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RESEARCH ARTICLE

The street, children and parents: the views of children from
Santiago de Chile*
Ana Vergara del Solara, Mauricio Sepúlveda Galeasb and Macarena Ibarra Larab

aUniversidad de Santiago, Santiago, Chile; bUniversidad Diego Portales, Santiago, Chile

ABSTRACT
In this article, we present the partial results of a broader qualitative study
carried out in the city of Santiago de Chile between 2016 and early 2020.
In particular, we analyse the discourses found in 12 group interviews with
Chilean children – aged 10 and 11, and of three socioeconomic strata
(upper-middle, middle and low) – about the relationship they establish
with the street’s space and the negotiations they conduct with their
parents about it. The results show that the street evokes a feeling of
menace and moral downfall for the children, while parents are called on
to play the role of protectors and moralisers. At the same time, the
street is signified as a space of relative freedom, of peer sociability and
play, to which they insist that parents give them access even though
restricted. These results are closely linked to the socio-historical context
in which modern childhood is constructed, the more recent media and
political inflation of urban insecurity and the objectively hostile nature
of urban environments for children.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, the ‘confinement’ of children (Ariès [1960] 1987) in cities has intensified enor-
mously as a global and Latin American phenomenon, and this has occurred alongside increases in
the family-centredness, privatisation and surveillance of daily life (Vergara, Sepúlveda, and Salvo
2019). A feature of children’s lives, in various cities, is that they have less and less freedom to
walk, ride a bicycle and play in the open air, especially in the street and other public places, although
there are differences depending on where they live, the city’s characteristics, the age of the children
and other aspects (Valentine 2004; Karsten 2005). This trend has emerged in a social setting in
which there is growing media and political exaggeration of urban insecurity, even though the
phenomena in question are real.

In large Latin American cities, such as Santiago de Chile,1 these latter phenomena include con-
ditions that are inimical for urban life in general and for children in particular.2 Such trends include
an increase in traffic congestion, the erosion of community spaces, an abandonment of state urban
planning and an upsurge in various forms of social and police violence (CAF 2011; Villalta, Castillo,
and Torres 2016; Rettberg 2020).

In addition, Santiago’s marked urban segregation involves highly unequal access to services and
recreational spaces in terms of class, gender, age, and ethnicity (Hidalgo 2004; Luneke 2018; Rodrí-
guez and Winchester 2001; Consejo Nacional de Infancia 2016). This has been accompanied by an
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expansion of the urban radius, the appearance of gated communities or condominiums in tradition-
ally poor municipalities (Márquez 2003; Sabatini and Salcedo 2007) and the consolidation of exten-
sive areas of social housing on the city’s periphery (Hidalgo 2004; Sugranyez and Rodríguez 2005).

Although children have an intrinsic right to urban space (Porter, Spark, and de Kleyn 2020),
their perspectives as actors are scarcely present in research and public policy; they are probably
still the group whose voice is least heard in the discussion of city-related projects (Harden et al.
2013). Common conceptions of children as vulnerable, incapable, or undisciplined lead to their sta-
tus as a marginal group in the city (Harden 2000; Porter, Spark, and de Kleyn 2020).

Childhood studies and the geography of childhood have contributed to broadening our under-
standing of child mobility and confinement. They have examined the spatial meanings and practices
that children generate as participants in complex and heterogeneous intergenerational negotiations
that take place in particular socio-historical and cultural contexts (Barker 2003; Harden 2000;
Harden et al. 2013; Van der Burgt 2013). Adopting this approach in the present study, we investi-
gate how Santiago children perceive the street as a social and material space. We also examine the
meanings the children weave around the restrictions their parents impose on their spatial mobility
outside the home, as well as around the freedoms their parents do facilitate, aspects that have been
little investigated in the Chilean and Latin American literature on the subject. The study shows how
nuanced children’s discourses are on the subject, as well as the contradictory demands placed on
parents and children. Rather than finding themselves in a simple confrontation, they must negotiate
to ensure that children are both protected and able to explore the environment around them, as
both are fundamental for their present and future lives.

Adopting a social science perspective, the article begins by locating reflections on the street as a
space within the socio-historical construction of childhood and the parent–child relationship.
Second, the methodology of the study carried out and the meaning it acquires in the study are
described. Third, we present our findings on the meanings of the street in the children’s discourse,
in which the sense of threat and moral downfall coexists with that of freedom and play. Similarly,
within the framework of the parent–child relationship, the children’s discourse urges parents to
adopt a protective and moralising role to counter the threat of the street, while at the same time
demanding the freedom to enjoy the possibilities of play and sociability that the street provides.
We describe the negotiations that take place on the issue and the framework of care in which
such negotiations happen. Finally, we discuss and present our conclusions.

2. The street, children and parents: a view from the social sciences

Historiography, as well as childhood studies and the geography of childhood, have coincided in
highlighting the socio-spatial character of the sociohistorical construction of modern childhood
in Western societies, and of the parenting norms that have been called on to uphold it. An impor-
tant aspect of this history is the material and symbolic ‘confinement’ (Ariès [1960] 1987) that chil-
dren have experienced, as well as the control over the spatio-temporal aspects of their different daily
activities exercised by adults (Karsten 2005; Christensen and O’Brien 2003; Zeiher 2003; James,
Jenks, and Prout 1998).

Indeed, an effort to keep children away from the street has affected the place of childhood in the
city. The street can be understood as a metaphor for the public world that is outdoors, in the open
air (Matthews 2003), and beyond the limits of home and school, environments into which children
have been spatially segregated in Western modernity (Hernández 2020). However, there are times
when the term ‘street’ is also used to refer to private places,3 such as the houses of friends or shop-
ping malls (ShearerandWalters 2015), which have also been seen to be in opposition to those places
more commonly associated with children.

In Chilean cities, and especially in Santiago, keeping children off the street became an imperative
for the state and other actors from the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth
centuries. This was a time of consolidation for a fledgling republic that had gained independence
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from the Spanish crown only a few decades before. In a setting of incipient capitalism and intense
rural-urban migration, in addition to cramped housing and miserable living conditions, there were
many children in the streets, playing, sleeping and/or doing informal jobs like shoe-shining or
newspaper delivery (Salazar and Pinto 2002; Rojas 2010). Unlike labour in factories or mining,
which was considered to be a transmitter of ‘modern’ values that were positive for children, and
which only later acquired negative connotations in Chile, the development of street trades was
seen as morally degrading for children from early on (Rojas 2010).

Consequently, in Santiago and other Latin American cities, taking children off the street was rep-
resented as an achievement that would allow children to enjoy a true and civilised childhood, as in
European countries (Llobet and Vergara 2023), in contrast to the children ‘without a childhood’,
that were typical of underdeveloped countries (Liebel 2016). In this way, the ‘salvationist’ impera-
tive (García Méndez 1991) of Latin American states gained prominence, based on the hygienist and
eugenic approaches dominant at the time. Under the prism just described, the Chilean state
rehearsed a series of different measures such as the creation of juvenile police and courts,4 the mor-
alisation of family life, the prohibition of vagrancy and street trades, and the slow but steady devel-
opment of a public school. It is no coincidence, then, that much of the literature exploring the link
between children and the street, in Chile and Latin America, has referred in the past to the figure of
the ‘street child’ or the child as being ‘in a street situation’, and continues to do so. This expression is
a reference to those children who break through the confines of family and school, around whom an
enormous socio-legal and police apparatus for the ‘protection’ of minors was built (García Méndez
1991). This apparatus continues to operate in Chile and Latin America, despite the legal and cul-
tural changes that have occurred.

The Latin American literature in the field of childhood highlights how much more diverse the
experiences of children in our countries have been than the modern European model of childhood
might suppose, including the spatial segregation that accompanies that model (Alcubierre and
Sosenski 2018; Llobet and Vergara 2023). While that is true, the modern model of childhood
may operate against the current of some specific historical phenomena without thereby ceasing
to influence them, since the model functions as a hegemonic category rather as an import that is
merely passively adopted (Hall 1987; Llobet and Vergara 2023). Thus, this model has been a deter-
mining influence in our countries. It has obscured the heterogeneity of the phenomena and resist-
ance to ‘modern’ transformations, while producing some subjects and realities that can be
categorised as ‘modern’ and ‘normal’, and others – such as childhoods linked to the street – that
are seen as uncivilised or abnormal (Llobet and Vergara 2023; Hernández 2020). The case of Euro-
pean countries was quite similar (Cunningham 1998, Lavallette and Cunningham 2002), where
attachment to a model of protected childhood – driven by the illusion that only a single childhood
existed – was not an immediate process but also involved multiple time scales.

In contemporary contexts, many of these representations are still current and have even inten-
sified. Parents perceive their children as beings ‘at risk’, that is, innocent, vulnerable and threatened
in public spaces by adults, other children or young people. This is evident in new parental cultures
that incorporate growing requirements for protection, ‘monitoring’ and vigilance (Fairchloth 2014;
Blackford 2004). Thus, the responsibility to protect children falls on them, as parents, based on a
growing ‘parental determinism’ (Furedi 2008) and as part of the processes of familiarisation and
individualisation of responsibility for managing social risks, which is also expressed on the spatial
plane (Pain 2006; Romero Mikkelsen and Christensen 2009; Kullman 2010).

Thus, the cultural and legal norms governing ‘good’ parenting often lead parents to place signifi-
cant restrictions on their children’s spatial activities (Valentine 1996; Fairchloth 2014) and, in par-
ticular, on what has been referred to in the literature as their ‘independent mobility’. This concept
was introduced by Hillman, John, and Whitelegg (1990) in accounting for a decrease in children’s
use of public spaces and in the movement of English children without being accompanied by adults,
especially parents (Karsten 2005; Christensen 2008).
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In the wake of this study, much research has been carried out, mainly in European countries,
exploring different factors that affect children’s independent mobility, such as sociodemographic
aspects of children and their parents, aspects of the subjectivities of both actors and neighbourhood
and urban infrastructure conditions (Kullman 2010, Christensen and O’Brien 2003, Tyagi and
Raheja 2021, Romero Mikkelsen and Christensen 2009, Brown et al. 2008, Morais and Uchôa 2021).

It must be noted, however, that the concept of independent mobility has been variously cri-
tiqued. Criticisms include, for example, the scant emphasis given to relationships between peers,
and the little attention paid to virtual forms of mobility (Cortés-Morales 2020), The concept also
fails to take into account forms of social control exercised by adults that go beyond direct physical
presence (Romero Mikkelsen and Christensen 2009; James 2013); reveals a linear and individualis-
tic notion of human development; and a binarism based on the contrast between dependence and
independence. Such a binary approach fails to appreciate the fluid, hybrid, multiple and complex
forms of interdependence that characterise our socio-spatial life and how children and adults relate
to one another in this regard (Romero Mikkelsen and Christensen 2009, Nansen et al. 2015, Cortés-
Morales 2020).

Moreover, in childhood studies and the geography of childhood, an overemphasis placed on the
restrictive role of parents has received a critical response (Joelsson 2019). It has been observed, for
example, that parents are also key facilitators of children’s mobility, by allowing and enabling it
(Romero Mikkelsen and Christensen 2009). Parents, at the same time, offer not only restrictions
but also ‘mobility permits’ to their children (Joelsson 2019). A binarism that categorises parents
as either controllers or enhancers has also been criticised, since most parents bring both aspects
into play (Backett-Milburn and Harden 2004; Van der Burgt 2015; Joelsson 2019). Based on a
study in South Africa, meanwhile, Benwell (2013) insists that it is essential not to see parents
and children as inevitably opposed or in conflict over restrictions on their mobility outside the
home, since both parties often coincide in their perceptions, and children value certain precautions
taken by parents that affect their movement on the street. Similarly, Gülgönen and Corona (2015)
show that children in Mexico City do not feel comfortable walking alone on the street, referring to
its dangerousness.

What is more, despite the restrictions, children develop various strategies to access and creatively
appropriate the space of the street. This has been explored in various studies and emphasised in
particular by research on ‘street children’ in Latin America and other regions of the global
south. For these children, the development of knowhow and a command over space is a fundamen-
tal part of their strategies for survival, as is the development of affection and cooperation in their
relationships with peers, which are vital for them (Murrieta 2010; Saucedo and Taracena 2011;
Gadd 2019; Van Buggenhout 2020).

Although in more restricted ways than in the past, the street continues to be a place where chil-
dren interact with peers, experience moments temporarily freed from parental intervention, and
learn games and social roles different from those upheld at home (Morgade, Poveda, and Gonzá-
lez-Patiño 2014; Morais and Uchôa 2021). In a study carried out in Santiago with children from
different social strata, for example, the children were observed to positively value public spaces
such as soccer fields, squares and parks. They stressed the possibilities of play and closeness to
nature, their peers and their relatives, that such spaces made possible (Consejo Nacional de Infancia
2016). Indeed, children dwell on activities such as going out shopping alone or going out in the
company of friends as high-value events which validate and legitimise them with their peers and
parents and give them a more active role in the relations they have established with the adult world.

3. Methodology

Theoretically and methodologically, the study places emphasis on the nature of children’s utter-
ances as social discourses, in preference to an approach that dwells on their spontaneity, romanti-
cises, or devalues them. The study was based on Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) (Fairclough
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2003), according to which discourses are understood to be trans individual manifestations, whose
profoundly social character arises from the fact that they respond to historical and contextual
phenomena which are embodied in a broad and complex set of social practices.

The information was produced through triangular group interviews involving three people (chil-
dren or adults), in addition to a male or female interviewer (Conde, 2008). These interviews were
non-directive in nature, in order to facilitate the emergence of the children’s discourses according to
the modes, sequences and categories they themselves chose, in addition to minimising the power
imbalance between them and the adult researchers. Twenty-four interviews were conducted, of
which we will consider 12 in this article, which are those that correspond to the children. Protocols
of informed assent for children and informed consent for their parents were included, dealing with
issues such as confidentiality and the use and protection of the data.

The selection of the subjects was intentional. It included children, 10 or 11 years of age, from the
city of Santiago, Chile’s capital, who were reached through their schools. Gender selection was
based on the participants’ self-definition. The AIM index (AIM, 2019), which defines seven strata,
was used for their socioeconomic classification. For the upper-middle group (C1a), which accounts
for 10.2% of Santiago households, this index is based on an average monthly family income of US$
4034, among other aspects considered. The middle-level group (C2), which accounts for 13.9% of
Santiago households, has an average monthly family income of US$ 2011 The average monthly
family of the low group (D), which makes up 29.9% of Santiago households, is US$ 859.

Urban neighbourhood and type of school reflect a highly segmented city and educational system.
Children from the upper-middle stratum attended a fee-paying private school in a well-to-do dis-
trict of Santiago. Middle-stratum children attended a subsidised private school in a neighbourhood
that was also predominantly middle stratum, and those from the low stratum attended a municipal
public school in an impoverished municipality. The interviews were conducted in the children’s
schools. This form of recruitment did not allow access to out-of-school children, although primary
school enrolment rates in Chile are high (91.4% of children aged 6–13 years, in 2017) (Ministerio de
Desarrollo Social 2022).

In the analytical process, we sought to understand the work of ‘qualification’ undertaken by the
subjects around the signifiers (such as naming, evaluation, causal attribution, and others), and to
identify some of the linguistic resources used to confer legitimacy on the representations, when
this was relevant to their interpretation (Fairclough 2001; Martin 2003). In this article, for a deeper
exploration of the results, we deal, with limited exceptions, with the modalities of qualification, and
the common discursive features. Differences between socioeconomic groups and gender differences
will be analysed in later publications.

When quoting the children’s utterances, their socioeconomic status and gender are specified
unless this data has already been given in the preceding text. The children are assigned numbers
to identify and distinguish between them.

4. Results

4.1. The degradation of the street and the appeal to the protective and moralising role of
parents

When they talk about the street, the children’s discourse is conservative. They compare a past when
things ‘were as they should be’ with a present that is out of control and increasingly dangerous. The
street is shown to be on a path of accelerated degradation, in which threats of traffic accidents or
other types of accident, criminal actions and the consumption in public of alcohol or drugs increase
every day. Children see themselves as the most likely victims of these situations, which is part of a
broader social imaginary on the subject.

In this scenario, spaces such as squares or parks where they could play and maintain contact and
relationship with other children, are signified as spaces that have been progressively ‘taken over’ or
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invaded by criminals or addicts, While perceiving phenomena that are objective and real, they sim-
ultaneously echo the discourse of citizen insecurity widespread in the press and on social networks
(Isla 2017). In contrast, children see their home as a safe haven, and withdrawal as an inevitable
strategy.

Far from abstract, the threats of the street are embodied in concrete situations and figures. One
of the latter is the flaite, an everyday term used in Santiago to refer to low-stratum young men, in
which aspects of class, gender and age intersect and to whom criminal behaviour and drug and alco-
hol use are attributed. Flaites are, primarily, the ‘invaders’ of neighbourhoods perceived as once
calm and orderly. This perception is expressed in all strata and especially in the discourse of
middle-stratum boys:

Now it’s full of flaites there and more where we always go, because when we’re playing tennis with my cousin
who is grown up, when there are… I don’t know, flaites sitting in the street, my cousin immediately stops to
look and says to me: “OK, let’s go back (into the house)” (…) For example, we are kids, we dońt like to get into
this kind of drugs because afterwards we are going to be doing that…what’s it called?…we are going to start
getting more… addicted (Boy N° 2, middle-stratum).

Although it is not a recent phenomenon, in Chile and other countries, use of the notion of ‘con-
tagion’ has become increasingly common as a preferred metaphor to refer to all types of threat,
whether international terrorism, poverty, immigration, global financial crises, antisocial behaviour
and other possible ‘contagions’ related to sexuality and morality. There is no doubt that this notion
has operated as a normative underpinning for thoughts about otherness, by configuring some
people as ‘Others’ that require control and intervention (Douglas 1973). For Sibley (1995), the for-
mation of rigid distinctions between the reference group and those on the outside reflects an intol-
erance of ambiguity and the need to protect an inwardness perceived as weak in the face of the
threat of the other. Hence, children’s discourses about the street as a social space subscribe –
and in many cases are subordinated – to certain conventions and normative patterns derived
from what recent authors have called the ‘politics of contagion’ (Bashford and Hooker 2001).

At the same time and borrowing a category that Martínez and Palacios (1996) collected from the
lower strata, but which crosses the whole of Chilean society, the image of the flaite conjures up an
‘indecent’ poverty in which dishonour, dishonesty, intemperance and inconsequence are assumed
to prevail. In contrast, ‘decent’ poverty is shown to be governed by a moral code based on values and
an ethic of deferral and curbed impulses. The presence of members of the former category inspires
mistrust and reluctance to interact and share the same space with them, in order to avoid getting
‘stained’ by their immorality.

From the children’s perspective, faced with these growing threats of the street, their parents act
to reduce the risks by restricting permission to go out, especially at night, or directly protecting
them by accompanying them. At the same time, children perceive their parents’ restrictions as
an expression of their love and their desire to protect them from the surrounding dangers:

(Since they stole my cell-phone in the street) my mum (told me) “No, you can’t ever go out alone again”. So, she
is my mum and she protects me, apart from which no one would like to lose a child, even if you have three or
four, no one would like that! (…) So lots of things go through my head, lots (thinking) Oh, she’s such a pain,
such a pain, I hate her! Then I feel bad about what I thought because I know that she is my mum and I am not
better than her, she has to look after me and I have to do what she says (Girl N° 1, upper-middle stratum).

For their part, low-stratum girls configure a moralising discourse, actually urging their parents to
restrict ventures from the home as well as to ‘educate’ girls properly to safeguard their sexual repu-
tation, as well as to hold them responsible for the consequences of their lapses in this respect, an
expression of the growing parental determinism (Furedi 2008) mentioned above.

Girl N°1: My mum’s mother didn’t teach her well… she let her go out, but my mum wasn’t one of those
who wanted to be out on the street…Her youngest daughter (my grandmother’s) is fifteen, Eve-
lyn, who is the only aunt I have, and they let her do whatever she wants. They let her go out with
her skirt (short) more or less anywhere, knowing that there are bad gallos (guys) in the street.
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Girl N°2: Yes, I saw her, you could see her panties…
Girl N°1: And they let her put on makeup and everything… They let her dye her hair. They let her go out at

any time of night, I think that is wrong…
Girl N°2: They don’t educate her well…

At the same time, these meanings are consistent with a culture, that for all the awareness it has
gained of sexual violence against women, continues to emphasise the importance of girls’ control
of their sexual reputation. In Santiago, as in other cities, the perceived dangers of the street are
more sexualised for girls than for boys (Harden 2000). Girls, especially those from the lower strata,
have acute fears of kidnap, rape, and/or trafficking (Porter, Spark, and de Kleyn 2020).

Despite the felt desire for protection, it must be borne in mind that the antithesis constructed
between the street as a threat and the home as a haven is not a stable binarism, but rather a labile
one, and this instability is addressed in the same discourses. Thus, children are depicted as
exposed to violence in different spaces including the home, and the binary division between
adult/protector and. adult/assailant is weakened as a result. As a middle-stratum girl (N°1)
pointed out: ‘There are fathers who abuse. There are some who beat them (their children).
And sometimes, (there is) sexual abuse of children (on their part)’. Thus, for the children inter-
viewed, parents do not appear solely as protective figures but can also personify perpetrators of
violence or sexual abuse. Fears of the outside world, then, do not necessarily eclipse children’s
perception of the problem of abuse within the family, as often happens in the adult world
(Pain 2006).

4.2. The street as a space of freedom and the negotiation of permission to go out

The polysemy of children’s discourses also implies that the home appears not only as a refuge, but
also as a space colonised by boredom and lack of stimuli, apart from adult surveillance, as well as
heaped with demands, duties and responsibilities. The street, in contrast, features in their discourse
as a space for greater freedom, the development of autonomy, and possibilities for play and socia-
bility among peers which is free from adult surveillance, at least temporarily. Going out into the
street, then, is conceived as an experience of liberation, relaxation and recovery from the constric-
tion of the home.

There is also an awareness in the children’s discourse that the restrictions do not depend exclu-
sively on their parents’ will, but on conditions over which the latter do not have full control. Recog-
nising this, children express a desire for change in the social conditions in which they and their
parents live, so that the temporary ‘liberation’ that access to the street provides can be exercised
safely:

(My wish is) to go out and play peacefully. Not to go out in fear they are going to kidnap you. Without the fear,
for example, that parents are always looking at you… that one can play freely, be happy, play freely, without
anyone looking at you, things like that… (Boy N°. 2, middle stratum).

In the above quotation, moreover, the alternation between first-person speech with the use of a gen-
eric pronoun (‘one’) – ‘that one can play freely’ – and the second person – ‘are looking at you’, ‘with-
out anyone looking at you’ – suggests an allusion to group talk that is situated on a more abstract
level. That is, the child speaking configures himself as a referent of what children in general want
and do not want from their parents and from society, enhancing the sense of their group identifi-
cation as children.

In addition, the children’s discourse tells of negotiation practices with parents in which both
actors’ wariness over the risks of the environment is balanced against the greater degrees of auton-
omy that children may experience. In this context, the trust that parents can place in them is again a
relevant factor, as well as the sincerity with which the children communicate their plans, so that
parents can feel reassured.
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Sometimes I get bored at home and that’s why I ask my mum for permission to go out to the street for a while,
to join up with my friends and everything…And with my friends, my mum knows that I play and everything,
and it doesn’t bother her because I’m enjoying myself and everything…Apart from that she trusts me,
because I tell her things, I tell her what’s going on, and everything (Girl N° 2, low stratum).

At the same time, the parents appear in the children’s discourse to be accompanying and encoura-
ging them in a maturation process, in which the possibility of going out alone is treated as a mile-
stone, as well as being a learning process. This maturation is conceived, by some children, as an
internally driven process, which the parents ‘allow to express itself’, while in others, it is presented
as a change in the accumulated expectations of the parent–child relationship. In this case, it operates
as an adult demand that falls on the child to ‘become more mature’, even if he or she doesn’t yet feel
able to manage it.

Boy N°1: My parents are already letting me grow up. They are telling me to go by myself, that if I have
something to do, to let them know first. But they are letting me mature.

Boy No°.3: As for me, they tell me to become more mature, to go out with friends, without my parents and
all that, but I don’t like it because I’m still unsure of myself. I always like to be with my parents
(upper-middle stratum).

As in the scenario described, the subject of permissions to go out appears in all strata as the
expression of daily negotiations held between parents and children.

Permissions, permissions, it is a very, very, very strong word in my family (…) For example, only on Friday we
are going to go home with my sister alone. My sister is already in eighth (grade, primary education). The per-
mission is to go alone walking from school to home, which is about half an hour’s walk… I have to cross sev-
eral traffic lights, so my mum is very strict with that permission. Another permission is to go to parties alone.
Not parties with classmates, some parties, for example, with my sister and her friends, I don’t know… like
there are things that the older ones start to do… they start smoking, things like that… there are some
who… (Girl N°1, upper-middle stratum).

In the quotation above, it can be seen that the girl is aware that in these permissions, her mother has
to balance the feeling of threat due to the traffic and the consumption practices of her older daugh-
ter’s peers, with the need to grant the girl progressively more autonomy. Her older sister’s presence,
moreover, makes it easier to gain permission in the case of returning home from school, but in the
other case, at parties with older children, it seems to be a disadvantage due to the almost unmen-
tionable presence of ‘grown-up things’.

Permission to go out into the street, likewise, is conceived by children, and surely by parents too,
as a reward-punishment. It keeps children concerned about obtaining something that they prize,
such as a cell phone, a video game console or a computer – the technological version of such
reward-punishments – and is weighed against what parents value: school performance and doing
domestic duties. As a middle-stratum girl states:

My dad sometimes scares me and tells me he is going to take something away fromme, like my phone… that’s
what scares me the most, apart from not being allowed to go out into the street (…) Once they told me I wasn’t
going to be able to go outside anymore. And a week passed, and I went out, but because of my marks (school
grades) my dad sometimes gets angry (and he doesn’t let me go out) (Girl N° 1).

Furthermore, the children interviewed understand that permission to go out on the street depends
on fulfilling their academic and domestic responsibilities, as we can see in the following quote:

The conditions that I have (to be able to go out) are to leave the room tidy, but since I don’t go into my room it
is always tidy, so I only ask them for permission. Because the only thing that (my mother) asks me is: “Do you
have homework”? “No” (I tell her), “Do you have a test?”, “No” (I also tell her) “Do you have to read the
book?”… If I say yes, (she tells me) “Read the book for a while and then go (out on the street)” (Boy N° 3,
middle stratum).

In addition, in the quotation above an implicit recognition can be seen of the mother’s authority to
define criteria for permissions, while the child shows a relational knowledge that allows him to
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anticipate her reactions in the play between academic duties and authorisation, and in the sequence
and content in which the negotiations are expressed.

I have to do things first. For example, first I have to make my room, my bed, everything. Organise and do
homework. It is typical for me to say: “Mum, I am going to my friends’ place”, and she is like (answers
me): “Did you do your things?”, and I reply: “No, mum, best I don’t go”, things like that… (Boy N° 3, middle
stratum).

In this case, Boy No. 3’s status as a competent social actor may also involve rejecting the conditions
set for obtaining permission. Thus, what Goffman (2001) would call the ‘social definition of the
situation’ comes into play, in this case, a definition that initially differs between the child and the
mother. The child approaches her simply to inform her of his decision to go out on the street,
while the mother redefines the situation as something that involves obtaining parental permission
beforehand, and, therefore, adult competence to establish conditions for obtaining it. Faced with
this redefinition, there is no denial of adult authority as such on the part of the child, but an exercise
of agency in which he chooses to ‘sacrifice’ obtaining permission by not accepting the conditions
established to gain it. In other words, despite appearing to be a form of disobedience, the truth
is that the child is moving within the coordinates established by the mother, not so much as an indi-
vidual person, but as the occupant

of a social position defined by age and family relationships. It is interesting that the final decision,
in this case, falls to the child and not to the mother – there is a power play in which both appear to
have room to influence and manage. According to Punch (2000, 50), children ‘negotiate ways to
assert control over their social world, especially their use of time and space which is largely
restricted by adults’. Moreover, we see in this way how, from the perspective of the children inter-
viewed, their parents are not only located as actors inside the home, but as gatekeepers between the
home and the street, regulating exits from the home, the step to the street and the activities that
their children will engage in.

5. Concluding remarks

In the study carried out, we investigated, first, the meanings of the street for the children inter-
viewed. We observed that their discourses, on the one hand, were underpinned by conservative
viewpoints and the optic of contagion. Thus, although the speech acts seem unique and original
at the moment of enunciation, in reality, they take the form of authorised repetitions, quotations
that must be understood in the context in which they are produced. For this reason, the children’s
perspectives are not surprising given the scenario of media exaggeration, moral panic and policies
to address urban insecurity prevalent in recent decades. In particular, the appearance of the figure of
the flaite as a territorial invader and contaminator of family and neighbourhood life can be under-
stood within the context of a nation that has one of the world’s highest levels of class inequality
(World Bank Group 2018), expressed in Santiago in extreme urban segregation by class. Class
and age-related segregation are linked, with the result that, in Chile and other Latin American
countries, the street is conceived as an ambience that negates childhood itself or is a place hostile
to ways of doing childhood that are understood as substantial and normal. Moreover, in the case of
girls, and especially lower-stratum girls, fear of sexual assault in the street is one manifestation of a
public space that segregates by gender as well as by age and social class.

Given the above, we must be careful not to think of children’s fears as imaginary or merely sub-
jective, nor should we underrate children as competent and rational social actors. The truth is that
there is an important objective dimension to consider (Christensen and Romero Mikkelsen 2008;
Pain 2006), and both children and adults perceive it: cities and streets are not designed for children
and are hostile to them, Santiago being no exception. Nor is this a case of children who are intrin-
sically vulnerable to the dangers of the street for reasons of age or maturity, but of environments
that are in themselves aggressive. Thus, the subjects of our study cannot be seen as the bearers
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of the relations of inequality and humiliation in which they find themselves historically situated.
This objective dimension is part of the context of everyday life for some Santiago children, and
this reality finds its way into their discourse. Therefore, these results are not about the speech of
children in general, in an abstract or collective sense, but rather of particular children who are
located in territorial and historical scenarios that are specific and subject to change.

At the same time, however intense this negative view of the street, it should not hide the fact that
the meanings that children deploy are neither monolithic nor simple to define. The street also
appears in their discourses as a place where life is produced and not only taken away, and what
is produced is important to them: relaxation, fun, play, sociality, autonomy and self-knowledge.
However much they are depicted as confined to home and school, they show themselves to one
another as participating in scenarios that extend beyond the limits of such spaces. The street,
then, is presented as at once feared and desired, and children manifest themselves as capable ‘spatial
agents’ who actively invent spatialities with awareness and intention (Barker 2003; Porter, Spark,
and de Kleyn 2020; Templeton 2020).

The second question we asked ourselves in the study was how the children gave meaning to the
processes of negotiation with parents to gain access to the street. We observed that these nego-
tiations are understood and anticipated by the children as part of the everyday relationship estab-
lished with their parents. The children consider that permission to go out, alone or with friends or
siblings, belongs within the framework of relations of authority and care. They understand that
parents must take precautions while generating the conditions for their children gain knowhow
through progressive experience of the street and public spaces.

Likewise, the children’s discourse was ethical in that it challenged parents to impose restrictions
on access to the street under certain conditions. Authority, in this case, is not exercised as an end in
itself in the children’s eyes but is regulated by the exercise of care. Responses from the parents must
differ according to the situation, the environment, the possible dangers, the expected gains and
learning involved, the age of the children, and other aspects. In exercising this care, Santiago parents
find themselves quite alone and isolated, given a state that has washed its hands of social welfare and
a city ‘that provides no care’ (Jirón 2020), if care means being conceived and planned in order to
provide such welfare to its inhabitants.

Permission to go out on the street was also mediated by the opposites of work/play and duty/
pleasure in that going out on the street became a reward, for use by parents to encourage children’s
compliance with domestic and school responsibilities. It is striking that, in this respect, going out on
the street functioned in a similar way to permission to use new communication and information
technologies. Such devices have been home-oriented in nature and are described as activities
more typical of the new generations of children who have grown up more inside than outside
the home.

The research has drawn attention to the relational nature of children’s links with the street and
has highlighted the mediating role of parents in this respect. The study has also shown the complex-
ity and polysemy of children’s discourses on the children-parents-street triad, as well as the nego-
tiations that take place in this regard. In these discourses, an intense fear of the street coexists with
the attraction it exerts, as well as a need to put into practice, as a child or a parent, the children’s
autonomy as an expanding existential possibility. At the same time, the study has shown that the
street is a central aspect in shaping discourses about childhood and modernity, in a post-colonial
scenario that always appears to be threatened by underdevelopment and incivility. In this scenario,
children and adults also configure images of the savage and disruptive other that seem to embody
these threats, while articulating particular positions of class, gender and age.

Wemust remember that these results are from qualitative and intensive small-scale research, and
for this reason we do not claim to make any immediate or linear generalisation from them. How-
ever, we believe that they can contribute to the understanding of children’s discourses about their
everyday life, their relationship with their urban environment and also with their parents. We hope
that they will stimulate the development of research that can go more deeply into the findings or
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extend them to other areas. For example, it would be interesting if future research could consider
other cities in Chile, children of different ages, rural environments or other settings.

In turn, the discourse perspective enabled us to explore the nuances of the children’s speech in its
character as a sociohistorical practice. This approach could be enriched if accompanied by an eth-
nographic design that allowed us to observe other aspects of the spatial practices of children from
Santiago and other cities in Chile, taking into consideration material and temporal dimensions in a
broad sense.

On a final point, the results of this article emerged from a study carried out immediately prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic. Long-lasting or intermittent lockdowns in many countries of the world
have intensified the confinement of children and the impossibility of having ‘adult-free’ spaces and
moments. In Chile, this deepened confinement has been reinforced by the socio-political crisis that
followed the so-called ‘social outbreak’ of October 2019, which began before the pandemic. Among
the many changes that have accompanied the crisis are various alterations in the meanings and uses
of street space, for children, youth and adults. The pandemic, for example, has led to the street being
perceived as dangerous in a new sense of the politics of contagion: that of the fear of acquiring
Covid-19. The virus is seen as likely to be transmitted by those ‘others’ who appear irresponsible,
from a health point of view, in contrast to ‘we’ who take responsibility for prevention measures and
the consequences of our actions (Vergara et al. 2023). At the same time, the social outbreak encour-
aged the appropriation of the street space as a place of protest based on playful and artistic
expressions, especially in the case of young people. These changes could be a topic for research
once the previous conditions of free movement are re-established.

Notes

1. Santiago is the capital of Chile and has more than 7 million inhabitants; other Latin American capitals, such as
Mexico City and Sao Paulo, are among the most populated in the world, with figures approaching 22 million
people.

2. It is estimated that, between 2017 and 2021, 61 children were killed by stray bullets in Santiago de Chile (Pro-
ject for Resolution 1731 of 12/10/2021, Chamber of Deputies of Chile).

3. The public nature of a place can be defined not only in terms of ownership, but also its accessibility and the
social interaction it enables. In practice, when using these criteria, it is observed that there are continuing
difficulties in categorising different places according to these factors (Scott and Walters, 2015).

4. That is, ‘street children’ or children who were part of the ambivalent binomial ‘abandoned child-delinquent
child’ (García Méndez 1991) that justified state action. Although, strictly speaking, the category ‘minor’ can be
applied to any person who has not reached the age of majority, in Latin America it has been applied, in prac-
tice, to children from the lowest strata. As Carli (2002) points out, the category of ‘minor’ acquires an extra
meaning when it refers to situations of child poverty, abandonment or child marginality.
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