Material culture in

La Esperanza

by Sarwat Viquar

The built environment of popular
settlements in developing countries presents
many contradictions in terms of the cultural
images and icons it projects. Settlements on
the periphery, inhabited by migrants from a
wide variety of backgrounds, adopt features
from the urbanity that neighbours them.
They need to integrate, not only
economically, but socially and culturally, into
the surrounding urban network. The result
is an attempt at visual integration with the
adjoining, established urban culture.

Thenitial impression of La Esperanza
s that of a sea of satellite dishes atop houses
built of a hybrid mixture of materials. The
choice of materials is dictated by the rural
background of its inhabitants, and the
influence of the surrounding tourist town of
Ixtapa. Side by side with the houses built of
bajareque’ and huesito wood, are concrete-
block houses, with plastered and painted
walls and impressive fenestration.

‘Theneed for upward mobility usually
dictates the way housing develops. To most
people in La Esperanza, the ultimate
consolidated house is one built of concrete
beams and columns, with concrete block
walls. One of the requirem
maximum built area on the plot, and to build
with concrete and steel. Early in the life of
the settlement, houses are rudimentary
shacks of wood, palm leaves, Juesito wood
and bajaregue. As the residents become more
established, an increasingly common site is
the concrete, urban-style bungalow. Higher
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income families with contacts within the local
government are able to manoeuvre
themselves into positions of advantage,
obtaining services, facilities and outward
signs of upward mobility (concrete houses,
televisions, and satellite dishes). Those with
more modest incomes lack basic services and
infrastructure, but their houses still represent
thebeginnings of the urbanity they aspire to.
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Insomecases, people with ve
have still managed to install a television and
even build a four-sided concrete-block wall
around their wooden shack

The pressure to adopt urban-style
building materials comes from the example
set by more established members of the
community,but also from outside influences.
Many work in Ixtapa as security guards,
maintenance  workers, bus ~drivers,
chambermaids, etc. Others have family
working abroad in Texas and California
Residents in La Esperanza are particularly
exposed to the material culture and wealth
of affluent North America.

Tourism is one of the major forces in
the race to urbanize and suburbanize.
According to American anthropologist Anita
Cowan?, migration from rural areas was
encouraged by the government and local
business interests to provide labour and
services for the tourist industry. Rural
migrants underwent training programs in
which they were shown images of mass
housing from the United States and Japan,
as ideal models of urban living. They were
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A mixture of earth and straw
applicd on a wood frame, for
walls,

The group had an informal
seminar  meeting
Ms Cowan. Discussion centred
around how tourism_had
developed in Ixtapaand affected
thelocal people. This was based
on Ms. Ruth Anita Cowan’s Ph.D
Thesis Tourism Development in
Mexican Coastal Communit
Sonthemn Melhodis Universi
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Acapulo s a cas i point,

also encouraged to abandon customs from
their rural backgrounds, such as raising pigs
and chicken in their backyards.

The needs and priorities of the
tourism industry have played a
consequential role in shaping the urban
culture of Zihuatanejo and its new migrant
commanities. Ixtapa’s high-rise skyline along
the Pacific coast turns its back to the hilltop
settlements of neighbouring Zihuatanejo,
whereillegal electrical connections (diablitos,
asthey are called locally), are strung over the
hillside. The contrast is striking, but not
unusual; it is an expression of the inequality
prevalent in much of Mexico. The high-

rise ﬂpnﬂmcl\l blocks, five-star hotels, and
sun-splashed villas of Ixtapa is the future La
Esperanza dreams of. But the present
environment s being shaped by tourism and
not by concerns for

asic  infrastructure and
employment needs. It seems inevitable that
huatanejo is destined to have the
fate of many other high-class tourist resorts
on the coast where the existing infrastructure
and services cannot provide for the influx of
population.




