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Abstract 
This paper reflects on the role that Design plays in the success of local economies by promoting 
cultural and/or emotional values in their exports. Donald Norman and Bruno Latour’s theories will 
be discussed. Latin American economies are experiencing a tighter integration with Asia, based 
primarily on exports of finite natural resources; generating opportunities, but not without risks. 
The main case study is the Chilean Economy: flourishing but based on the export of raw materi-
als, especially copper. China is its main buyer, making the countries vulnerable and dependent. 
Nevertheless, this market opportunity offers the chance to acquire capital to invest in other sec-
tors and diversify industries; for instance, Creative Industries like Design can strengthen a coun-
try’s image, creating exports, which incorporate local narratives, generating protection for the 
land and rural populations.  In sum, Design, can add emotional value to raw materials and ex-
pand the international market for regional design. 
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Economic dependency on raw materials: Latin America-Asia 
“Peripheral countries” have historically provided raw materials in a model that emerged in the sixteenth century. First 
were Spain and Portugal then the Dutch Republic, France and, England. This changed in the twentieth century when 
United States also participated by adding high-value in production. But this has moved towards a more complex 
integration in the last decades, incorporating high-end cognitive cultural activities in advanced economies in North 
America and Europe but that can be also found in Asia, Latin America and parts of Africa These new leading sectors 
constitute strategic nodes in global networks, interconnected through flows of goods, services, knowledge and people. 
It is obviously hard to disentangle the web of causal factors behind this sea change in the world economy, but two 
interrelated factors can be singled out, namely technological change, which can be attributed to the Information and 
Communications Technology (ICT) revolution (Lambregts, B., Beerepoot, N., & Kloosterman, R, 2016). 

“Peripheral countries” have always exported raw materials, but they now have the chance to in-
tegrate other market exchanges that bring other opportunities, if we think that economies that are only supported on 
raw materials face different risks. Bruno Latour (Philosopher, Anthropologist and Sociologist of Science) links psy-
chology with economic growth; he believes that because our economic model needs growth, politicians and investors 
behave as if the environment is not affected. Creating a balance and assuming that resources are finite is imperative. 
Latour states that we do not confront the fact that human activity is the main factor for climate change. Facing this new 
disconnect, many of us move from admiration in front of the innocent forces of nature to complete despondency and 
even lend an ear to the climate deniers (Latour, 2011). He remarks: “The Economy is not the basis for the world finally 
revealed to everyone thanks to the benefits of globalization but a cancer whose metastases have gradually begun to 
infect the entire Earth” (Latour, 2013, p. 384). 

Latin American examples like Venezuela and Chile, help to explain the risks and opportunities of 
that exchanges based primarily on commodities. According to Mark Turner (Analyst in Latin American stocks markets 
for Hallgarten and Company), Venezuela bases its economy in one commodity, oil. Depending on this, as does Chile 
on copper. Since 2004, the composition of Chilean copper exports has changed from 35% to 40% of its total exports 
and up to 60% in late 2007. Moreover, the Central Bank of Chile (CBCh) said that the quantity of copper exported 
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represents 35% of the total GDP (Turner, 2006). 
Julia Strauss (Senior Lecturer in Chinese Politics, 
member of the Centre of Chinese Studies at SOAS 
University of London), mentioned that in order to grow, 
the industrialized economies of Asia require for the 
commodity exporters of Latin America to be able to 
supply. Since the early 1990s, Asia and Latin America 
have been the participants of an extraordinary global 
movement toward multilateral agreements, including the 
promotion or implementation of free trade agreements 
e.g. the Southern Common Market (MERCOSUR), the 
Andean community in Latin America (CAN), the Associ-
ation of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the 
Shanghai Security Organization (SCO), making negotia-
tions and trades easier among them. Moreover, the 

Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) serves as a bridge between these regions. For example, China’s in-
volvement Latin America has dramatically increased, in the past fifteen years, China has gone from having no pres-
ence to being a leading trade partner of important economies as Brazil, Peru and Chile. (Strauss, 2012).  
 

Fig. 2: Main exports by sector (2010-2011). Central Bank, 
May 2012, cited in ProChile, 2012 

Fig. 3: Perception of Brazilians about Chile’s productive sectors, 
Fundación Imagen de Chile  

The Chilean case 
Chile’s case will be examined in-depth to explain the dangers and opportunities of an economy based on natural 
resources, with one main buyer. Copper has always been the main pillar of the Chilean economy, however, in past 
few years, this dependence became stronger (Turner, 2007). As Steven Anderson (Director, Global Human Re-
sources Modular Mining Systems) explains, Chile is the world’s main copper provider with over a 34% of the world 
supply in 2010. (Anderson, 2012), and China is its main fast-growing buyer due to the increasing demand for copper 
electrical wiring, and also for the manufacturing of other products.  

As can be seen in the pie chart below in 2010 the recipients were led by Asia. ProChile also es-
tablished that in 2011, Chile exported a total of USD 81,411 million and USD 40,333 million of it was copper. 

In total, Chilean exports are ranked 45th out of 222 countries, as stated by the Central Intelli-
gence Agency (CIA), position that is competing with larger territories and populations, such as China and United 
States. Although this is an important position, Chile has not gained major recognition abroad as Elvira Chadwick 

Fig. 1: Chile’s main buyers (2010-2011). Central Bank, cited in 
ProChile, 2012 
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(Chief in research at Fundación Imagen de 
Chile) mentioned in 2013. 
As the previous graph shows, the majority of 
its exports are raw materials not connected 
with emotions or immaterial values. They 
are commodities lacking identity; sold 
mainly because they are the best or the 
cheapest; therefore, they do not help to 
create a strong country image. It could be 
concluded that it is risky to rely on just one 
resource, which could potentially be affected 
by different factors, as it happened to Chile 
with nitrate before. 
The case of Nitrate is relevant to review; it 
was used as fertilizer and to create explo-
sives, and for Chile, it was synonymous with 

foreign investment and growth. "From 1880 until 1930, nitrate was the nation's main export. Chile gained control of the 
valuable […] deposits in the War of the Pacific (1879-1883), but most of the nitrate exploitation was handled by British 
capital and in less extent by Germans” (Monteon M, 1982, p. 66). However, Chile obtained economic prosperity 
through exportation taxes (Lüders R, Wagner G, 2003). 

After the start of the First World War, the British effectively blocked the Germans from the re-
source, so the latter created synthetic nitrate in 1918. This development put an end to the industry; luckily, copper 
became relevant, helping to mitigate the crisis. (Maskaev, 2001). This left behind ghost cities; some, like Humberstone 
and Santa Laura, became UNESCO protected in 2005 (UNESCO, 2003-2005). Although they are not inhabited today, 
their immaterial value is recognized. Thus, it can have emotional connections if associated with the workers narrative, 
history, built heritage and/or if local values are integrated.  

Links between raw materials and emotional values 
An example of the aforementioned occurred at San José mine in 2010. In August of that year, 33 Chilean miners were 
trapped 720 meters below ground for 70 days before being rescued. The organization Fundación Imagen Chile stated 
that social networks mentioned the event in more than 3 million places; 12,000 photographs related to Chile and its 
miners were posted in the space of a week on Twitpic. It was the first time Chile was mentioned in such a massive 
and global scale. Ustream, the leading global provider of streaming, mentioned that this was their most watched news 
ever, with 5.3 million users between the 11th and 12th of October, surpassing the death of Michael Jackson with 4.6 
million and the inauguration of Barack Obama with 3.8 million.  

Fundación Imagen of Chile, also carried out a study in Brazil, in which (although not explicit), it is 
interesting, to compare the perception of Brazilians about Chilean mining a year before and after the incident at San 
José; it is possible to observe how an emotional event can place in people’s mind the perception that Chile is a mining 
country. Theories of cognitive science, like Donald 
Norman’s, (Director of The Design Lab at the 
University of California, San Diego and author of 
Emotional Design) support the relevance that 
immaterial values can have on products. “What 
matters is the [...] associations that people have 
with the objects, and the memories they evoke” 
(Norman, 2004, p. 46); if people have an emotional 
connection to a country, they will, for example, have 
an opinion about it, and possibly buy things that 
represent its lifestyle. "Consumers tend to buy 
things that have meaning for them. The styles of 
objects you choose to buy and display often reflect 
public opinion" (Norman, 2004, p. 54).  

Fig. 4: Chilean wine, Frontera, promoted with landscapes of the country 

Fig. 5: Kind of visitors at Chile’s pavilion, done by the 
author with records realized at ProChile 
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Adding local values 
Thus, narratives can be added to activities related to the extraction 
of commodities, but this can be easier to understand if related to 
other common products, as the ones that are part of our daily life 
e.g. furniture, clothing, also a landscape, etc. Branding uses this, 
as it can be seen in the wine market. David Cohen, Daisy Dawson 
and Dr. Joanna Fountain, refer to the wine market and the im-
portance of creating land narrative to evoke emotional connections 
(2011).  Moreover, if the Chilean wine market recognition is 
compared with copper, it can be observed that wine exports reach 
USD 1,732 billion in contrast to the USD 40,333 billion generated 
by copper (refer to figure 2); but the former is more recognised as 
a Chilean product abroad than the latter, as it can be seen in 

studies made by Fundacion Imagen de Chile, 2010, in seven different countries, Chile was mainly associated with 
wine production. It can be deduced that wine has been sold with an emotional narrative, which people can recall. The 
wine market contributes to overseas acknowledgment but it is necessary to increase the number of markets in which 
Chile is well recognised, in order to generate collective narratives. 

Chilean design studios, re-thinking heritage 
Design can also integrate value, using local raw materials; examples of this are some pioneer Chilean design studios 
which work with the recognition and enrichment of heritage so as to reinvent, interpret, integrate or create what could 
be called “new traditional”, adding narrative processes and cultural values to Chile’s main exports, such as copper and 
wood. In 2011, The Consejo Nacional de la Cultura y las Artes (CNCA), in charge of the Creative Industries, formed a 
design area for the first time, (Figueroa, 2014) whose aim is to support Chilean designers. One strategy was to pre-
sent their works in international festivals.  

As an example, at the London Design Festival 2012, the Dirección de asuntos culturales, 
(DIRAC) in charge of the cultural events of Chile abroad, in collaboration with CNCA and ProChile, placed a Chilean 
pavilion with six small studios, receiving around 100 people, mostly press, designers, and traders, as shown below. 

One of the studios was bravo! They exhibited a set of containers called La familia, in which 
typical materials were used, in this case, copper and a special wood, Lenga, from the south of the country. They 
rescued Chilean carpentry techniques in a vital redefinition of such traditions.  

The studio has also presented at the Salone Internazionale del Mobile Milano, Stockholm Furni-
ture Fair, WantedDesign, New York, among others. (Bravo, 2016). Rodrigo Bravo (bravo’s director) mentioned that be 
part of an international circuit allows them to appear in international 
magazines like DAMn, ICON, WGSN, and opens opportunities as being in 
shops like La Rinnacente (Milan), Mint Gallery (London) and Bensimon 
(Paris), Monoqi (Germany-Belgium). In Chile, they also created relevant 
projects as the interior architecture of Centro Cultural Gabriela Mistral 
(GAM) [One of the biggest cultural centres in Chile]. (Página 12, 2016). 

At the same time, The Andes House studio, uses 
typical materials and traditional craft legacy, with new design shapes to re-
invent the results to embody Chilean identity and preserve the knowledge 
of traditional craftsmen (Made in Mimbre, 2010). This studio has also 
represented Chile in the same exhibitions than bravo! and others like 
Bienal Iberoamericana in Madrid, MALBA Buenos Aires, Stockholm 
Furniture Fair and Llavoretes in Valencia, and the like (DIRAC, 2012) and 
published at Wallpaper*, dezeen, designboom, among others. The follow-
ing graph shows the publications where these studios were mentioned a 
few weeks after the London Design Festival 2012 ended.  

They also sell their products at Mint Gallery, Malba 
(Buenos Aires) and Puro Chile (New York). In relation to their incomes, it 
can be mentioned that on October 2012 they aimed to end the year with 
17,4000 USD (120 million CLP), (Capital, 2012) which is good for a small 

Fig. 6: La Familia by bravo! 2012 
 

Fig. 7: The Andes House, promotional poster 
for the London Design Festival, 201 
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Chilean design studio. 
It is important to continue efforts like this 
one to create relevant Chilean ‘ambassa-
dors’. If their products capture people's 
interest, it could help with the diffusion of the 
country and create connections in people’s 
minds. This could increase the knowledge 
and awareness of Chilean products, lands 
and people. Also, it could lead Chile to 
invest in Design innovations, thus diversify-
ing the market and weakening the depend-
ency in economies based only on raw 
materials.  
The Chilean scenario is changing, in 2014, 
the CNCA, mentions that Creative Industries 
experienced a growth of 14% in the last 5 

years. Conversely, Chile cannot continue basing its economy in one commodity. Vicente Mira (Vice-President of the 
Foreign Investment Committee) mentioned that Chile started moving towards a knowledge economy, trying to be less 
dependent on copper and focusing more on intensifying added value and services. (Mira, 2016).  

Conclusion 
In sum, Latin American Economies, are experiencing a tighter integration with Asia; however, this exchange is based 
primarily on finite natural resources. The increase in the export of these goods generates opportunities, but with risks. 
The example of the Chilean Economy, based on goods exported on a large scale, with China as its main buyer, 
makes Chile’s economy dependent on China, thus vulnerable to a shortage or depletion of resources, the decline of 
demand, etc. Despite being the result of their effort, the exporting country and local workers go unnoticed. Neverthe-
less, this market opportunity offers the chance to acquire capital to invest in other sectors and diversify industries, 
which can, in turn, integrate cultural value and contribute to the international recognition, generating protection for its 
land and rural and primary populations. Design is a tool that can introduce value. It can help to strengthen a country’s 
image by promoting new innovations, creating exports, and/or incorporating local narrative, hence, disseminating 
knowledge and local human capital. Thus, providing visibility and new income opportunities.  
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