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ABSTRACT

The article analyzed the process of urban renewal in the Historic Center of Mexico City (CHCM) since the
beginning of the 21st century, highlighting its link with neoliberal policies and its impact on the transformation
of urban space. It explained that the renovation was based on heritage rescue as a development strategy,
combining public and private investment to rehabilitate buildings and public spaces for tourism and
commercial purposes. It was argued that urban renewal framed within the neoliberal model has favored
the commodification of space, turning cultural heritage into an economic resource. The implementation of
these policies responded to a model of governance in which local governments, companies and international
organizations directed the intervention strategies. This phenomenon intensified urban inequality, favoring
areas of high economic profitability while marginalizing other areas without commercial potential. The
article highlighted the role of culture in urban renewal, as cities with a heritage legacy used their cultural
resources to attract investment and tourism. In the case of the CHCM, heritage conservation was guided by
commercial interests, establishing regulations on access and use that restricted the enjoyment of the space
to certain social sectors. Finally, it was concluded that culture-based urban renewal requires a theoretical
approach that articulates the materiality of space with the ideologies that underpin its transformation.
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RESUMEN

El articulo analizd el proceso de renovacion urbana en el Centro Historico de la Ciudad de México (CHCM)
desde principios del siglo XXI, destacando su vinculo con las politicas neoliberales y su impacto en la
transformacion del espacio urbano. Se explico que la renovacion se fundamento en el rescate patrimonial
como estrategia de desarrollo, combinando la inversion publica y privada para rehabilitar edificios y espacios
publicos con fines turisticos y comerciales. Se argumenté que la renovacion urbana enmarcada en el modelo
neoliberal ha favorecido la mercantilizacion del espacio, convirtiendo el patrimonio cultural en un recurso
economico. La implementacion de estas politicas respondio a un modelo de gobernanza en el que los
gobiernos locales, empresas y organizaciones internacionales dirigieron las estrategias de intervencion. Este
fendmeno intensificd la desigualdad urbana, favoreciendo zonas de alta rentabilidad econémica mientras
marginaba otras areas sin potencial comercial. El articulo destacd el papel de la cultura en la renovacion
urbana, ya que ciudades con legado patrimonial utilizaron sus recursos culturales para atraer inversion y
turismo. En el caso del CHCM, la conservacion del patrimonio estuvo orientada por intereses comerciales,
estableciendo regulaciones de acceso y uso que restringieron el disfrute del espacio a ciertos sectores
sociales. Finalmente, se concluyo que la renovacion urbana basada en la cultura requiere un enfoque teorico
que articule la materialidad del espacio con las ideologias que sustentan su transformacion.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of this century, urban renewal based on heritage actions has inaugurated a new stage
of transformation of the Historic Center of Mexico City (CHCM). Based on the history, architectural legacy,
political importance, and cultural significance of the area, the urban renewal policy was proposed regarding
the heritage rescue of the historic center for the enjoyment of the citizens (Delgadillo Polanco, 2008). This
renovation has continued over time under successive administrations that flew the flag against the neoliberal
economic model but implemented an urban project born of that paradigm (Delgadillo Polanco, 2012).

DEVELOPMENT
Urban renewal and Neoliberalism

The neoliberal facet of capitalism has produced an urban space that responds to its economic dynamics,
mercantile vision of cities, and reorganization of society (Peck et al., 2013). Renewal programs are one of
the central planning policies thatthatiincorporatecorporateo this paradigm. Material interventions such as the
beautification of areas in decline, the construction of new infrand astructure, and the productive reconversion
of areas, among others, have been accompanied by a reconceptualization of the urban (Jessop, 2002, p. 452).

The adoption of the neoliberal model took place in an international context of economic crisis and the
search for new mechanisms to increase the rate of capital accumulation (Smith, 1982, p. 152). The 1970s were
marked by a gradual process of industrial restructuring in the developed world, altering the productive vocation
of large cities (Hernandez, 2010, p. 2). This process was identified as the leading cause of urban problems such
as mass unemployment, fiscal crisis, the physical degradation of entire areas of cities, the increase in poverty
and violence, as well as a catalyst for the rise of the ideology that appealed to the primacy of the market and
privatization as a means of resolving the crisis (Harvey, 1989, p. 5).

Implementing NeoliberalismNeoliberalismNeoliberalism in cities meant the conquest of space by capital,
while the urban was subjected to the logic of valorization (Moraes et al., 2009). Development came to be
managed from a mercantile conception, manifested in the private management of essential services, the
handing over of the real estate sector to capital, and greater freedom of action in the labor and consumer
markets (Martinez Toro, 2015; Brites 2017). In spatial terms, the city became the scene of the contradiction
between searching for private profit and satisfying collective needs (Gough, 2002).

A key aspect of NeoliberalismNeoliberalismNeoliberalism in cities is the change in the state’s role, which
went from being an administrator of economic policy to being an entrepreneurial agent (Jessop, 1997; Harvey
1989). This occurred through a public-private alliance as a mechanism for investment and planning of the
urban economy in a global context of competition between cities (Diaz Orueta & Lourés Seoane 2013, p. 8).
The State ceded control over political sovereignty in collusion with supranational agents, whose dictates are
designed according to cultural guidelines that mask a hegemonic project under discourses of democratization
and participation of civil society (Jessop, 2002, pp. 454-455). This scheme has been defined as “governance,”
a network of institutional actors that materially intervene in space and the production of meanings through
policies and actions oriented by commercial needs (Panesso and Martinez Hincapié, 2023, p. 81).

The primacy of the market in urban space and governance combine to make cities places where a dynamic
of rent, that is, private control over productive aspects, prevails (Harvey 2007, 418 ff.). Territorially, rent
is expressed as the capitalization of specific areas in urban space, which necessarily implies the opposite
phenomenon: areas with no significant economic potential that are marginalized. This contradiction,
characteristic of the capitalist mode of production, has been defined as uneven geographical development
(Smith, 2008, p. 7). Neoliberalism sharpens and increases inequality, making it a structural feature of urban
morphology, as the link between social reproduction and capital becomes fundamental (Smith, 2002, p. 435).

One of the main changes occurred in the adoption of a policy of “entrepreneurship,” understood as a
series of actions with which governments sought to attract the investments they were losing as a result of
deindustrialization in the context of new models of accumulation focused on the financial sector (Harvey, 1989,
p. 7). The systematic implementation of these measures reorganized urban space at an international level,
placing it at the service of the business class through commercial strategies aimed at achieving competitiveness
(Diaz Orueta & Lourés Seoane 2013, p. 9).

The predominant actors in neoliberal urban renewal have been a mixture of national and local governments,
multinational companies, international organizations, and civil associations, and others (Theodore & Peck
2012). Together, they draw up the general guidelines for the renovation projects, their justification in virtue of
the deterioration that cities are undergoing, they organize the ideological discourses that support it, and they
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finance the material interventions on urban space (Lungo, 2005). Governance, a characteristic of the neoliberal
model, has urban renewal as one of its most effective strategies for transforming cities and renewing them
(Hernandez, 2014).

In the context of renewal, cities are selectively intervened about various specific criteria, whether it be
heritage conservation (Dumitrescu, 2014), the rescue of declining historic areas (Gunay & Dokmeci 2012), or
the creation of development poles for innovative industries (Belussi & Sedita 2013), among others. In market
terms, what is done is to produce a product based on the place; the space is commodified (Buser et al., 2013).

Culture-based urban renewal

Culture is one of the main axes along which urban renewal has been implemented in cities, as it has been
used as a central part of their economic development (Miles & Paddison 2005, p. 833). Cities with a heritage
legacy, a long history, architectural heritage, or innovation in the creative industries convert their symbolic
value into economic value, and culture allows them to do so (Rutten, 2006, p. 1).

Thus, the cultural value of subjects, objects, and events is converted into economic value (Rutten, 2006,
p. 1). Culture-based urban renewal aims to identify and exploit the cultural resources available in the space,
not only in urban but also in rural areas (Yory, 2019). The commercialization of these attributes involves the
construction of new meanings for the sites; it is the creation of a product based on the place and its commercial
potential (Davidson & Lees 2010, p. 396). Heritage is assigned a commercial value based on the characteristics
that make it unique and special, even if it is just one more cultural goods available on the market (Jameson,
1999, p. 4). Culture, as the expression of a dynamic that constitutes social meanings, is replaced by reifying
cultural content into tourist values (Petri¢ & Mikuli¢ 2009) (Rojo Quintero et al., 2018, p. 5).

Heritage-based urban renewal in the Historic Center of Mexico City

Urban renewal began in Mexico City in the early 2000s and has focused on heritage conservation, i.e., the
rehabilitation of public spaces, the improvement of urban infrastructure, the promotion of cultural discourses
on designated objects, and the organization of a series of sites and activities that facilitate the consumption of
this culture (Zarlenga, 2022, p. 8). The CHCM concentrated most of the heritage actions, although other areas
of the Mexican capital underwent different facets of urban renewal, such as Santa Fe, Polanco, and the Roma-
Condesa corridor (Moreno Carranco, 2008; Giglia 2013).

The implementation, design, and financing of the policy of patrimonialization of the city center was carried
out by both the federal and local governments, as well as by business people and representatives of civil
society (Ramirez Kuri, 2015, p. 17). The investment required to fund the renovation program exceeded the
government’s financial capabilities, so it turned to the private sector, a fact that, in practical terms, meant
submitting patrimonialization to private interests (Nemeth-Chapa & Del Zetina-Rodriguez 2017, p. 6). The
public-private partnership determined that the patrimonialization would be a valorization of the cultural
heritage of the area, to commercialize it and place Mexico City on the international stage as a city with an
important cultural heritage to offer (Moctezuma Mendoza, 2021, pp. 58-59). The State conserved the heritage
but commercialized by the private sector (Garcia Canclini, 1990, p. 86).

The CHCM rescue project was presented as a comprehensive intervention in the area. However, in practice,
the actions were taken on specific sites and buildings, as well as to recover public spaces, squares, and streets
with more significant economic potential (Paquette Vassalli, 2020, p. 48). This piecemeal implementation is
because the primary motivation for conservation has been commercial, which conditions the creation of tourist
corridors or bubbles in the space since not all places are susceptible to being valued (Rojo Quintero et al.,
2018, p. 23).

The distinctive feature of the heritage designation of the CHCM has been the implementation of guidelines
and rules for access to and use of the rescued sites, the aim of which is to preserve them from the disorder
and chaos of the hustle and bustle of the historic center (Giglia, 2013, p. 28). This approach has meant that
the patrimonialization of the area distances users from enjoying its cultural heritage, as it responds more
to the dispositions of the elites than to popular expressions (Suarez Pareyon, 2004, p. 91). One particularly
contentious issue has been the reorganization of street trading in the area, the subject of disputes and conflicts
over heritage provisions and the commercial use that the lower classes make of public space (Silva Londofo,
2010, p. 196). In short, the intellectual elites plan the historical heritage as a set of monuments that are
abstracted from the context in which they are located and protected from the hustle and bustle of the people
(Ortega Garcia, 2018, p. 72).

The CHCM is rich in places that convey Mexican history and culture, from the pre-Hispanic ruins of the
Templo Mayor to the Metropolitan Cathedral, the National Palace, and many other sites (De Alba, 2006, p.
665). The institutional recognition of this heritage took the form of the designation of the city’s central area
as a “historic monuments zone” in the 1980s. At that point, it acquired the nickname of the Historical Center
(Monnet, 1995, pp. 13-14). In the context of heritage policy, the CHCM urban renewal project intervened in
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this cultural legacy to enhance it, certify it before international institutions, and give it a commercial halo for
the benefit of tourism visiting the.

CONCLUSIONS

This exhibition analyzes the particular issue of the CHCM’s urban renewal, whose effect on changing the
parameters of understanding and thinking about the area still requires a theoretical approach that links it to
the process of implementing the neoliberal model as globalization of the capitalist mode of production and its
application in concrete reality: Mexico City.

The systematic development of the theory of representations of space is an incipient effort that still requires
elaborating a study methodology that appropriately articulates the theoretical with the empirical to avoid
excessive speculation or the description of the obvious.

The theoretical proposal of representations in urban renewal based on culture is a research axis rich in
content because it combines material intervention in space and the images, discourses, conceptions, and
ideologies that culture as an object of action arouses in cities.

BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES
1. Belussi, Fiorenza; Sedita, Silvia (eds.) (2013): Managing situated creativity in cultural industries: Routledge.

2. Brites, Walter Fernando (2017): La ciudad en la encrucijada neoliberal. Urbanismo mercado-céntrico y
desigualdad socio-espacial en América Latina. En: Urbe. Revista Brasileira de Gestao Urbana (9), pag. 573-586.

3. Buser, Michael; Bonura, Carlo; Fannin, Maria; Boyer, Kate (2013): Cultural activism and the politics of
place-making. En: City: analysis of urban trends, culture, theory, policy, action 17 (5), pag. 606-627. Disponible
en linea en DOI: 10.1080/13604813.2013.827840.

4. Davidson, Mark; Lees, Loretta (2010): New-Build Gentrification. Its Histories, Trajectories, and Critical
Geographies. En: Population, Space and Place (16), pag. 395-411. Disponible en linea en DOI: 10.1002/psp.584.

5. De Alba, Martha (2006): Experiencia urbana e imagenes colectivas de la Ciudad de México. En: Estudios
demograficos y urbanos 21 (3), pag. 663-700.

6. Delgadillo Polanco, Victor Manuel (2008): Repoblamiento y recuperacion del Centro Historico de la ciudad
de México, una accion publica hibrida, 2001-2006. En: Sociedad y Territorio VIII (28), pag. 817-845.

7. Delgadillo Polanco, Victor Manuel (2012): El derecho a la ciudad en la Ciudad de México. ;Una retorica
progresista para una gestion urbana neoliberal? En: Andamios. Revista de Investigacion Social 9 (18), pag.
117-139.

8. Diaz Orueta, Fernando; Lourés Sgoane, M? Luisa (2013): Neoliberalismo, politicas urbanasy reconfiguracion
socio-espacial. En: QUID - Revista del Area de Estudios Urbanos 16 (3), pag. 7-16. Disponible en linea en https://
publicaciones.sociales.uba.ar/index.php/quid16/article/view/1128/

9. Dumitrescu, Cristian (2014): Culture, sustainable urban development and urban regeneration. En:
Economica 66.6 (2014): 23-38. 66 (6), pag. 23-38.

10. Garcia Canclini, Néstor (1990): Culturas hibridas. Estrategias para entrar y salir de la modernidad.
México D.F.: Grijalbo; Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes (Los Noventa, 50).

11. Giglia, Angela (2013): Entre el bien comdn y la ciudad insular. la renovacion urbana en la Ciudad de
México. En: Alteridades 23 (46), pag. 27-38.

12. Gough, Jamie (2002): Neoliberalism and socialisation in the contemporary city. opposites, complements
and instabilities. En: Antipode 34 (3), 405-426.

13. Gunay, Zeynep; Dokmeci, Vedia (2012): Culture-led regeneration of Istanbul waterfront. Golden horn
cultural valley project. En: Cities 29 (4), pag. 213-222.

14. Harvey, David (1989): From Managerialism to Entrepreneurialism. The Transformation in Urban Governance
in Late Capitalism. En: Geografiska Annaler. Series B, Human

https://doi.org/10.62486/gen202584 ISSN: 3046-4137


https://publicaciones.sociales.uba.ar/index.php/quid16/article/view/1128/
https://publicaciones.sociales.uba.ar/index.php/quid16/article/view/1128/

5 Magana Gabriel R

15. Geography. The Roots of Geographical Change: 1973 to the Present 71 (1), pag. 3-17. Disponible en linea
en http://www.jstor.org/stable/490503.

16. Harvey, David (2007): Espacios del capital. Hacia una geografia critica. Madrid: Akal.

17. Hernandez, Fernando (2010): Teorizar el concepto y conceptualizar la teoria. la renovacion urbana. La
ciudad objeto complejo, 2010.

18. Hernandez, Fernando (2014): Abordaje teorico de la renovacion urbana como proceso de transformacion
en la estructura urbana. Aplicacioén en el casco historico de la ciudad de Mendoza, Argentina. En: Cardinalis 2 (2),
pag. 49-69. Disponible en linea en https://revistas.unc.edu.ar/index.php/cardi/article/download/7381/8469.

19. Jameson, Fredric. (1999): Postmodernism, or, The cultural logic of late capitalism. Durham: Duke
University Press (Post-contemporary interventions).

20. Jessop, Bob (1997): The Entrepreneurial City. Re-imaging localities, redesigning economic governance,
or restructuring capital? En: Nick Jewson y Susanne. MacGregor (eds.):

21. Transforming cities. Contested governance and new spatial divisions. London, New York: Taylor & Francis;
Routledge, pag. 28-41.

22. Jessop, Bob (2002): Liberalism, neoliberalism, and urban governance. A state-theoretical perspective.
En: Antipode 34 (3), pag. 452-472.

23. Lungo, Mario (2005): Globalizacion, grandes proyectos y privatizacion de la gestion urbana. En: ECA:
Estudios centroamericanos 60 (678), pag. 367-378. Disponible en linea en https://revistas.uca.edu.sv/index.
php/eca/article/download/5298/5264.

24. Mantecon, Ana Rosas (2003): Los usos del patrimonio cultural en el Centro Historico. En: Alteridades 13
(26), pag. 35-43.

25. Martinez Toro, Pedro Martin (2015): La produccion del espacio en la ciudad latinoamericana. El modelo
del impacto del capitalismo global en la metropolizacion. En: Hallazgos 12 (23), pag. 211-229.

26. Miles, Steven; Paddison, Ronan (2005): Introduction. The Rise and Rise of Culture-led Urban Regeneration.
En: Urban Studies 42 (5/6), pag. 833-839.

27. Moctezuma Mendoza, Vicente (2021): El desvanecimiento de lo popular. Gentrificacion en el Centro
Historico de la Ciudad de México: El Colegio de Mexico.

28. Monnet, Jérome (1995): Usos e imagenes del Centro Histérico de la Ciudad de México. Mexico:
Departamento del Distrito Federal; Centro de Estudios Mexicanos y Centroamericanos.

29. Moraes, Antonio Carlos Robert; Da Costa, Wanderley Messias; Leon Hernandez, Efrain (2009): Geografia
critica. La valorizacion del espacio. 1a ed. México, D.F.: Itaca (Como pensar la geografia, 2).

30. Moreno Carranco, Maria (2008): La produccion espacial de lo global. lo publico y lo privado en Santa Fe,
Ciudad de México. En: Alteridades 18 (36), pag. 75-86.

31. Nemeth-Chapa, Frida Gretchen; Del Zetina-Rodriguez, Maria Carmen (2017): Intervenciones urbanas
en el Centro Histérico de la Ciudad de México. ;Rescate o intereses inmobiliarios? En: Revista Legado de
Arquitectura y Disefno (21).

32. Ortega Garcia, Clara (2018): Peatonalizacion de la calle Madero. analisis del cambio en el ambito
comercial. Tesis de Maestria. Universidad Auténoma Metropolitana, México.

33. Panesso, Juan David; Martinez Hincapié, Hernan Dario (2023): Premisas del urbanismo neoliberal en américa

latina, los operadores urbanos y sus implicaciones. En: Estudios de Derecho 80 (175), pag. 76-100. Disponible en
linea en https://revistas.udea.edu.co/index.php/red/article/download/347790/20811424/278017.

https://doi.org/10.62486/gen202584 ISSN: 3046-4137


http://www.jstor.org/stable/490503
https://revistas.unc.edu.ar/index.php/cardi/article/download/7381/8469
https://revistas.uca.edu.sv/index.php/eca/article/download/5298/5264
https://revistas.uca.edu.sv/index.php/eca/article/download/5298/5264
https://revistas.udea.edu.co/index.php/red/article/download/347790/20811424/278017

Gentrification. 2025; 3:84 6

34. Paquette Vassalli, Catherine (2020): Regeneracion urbana. Un panorama latinoamericano. En: Revista
INVI 35 (100), pag. 38-61. Disponible en linea en http://dx.doi.org/10.4067/50718-83582020000300038.

35. Peck, Jamie; Theodore, Nik; Brenner, Neil (2013): Neoliberal Urbanism Redux? En: International Journal
of Urban and Regional Research 37 (3), pag. 1091-1099. Disponible en linea en DOI:10.1111/1468-2427.12066.

36. Petric¢, Lidija; Mikuli¢, Davorka (2009): The role of cultural tourism in the process of urban regeneration.
En: Acta turistica nova 3 (1), pag. 5-26.

37. Ramirez Kuri, Patricia (2015): Espacio pUblico, jespacio de todos? Reflexiones desde la ciudad de México.
En: Revista mexicana de sociologia 77 (1), pag. 7-36.

38. Rojo Quintero, Servando; Rodriguez Gonzalez, Sylvia Cristina; Castaneda Corral, Maria Elizabeth;
Lizarraga Valdez, José Luis (2018): Espacio, patrimonio y turismo. El pueblo magico de Cosala, Sinaloa. En:
Jesus Angel Enriquez Acosta, Manuela Guillén Ligigo y Blanca Aurelia Valenzuela (eds.): Patrimonio cultural en
los Pueblos Magicos. México: Pearson, pag. 1-35.

39. Rutten, Paul (2006): Culture & urban regeneration. Cultural Activities & Creative Industries, a Driving
Force for Urban Regeneration.

40. Silva Londoio, Diana Alejandra (2010): Comercio ambulante en el Centro Histérico de la ciudad de
México (1990-2007). En: Revista mexicana de sociologia 72 (2), pag. 195-224.

41. Smith, Neil (1982): Gentrification and Uneven Development. En: Economic Geography 58 (2), pag. 139-
155. Disponible en linea en http://www.jstor.org/stable/143793.

42. Smith, Neil (2002): New globalism, new urbanism. gentrification as global urban strategy. En: Antipode
34 (3), pag. 427-450.

43. Smith, Neil (2008): Uneven development. Nature, capital, and the production of space. 3rd ed. Athens:
University of Georgia Press.

44. Suarez Pareyon, Alejandro (2004): El Centro Histérico de la Ciudad de México al Inicio del Siglo XXI. En:
INVI 19 (51), pag. 75-95.

45. Theodore, Nik; Peck, Jamie (2012): Framing neoliberal urbanism. Translating ‘commonsense’urban
policy across the OECD zone. En: European Urban and Regional Studies 19 (1), pag. 20-41.

46. Yory, Carlos (ed.) (2019): Renovacion urbana. Globalizacién y patrimonio. Universidad Catolica de
Colombia. Colombia: Editorial Universidad Catolica de Colombia.

47. Zarlenga, Matias (2022): Politicas de regeneracion urbana a través de la cultura en ciudades
latinoamericanas. En: EURE 48 (144), pag. 1-21. Disponible en lineaenhttp://dx.doi.org/10.7764/eure.48.144.14

FINANCING
None.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST
The authors declare that there is no conflict of interest.

CONTRIBUTION OF AUTHORSHIP
Conceptualization: Ramén Magana Gabriel.
Data Curation: Ramon Magaia Gabriel.
Formal Analysis: Ramén Magana Gabriel.
Research: Ramon Magafa Gabriel.
Formal Analysis: Ramén Magana Gabriel.
Research: Ramon Magafa Gabriel.
Writing - Original Draft: Ramon Magafa Gabriel.
Writing - Revision and Editing: Ramon Magafa Gabriel.

https://doi.org/10.62486/gen202584 ISSN: 3046-4137


http://dx.doi.org/10.4067/S0718-83582020000300038
http://www.jstor.org/stable/143793
http://dx.doi.org/10.7764/eure.48.144.14

