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1979, santIaGo Year Zero.
The rasante regulations, the Japanese model and the 
formation of the Neoliberal city*
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Essay

Analyzing the origins and implementation 
of the Chilean set-back regulation, this 
text explores its underlying ideas of 
city and society – under the assumption 
that, during the dictatorship, this 
regulation became a style typical 
of the local implementation of the 
neoliberal economy. For while the shape 
of buildings can be determined by 
regulations, they can also be dictated 
by ideologies or theoretical models: in 
this case, the search for the maximum 
possible profitability.

I n issue 48 of AUCA magazine, the architect 
Abraham Schapira critically exposed the economic, 

constructive and plastic problems that the 1978 
introduction of the rasante regulation1 was generating. 
From the establishment of a virtual volume defined by 
the application of slanted planes at a certain angle from 
the horizontal ground floor, this regulation limited both 
the height and the maximum volumetric arrangement 
to be built on a property. Schapira’s was one of the first 
criticisms of a measure that not only determined control 
over the built envelope but also, until its modification in 
2000, defined the morphology in the urban sectors of 
greater economic dynamism in Chile.

Conceived after the arrival of neoliberal economists 
to the main offices of the dictatorship cabinet, this rule 
is part of a set of measures that were applied to the city 
through the new General Law of Urban Planning and 
Construction of 1975 (MinVU, 1975) and the promulgation 
of the National Urban Development Policy in 1979. 
Both texts defended principles that, in the end, were 
fundamental for the installation of the new neoliberal 
society: a national development model oriented by a 
social market economy, the installation of subsidiary 
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state principles and urban land policies defined as a 
resource that is not scarce. This approach allowed a city 
of extensive growth, where “the supply of land cannot 
be restricted by delimitations and zoning based on 
theoretical standards and rigid rules” (MinVU, 1979).

Through the modifications of chapters iii and 
iV of the General Ordinance of Constructions and 
Urbanization (MinVU, 1978), the history of rasante 
regulations goes back to August 1978. In chapter iV 
and under the title “Of the grouping of buildings and 
their relationship with the ground” key rules were 
incorporated for the intensification of land use and, 
therefore, of the economic performance of the land.2 
Within these modifications, article 479 appeared, 
introducing the rasante as a mechanism to control 
distances from mediators. While the rasante already 
existed in the ordinance before 1978 – and also had 
a way to regulate the height of the bodies that could 

1 Portada AUCA , 
Nº48, diciembre de 
1984. Número especial 
«desOrdenanzas en la 
ciudad». / AUCA issue 
48, December, 1984. 
Special number “cities’ 
disOrdinances.”

1
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exceed the maximum defined,3 such as the height 
control in some of Santiago’s local ordinances4 – in the 
following modifications made in November of that year, 
it was established that “all facades of isolated or paired 
buildings, with or without openings,” must be inscribed 
under a slanted plane raised from the plot’s boundaries 
or the front-street axis. The inclination of these plans 
was set at 60º for constructions of up to two floors and 
70º for buildings of three or more floors, in what was a 
national scale measure, regardless of geographical area. 
This generated buildings whose back and lateral facades 
were made of set-backs and terracings at best, and, more 
frequently, through battered walls and sloping planes that 
followed the volume set by the rasante. The only exception 
was the main facade, which always maintained its status as 
a vertical plane.5

This was precisely the norm that Abraham Schapira 
critically assessed in the AUCA pages of 1984. The 
first problem diagnosed pointed to the impact of this 
standard on constructability. For Schapira, the designer 
had two options: “a) that of optimum use of the 
buildable volume with the sacrifice of the aesthetics, 
rationality, and economy of the construction,” following 
the pyramidal volume resulting from the application 
of the ground plans. Or, “b) the considerable loss of 
property profitability in favor of project and construction 
optimization,” which was the alternative of a designer 
who decided to solve the volume disposition generating 
set-backs to rationalize the allowed volume, which 
caused, according to Schapira, losses exceeding 50 % of 
the authorized theoretical constructability.

This explains why most of the buildings with more 
than three floors built after this norm followed the first 
option, producing pyramidal volumes and faceted faces, 
which drastically transformed the profile of Chilean 
cities. This measure also generated deep economic 
contradictions on one of the main characteristics of the 
tower-building: as the ground level rule contravened 
the construction efficiencies of the ‘type plant,’ favoring 
singular solutions instead, the rationalization of technical 
resources6 was reduced, which turned the tower into the 
typical architectural solution in the second half of the 20th 
century. That is to say, while the tower-building favored 
a Taylorization of the tasks – based on repetition and 
standardization – the rasante-building with differentiated 
plants meant a more artisanal constructive solution. 
Schapira (1984:26) shared this diagnosis, since “when 
alterations of verticality are present in the project, the 
standard or average construction cost for the same built 
surface will rise by twenty or more percent, depending on 
the complexity and extension of the variants.”

The implementation of the rasante generated a type of 
sloping building with profound plastic problems. Initially 
known in Chile as ‘tongo-buildings,’ later – appealing to 
the similarity between the prismatic planes of its facades 
and the briefcases of street shoe polishers – they were 
called ‘shoe shine boxes.’7 Thus, the architects, trying to 
propose a coherent and, at the same time, profitable form, 
applied a whole repertoire of solutions where the slopes 

2 Página del artículo 
de Abraham Shapira, 
«Rasantes: un error 
convertido en estilo». 
AUCA , Nº48, diciembre 
de 1984, 21. En la parte 
superior izquierda destaca 
la fotografía del Edificio 
Parque ubicado en 
Avenida Vitacura 3229, 
Santiago. Arquitecto: 
Alberto Reitich Bordman, 
1981. / Page from the 
Abraham Shapira’s article 
“Rasantes: a mistake turned 
into a style.” In the left 
superior side, the Edificio 
Parque photograph stands 
out, located on Vitacura 
Av., 3229, Santiago. 
Architect: Alberto Reitich 
Bordman, 1981.
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of the volume became mansards, pyramids or, in some 
cases, miniature reproductions of foreign buildings that, 
in this way, were part of the new postmodern architecture 
current that in those years arrived to the country.8 In this 
way, the rasante regulations not only implied profound 
transformations in the practices associated with the 
generation of the tower-building but also became a typical 
Chilean architectural style of the 1980s and 1990s. In 
addition to Schapira, this phenomenon was also noticed 
by the academy, especially in the study of Sofía Letelier, 
Ana Rugiero and María Inés Arribas, who, between 1993 
and 1996, analyzed the typologies of the upper finishes 
of Santiago’s high-rise buildings from a semiological 
approach (Letelier et al., 1997). Among them, they 
highlighted the different solutions offered by the mansard 
type finishes, “that of habitable roof (for service) and 
palatial proportions, was adopted in Chile for low, medium 

3 Perspectiva de 
aplicación de planos 
y conos de rasante. 
Gráfico Nº3, «Perspectiva 
superficie rasante, vista 
posterior». / Perspective 
of planes and rasante 
cones application. Picture 
n°3, “Rasante surface 
perspective, back view.” 
Esquema incluido 
en / Diagram included in: 
Ministerio de Vivienda y 
Urbanismo. Circular Ord. 
Nº8. Ant. Decreto Supremo 
Nº225, del 30 de julio de 
1980. Santiago de Chile, 26 
de agosto de 1980. 
Fuente / Source:  Centro 
de Documentación del 
Ministerio de Vivienda y 
Urbanismo.
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and high altitude in any socioeconomic stratum like no 
other country of Latin America” (Letelier, 2001). The 
responses to the regulations were “allusive to mansards,” 
“telescopic” finishes, “pyramid-like forms” – regular and 
irregular – “perimeter skirts” and “various other ways of 
prism truncations” (Letelier, 2001).

But it was in the 1990s, coinciding with the 
construction boom experienced in municipalities such 
as Las Condes and Providencia, when the controversies 
surrounding the implementation of rasante regulations 
increased.9 These criticisms led to the addition of articles 
2.6.11, 2.6.12 and 2.6.13 of the General Urbanism and 
Construction Ordinance in 2001, through which, although 
the rasante was not terminated, its implementation 
was detailed, allowing to break the theoretical volume 
established by the rasante if it was demonstrated 
– through a shadow study – that the proposed volume
did not exceed the theoretical. Although this amendment
put an end to the norm’s sloping buildings, it did not
terminate the discourses, practices and protocols that
operators, institutions and professionals deployed since
the late 1970s when producing these buildings. After all,
still today there is an idea of   intensive occupation of urban
land, a production of urban space focused on the creation
of capital gains, a strong relationship between the built
volume and the land and, also, professional practices
where many of the project decisions are left to the will of
the regulations in force.

1979, Santiago Year Zero
But where did the rasante regulations come from? What 
were the motivations, objectives, and models behind their 
implementation? First of all, it is necessary to underline 
the difficulties involved in tracking discussions of urban 
laws and regulations in Chile because, when promulgated 
by decree and without parliamentary discussion (even 
less during a dictatorship), these emanate directly from 
the Executive and its various technical bodies, and are 
constantly modified by means of circulars. In the period in 
question, this condition was exacerbated by the marked 
technocratic profile of the new neoliberal bureaucratic 
bodies that were installed in the Ministry of Housing.10 
Hence, in the following, we try to recompose some pieces 
that can illuminate what some of the interests, references, 
and challenges would have been at the time of conceiving 
and implementing the rasante regulation in Chile.

Although the norm came into force during the second 
half of 1978, its implementation experienced considerable 
difficulties. Both municipalities and architects found 
very hard to understand and incorporate these new 
measures and, above all, set aside previous conventions 
used when defining distancing and projected volumes.11 
This made it necessary, in July 1980, to rewrite article 
479, in an attempt to make the norm more explicit both 
in its definitions and in the methodology to build the 
‘rasante cover.’12 However, it was still not enough, thus 
the MinVU Urban Development Division had to prepare 
a circular to illuminate unclear aspects in the application 
of the new standard.13

4 En la fotografía 
(izquierda a derecha): 
Subsecretario del 
Ministerio de la Vivienda 
y Urbanismo, coronel 
Arthur Clark; ministro de 
la Vivienda y Urbanismo, 
general Jaime Estrada; y, 
el jefe de la División de 
Desarrollo Urbano del 
MinVU, Marco Antonio 
López, en la clausura al 
Encuentro Nacional de 
Autoridades del sector 
vivienda, 1980. / In the 
photograph (from left to 
right): Subsecretary from 
the Ministry of Housing and 
Urbanism, General Jaime 
Strada; and, chief from 
the Urban Development 
Division from the MINVU, 
Marco Antonio López, in 
the closure of the National 
meeting of Authorities from 
the housing area, 1980.
Fuente / Source:  El 
Mercurio de Santiago.

5 Portada / Cover 
Planning of Tokio 1979. 
Tokio: Tokyo Metropolitan 
Government, 1970. 
Fuente / Source:  Centro 
de Documentación del 
Ministerio de Vivienda y 
Urbanismo.
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This circular was written by Marco López Tobar, 
head of MinVU’s Urban Development Division. Between 
1970 and 1972, this architect had been an advisor to 
the Housing and Urban Planning Institute of Panama, 
as part of the Technical Assistance program of the 
International Development Bank in the early years of 
the Torrijos military dictatorship, after the 1968 coup 
d’etat. There he was linked to the outline of housing and 
urban development policies aimed at the creation of the 
Ministry of Housing of that country. López Tobar’s ideas 
were marked by the modernization of the institutional 
structure and the search for stable and permanent 
financing mechanisms, highlighting a commitment to 
a greater role of the State in housing, even considering 
measures such as the regulation of the price of rents 
(López Tobar, 1973) or an approach to urban development 
where the rural was not an area that encloses the urban, 
but rather an active space in the future expansion of 

6 Esquema de aplicación 
de rasantes según norma 
japonesa. / Rasante 
application diagram as 
specified in Japanese norms. 
En / In: City Bureau, 
Ministry of Construction. 
City Planning in Japan 
(Tokio: Japan International 
Cooperation Agency, 
s/f). Vale notar que esta 
publicación corresponde 
al texto de clases de 
Pedro J. Salas, que 
incluye anotaciones y 
párrafos subrayados por 
el propio funcionario. / It 
is worth noting that this 
publication is Pedro J. 
Salas's classbook, which 
includes his annotations 
and underlined paragraphs. 
Fuente / Source: Centro 
de Documentación del 
Ministerio de Vivienda y 
Urbanismo.

5

6



C
A

R
R

A
S

C
O

2A (</= 35 m)

A

A

10 m

1.5

1

cities without which it was not possible to think about 
planning in the long term.

Upon entering the MinVU, however, López Tobar’s 
ideas were modified. At that time, the heads of the 
ministries14 were occupied by economists trained at 
the University of Chicago, who encouraged a rather 
horizontal city that would grow in expansion, subject 
almost exclusively to the fluctuations of the supply 
and demand of the urban land market15 and that had 
its foundational stones in the drafting of the National 
Policy of Urban Development and in the preparation 
for the Study of the Urban Area of   Santiago of 1979.16 
Considering that the withdrawal of any type of ‘artificial’ 
state interference – through regulations and other 
legal tools that had sustained urban planning until 
then17 – was the best mechanism to avoid imbalances in 
the values   and availability of developable land, in June 
1978, the Division of Urban Development directed by 
López Tobar defined the preparation of a study aimed 
at extending the urban limit of Santiago towards a 
‘proximal limit’ or area of   expansion, which would come 
to “normalize the land market through of an increase in 
supply, operating flexibly according to the expression 
of demand” (MinVU, 1979: 36). This paradigm shift 
displaced the architects, who, through the intervention 
of Ángel Hernández, president of the Architects 
Association, came out to criticize measures that they 
had learned only from the press, exposing the deep 
theoretical schism on how to think the future of cities.18 
This new paradigm also represents the neoliberal turn of 
López Tobar, who completely aligned with the guidelines 
formulated from Odeplan.19

Thus, the rasante regulation appeared at a crucial 
moment in contemporary urbanism: the rise of the 
neoliberal city. In this sense, 1979 was the year Santiago 
became a city thought from the logic of capital, that 
reality – paraphrasing Thatcher’s famous phrase – 
“without alternatives.”20

López Tobar presented these approaches in November 
1979 at the Vii Inter-American Housing Congress held in 
Panama. There he defended the ‘natural’ growth of cities, 
nullifying any planning attempt21 and denouncing the 
intervention on supply and demand trends of urban goods 
and services as “a temptation to intervene technically,” 
in a process “too big for bureaucrats, thereby introducing 
distortions difficult to correct later” (López Tobar, 1981:31). 
From there, one can understand the double justification 
that supported the introduction of the rasante regulation. 
While in the August 1980 modification of article 479, it 
was affirmed that the spirit of the norm sought to “ensure 
minimum conditions of sunning and privacy, both to 
the inhabitants of neighboring properties and to their 
occupants,” in the clarification circular drafted by López 
Tobar in August of the same year it was specified that 
“the application of this norm acquires special relevance 
in the sectors of greater dynamism, in which the existing 
constructions are replaced by high-rise buildings 
that border plots where medium-sized or low height 
constructions are still maintained” (MinVU, 1980b).

7 Los efectos de la 
aplicación de la normativa 
de rasantes japonesa. 
Dibujo realizado por 
Macarena Díaz a partir 
de imagen incluida 
en / Japanese rasante 
norms application effect. 
Drawing by Macarena 
Díaz made from an image 
included in: Yoshimura, 
Yasutaka. Chuougouhou 
Kenchiku Zukan [Super 
Legal Buildings] (Tokio: 
Shokokusha, 2006).

7
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8 Esquema de rasantes 
para zonas de densidades 
altas y medias, de acuerdo 
a la Ordenanza de Las 
Condes de 1980. / Rasante 
diagram for high and 
medium density zones, 
as stated by Las Condes' 
municipal Ordinance from 
1980. Fuente / Source: 
Municipalidad de Las 
Condes. Ordenanza Mr-80 
y sus modificaciones. 
Departamento de Asesoría 
Urbana, I. Municipalidad de 
Las Condes, 1980.

9 Publicidad del 
Edificio Parque / Parque 
Building advertisement. 
Fuente / Source:  El Mercurio 
de Santiago, 1980.

10 Publicidad del 
Edificio Parque / Parque 
Building advertisement. 
Fuente / Source:  El Mercurio 
de Santiago, 1980.

8
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This clarification appeals to the draft announced on 
October 24 of that year for the new ordinance of the Las 
Condes Municipality, a true laboratory of the neoliberal 
city where a radical version of the rasante regulation 
was applied in areas of high and medium densities.22 
This crucial role of the rasante was recognized by the 
mayor Juan Martínez Rodríguez, who indicated that 
“Chile’s historic fate is being written in the Las Condes 
Municipality. Here, the investor looks for the sectors with 
the highest expectations” (El Mercurio, 1980b).

However, the remaining question is from where did this 
relationship between the rasante regulations and the model 
that saw the city as a space for business opportunities 
– taking advantage of Chile’s bustling capital market of the
early 80’s – come from. For this, it is necessary to review
the interesting connection that existed between the
preparation of the new norm and its Japanese equivalent.

Shasen Seigen: The Japanese Connection
Although the rasante regulations have predecessors in both 
1916 New York and 1923 Chicago, the Chilean case differs 
from these in several aspects.23 In that sense, the search 
for a referential model for the Chilean norm of rasante led 
to an unexpected connection: the Japanese regulations.24

In the MinVU’s Documentation Center, there is a report 
prepared by the official Pedro Salas after his return from 
Japan, where he conducted a training course in local urban 
planning thanks to a scholarship funded by an agreement 
between Japan and the Chilean Government (Salas, s/f). 
Despite the report dates back to 1980, the exact date of his 
return to the country cannot be specified. Nevertheless, 

11 Edificio Parque. 
Axonometría de 
implantación urbana 
actual. / Axonometric 
drawing of current urban 
settlement. 
© Macarena Díaz
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considering the textbooks he brought back – which can 
also be found in the ministry and where the Japanese 
rasante regulation is explained extensively – the date can 
be set between 1978 and 1979.25

Since 1950, from the study of Western regulations, 
Tokyo had introduced a norm very similar to that of New 
York in 1916, which incorporated set-backs defined by 
the implementation of rasantes or shasen seigen, which 
literally meant “diagonal regulation lines.”26 According 
to Kenichi Nakamura, this regulation would have had its 
first motivation in the need to ensure that people could 
dry their clothes in the sun for at least a few hours a day 
(Daniell, 2008a).

Varying according to their location and orientation, 
there are three types of shasen: the rasante applied to 
the north facade (kitagawa shasen); the one facing the 
street (douro shasen); and, the one enforced on the plot’s 
boundaries (rinchi shasen). They generally have a slope 
of 1:0.6 or 1:1.25 in residential areas. Of these planes, 
the most important is the north, applied to all buildings 
higher than 5 meters from the ground level in residential 
areas and 1:1.5 in commercial areas, which allows it to be 
drawn from 10 meters. While the slopes of the facades 
that face the street are taken from the ground level, 
those of the partitions are drawn from 20 or 31 meters 
above ground level, thus practically irrelevant. However, 
if the height exceeds 10 meters in residential areas, other 
volumetric controls, known as “shadow regulations” or 
nichiei kisei, are applied. These studies must prove that 
the amount of shadow cast by the building on the winter 
solstice, between 8 a.m. and 4 p.m. (or 9 a.m. and 3 p.m. if 
it is next to a street), is similar to the rasante. In contrast 

12 Edificio Parque. 
Axonometría con 
la situación predial 
actual. / Axonometric 
drawing of current plot 
situation. 
© Macarena Díaz
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to the New York sky exposure plane regulation, set-backs 
are scarce in Japan; just like the Chilean case, the buildings 
follow the pyramidal shape of the slopes described by 
the shasen seigen,27 generating in some districts an urban 
profile very similar to the neighborhoods of the eastern 
sector of Santiago.

Comparing the Japanese and Chilean norms proposed 
between 1978-1980, differences and similarities stand out. 
While in Japan the grade of the rasante was based, like in 
New York and Chicago, on the outline of a plane with a 
slope achieved through proportion, in the Chilean case this 
was measured in constant sexagesimal degrees, regardless 
of the facade orientation. Another difference is that, 
exceeding a certain height, in Japan, the volume should 
be supported by a study of shadows, a condition that did 
not exist in Chile at that time. Thus, the Chilean rasante 
regulation can be understood as a simplified and highly 
unsophisticated case, compared to the preceding standards. 
However, one point in common between the Japanese and 
Chilean regulations is the role they played on economies 
that underwent important neoliberal transformations. 
Precisely towards the second half of the 1970s, Japan was 
entering an intense period of trade surplus that especially 
affected a real estate market intensely related to a capital 
market (Soreensen et al, 2010). In this case, the valuation 
of real estate companies had an increase in the price of the 
shares of those companies, which in turn fed the system and 
increased the value of the properties. Thus, between 1955 
and 1989, Japanese real estate increased 75 times its value. 
That until the crisis of 1992, when the real estate bubble 
burst (Daniell, 2008b).

That could explain the interest of Chilean technicians 
in understanding urban growth models that promote areas 
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14

of high economic dynamism where the State had a minor 
role, translated into the urban planning replacement for a 
rather managerial model of accompaniment and regulation 
of the economic-game rules. In that scenario, the rasante 
– with all its improvisation – appeared as a tool to achieve
an intensive occupation of the property and thus give
way to the hyper-accumulation process that the bustling
Chilean capital market was experiencing.

Like many of the measures implemented by economists 
trained in Chicago, this model was more theoretical than 
practical. It was a dogmatic approach – an abstraction of 
the urban space in a macroeconomic key – that, despite 
lacking a spatial vision, also influenced the professionals of 
the Urban Development Division of the MinVU, seduced 
by the neoliberal ideas of dictatorship’s ruling elites.28

It would be wrong, however, to consider the rasante 
regulation without considering complementary measures, 
such as the incentives of local ordinances (that was the 
case of Las Condes in 1980) and of other laws that favored 
real estate development and capital market. For example, 
the Bank Law (1975), which allowed the monetarization 
of these entities and, with it, the possibility of offering 
mortgage loans at preferential rates (one of the causes 
of the collapse of housing cooperatives that had financed 

13 Edificio Parque. 
Axonometría y 
manto de rasantes. / 
Axonometric drawing 
and rasante mantle. 
© Macarena Díaz

14 Edificio Parque. 
Axonometría 
seccionada mostrando 
diferencias en cada una 
de las plantas afectadas 
por la aplicación de 
las rasantes poniente 
y oriente. / Sectioned 
axonometric drawing 
showing the differences 
between each floor plan, 
as affected by the east 
and west rasantes. 
© Macarena Díaz

superficie / flooR-AReA

Subterrráneo / underground level: 657,78 m2
Piso / Floor 1: 356,10 m2
Piso / Floor 2: 408,68 m2
Piso / Floor 3: 364,01 m2
Piso / Floor 4: 363,09 m2
Piso / Floor 5: 363,38 m2
Piso / Floor 6: 369,13 m2
Piso / Floor 7: 351,80 m2
Piso / Floor 8: 294,09 m2
Piso / Floor 9: 266,73 m2
Piso / Floor 10: 284,78 m2
Piso / Floor 11: 196,53 m2
Piso / Floor 12: 122,33 m2
Total: 4.400,43 m2

Porcentaje de ocupación de suelo / 
Percentage of land occupation:  27 %
Coeficiente de constructibilidad / 
Constructability factor:  248 %
Porcentaje de área verde /  
Green area percentage:  42,7 %
Estacionamientos / Parking lots:  34
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more than three decades of homes in Chile); the aFP 
Act (1980), which put fresh capital into circulation to 
boost investment; and, of course, the 1980 Constitution, 
which generated a legal bolt to protect the models of a 
subsidiary state and a neoliberal economy.

The improvised implementation of the rasante 
regulation can be interpreted as a symptom of the 
profound contradictions of a radically theoretical 
system – literally conceived inside the classrooms of the 
schools of Economics – and that until then had not had 
a validation in reality. That is, an architectural and urban 
regulation based mainly on an economic criterion: the 
maximization of profitability. The banking crisis of 1982 
and the paradoxes evidenced in both the extension of 
the urban limit of Santiago29 and the conflicts of the 
Local Ordinance of Las Condes, showed the failures of 
this approach. These conflicts, however, did not call into 
question the argument underlying this norm: the decline 
of urban planning and the beginning of new modes of city 
administration characterized by an urban land market of 
monopolistic tones. A long period that is not over yet. ARQ

* Research developed within the framework of the first year of 
the Fondecyt Postdoctoral Project N 3190516, “Vernacular-
Capitalist: Development of the Tower Building in Chile (1978-2001). 
Architectural Transformations of a Technological System, a City 
Model and a Market Product.”

15 Edificio Parque. 
Axonometría 
seccionada en la esquina 
nororiente, mostrando 
desajustes en cada una 
de las plantas a raíz de 
la aplicación del plano 
de rasantes. / Sectioned 
axonometric drawing in 
the northeastern corner 
of the building, showing 
disadjustments on each 
floor plan due to rasante 
plane application.
© Macarena Díaz
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Notas / Notes

1 It is difficult to find in other languages   concepts equivalent to 
the Spanish rasante; This demonstrates the local condition of the 
creation, development, and application of these regulations in 
Chile. In English, according to the New York City Council glossary, 
the closest concept is “Sky Exposure Plane Regulation,” which 
refers to “a virtual inclined plane applied from a specified height 
over the street line that rises above the interior of the lot, in a 
proportion between a vertical and a horizontal distance established 
by district regulations.” In the Chilean case, on the other hand, 
the General Ordinance of Urban Planning and Construction 
defines it as an “imaginary line that, by means of a certain angle 
of inclination, defines the theoretical envelope within which a 
building project can be developed.” Beyond the obvious conceptual 
contradictions of the Chilean norm between “imaginary line” 
and “envelope” (the North American case refers to a ‘plane’ and 
not a ‘line’), the other difference lies in the determination of the 
application angle, measured according to a proportion between 
abscissa and ordinate in the North American case, while the 
Chilean norm determines it in sexagesimal degrees. Hence, to 
maintain the specificity of the Chilean case, in the English version 
of this article the term is used in Spanish and in italics.

2 There were specifications about percentages of terraced houses 
and the determination of the maximum height of the terraced 
body, minimum and flexible parking requirements and, above 
all, the introduction of modifications to the building conditions 
of the ‘harmonic assemblies,’ an exception to the norm, where a 
grouping of two or more buildings that met certain requirements 
could benefit from variations in the coefficients of constructability, 
minimum and maximum heights, or plot sizes. The modifications 
included the determination of percentages and the maximum height 
that a shared boundary may have, as well as the control of the 
height of the terraced body drawing a plane of 45 degrees from the 
maximum height of the partition, also indicating instructions for 
minimum distances.

3 See chapters ii and iii of the Second Part of the Ordinance, 
especially article 462, which states that “if the height of a 
building exceeds the maximum allowed, [...] the upper part of the 
construction must be removed and be below an inclined plane of 60 
degrees over the horizon and cut the facade plane on the horizontal 
that sets its maximum height” (MinVU, 1971).

4 In the case of the ordinance applied by the Municipality of Santiago 
until 1980 and the construction of buildings such as Fundación (Boza, 
Lührs, Muzard, and Associates) and Plaza de Armas (Echeñique, 
Cruz, and Boisier), the application of rasantes was used to control the 
height of the buildings that depended on the width of the street that 
is facing them. As specified by María Teresa Rojas, deputy director 
of the Directorate of Works of the Municipality of Santiago in that 
time: “The rasante refers to the distance between the properties. 
This should be greater if the building is taller. In downtown Santiago, 
construction density is very high, and according to the maximum 
widths of the streets (approximately 18 meters), buildings of up to 
64 meters high (22 floors) can be built. Many of Santiago’s buildings 
were approved with provisions less rigid than the current ones, only 
considered as harmonic ensembles. Today the criterion is to build 
higher and higher.” In El Mercurio (1980a).

5 A special case that escapes the extension of this article is the 
Las Condes Municipality’s Local Ordinance of Urbanism and 
Building, which had several drafts between December 1979 until its 
promulgation in 1981. This ordinance considered a radicalized version 
of the rasante applied to the district’s new areas of high and medium 
density. There, 70º rasantes were applied for high-density zones and 
of 60º if the property adjoined a medium-density zone. In both cases 
with a minimum spacing of only 4 meters of facade with openings.

6 In the context of this work, “tower-building” means “that 
architectural configuration, provided with a mono-core of services, 
non-stop elevators and with the capacity to house residential, 
commercial, work programs and combinations” (Carrasco, 2015).

7 At the current state of this research, it has not yet been possible 
to trace the origin of both denominations. It is worth noting that, 
at least in Chile, a farce arranged between two parties is popularly 
called a ‘tongo.’

8 An overlap between the products of economic liberalism and the 
postmodern, which was recognized by Montserrat Palmer (2003), 
stating that: “our liberal economic reform implemented by the 
authoritarian government coincided with the postmodern, the liberal 
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ideal that for the form it was equal to balance and ‘rancid’ tradition.”
9 As evidenced by Oscar Ríos at the beginning of the decade, noting 

that in those years “successive pests or contagious diseases have 
attacked our high-rise buildings in the last decades of modern 
architecture [...]. Then the rasante of the municipal ordinance 
emerges, which poorly managed by architects deforms and disfigures 
beautiful buildings. The New York of the 30s, affected by a similar 
ordinance, achieved, thanks to it, the most beautiful skyscrapers built 
to date” (Ríos, 1991). This position was also shared by the architects 
themselves who had to deal with these restrictions, such as José 
Gabriel Alemparte, who towards the end of the decade – in the 
midst of the 1997-98 crisis that abruptly halted economic growth – 
recognized that “in the Consideration of the current regulations, 
in my opinion, all caution has been focused on the height of the 
buildings, consecrating through the application of a rasante cone a 
distance that would be mistakenly believed to defend the privacy and 
sun exposure of inhabitants, which is proven in reality, and is only a 
euphemism” (Alemparte, 1999).

10 Pinochet defined his government plan by identifying three 
stages: a) Recovery (1977-1981), characterized by the repeal of the 
1925 Constitution and the drafting of the 1980 Constitution; b) 
Transition (1981-1985), where the creation of a Legislative Chamber 
or designated representatives that would act as Legislative Power 
had been planned; and c) since 1985, a final stage of Constitutional 
Normality where power would be returned to civil society.

11 Until then the volume was defined by maximum heights set in the 
regulatory plans or by proportional relationships according to the 
street width that the new buildings faced.

12 Despite the spirit of specifying the geometric construction, the 
standard maintained its comprehensive difficulty for architects 
and construction professionals: “To determine the surface of 
the rasante, the imaginary envelope of the cone mantles that are 
generated by the rotation of rasantes on its points of application will 
be constructed. For these purposes, rasante shall be understood as 
the inclined lines viewed from the horizontal plane that rise from 
the ground level in each and every one of the points that form the 
boundaries and the axis of the street facing the plot. The cones that 
generate the rasante when rotating on its point of application are 
straight, inverted and have a vertical axis” (MinVU, 1980a).

13 They recognized that “considering that the new regulations may be 
complex at first, this circular is complemented by various explanatory 
graphs” and instructed the Directors of Works and Ministerial 
Secretariats to consult in cases where doubts arise (MinVU, 1980b).
They recognized that “considering that the new regulations may be 
complex at first, this circular is complemented by various explanatory 
graphs” and instructed the Directors of Works and Ministerial 
Secretariats to consult in cases where doubts arise (MinVU, 1980b).

14 This was the case of Miguel Kast, who in 1978, from the National 
Planning Office (oDEPlan), led a debate that rejected urban 
renewal measures carried out in the 60s and early 70s by institutions 
such as corVi and corMU, and even with regard to the guidelines 
that the Urban Development Division of the MinVU itself had set in 
1977, when it stipulated that: “it should be attempted to freeze and 
still restrict the current urban limits in order to stop excessive growth 
in extension that, in addition to occupying rural land, underutilizes 
the infrastructure of urbanization, transport and equipment services” 
(MinVU, 1979: 32).

15 “This is what happens in the center of the cities: the land is so scarce 
that its high price is only amortized with buildings that raise the 
number of square meters built on the site. However, on the periphery 
of the cities, the land is far from having risen enough to justify the 
construction at height and, with it, the indication is perceived that 
its agricultural use is socially less profitable than its urban use. Unless 
the market contains serious imperfections, the allowing cities to 
grow horizontally would benefit the user of the home (it is cheaper 
and preferred), the farmer (obtains greater value for his land) and the 
State that lowers infrastructure costs” (Kast, 1978: 20).

16 Together with signing the defense of the social market economy 
model and the subsidiary role of the State, these policies stipulated 
the principle that “land is not a scarce resource, but that its apparent 
shortage is caused in most cases by the inefficiency and rigidity of 
the rules and legal procedures applied to regulate the growth of 
cities” (MinVU, 1979).

17 “The supply of land cannot be restricted by delimitations and zoning 
based on theoretical standards and rigid standards. For an adequate 
market operation, it is convenient that there is the easy possibility 
of incorporating new land stocks for the most demanded uses. 
The policy to that end, will consist of recognizing market trends to 
determine the amount of land that urban development will require 
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and the direction of dominant growth, recognizing the potential 
areas within which sufficient land reserves should be included to 
ensure the operation of a broad market. With this measure prices will 
be regulated automatically” (MinVU, 1979: 34).

18 The MinVU and oDEPlan understood urban space as a continuous 
space that included both urban and rural, subject to the logic of the 
market, with a very limited regulation of the State and, above all, 
understanding urban growth as a distribution in the high, medium 
and low density space. The Chamber of Architects, on the other 
hand, still retained a look based on modern planning, with a strong 
responsibility of the State translated into a series of regulations and 
the idea of   a city designed from zoning. The disconnection could not 
be more absolute. The union defense of Hernández was a dramatic 
attempt, and at the same time failed, to critically face the logic of 
the neoliberal city that was emerging in view and patience of Chilean 
architects and urban planners. What was intended was to save – as 
late as 1978 – the modernist principles, arguing that “a worldwide 
movement of architects, the ciaM, explained the instrument of 
the zoning of the city, for reasons of functionality and because 
the characteristics of a well root are given by the surrounding 
environment and not only by the strict surface of soil contained 
inside” (Hernández, 1978:16).

19 The members of the department of studies of said organization, 
such as Sergio Silva, understood that growth in extension was “a 
natural economic phenomenon that governments cannot stop.” 
This naturalization of economic processes is the basis of one of 
the main contradictions of neoliberalism – its profound doctrinal 
condition – separating this aspect from other branches of the 
economy that still maintain their category of ‘economic science,’ that 
when faced with reality, the principles can be adjusted and modified. 
On the other hand, neoliberal thinking is doctrinal because, by 
submitting to the conditions imposed by reality, its principles 
remain untouched, without modification. Not being transformed 
by reality, this type of thinking becomes dogma, an ideology that 
builds its own reality or, as Juan Gabriel Valdés commented, “with 
his methodological constructions, Friedman put into practice one 
of Frank’s essential creeds Knight: ‘reality is not what is logical, but 
what for our purposes should be treated as real’ (Valdés, 1989:99). 
Only in this way can the rejection declared by López Tobar of urban 
growth managed from traditional planning instruments – Regulatory 
Plans – be described, which are described as coercive mechanisms to 
the freedom of people to determine the form and place where they 
should live. Thus, he points out that, with the new urban policies 
“the intention is to interpret reality: demand must guide the market. 
If people prefer to live in houses far from the center, do so. Why force 
them to pile up?” (Heimpall, 1978).

20 This paradigm shift was incubated at the MinVU in March 1977, 
when the team led by López Tobar (together with the urban 
planner Waldo López Moya, the architects Jaime Matas Colom and 
Humberto Molina Bravo, and the economist Juan Vicente Celedón) 
was commissioned to elaborate a study aimed at defining a series of 
proposals for Urban Development Planning. Completed in January 
1978, the two-volume report defined the urban limit at the regional 
level rather than as a line, “as a threshold, or as a segment of the 
density gradient of the feasible activities of human settlements” 
(López Tobar, 1978). Within MinVU and oDEPlan, these ideas were 
reinforced in May 1978 following the report of neoliberal economist 
Arnold C. Harberger, prepared for the Progress Corporation and 
which would have been part of the documents studied by the 
ministerial commission aimed at the elaboration of the new National 
Urban Development Policy. There he assured that “eliminating the 
perimeter (urban) would restore the normal economic relationship 
and the artificial shortage of the city will be overcome” (Harberger, 
1979). It is interesting to note that in the MinVU Documentation 
Center there is a copy of the publication that brought together 
the series of conferences that Harberger held on different dates in 
Santiago in the 70s, prior to the 1978 ministerial report, a visit very 
covered by the press of the time (Harberger, 1976).

21 “Accepting that there is a natural way in the behavior of urban 
society, both in its way of locating and distributing its preferences 
within the available space, is not easy, and it is often chosen to 
operate with anticipatory models of future reality, avoiding thereby 
recognizing that users and producers in the city will never identify 
with these intellectual solutions” (López Tobar, 1981).

22 While the explanation of the relationships that exist between the 
ground level standard and the new Local Urbanization and Building 
Ordinance is beyond the scope of this article, it is important to 
make a brief summary of it. By decree 1.150 of October 24, 1980, 
the modification of the Mr-70 sectional plan and the Local 
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Urbanization and Building Ordinance, Supreme Decree 447 of 
1979 was approved, replacing it with the Mr-75 Sector Plan (A, 
B, C and D) and the same text of the Local Planning and Building 
Ordinance of Las Condes. These measures were created through a 
coordination between the Las Condes town planner, the architect 
Eugenio Ringeling, the Chilean Chamber of Construction and the 
Property Brokers Association, through conversations established 
since May of that year by the mayor himself, Martínez (business 
administrator, former president of the Chamber of Commerce and 
a past marked by his opposition to the Allende government, which 
earned him even being arrested for riots), and López Tobar himself 
from the MinVU. The new ordinance applied only in the urban area 
of   Las Condes, leaving out the recent Expansion Zone established 
by the 1979 Inter-Community Plan, and did not describe functional 
zones (as modernist urban planning had done until then), but zones 
of high, medium and low densities. By introducing ‘innovations’ 
such as associating the permitted uses to densities, the only 
exclusively residential area was that of low densities. In contrast, 
areas of high and medium density could incorporate any use, except 
industrial, thus introducing an early mix of uses. Also, the high 
density areas had free height, while those of medium density only 
admitted four floors. Once the model was tested in Las Condes 
it was extended to the entire Chilean territory, beyond the end of 
the dictatorship, becoming the foundation of a series of ways of 
thinking and acting on cities.

23 Here it had a national reach, not by cities or volumetric districts 
as in Chicago, or according to the width of the streets as in New 
York. In Chile, the maximum constructability was at least until the 
introduction of constructability coefficients in the Regulatory Plan 
of the comuna of Providencia, being limited only by the maximum 
theoretical volume under the rasantes cover. Likewise, although 
Chilean regulations did not outlaw the set-backs, the maximization 
of benefits promoted by the constructive boom of the 80s and 
90s moved both architects and real estate investors to construct 
buildings that, as Schapira warned, almost defined slopes followed 
by the application of the level plane.

24 Although all historical work strives to find the document that 
constitutes the reliable evidence that supports the interpretation of 
the facts, in this case the difficulties that the dictatorship supposed 
(both in terms of the opacity of the discussions within the technical 
departments as in the poor record left in the ministerial archives) 
that possibility is far from plausible. However, in this case a series 
of circumstantial evidence can be provided that would support the 
importance of the Japanese connection with the generation and 
implementation of the Chilean rasante regulation.

25 Some of these books found are City Bureau, (s/f), a publication 
that corresponds to the class text of Pedro J. Salas, which includes 
annotations and underlined paragraphs by the official himself; and 
Tokyo Metropolitan Government, (1970).

26 Although more than a line, it was rather a plane.
27 These configurations have been registered by the architect Yasutaka 

Yoshimura (2006) through the study of 77 cases.
28 These highly ideological positions even ignored the evidence 

presented by science, such as the dismissal of the report made in 
1979 – commissioned by the MinVU in 1978 by the nasa division of 
the University of Chile. In it, based on the images obtained by the 
Landsat satellite and the natural constrictions of the geography of 
the Santiago Valley, it was recommended to reinforce “a policy of 
urban renewal as a system of high-rise construction,” which “would 
help to curb the Santiago’s horizontal expansion process” (Ercilla, 
1979). Something similar happened in Las Condes, where from some 
geographers called into question the population growth predicted 
by the municipality, which justified the new Local Ordinance from 
a supposed duplication of the comuna every ten years, to reach 1.2 
million inhabitants in the year 2000. This scenario was never fulfilled 
(El Mercurio, 1980c).

29 Access to privileged information in ministerial circles since 1978 
allowed entrepreneurs to anticipate the purchase of land in the 
expansion strip. Hence, since the Intercommunal Plan of Santiago 
was announced in March 1979, and its implementation in December 
of that same year, important floor cloths, until then agricultural, 
were purchased and revalued after its requalification. The result? By 
mid-December, only Las Condes had made transactions for more than 
1.5 million square meters, the equivalent of 150 blocks (Ercilla, 1980).
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