
THE GLOBALIZED WORLD

AND LOCAL ALTERNATIVES

Today’s economic and cultural pheno -
mena of globalization remit us to a dis -
cussion about space in human societies
in the early twenty-first century. Much
of the discussion is linked either direct-
ly or indirectly to problems like the
relationship between the local and
the global, the emergence of supra-
ter ritorial spaces —like cyberspace—
or the significance of local and na tio -

nal governments given processes with
no precise territorial reference point.

Within these processes of change,
the role played by geographical space
in today’s economy has been reinter-
preted. As we know, one of the most
notable characteristics of globalization
is the enormous mobility of both fi -
 nan ce and productive capital. The glo -
balization of productive or manufactur-
ing capital at the command of a huge
multinational corporation has become
the symbol of the times.2 Seen only in
relation to these actors, globalization
means space is less important for eco-
nomic life; that is, different locations

may be chosen for setting up a particu-
lar production process. If we take this as
true, the role of national and local gov-
ernments is to artificially differentiate
their territories in order to attract in -
vestment. They talk of tax breaks, po -
litical stability, low wages, a good busi-
ness climate, infrastructure, etc. The
reader will surely remember the offi -
cial discourse in Mexico that aims to
encourage foreign investment as a way
to insert the country in the globalized
economy.

Nevertheless, globalization is much
more than this simplistic idea of devel-
opment. Contemporary capitalism is
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also a product of the 1980s crisis of
Fordism  and the emergence of flexible
technologies and forms of organiza-
tion. In the paradigm of flexibility,
producers’ geographical proximity is
fundamental. In different parts of the
world, what are known as “industrial
districts” have been set up, industrial
systems concentrated in a particular
locale, made up mainly of networks of
small and medium-sized companies.
This way of organizing production has
made for outstanding economic per-
formance and a great capacity for par-
ticipating in international markets.

Most of the best known examples
of industrial districts are located in
developed countries and are com -
pri sed of high-tech sectors; this is the
case of Silicon Valley3 or the Holly -
wood movie industry in California.4

There are, however, dynamic indus-
trial districts formed by traditional
low-tech industries. The example of
this known the world over is the third
Italy.5 While Third World countries
do have systems similar to those des -
cribed in specialized literature,6 they
are on the sidelines of official econo m -
ic policy.

The central argument of this essay
is that the local dimension has not
been erased by globalization; to the
contrary, it continues to be of primary
importance for the economic organiza-
tion and performance of flexible pro-
ductive systems, and is therefore a
unit of analysis and conceptualization
necessary for understanding the broad
processes of globalization. I will look
at the specific case of the artisans’ dis-
tricts of Tlaquepaque and Tonalá,
historically one of the country’s most
im portant concentrations of craft and
decoration production. The district
covers a wide area with its hub and

coordinating center in the municipal
seats of Tlaquepaque and Tonalá,
although it also includes direct links
with the city of Guada lajara, the
municipality of Zapopan, and above
all, with the municipality of Chapala.
It is important not only be cause it is
similar to European districts, but also
because it has consistently been a
source of exports, with highs and lows,
for at least the last 20 years, the period
for which information is available.7

I will try to dilucidate the charac -
ter istics of the district that might
explain its export capability. This is
related to more general debates about
the role of geographically agglomerat-
ed industrial systems in globalization
and, in particular, to the role of low-
tech industries. Secondly, I will fur-
nish elements for the debate about
whether globalization brings with it a
process of homogeneity in which lo -
cal economic communities tend to
adopt practices and technologies that
make them similar to other communi-
ties around the world, or whether, to
the contrary, globalization reinfor ces or

en courages the particularities and dif-
ferentiation of these communities.

The essay is divided into two sec-
tions. First, I will summarize the most
important aspects of the discussion
about flexibility and small companies
and their ability to participate in today’s
economy. I will also look at the main
characteristics of the industrial districts
that have been examined in a great
many case studies. Then, I will intro-
duce theoretical elements that make it
possible to study the sub-national re -
gion as the basic unit for economic coor -
dination of contemporary capitalism.
The second section will present the
research results in the concrete case of
Tlaquepaque and Tonalá.

GLOBALIZATION AND SPACE

Post-Fordism

After World War II, the most important
form of organizing production which
spearheaded the growth of the world
economy was Fordism. Companies that

In a globalized world the role played by geographical space in the economy has been reinterpreted.
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followed the Fordist model were large
because they incorporated a series of
inter-linked activities and were able to
generate large volumes of production
thanks to their standardized products.
Their organization was based on seg-
menting work and having highly spe-
cialized machines carry out simple,
specific operations. Most of the workers
carried out simple operations requiring
little skill. This kind of functioning
requires stable mass markets.8

This production model went into cri-
sis in the 1970s due to a sharp increase
in international competition and to the
fact that previously stable markets
began to fragment and became very vo -
latile. With this, the advantages became
disadvantages. The need for large in -
vestments with a long-term return, spe-
cific machinery that could be used for
only a few tasks and dependence on
economies of scale do not jibe well with
changing, fragmented international mar-
kets. This characteristic of the products
forced an important industrial restruc-
turing with the aim of establishing orga-
nizational and technological forms that

would make it possible to rapidly res -
pond to the fragmentation and volatility
of markets. In a word, the aim was to be
flexible.9

Today, many forms of flexibility exist
side by side: from large companies that
combine flexible and Fordist technolo-
gies to conglomerates of small compa-
nies whose size and interaction with
each other allow for both internal and
external flexibility. It is this last variety
that occupies us here.

The debate about the small and
medium-sized company has a long his-
tory and has been the source of a great
number of studies. However, it was not
until the early 1980s that conceptual-
izations about these kinds of compa-
nies changed radically. Until then,
studies that focused on the company
itself had predominated, and in general
its place in the economy was ex plained
as a stage in the evolution of such com-
panies or as production pro cesses that
had been relegated to highly special-
ized market niches, therefore not very
likely to generate economies of a scale
sufficient for growth. Lastly, it was also

emphasized that small companies were
satellites of large ones, once again tak-
ing over those processes that could not
be incorporated into the contracting
companies.10

Industrial Districts

The change in the analysis and con-
ceptualization of small companies has
moved toward recovering and reformu-
lating Marshall’s proposal of not seeing
the small firm as isolated from the rest
or only in relation to large companies.
That is to say, in some places agglom-
erations of small companies taken as a
whole represent a profound division of
labor and, when they operate at the
same time, function like a “large facto-
ry” but with external instead of internal
relationships. In fact, the name “indus-
trial districts,” as these agglomerated
systems are called, come from Marshall’s
1879 Economy of Industry.

In summary, today, an industrial
district is defined as: a) a group of small
and medium-sized companies geograp h -
ically agglomerated which b) have a
dense network of interaction based
on both market and non-market rela-
tions, through which there is an in -
tense exchange of goods, information
and people; c) these agglomerations
present a common sociocultural con-
text to which the economic actors
belong, allowing them to interact in
accordance with practices, customs
and written and non-written rules
that facilitate the coordination of the
system, and d) generally, the econom-
ic actors are supported by public and
private institutions.11

According to Camagni, these sys-
tems have the following advantages,
among others: external economies of

In Tlaquepaque and Tonalá most people work in family-run micro and small workshops.
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both scale and variety are created,12

as well as economies of proximity
which significantly reduce transaction
costs; and perhaps most importantly,
a series of synergies are generated in
the district, that is to say, innovative
capabilities are increased through
the flow of information among local
actors, between them and institutions
and the other actors who participate
in the system.13

The last point has been best devel-
oped by Michael Storper, who asks about
the meaning of sub-national regions in
a globalized world. According to Storper,
“the most general, and necessary, role of
the region is as the locus of what econ-
omists are beginning to call ‘untraded
interdependencies’, which take the
form of conventions, informal rules, and
habits that coordinate economic actors
under conditions of uncertainty; these
relations constitute region-specific assets
in production. These assets are a cen-
tral form of scarcity in contemporary
capitalism, and hence a central form of
geographical differentiation in what is
done, how it is done, and in the result-
ing wealth levels and growth rates of
regions.”14

In this globalized world, some regions
lead or considerably influence global
pro cesses. On the other extreme are the
regions whose fate is practically deter-
mined by these processes alien to their
space and community. Storper’s consid-
erations are fundamental for under-
standing the possibility of generating
endogenous development processes
based on the intangible capabilities and
resources of a particular place. From
this point of view, it is the non-com-
mercial interdependencies and in -
tangible resources that a geographically
concentrated community has that ulti-
mately can change its insertion in glob-

alization. However, these resources are
perhaps the most difficult to create in an
economy and, for that very reason, the
scarcest. We are not talking here about
investment in physical infrastructure,
or even in service provision, but rather
practices, customs, forms of perceiving
and interpreting, aesthetic identities and
other factors. These resources are built
over long periods of time and through
repeated interaction. Therein lies their
being confined to a specific territory.

In the next section, I will analyze
the case of Tlaquepaque and Tonalá
as an industrial district with similari-

ties to cases observed in other parts of
the world and which represents an
alternative form of economic integra-
tion into the United States and of
participating in globalization.

TLAQUEPAQUE AND TONALÁ

A DECORATION INDUSTRIAL DISTRICT

In economic terms, “folk art seems
like an activity of those on the margins
of society, not a possible source of devel -
opment, but rather the result of the
lack of options in backward areas.”15

The image of Tonalá and Tlaque pa que
is different because of the constant
production and commercialization.
The number of producers and com-
mercial areas has increased consider-
ably, reaching around 2,000 today.16

Unfortunately, I cannot be more pre-

cise about the figure given the great
informality in the district and the lack
of data, but I must say that probably
there are more. Most people work in
family-run micro and small workshops;
their technology goes from the use of
traditional methods to basic machin-
ery. With regard to design, the district
can boast of artisans known internation -
ally for their originality and quality, at
the same time that it has imitators
whose work is sometimes of low quality.

Given these characteristics, how
can we explain their participation in
foreign markets? One possible expla -

na tion could be the successful indivi -
dual, the case of a craftsman-turned-
entrepreneur, or the exceptional ar tisan
recognized in ternationally. While
there are cases of this kind in the dis-
trict, this accounts for only a small
part of exports. Not only unique, high-
quality, original pro ducts are exported,
but also work of different qualities and
styles, even some which is not recog   -
nized as of Mexican design. I think the
district and the advantages of produc-
ing there can be best understood if we
look at it as a whole, a collective in
which everyone plays a role, whether
consciously or un consciously. Viewed
in this way, Tla quepaque and Tonalá
are an industrial system, with the com-
plex organization that has generated
quite interesting abilities and collective
competitiveness. The following are
some of its facets.
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1. The Conformation of External
Economies of Scale and Variety

Although historically the only products
with identifiable roots in the area are
the ceramics from Tonalá and Tlaque -
paque’s clay figures, today, a great vari-
ety of products and techniques can be
found there, all of which have been
incorporated into the original nucleus
of the ceramics. They are so firmly
rooted that it could be thought that
they originated there. Tlaquepaque’s
glass expansion began only 30 years ago;
a Mr. Camaraza from Spain introduced

red glass. The furniture that today has
achieved great renown can be traced
to the store and workshop Antigua de
Mexico which 28 years ago was very
successful with its line of reproductions
of furniture from Mexico’s hacien das.
In terms of techniques, just to name one,
Jorge Wilmont, from Monterrey, and
Ken Edwards, from the United States,
introduced high-temperature fired ce -
ramics with animal designs typical of
Tonalá. More recently, new techni ques
and products have been in cor po rated,
like rusted clay and wrought iron,
which have rapidly achieved populari-
ty in the district. Blown glass, red glass,
wooden furniture, carved sculptures, work
in stone, papier-mâché, wrought iron,
wax and many other applications and
materials have been added to the dis-
trict’s production at different times, each
time generating waves of expansion.

It is also interesting how some of
the producers and artisans who have
introduced these products and tech-
niques come from other states and
even other countries, particularly the
United States, which says something
both about the capacity for assimila-
tion and dissemination of local crafts-
people and the district’s attraction for
artisans from elsewhere.

In this geographic concentration
we find a wide variety of products and
techniques, which are even greater in
number if we consider that each pro -
duct, style and design produces work

of different quality and price. Although
the producers work on a small scale
and therefore do not have the capaci-
ty to produce great volumes of work,
all the individuals taken together do.
The great diversity in supply derived
from specialization and the incorpo-
ration of new products also generates
important external economies of vari-
ety not found in other regions of Mex -
ico. When asked why they come here,
foreign buyers say, “Here you’ve got
everything.”

The external economies of variety
and scale are the heart of successful
industrial districts in other parts of the
world and they have snatched impor-
tant markets away from large compa-
nies and even from multinational cor-
porations, at least for certain periods.
Tra ditional analyses do not take into
account the importance of these fac-

tors external to the individual company,
and therefore leave out essential fac-
tors. Equally, industrial policies that try
to support small businesses almost
always suffer from the same limitation;
they emphasize support for internal
and not external questions. Subsidies,
credit supports to the producer, tech-
nological assistance or loans to moder -
nize, etc., are all policies and instru-
ments oriented to internal aspects of
firms. There is no reason to be sur-
prised when, des pite financial support
and technological modernization, small
companies cannot solve chronic prob-
lems of access to foreign markets. While
it is easy to criticize policies that con-
ceive of small firms as individual entities
and not components of a system, we
should also point out that generating
external economies of variety and scale
is a complex process. It could even be
said that when they do not exist at all,
even in initial stages, it is impossible to
achieve them.

2. Industrial Organization

As I have already said, the district has
a profile of micro and small firms. How -
ever, a series of companies act as coor-
dinators of groups of small producers.
For example, according to interviews
with most of the stores in Tlaquepaque
that sell both wholesale and retail they
contract out to producers, often with
an exclusive relationship in the area.
This makes it possible for a series of
pro ducers to sell through a single
brand, which does the marketing, thus
facilitating market recognition and
product promotion. One of the ex tre me
cases is that of Billy Moon, a Mex -
ican-Amer ican designer and producer
who lives in Ajijic and exports large
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volumes through a direct link with 700
workshops. It should be clear that Moon
is not an intermediary. He buys all
these products and in his workshops
different finishes are applied. This is
how a great variety of articles are mar-
keted under a single brand name.

It is also important to add that con-
tracting out is not only the result of
entrepreneurial strategies; one of the
reasons that several companies have
given up their attempts to incorporate
production processes is because many
artisans strongly resist waged labor,
preferring to work independently. This
is very important because, when there
are no local traditions of resisting cor-
poratization of small workshops, this
kind of production tends to be elimi-
nated through cycles of industrial con-
centration. In the Tlaquepaque-Tonalá
district, the opposite occurs: small
workshops continue to spring up and
proliferate, many of them when work-
ers strike out on their own or through
the encouragement and support of me -
dium-sized companies that prefer to
contract out their production.

3. How Is Export Effected?

In addition to these companies that
coordinate groups of producers, the
district has another actor fundamen-
tal to understanding its export activi-
ties: the “consolidator,” whose impor-
tance lies in facilitating the links
be tween small producers and small
foreign buyers. It is a transnational rela -
tionship between small economic units,
a breath of fresh air in this glo balized
world dominated by the great multi-
national corporation.

This came about as an answer to a
transport problem. Small foreign buy-
ers, with their low-volume purchases,
suffered considerable in creases in
transport costs. For that reason, the
consolidator took charge of bringing
together a group of small buyers by
destination, whether it be different
countries or cities, and consolidating
full containers.

But the consolidators also fulfill
other fundamental functions. In the
first place, they act as a sort of “cul-
tural translator.” Just as the different

languages of buyers and producers
must be interpreted, so must a series
of habits and local practices which
are unintelligible in international
markets. The consolidator “trans-
lates” these practices and acts as the
intermediary to conciliate different
customs. These practices are related
to questions such as: 

• the informality of contracts;
• forms of negotiating;
• forms and times of payment; 
• the definition of quality; 
• and the negotiation of the char-

acteristics of the product to be
delive red, etc.

Just a rather amusing example: local
producers tend to push back the deliv-
ery date, therefore putting themselves
in the wrong, while foreign buyers
expect that the delivery date will be
complied with. How does the consol-
idator deal with this? Very easily. He/she
gives producer and buyer different de -
livery dates; this way the agreed-upon
delivery date can go by and there is still
breathing space to pressure the produc-
er, who will end up making the delivery
after the date he/she agreed upon, but
in time for the buyer.

In addition, the consolidator also
guarantees the different parties that
agreed-upon schedules, quality and
payment will be res pected by develop-
ing his/her own portfolios of clients
and producers. Without that trust and
mutual knowledge of the particulari-
ties of both sides to the bargain, the
relationship would very probably fail,
as we have seen happen in other craft-
producing regions of the country.

The consolidators are also promo-
tors. They conduct tours for buyers,
introducing them to producers and

Artisans use technology ranging from traditional methods to basic machinery.
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promote the new products that from
time to time appear in the district.
Lastly, they also act as information fil-
ters when they communicate the par-
ticularities of small localized foreign
markets. When this information is
taken into account, they are facilitat-
ing the acceptance of the products in
export markets.

This actor can help us a great deal
to understand the deficiencies of
government policies aimed at
encouraging exports. Without their
intermediation as negotiators, the
relationship tends to fail, but state
policies to promote exports ignore
this point altogether. While state pro-
grams are im portant for promoting
products abroad, the difficulties
appear when the time comes for
actual sale, when government sup-
port disappears. It is also interesting
to note that government policies to
assist small firms have tried to form
organizations that in theory would
perform functions similar to those of
the consolidators (known in the jar-
gon of economic planners as “inte-
grating companies”). The idea is to
create links and relations among
small companies that would allow
them to act together. And it is a good
idea, but when these relationships do
not arise in a historic pro cess in
which trust is generated, the results
tend to be very limited. In the case of
Tla quepaque and Tonalá, as I have
already mentioned, these actors have
appeared thanks to an evolutionary
process of agglomeration itself. Their
prolonged existence has made it pos-
sible through repeated encounters
and a continual process of trial and
error to build groups that act in the
economy with a certain cohesion and
ability to collaborate.

4. The Collective Production 
Of Styles and Designs

In the decoration industry, design
—form and aesthetics— has the
same importance as re search and
development in other industries. It is
the essential element for competitive-
ness, with price coming in second
place only within the margins that
accept originality and quality of
design and product. On volatile, frag-
mented international markets, keep-
ing the same design can be danger-
ous. Not adapting to trends and
fashions recognized by emerging mar-
kets can leave the producer out of the
game. Also, those who not only follow
or adopt fashions, but are also capa-
ble of creating them —that is of being
the pioneers and inventors of new
trends— are the ones who take the
lion’s share on international markets.
In the decoration industry, design is
key for understanding economic
behavior, in terms of both success
and failure. In the case of Tlaque -
paque and Tonalá, some factors favor

and reinforce collective processes of
design. However, there are also con-
tradictions and weaknesses in the
system that have impeded the dis-
trict’s full development.

We should begin by pointing out
that, historically, the district has dis-
played great pragmatism in adapting
its designs and styles to changing
markets. And this counters the pre-
conceived idea that artisans do not
change their forms and designs, or
that they are the guardians of the
most profound roots of Mexican-
ness. This idea leads to another: that
they are not conceived of as poten-
tially innovative, and at the same time
they are rebuked for showing “exter-
nal” influences in their designs and
forms. All external influence is classi-
fied as destructive. On this matter,
Alfonso Caso, the famous Mexican
archaeologist, said, “Folk art [should]
never be interfered with by providing
models or improving the artist’s inspi-
ration. Any intervention, even by the
most cultured and best educated per-
sons, must, in the long run, produce

One characteristic of this district is its flexibility in responding to aesthetic changes and market demands.
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the decadence of folk art.”17 Thus, the
influence of the external, be it from
Mexican intellectuals, designers or for -
eign buyers, is considered destructive.
From this point of view, globali z ation
is expressed in these co m  mu nities of
artisans, creators of folk art, as the de -
gradation of everything original and
different. As we have observed in this
district, however, this is not always the
case.

As I mentioned before, the artisans
of Tlaquepaque and Tonalá have always
been subject to external influences. The
origin of Mexican folk art, as we all
know, is the meeting of two cultures, the
indigenous and the Spanish cultures.
From its very inception, it has been a
mix. Without going into any depth into
the long history of folk arts in this
region, we should emphasize that one
characteristic, at least of the Tlaque -
paque and Tonalá district, has been its
flexibility in responding to aesthetic
changes that for one reason or another
the market has demanded. Salvador
No vo said that, “During the years before
the World War in Europe [and the
Revolution of 1910 here at home, is that
not right?] it was the fashion for all
houses to have, if not genuine Louis XV

furniture, at least a Viennese set, and
busts of Trianon, Venetian mirrors,
Chinese dragons, Baccarat crystal for
the table settings [?], Persian rugs and
reproductions on the walls of the
Gioconda and her aunt. Everything cul-
tured to the utmost, everything most
foreign, remote and overseas as possi-
ble. That is the origin of the fact that
[ah, most terrible, fatal event] when
Tlaquepaque’s potters saw that their
models were not successful and did not
sell and that, by contrast, everyone
wanted Moors’ heads for their hallways,
large, exotic china jars and languid

maidens for their parlor console-tables
(Dante in the desert and Mephis -
topheles muzzled), they proceeded to
make them; and we still see them
amongst the citified junk of the houses
fitted out with a parakeet, a piano, a
maid, debts and a son studying for the
bar.”18

What Salvador Novo reports is rele-
vant in two ways. In the first place it
reveals the pragmatic response of the
Tlaquepaque craftsmen to the decora-
tive fashions of the national market. In
the second place, he says that Mex -

icans appreciated foreign, exotic things;
at the same time, foreigners to a cer-
tain extent demanded the same, that is,
the foreign and exotic. For that reason
it is not strange that the district should
have been exporting for a long time
now. In fact, Carlos Monsiváis says
that it is only with the effervescence
unleashed by the revolutionary state
and its nationalism that folk arts were
recognized in Mexico. Until that time,
only a few conservative families and
foreigners had been interested in the
beauty of Mexican crafts.19

One more anecdote. During the
construction of the revolutionary state
and the rise of the aesthetic recovery of
what was “authentically Mexican,” the
muralists, particularly Dr. Atl, went to
Tonalá and invited the potters to in -
clude archetypes and symbols of the
indigenous peoples in their designs.

It is not my intention to say that
what is produced in the Tonalá-
Tlaquepaque district lacks originality or
tradition. Quite to the contrary, many
aesthetic forms and their techniques
have remained more or less unaltered
for long periods. The important thing is
that the district has always been flexible
about the demand of styles and designs;
old forms have been preserved and new
ones incorporated, in accordance with
ideological zigzags and what the domes-
tic and foreign markets demand.

Today, interesting processes of pro-

duction and dissemination of styles
and designs exist. On the one hand,
the geographical proximity of the pro-
ducers, but also the constant change
of workers from one workshop to anoth-
er, of the commercial areas where the
pieces are shown, and the transfer of
orders from one workshop to another,
all make the rapid dissemination of
successful products possible.

There is also feedback. In this diver-
sity of producers, one sector is con-
stantly contributing to the other; rein-
terpreting what is seen in the district is
a constant source of models for every-
one. However, I should add that an
important number of the producers I
interviewed do not design; they market
their ability to imitate or make the
model that is asked of them, even if it
means copying their neighbor’s product
or reproducing an item made in India. 
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The producers who participate
most actively in design are in differ-
ent markets. Classified more or less
in a reductionist way, we can clearly
see four segments of producers in dif-
ferent kinds of markets:

1. The segment formed by groups
of specialists in traditional folk art
who maintain very high quality and
originality, as well as those who only
make unoriginal, low-cost, low-quali-
ty replicas.

2. A second group is made up of
artisans and producers considered lea d -

ers in design, whose work is not nec-
essarily a reflection of traditional sty les
but does have the distinctive mark of
its producer.

3. A third segment consists of
those whose designs and styles are
more universal or not identified with
local traditions.

4. The fourth is made up of those
who only offer their productive
capacity. I should point out that I do
not intend to evaluate their work as
negative or positive since the four seg -
ments together generate positive re -
sults for everyone.

Now, how are external influences
and pressure expressed? The discussion
about globalization and contemporary
capitalism emphasizes that, on the one
hand, the fragmentation of markets and
growth of demand for non-standardized
goods, the increase in individualized

consumption, the taste for what is dif-
ferent, hand-made products, particular-
ly in the markets for the decoration
industry, all reflect the cultural changes
that encourage the reaffirmation of dif-
ference through consumption.20 But, at
the same time there is a demand for the
aesthetic of the familiar and the univer-
sal, both in small and mass markets.

In the decorations markets we can
see it clearly:

• On the one hand, the demand for
standardized products persists, but

at the same time there is a demand
for hand-made, craft products.

• Just as there are more or less sta-
ble markets, many are volatile
and demand a continual change
of the product, which may hap-
pen several times a year.

• As there is a demand for design,
familiar or universal aesthetics,
there are also those who seek eth-
nic products, identifiable with a
particular community.

So, from the point of view of de -
mand, we see that external markets
reinforce different segments of the dis-
trict, whether it be those that make tra-
ditional, hand-made products, or those
that offer products that cannot be iden-
tified with a local style, those that are
highly specialized, or those that only
have their ability to produce to offer.

Another way in which contact with
external markets has an impact —par -
ticularly on products in middle-quali-
ty sectors— is through the continual
absorption of elements from the out-
side. That is a particularity of the dis-
trict. Everything is negotiable: size,
form, color. Thus, there is an incorpo-
ration of what is demanded particu-
larly abroad and, given the character-
istics of the district that have already
been pointed out, these elements dis-
seminate rapidly and are finally rein-
terpreted locally.

Participation in international mar-
kets has also brought with it interna-
tional competition. This means that some
of the district’s products have been
copied in other countries, but products
from other countries are also copied in
the district. We can see ceramic pieces
made in Asia that seem to be from
Tonalá and objects from Tlaquepaque
that are similar to work done in India.
International competition has also dri-
ven prices down, bringing pressure to
bear on costs, particularly in the segment
of producers whose work is easily repro-
duced or similar to that done elsewhere.
This means that those who want to buy
a piece made in Tlaquepaque can find
it in other places in the world, and per-
haps at a lower price. This is even more
serious for medium- and low-quality pro -
ducts and those with no special design.

Unfortunately, this downward pres-
sure on prices is magnified internally.
Just as there are forms and institutions
that create conditions propitious for
the reproduction and expansion of the
district, we also encounter contradic-
tions and weaknesses that, combined
on occasion with external pressures,
become more severe. It is important to
underline that, conceptually and tak-
ing into account empirical references,
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The consolidator “translates” a 
series of habits and local practices 

which are unintelligible in international 
markets and acts as the intermediary 

to conciliate different customs. He is a sort of cultural 
translator who guarantees quality, schedules and payment. 
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the producers can be differentiated by
their ability to produce and design.
Those who excel in quality and design
are well-known, their names become
the product’s brand name and they
fare better dealing with the market
pressure to decrease costs. By con-
trast, the re mainder suffer from pres-
sure from intermediaries and constant
haggling over price. As Monsiváis says,
“What is redundant [about folk art]
(folk being “of the folk”, the people) is
or course, a condemnation: if the dis-
tinctive thing about it is its anonymous
nature, the creators called artisans will
be the “spokespersons” of instinct,
with the inevitable unfair wages this
implies and the miserly prices that,
then, as now, are harmful to the
process itself. ‘Folk art, why did you
give in to a riot of color?’”21

Unfair competition exists in the dis-
trict because there will always be a pro-
ducer who needs and is willing to sell
cheaper than the rest. The vicious circle
in which both Mex icans and foreigners
participate and only a few of the artisans
has been able to avoid, is perhaps the

most immediate and most difficult
problem to solve because it is magnified
on the international level. On the inter-
national market, competition to reduce
production costs is not among the resi-
dents of Tonalá, but among underdevel-
oped countries; there will always be
some that need and are willing to sell
more cheaply than the others.

As far as I was able to observe, lo -
cally there have been no attempts to
change this circumstance that affects
many but not everyone. This is due to
several factors: in the first place,
there are no coordinated efforts for
design creation, nor a consolidated
com munity of de signers who could
collectively facilitate more producers’
accepting these kinds of efforts. In
the second place, the situation is also
a reflection of a series of failed col-
lective ventures in which specific
groups appropriated the organization
for their own benefit. The district also
suffers from a series of inequalities in
political and economic power that fa -
ci litate and foster the exploitation of
the weaker producers.

I will finish up with a question:
Should one type of demand take prece-
dence over the others, and therefore
displace one or more of the segments
of producers from the area? In other
words, for example, will the segment
that offers its production capabilities
(the segment most susceptible to mod-
ernization) dominate the traditional
segments and the designers?

My impression is that, until now,
diversity continues to dominate, and
that some external factors reinforce
this tendency. However, this could
change at a moment’s notice given the
instability of the markets and interna-
tional competition. Just as a particular
type of craft product may be in great
demand, the following month that de -
mand might disappear. I think that the
loss of any component would be bad
for the whole; an appropriate policy for
the area should use this heterogeneity
as its starting point and aim at realizing
each segment’s potential and attacking
the contradictions each one generates.
However, the idea in vogue is that
everything has to be modern and must
use cutting-edge technology to com-
pete abroad. Sometimes these nation-
al policies can be more destructive
than international markets.

Is it possible that Mexico could use
this kind of industry as the basis for its
development? While a country of the
complexity and size of Mexico could
not depend on a single kind of industry
or a single region to qualitatively trans-
form its population’s living conditions, it
is also true that the alternatives for
growth based on foreign investment in
the maquiladora-type industry are
questionable. I must say in favor of the
type of industrialization in Tlaque paque
and Tonalá that in Mexico there are
other districts with similar profiles

Before the Revolution, only a few conservative families and foreigners were interested in Mexican crafts.
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based on regional traditions and histo-
ries. To mention only a few, León, Gua -
na jua to’s footwear industry, is interna-
tionally known; Puebla’s decorations
industry; Guada lajara’s jewelry indus -
try; Mexico City’s textile district;
Oaxaca’s and Michoacán’s craft pro-
duction; and many other examples
with differing degrees of development
and consolidation. If we return to the
questions asked, I think that the
cho ice is not between traditional in -
dus try or ultramodern maquiladora
plants, but rather, includes a third
option: acc epting the possibilities and

limitations of both these and other
forms of production.

The specific case of Tlaquepaque
and Tonalá, despite being important for
its exports, is far from being a totally
desirable model. It presents serious lim-
itations in terms of its economic impact
—some of which have been pointed to
here— particularly if we compare it to
the Italian districts focused around the
same type of industry that have become
leaders in sectors as different as the
manufacture of furniture and tools.
Tlaquepaque and To nalá are still far
from dictating fashion and trends in

international markets and, therefore, far
from the profits this brings. However,
that should be the ultimate objective of
any development strategy for this region.
A first step would be to support the cre-
ation of a design center to provide not
only access to subsidized designs, but
also to relevant, timely information
about international trends, styles and
markets and above all, to help consoli-
date the design milieu. In other words,
to face the challenge of globalization, we
must create and support the local
capacities that allow for a differentiation
in international markets.
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