.3 6.5 3.1 

2001 
 

Secondary  
 

56,9 56,9 54,3 43,9 

2013          “   
   

63.9 64.7 46.3 35.1 

2001 
 

   Terciary 10,0 6,7 30,5 47,2 

     2013 
 

         “      
 

10.8 14.0 47.2 61.8 

        
    * Source: Sociology Dept. and Data Bank FCS UDELAR, based on Household Surveys INE.  

 

 

2.2 Social stratification in the urban areas 

It was previously presented a set of social indicators that illustrate the socio-economic 
inequalities within Montevideo, as well as some basic patterns of social stratification evolution were 
evaluated, in order to appreciate the social class’s distribution in the period 2001-2013. The results 
confirm the existence of significant differences in the social and spatial structure of Montevideo 
(distribution, weight and evolution of social strata in the main areas of the city). It should be 
emphasized as a singular phenomenon, the “fragmentation of the middle class”’, regarding the 
differentiation of the middle strata in different areas of the city, that enables to characterize 
Montevideo as a society of "middle classes", considering they represent between 50 and 60 % of 
the total population, depending on the operational definition used.  

As mentioned before, although during the crisis years of 2001-2003, poverty strongly 
increased and the lower classes migrate to the periphery of the city; on the other hand middle-class 
sectors have spread to most urban areas, indicating the economic and social fragmentation that 
these important sectors of the Uruguayan society have been and are still exposed. Behaviors, 
lifestyles and values of these population sectors are changing profoundly, and considering their 
influence in our societies they must be subject of further research and analysis.6 

        

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6   Among some comprehensive studies on social classes in Latin America, it may be highlighted the research of A. Portes 
and K. Hoffman (2003), R. Franco et al. (2011) and Ruth Sautu (2012).    
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On this concern, and in accordance with Uruguayan trends, the analysis of Rolando Franco 
(et al 2011) for Latin – American countries, shows the growth and changes that middle classes are 
having in many cases, as well as their characteristics associated to new consumption patterns and 
the redefinition of its role in society. Moreover, Nora Lustig (2012) indicated that about 36% of the 
middle classes growth is due to redistribution and welfare policies implemented during the last years 
in our countries. Despite the obvious differences, this is clear in Uruguay – as in Brazil -, where 
social policies and the resulting mobility for sectors of the lower classes, have enabled large 
contingents of people to become of middle class, during the last eight years. 

Likewise, the following maps illustrate another indicator of urban segregation – the 
distribution of resident’s occupational categories (occupational groups of high and low categories) -. 
These confirm the socio-economic fragmentation in the urban space and the dispersion of main 
socioeconomic groups.7 

Additionally, we introduce – as another relevant social indicator of segregation -, the 
consumption levels of the urban population, confirming their significant increase during the last nine 
years. As it was mentioned, improvement in socioeconomic conditions of Uruguay, - illustrate the 
progress in living standards in Montevideo (Table 6). On the other hand, consumption changes 
indirectly reflect population lifestyles and complement the socioeconomic trends, related to 
stratification patterns, social mobility and economic recovery during the last years.    

  

        Table 6     EVOLUTION OF CONSUMPTION LEVELS IN MONTEVIDEO*  
 (% Households) 1998- 2013 

 
Levels of 

Consumption 
 

 
1998 

 

 
2004 

 
2013 

 
Low 

 
2,1 

 

 
2,2 

 
1.1 

 
Middle low 

 
45,5 

 

 
38,5 

 
15.4 

 
Middle 

 
27,2 

 

 
11,3 

 
15.0 

 
Middle high 

 
21,7 

 

 
41,7 

 
62.6 

 
High 

 
3,6 

 

 
6,2 

 
5.9 

 
Total 

 
100 

 
100 

 
100 

     * Source: Consumption Index levels that combines electro domestic items. 
     Sociology Dept. and Data Bank FCS UDELAR, based on Household Surveys INE 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  	  	  A study on segregation in Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro and Paris, using socio occupational categories in disaggregated 
areas of these cities, provides an interesting analysis of urban segregation (Preteceille and Cardoso 2008). 
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Lastly, as J. Leal argues regarding housing and urban segregation in European cities, 
segregation is a process that reflects social change, and which distances away social groups (Leal 
2007). On this concern, we emphasize that in the case of Montevideo, the various forms of 
residential and socioeconomic segregation are manifestations of social exclusion in the 
territory. Moreover, it is interesting to remind in relation to the growing urban fragmentation - 
that isolation and segregation in our cities -, it is generally more acute in the upper classes 
than among the poor (Preteceille 2007). This has profound implications on the living 
conditions of different population strata, as well as in social capital and interaction, 
privatization of the urban space, etc. For instance, the growing problems of isolation, 
intolerance, violence, etc., which occur among different social classes and areas within 
Montevideo, constitute crucial examples of urban segregation.  

To that extent, there are different levels of discrimination among the urban population, 
according to a previous study by the Municipality of Montevideo (Program URBAL 2007). On this 
regard, this survey indicates that social intolerance is significantly higher among upper classes and 
upper middle residents in neighborhoods of the East Coast, compared to other social strata in the 
city. In addition, the referred Study of URBAL also analyzed the perception of residents in different 
areas, according to their socioeconomic level.  

This study confirmed "material and symbolic boundaries", in Montevideo where individuals 
from different social classes, have difficult access to other areas of urban life. These complex issues 
are undoubtedly hard to measure empirically, but ultimately some "proxy variables", help to 
understand some of these problems. (See maps with patterns of social stratification in different 
areas of Montevideo).  

It is known that after 2005, the Uruguayan government implemented a series of public 
policies of "Emergency Plans" (food, health, education and citizen income) for the poorest sectors, 
as well as wage increases and jobs generation, which alleviated the difficulties and basic needs of 
important sectors of the population. However, beyond the economic and social policies adopted, the 
effects of the crisis coupled with the structural problems and changes in the labor market, induced 
and consolidated patterns of distribution of the social classes in urban areas. 

Likewise, other significant processes to remark concern some patterns of gentrification 
produced in the Central area of Montevideo, arisen from the migration of middle high and high strata 
population during the last decade. This well-known process in developed societies and in other 
Latin American cities, implied significant changes in the social and spatial structure of Montevideo8 
(Preteceille 2009, Herzer et. al. 2008).  

Traditional gentrification usually involves residential displacement within existing housing 
stocks, while broadly defined gentrification includes housing redevelopment and mixed-use 
consumption patterns accompanying it. Studies on gentrification have mainly focused on localized 
processes, nevertheless, it has been suggested that analysis of gentrification should go beyond the 
local context, dealing with wider issues of urban change, such as the impacts of globalization and 
changes in the urban space (Marcuse and van Kempen op. cit). 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8    To a certain degree, in the case of Montevideo, the gentrification process induces more homogeneity in the urban 
society, whereas upper middle class sectors migrate to the Central areas and mix with other social classes. (E. Preteceille 
2007 op. cit.). 
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On this concern, in the context of post-Fordism and globalization, gentrification has become 
even a characteristic of the emerging “global cities” (Sassen 1991). Moreover, as cities experience 
socioeconomic, political, and geographical transformations since the late 1970s, linked to processes 
of economic restructuring and urban changes; a broader definition of gentrification reflects capital 
accumulation and reorganization of the labor market in cities (Smith 2005). On the other hand, the 
process of gentrification involve a variety of players, including builders, City Council, real estate 
agents and tenants, with an important role of public policies (municipal and Central government) 
and local state dynamics influencing the gentrifying process, modulating the market and intervening 
in economic activities; as occurred in Montevideo during the last fifteen years. 

Originally, Smith (1979) had argued that the process of gentrification is initiated not by 
consumer preferences, but by forms of collective social action at the neighborhood level. Likewise, 
the State, initiated most of the early schemes of gentrification, and although it plays a lesser role 
today, is still important. On this regard, besides the demands for inner city housing from the middle 
class, market opportunities in central area neighborhoods and public polices, are also essential to 
induce gentrification. The academic discussion and the sociological implications about urban 
policies are complex and multidimensional and there are interesting contributions about these 
phenomena and process (Debate on gentrification IJURR 2008). 

The case of Montevideo corresponds to this frame of reference and elements, in regard to 
the implementation of public policies (municipal) jointly with private interests for urban renewal and 
socioeconomic improvement in the Central areas of the city; that were promoted during the last ten 
years. To that extent, population dynamics and growth in these neighborhoods indicate some 
patterns of gentrification. On this concern, data from previous Table 3 and Maps 1-2, illustrate the 
increase and the population displacements of middle high and high strata population towards the 
Central areas. 

In synthesis, according to previous data and trends, there has been an increase in 
social inequality between the two extremes of the urban population, but in a non-dual and 
fragmented way, with an expansion of society and a growth of middle classes in the outlying 
areas of the city. On this regard, it is necessary to remark that middle-high and upper class 
sectors consolidated in the East coast, reaching 67% of the population in these 
neighborhoods in 2013, with a significant increase in the period 2004-2013. In brief - beyond 
the global impoverishment of the population produced during the first years of this century -, later on 
there was a significant increase of the middle classes and particularly of the middle high class in 
different areas of Montevideo.  

In the next section, complementing the former analysis of data, we illustrate the perception 
about social inequalities within the city, arisen from the local actors. Both perspectives provide 
different and reliable approaches concerning socioeconomic changes in the urban areas and in our 
societies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



      “Social Inequalities and Urban Segregation in Montevideo 2001-2013” D. Veiga	  
	  

18	  
	  

 

 

3)  PERCEPTIONS ABOUT SOCIAL INEQUALITIES AND URBAN LIFESTYLES 

 

In addition to previous social indicators and trends, we analyzed the images and public 
perceptions about social inequalities and urban lifestyles in Montevideo. On this context, arise 
different and complex perspectives about several problems mentioned before, which illustrate socio-
territorial inequalities and segregation. Similarly, the research findings complement the quantitative 
data and indicators and help to configure the urban scenario reflecting social processes and 
changes in the city (Veiga and Rivoir op.cit.).9  

Furthermore, the complex interrelationship among the variables intervening in social 
perceptions about changes in the city, may be illustrated with the following quotation from R. 
Sampson (2009), - within a similar frame of reference and perspective, to our study in Montevideo -, 
representing the diverse dimensions that influence public perceptions about social structure. "The 
perceptions of social issues reflect a fundamental dimension of social inequality in the 
neighborhoods, these perceptions of social problems are formed from the socio-cultural conditions, 
making representations and images that reinforce stigma and influence the future trajectory of 
neighborhoods". 

On this regard, local informants in Montevideo acknowledged that during the crisis of 2001-
2003, a large proportion of its population (40% of poor population), suffered problems in housing 
conditions, health and education, together with the subjective feelings and beliefs of - hopelessness, 
violence, insecurity, and lack of enthusiasm with future perspectives -. It is known that these 
phenomena led to the fragmentation of the society and urban areas, and it is expressed as a 
fracture of existing social ties and a breakdown of symbolic and real nature and the sense of 
insecurity. 

Moreover, and concerning the public perceptions throughout these last years, the mentioned 
social inequalities match the dynamics of metropolitan areas in other Latin-American countries (de 
Mattos op.cit.), such as new forms of exclusion and marginalization caused by structural dynamics. 
In this context, the assertions illustrated in the following Table 7 reflect the main issues, 
representations and images of population living in different areas of Montevideo.  

Also during the first years of the decade, several problems highlighted reveal diverse socio-
economic changes, internal population migration and situation of the lower and middle classes that 
created or aggravated urban problems and saturated the existing social services. Here, it also 
should be pointed out that during the last twenty years, there has been a growth of precarious 
settlements – and also during the last decade of gated communities -, which have contributed to 
residential segregation and social polarization. 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9  The field qualitative survey corresponds to interviews with qualified informants - by their institutional affiliation 
(government and civil society), and expert knowledge of their area -; who provided relevant information (though not 
statistically representative), and enable to visualize the representations and social perceptions of the public opinion. 
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In brief, the public perceptions arisen from our field survey in Montevideo, illustrate 
the major changes produced during the last fifteen years in lifestyles, which involved 
structural changes in our cities and society. On this regard, it should be remarked that the 
socio-economic trends identified previously, have generated long-term effects on family 
values, behavior, norms, education, etc. On the other hand, social perceptions about 
changes in lifestyles, culture and consumption, are also related to structural transformations 
previously mentioned such as economic recovery, social mobility, family arrangements and 
diverse life strategies; which in turn are closely associated with urban segregation patterns. 
10  

 Table 7 

  PUBLIC PERCEPTION ABOUT SOCIAL INEQUALITIES,   
  CULTURAL CHANGES AND LIFESTYLES 

New family patterns. 

Decreasing social interaction. 

 Changing cultural values and consumption patterns. 

                                            Increased consumerism. 

                             New technologies become central elements. 

Increasing insecurity, prejudice and violence. 

Emergence of new middle-class sectors 

  Source: Field Survey (Veiga et al 2010, 2012).  

 

Additionally, other Case Studies undertaken in Uruguay indicate that many people tend to 
perceive these changes, as loss of values reflecting the complex interaction between socio-
economic transformations and cultural patterns (Veiga et al 2012 and 2013). In brief, changes in 
education levels, individualism, new consumption patterns and inequalities, are identified as 
relevant elements arisen during these last years.  

On this concern as previously referred, the Uruguayan and Montevideo middle class has 
long been a distinctive component of the nation and it has been a benchmark in socio-cultural and 
political terms. Thus, based on the country socioeconomic structure and heritage of ‘’Welfare State’’; 
the middle class is a symbolic reference and great part of the population "feels as belonging to 
middle class." Lastly, the perceptions of local actors in Montevideo, exemplify the process of social 
heterogeneity in their material and symbolic dimensions, and in most cases are consistent with the 
statistical indicators shown before.  

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10	   	   	   	  On this regard, it is interesting to refer an ethnographic study of Buenos Aires which illustrates the diverse images 
about the “real and the imaginary city”, arisen from different classes and social groups perspectives during the years of 
crisis (Sarlo 2009). 
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4) CONCLUDING NOTES   

 

The previous findings and analysis, arisen from the trends of statistical data, social 
indicators and qualitative perceptions of local actors related to urban changes, contribute to 
the better knowledge and interpretation of social process and urban inequalities. Undoubtly 
both perspectives are needed to configure a map of the city - socially and geographically 
segregated. On this regard, it should be emphasized - that in contrast to other Latin-
American cities -, in Montevideo the patterns and components of urban segregation are 
mainly explained by social class, education and income levels. 

Social indicators show that Montevideo is socially heterogeneous and complex, with specific 
characteristics and dynamics. In this context, we argued that while one of the central assumptions 
about the "global cities", stated that industrial transformations and expansion of services, lead to a 
dual social structure in levels of employment and income of the population; research conducted in 
different countries, contrast this bipolarization trend, showing an increase in social inequality 
between the two extremes of the urban population, but in a fragmented social structure, with a raise 
of the middle classes in outlying areas. In the light of the case of Montevideo, these hypotheses are 
confirmed.  

Besides, the analysis of similar cities in Brazil (Porto Alegre) and Argentina (Cordoba), 
confirm these tendencies, whereas poverty manifests in the urban space with upper classes and 
strata occupying areas of low social mixture; while middle classes are scattered throughout the city 
(Koch and Valdes 2008). These findings reflect the influence of processes such as economic 
restructuring and changes in employment, the new composition of household and families, 
cultural diversification and consumption patterns, which induce significant changes in social 
stratification, particularly among the middle classes. On this concern, it may be 
acknowledged that social changes and lifestyles prevailing in modern cities, promote 
diverse forms of exclusion and urban segregation (Mingione 2009, Preteceille 2009).  

It also should be pointed out, that previous research on social segregation and spatial effects 
of inequalities and globalization in Latin America cities (Buenos Aires, Porto Alegre, Cordoba, Rio 
de Janeiro and São Paulo) and in Europe (Madrid, Barcelona and Paris), confirm these trends (Leal 
and Veiga 2008 op.cit). In this sense it is clear that in these cities of Latin America and 
Europe, there has been a process of sharp population segregation, but with different 
dynamics. Most of these referred studies tend to support the thesis that changes do not 
have a dual nature, finding a simultaneous distancing of social classes at the extremes of 
their societies, but with an increase in socio-spatial inequalities, determined by a growth in 
the size and resources of upper and middle classes, which enlarge their distance with the 
rest, and increase the patterns of residential change, with distinct strategies depending on 
the cities. 

In summary, we have assumed that urban segregation is not a simple consequence of 
social inequalities, but is the result of social differentiation within the cities. Actually they are 
processes that feedback, the location and identity of a given area, conditioned by its socio-
economic structure. Thus, the various forms of residential and educational segregation 
represent manifestations of the distribution of classes and social exclusion in the territory.      
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Furthermore, from a sociological perspective, socio spatial segregation may be 
characterized as a form of social diversity, which expresses the distribution of the social 
structure in the urban space. Also, it is understood that determinants of urban segregation 
stem from three levels, corresponding to different organizational domains: the collective 
level of social interaction, the spatial level and the dimension of symbolic and psychological 
processes that shape individual behavior. 

In conclusion and according to the trends previously seen, regarding social inequalities and 
urban segregation, some themes require further research towards the definition of an agenda of 
social intervention that contributes to improve quality of life and urban management with more 
equity and social integration (CLACSO 2009, Cuervo 2010). Among these issues, it is necessary to 
develop more research about: a) Factors that strengthen social inequality, b) Process of social 
disintegration, c) Perception of the elites and middle classes about inequality. Undoubtly, the 
implications of these issues are many and complex, considering the definition and implementation 
of adequate policies for the population of our fragmented cities. 
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