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THE WOMEN POTTERS OF MATA ORTIZ: GROWING EMPOWERMENT
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BY
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ABSTRACT

The contemporary production of pottery for global ethnic art markets set in
motion a series of economic and social transformations that completely changed the
Chihuahuan community of Mata Ortiz. This dynamic art form has included women and
men since its initial stages over thirty-five years ago. Today, there are women of talent
and expertise represented at every level of pottery execution and quality along the market
continuum. Individual creativity and market recognition work together to create a
context in which both men and women are able to capacitate themselves by acquiring the
skills and competence needed to gain control over their artistic work, either as
independent producers or in cooperation with others.

In this dissertation, | bring together three aspects of their artistic work —
aesthetics, production and the market — to argue that women are able to translate
resources derived from their pottery work into growing personal and economic
empowerment. By infusing new levels of individual expression into this mixed-gender

art form, women dramatically expand the creative boundaries of the community’s

viii



aesthetic system. Through learning and controlling major aspects of pottery production
and the subsequent income from pottery sales, they are changing their social position
within the community and the economic position of their families. Women seek to
expand their position within the market by actively responding to client taste and market
expectation to achieve economic success.

Using an ethnoaesthetic approach, | engaged the women in discussions of their
art, and the underpinnings of their agency were revealed as they described their
perceptions of learning their art; their artistic choices and judgments; their purposeful
action in creating signature styles; controlling production processes; and their interactions
within the market. These discussions formed the basis for my argument that artistic work
can either enlarge women’s capacities to empower themselves or deepen their
subordination, depending upon the interaction between these aspects of their artistic
work. While some women gained recognition, found new markets for their art and
increased their incomes, others produced in response to patriarchal demands to maximize

household income, and lacked control over the income derived from their labor.
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GLOSSARY

Glossary of Selected Terms

alambre

artesania
barrio
barro
buiiiga

cascara

chorizo

cuadritos
dibujos
disefio
lefia

lijar

mezclar

molde

negro

ollas

a metal wire cage or basket-shaped form that is placed over pottery
to be fired

handmade crafts; the term is also used in regard to craftsmanship
a neighborhood or district in a town

clay

cow dung or manure used in the firing process

bark from trees used for fuel and particularly from alamo
(cottonwood) trees

term used locally to refer to the rope of clay that is joined to the
base, or tortilla, within a mold to build the walls of the pot

a term used to refer to small checkered designs

drawings, patterns, designs

design

wood used for firing

to sand

literally means “to mix;” the term is used locally to refer to the
technique of mixing various colored clays together to create a

marbled effect in the clay body

refers to the shallow bowl-like mold commonly used while
forming the base of a pot

black; the term is often used to refer to blackware pottery in
general

often used to describe pottery in jar or vase shapes; in Mata Ortiz,
it is used collectively to refer to pottery formed in a variety of
shapes, with the exception of plates, some shallow bowls, effigies
or figures

XX



polychromio

pulir

quemar

tortilla

segete

painted decoration of two or more colors, typically in red, black, or
yellow but may include green or blue, on pots formed of various
colored clays (e.g. white, black, red, gray).

to polish, or burnish the clay object’s surface

to fire

the term used locally to refer to a flat and usually round piece of
clay that is rolled out to a desired thickness and then fitted into a

shallow bowl-like mold to form the base of the pot

a small jagged edge knife, usually a discarded saw blade, used to
grade the surface of the clay while forming the body of a pot

Note: Throughout this dissertation, | follow the Spanish system of surnames used
throughout Mexico and other Spanish-speaking countries. The first surname is the
person’s paternal family name and the second surname is the maternal family name.
When a woman marries she does not change her surname, but adds her husband’s
paternal family name. For example, if Juliana Sifuentes Rodriguez marries Juan Lujan
Morales, she may change her name to Juliana Sifuentes Rodriguez de Lujan.
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Glossary for terms used for individuals or to identify organizations

alfarera (0) potter, one who works with the clay

artesana (o) artisan, craftswoman or craftsman

comerciante a trader or commercial buyer

comprador (a) buyer, purchaser

CONSUPO Compania Nacional de Subsistencias Populares

National Basic Foods Company
ejidatario ejido member

ejido a category of land tenure that grants use rights to agrarian reform
communities in which there are usually individual and common
lands (Barry 1995:291)

FONAES El Fondo Nacional de Apoyo para las Empresas de Solidaridad
National Fund for Support of Solidarity Businesses — alternatively:
Fondo Nacional a Empresas Sociales (Bartra 2003)
The National Foundation of Collective Enterprises

FONART Fondo Nacional para el Fomento de las Artesanias
National Fund for the Promotion of Arts and Crafts

IMSS Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social
Mexican Insitute of Social Security

NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement

PROCAMPO Programa de Apoyos Directos al Campo
Direct Rural Support Program

PRONASOL Programa Nacional de Solidaridad
National Solidarity Program

SEDESOL Secretaria de Desarrollo Social
Secretary of Social Development

Solidaridad National Solidarity Program
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Juan Mata Ortiz, Chihuahua, emerged as a center of pottery making for the
international art market in the late 1970s. Once the contemporary and highly stylized
pottery produced in this remote rural village in northwestern Mexico was widely
circulated in tourist, ethnic, and fine art markets, it quickly became valued by major
personal and institutional collectors around the world (Johnson 2001; Gilbert 2000, 1999,
1995; Lowell et al. 1999; Parks and MacCallum 1999; Parks 1993; MacCallum 1979,
1994).' The best pieces of pottery, known as both Mata Ortiz and Casas Grandes pottery
after the archaeological culture complex at Paquimé located in Viejo Casas Grandes, (see
Figure 1.1), command prices of $5000 or more and as little as $10 in souvenir shops. The
work of the most accomplished potters moves through art markets of the United States,
Mexico, Europe, Japan, and beyond. Artistic production for global art markets has set in
motion a series of dynamic economic and social transformations at multiple levels within
families and kin networks, which have completely changed the village. These
transformations are creating a context conducive to both women and men empowering
themselves through their artistic work.

Recognized locally and internationally as the originator of the new pottery
tradition in Mata Ortiz,? Juan Quezada Celado indisputably remains the best known potter

to this day. From the beginning, Juan actively encouraged relatives, friends, and

L A few of the websites offering Mata Ortiz pottery for sale include, but certainly are not limited to:
lafuente.com; mora-artefolk.com; mataortizart.com; leonaking.com; alltribes.com; manningsite.com; and
tranquilo-imports.com.

2 Hereafter, | will refer to the village of Juan Mata Ortiz as Mata Ortiz, as this is the name commonly used
by residents of the community.



neighbors to learn pottery making. Juan’s first students included two of his sisters, Lydia
and Consolacion, as well as a friend of the Quezada family, Taurina Baca Tena. Since the
mid-1970s, these three women have consistently held positions of prominence as both
pioneers and innovators in the development of the pottery tradition. All have earned

prestige through their individual and distinctive styles, which they established within the

context of Juan Quezada’s instruction and influence.

Figure 1.1 Ruins at Paquimé

In this dissertation | examine how women potters in this community, including
Lydia, Consolacion, and Taurina are expanding their traditional reproductive roles as
wives and mothers to incorporate their productive work as potters within the domestic
economy of their homes in order to generate much needed income. Women have been at

the forefront, contributing to this dynamic art form from its inception. As stated by Lydia



Quezada, “The importance has always been given to the men and that is not the way it is.
Women are a very big part of the pottery tradition” (Lydia Quezada, interview, January
12, 1995). Though not as numerous as men, women are positioned among the best
known potters. Today, there are women of talent and expertise represented at every level
of pottery execution and quality along the market continuum, and many maintain their
own aesthetic independence. My research involved women engaged at all levels of
production.

By focusing on women’s growing empowerment as a process, | bring together
three aspects of their artistic work — aesthetics, production, and the market — to
demonstrate how these three interact to create contexts in which women are able to learn
skills, develop recognition, and gain control over their productive and economic
resources. It is within these contexts that women exercise their agency and enact the
potential to empower themselves within their households and community. These are the
subjects of my three data chapters. First, | argue that women are making substantial and
innovative contributions to the dynamic development of local artistic standards and
criteria of excellence within this mixed-gender aesthetic tradition. Second, learning and
controlling major aspects of pottery production and subsequent income from pottery sales
offer the potential for their empowerment in and beyond Mata Ortiz. Women are
changing their social position within the community as wage earners, and advancing the
economic position of their families through the sale of their pottery on the international
art market. Third, women are actively responding to market forces and expanding their
position within the market in order to achieve economic success. Their interactions

within both the local and international marketplace are not passive. Whether in setting



their own prices or in negotiating with customers, many of these women are taking
decisive and proactive roles in producing and marketing their pottery.

Throughout this dissertation, | use the concept of empowerment to mean the
gradual “process by which the powerless obtain greater control over both resources and
ideologies in order to act in their own self-interests, gaining control over the
circumstances of their lives,” (Sen and Batliwala 2000:5) thereby having the “capacity to
transform their world in desired ways” (Montoya 1999:371). Following Anne Yeatman, |
use “empowering” as interchangeable with the concepts of “capacitating” or “enabling”
to make it clear that women are actively engaged in the process of empowering
themselves, rather than empowerment as a process being done to them or for them. 1 do
this to emphasize women’s active roles in their development as artists and move the
discussion of empowerment away from its programmatic use in development. My focus
is on the agency women exercise in making decisions and taking actions to “challenge
and subvert their marginalization and subordination” (Gunewardena and Kingsolver
2007:11) within the constraints of the structural and cultural conditions of both the local
patriarchal system and the global market.

Empowerment for women comes through women’s action within specific cultural

contexts and socioeconomic settings — in the public arena, at work and at home,

and in the world of cultural production. There is no single recipe, there is no
magic bullet. Dependent on local conditions, the meanings of and the means

toward empowerment vary from society to society (Smith et al. 2004:2).

The women | interviewed all began making pottery as daughters, sisters, wives,
and mothers. The majority were subject to male authority in their families and

households — the primary sites of patriarchal relations in Mata Ortiz. While the women

were aware of feminism through media and popular culture, I rarely heard mention of



feminist discourse or ideology. The women did not use the concept of empowerment as
it is used in academic discourse, so few of our discussions centered on notions of
empoderamiento de mujeres (women’s empowerment). However, examples of
autonomous agency recurred as they spoke of their artistic work. They proudly described
their intentional choices in developing their distinctive designs, forms, and styles. Their
self-determination was evident in numerous stories of confronting unfair market
practices. They spoke of making decisions in the interest of improving their household
economics, and attributed the rise in their standard of living to their productive artistic
work. After hearing similar stories from one woman after another, | could not ignore
how they framed their experiences in terms of being competent artists able to produce
beautiful and marketable pottery. These stories of women making choices and taking
purposeful action became the basis for my argument that artistic work can enlarge
women’s capacities to empower themselves.

Pottery making by both women and men in Mata Ortiz is embedded in a system
of gender relations that in its most basic form, subordinates women to men on the basis of
gender (Tiano 1994:34).2 While these accounts may run the risk of erasing or masking
the effects of power relations that underlie the subordination of women within this system
(Dahl 2007:108), these are valuable articulations of the women’s perspectives as they
negotiate the effects of globalization in their daily lives. In this chapter and those which
follow, I rely upon these accounts to demonstrate how the “situated knowledges and

specific actions of men and women” exercised as agency (Anglin and Lamphere

® Gender is a socially constructed category of difference, one of several around which power is defined,
determined and distributed, and “is a primary way of signifying relations of power” (Alonso 1995:76 citing
Scott 1986:1067). Gender is always historically situated and culturally variable, and its meaning is “always
relative to particular constructions in specific contexts” (Scott 1994:368).
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2007:279) within “historically contingent set of processes,” can mitigate their
marginalization and subordination (Gunewardena and Kingsolver 2007:11).

In Mata Ortiz, individual creativity and recognition work together to create a
context in which it is possible for both men and women to capacitate themselves by
acquiring the skills and competence needed to gain control over their production, as
either independent producers or in co-production with others. Women and men alike
strive for distinction through innovation by developing their own unique signature styles
and in so doing, gain recognition as individual artists. Here, the notion of signature style
refers not only to the name inscribed upon the pot, but specifically to the potters’ desire
to create innovative designs and forms that will be recognized as their own “hallmarks”
or signature styles. As discussed by Nancy Parezo, ethnic art buyers seek “the original,
one-of-a-kind piece that expresses a special vision of the creator, conveying emotions and
truths to the viewer” (Parezo 1990:570; Graburn 1976).

Theorists have duly noted the significance of signature as a critical link to
individuation as individual expression within the transformation of local art traditions
into commercialized art forms (Greenfield 2004; Chibnik 2003:57; Naranjo 1992; Garcia
Canclini 1993:63). Personal signature allows an artist to construct and distinguish his or
her identity as the maker of an original work, versus that of an anonymous producer of an
unsigned regional craft. Signature ensures the object can be identified as the work of a
certain artist, or at least of a certain household, whose style and unique talents are
distinguishable from that of all others (Barbash 1993; Graburn 1976). The historical
trajectory of pottery making in Mata Ortiz did not involve the transformation of a long-

standing art tradition. Instead, its development involved the revival of a previously



existing tradition as a conscious and deliberate invention of a new tradition. Soon after
Juan Quezada’s pottery began selling in the United States in the mid-1970s and potters
began producing for specific markets, the focus was on the individual artist and
individual creative expression became integral to the ethnoaesthetic system.

| found that there are important and essential links between the role of aesthetic
development and artistic success. The “fit,” first between one’s own personal aesthetics
and those of the rest of the community and second, with the aesthetics of the marketplace
are both key factors in the process of growing empowerment. These mutually reinforcing
relationships between the economic and aesthetic components reflect the degree to which
potters’ aesthetic choices and decisions are in sync with the market. These are often the
deciding factors determining potters’ economic viability and success in a competitive
international ethnic art market. Potters’ decisions and choices are guided by their own
personal aesthetics, as well as their understanding of the culturally significant
ethnoaesthetic principles prevailing within the wider community of artists in Mata Ortiz.

Potters constantly strive to improve their skill and technique and to create a pot
more beautiful and more unique than the last one they made. Both women and men are
making substantial contributions to the dynamic aesthetic tradition. As much as men,
women have become outstanding exemplars by developing their own unique styles,
techniques, and designs. In doing so, they have secured a place within this thriving art

tradition and its market.



The Community

Mata Ortiz is a rural ejido* community located approximately 135 miles south of
the U.S.-Mexico border in the northwestern corner of the state of Chihuahua, Mexico’s
largest state.” The village is located along the Palanganas River, at the foothills of the
Sierra San Joaquin to the east and the Sierra Madre Occidental range on the west. It is
located southwest of the modern city of Nuevo Casas Grandes (see Figure 1.2) and is one
of several small communities comprising the larger municipality of Casas Grandes, 15
miles away. The residents of the community are farmers, ranchers, agricultural wage
workers, and potters who identify themselves as nortefios — people of the north. Many
residents are just as likely to identify themselves as rancheros. Similar to other Mexican
ranchero communities, independence, individualism, autonomy, entrepreneurship, and
working one’s own land are highly valued in Mata Ortiz. | emphasize these
distinguishing characteristics as indicative of both nortefio and ranchero communities in
the northern states of Mexico, and particularly those in northwestern Chihuahua (Farr
2006; Alonso 1995; Nugent 1993; 1988; Najera-Ramirez 1994). My description of
regional identity is consistent with other scholars of northwestern Mexico who have
analyzed the construction of nortefio identity and gender ideals as having developed
locally and organically, and result from the historical experience specific to northwestern
Mexico (Katz 1986; Knight 1986; Lloyd 1988; Nugent 1988, 1993; Alonso 1995).

The regional gender ideal valorizes the autonomous, self-made man who provides

for his family (Nugent 1993) and the conservative, modest, family-and-household-

* An ejido is a category of land tenure that grants use rights to agrarian reform communities in which there
are usually individual and common lands (Barry 1995:291, see also Stephen 1994).
® The state of Chihuahua is comprised of some 245,612 square kilometers (Nugent 1993:8).
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oriented woman who is respectful of “traditional” male dominance (Alonso 1995). In
general, this construction continues to be consistent with gender roles for men and
women in northwestern Mexico, as well as in other parts of Mexico. What | observed in
Mata Ortiz, however, is that successful participation in pottery production offers the
possibility for individual men and women to elaborate, transform, and accomplish the
romanticized gender ideal as it has long existed in northwestern México. Rather than
simply a reification of these ideals, women and men are experiencing a subtle, but
ongoing transformation of gender relations. Both are expanding their traditional roles to
encompass home-based work as potters. Men are able to provide for their families as
self-sufficient producers and many invest the capital accumulated through pottery sales
into traditional subsistence strategies of land and cattle. WWomen continue to privilege
their traditional roles as wives and mothers while accessing an income. Paradoxically,
some women selectively maintain certain elements within the traditional nortefio gender
ideology and transform others, reformulating the old identity of ama de casa (housewife)
by gaining control over part or all of their income, thereby increasing their decision
making power and in some cases, influencing egalitarian relations within their families.

Small-scale farmers in rural communities such as Mata Ortiz have rarely been
able to realize this nortefio ideal, primarily for economic and social reasons. The decline
of the agrarian sector coupled with a general lack of economic and employment growth in
the region, government cutbacks in agricultural subsidies and services previously

provided by the Mexican state, and persistent drought conditions have brought
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considerable stress to rural households in northwestern Chihuahua.® Nonetheless,
identity as a nortefio has integrity and meaning for its bearers in northwestern Chihuahua
because it is based on both everyday experience and social memory (Nugent 1993). The
actual experience of agriculture and ranching is still a central part of the lives of rural
people in Chihuahua. Yet, nortefio is more than an identity that locates them
geographically (Nugent 1993:32-33). It also speaks to the histories and ideologies of
communities like Mata Ortiz that have been shaped by a particular aggregate of
ecological, geographical, political, and ideological factors specific to northwestern
Chihuahua.

Until the 21st century, getting to Mata Ortiz from Nuevo Casas Grandes required
an adventurous spirit and a reliable vehicle. After leaving Colonia Juarez, the last 14
miles were traveled on a dirt road, which was likely to be washed out during the rainy
season. In 2004, a paved road was completed between Viejo Casas Grandes and Mata
Ortiz, making access to the village much easier for tourists, commercials buyers,
collectors, and anthropologists. The village is made up of five barrios, or neighborhoods:
Centro, de la Iglésia, Americano, Lopéz, and EI Porvenir (see Figure 1.3). The paved
road ends just before reaching Barrio Centro, the central neighborhood. To the
immediate left is Barrio Americano, where single-story adobe houses line the main road
and dot the hillside above the village. To the far right and across an arroyo is Barrio El

Porvenir. The neighborhoods of El Porvenir, Centro, and de la Iglésia are laid out along

® Over the course of the past two decades, Mexico has favored agricultural policies that serve the interests
of large-scale capitalist producers over rural agrarian policies which would maintain the productivity and
survival of small independent farmers (Barry 1995:12). An example of this bias in policy implementation
can be readily recognized in the government’s vested interests in agribusinesses that are able to meet the
requirements for favored status in the international agriculture markets and participate in NAFTA (Barry
1995:12-13, 66-68).
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the green corridor paralleling the Palanganas River. Barrio de la Iglésia is located just
north of Barrio Centro, across from where the railroad tracks make a sharp turn away
from the river and head south. A dirt road passes through Barrio de la Iglésia and heads
out to Barrio Adobe, more frequently referred to as Barrio Lopéz, the neighborhood
farthest from the center of town. This road eventually loops around to meet the primary
road leading back into Mata Ortiz.

An historic railroad station no longer in use is located directly in front of Barrio
Centro along the railroad tracks. The station building dates back to the early years of the
20th century, when the village enjoyed its “glory days” as a lumber processing hub.
Barrio Americano acquired its name during those same years, due to the fact that
Americans associated with the sawmill and the railroad built homes in that neighborhood.
During the years of 1998-1999 while 1 lived in the village, the covered porch area
surrounding the station was a popular rendezvous point during the weekend paseos. In
the evenings, young people would cruise the length of Barrio Centro by horse, car, and
truck. In 2005, the building was transformed into a gallery space for a group of local
potters, Artesanos Unidos de Chihuahua. This group was organized locally, without any
government support. Its membership is comprised of 26 households who share the
responsibility for the maintenance of the historic building.

The streets are unpaved throughout the village, and are laid out more or less along
linear grids in Barrio Centro and El Porvenir. In the other three neighborhoods, houses
are clustered along the main roads with a few houses scattered behind them. Most homes

built since the early 1990s started as a single room, to which other rooms were added in
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time. Houses in the village are generally constructed with adobe, though houses built of
cinder block and stucco have become more common. The architecture of the buildings,
particularly those in Barrio Centro, conforms to the traditional colonial style found

throughout Mexico and the southwestern United States. A few of the houses are painted
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but most are the natural color of the earth, the same color as the basic clay material used
in producing the pottery.

Typically, the village is fairly quiet. Most activity takes place either in or around
households, or outside the village in the agricultural fields or grazing ranges. The village
is located in a wide valley bordered by both sierra and desert environments, and is
principally considered a rainfall or temporal agricultural zone. Flood irrigation is
practiced to cultivate the various seasonal crops: wheat, alfalfa, beans, sorghum, corn,
and oats. Fields located close to the village can rely on some irrigation from the river.
However, because the region has sustained persistent drought conditions since the 1990s,
the men cooperate in hauling water out to the agricultural fields and to grazing areas for
cattle. Some households also raise lambs, goats, pigs, turkeys, and chickens.

Of the approximately 650 adults in Mata Ortiz, more than 350 were potters with
named recognition who engraved their signatures into the ceramics.” Conservatively
estimated, another 100 residents are engaged in the work of gathering clay, processing
paints, forming, sanding, and polishing the pottery. Most activities seen throughout the
village centered on pottery tasks. Homes producing pottery were likely to have buckets
of clay soaking by the front door. Trays constructed of wooden frames bottomed with
wire-mesh screening were common fixtures outside homes as well. Supported on
carpenters’ sawhorses, these are filled with clay to be strained or dried in the sun. Drifts

of smoke indicate which households are firing pottery on any given day.

" My calculations for the number of people involved in the pottery industry are based on a household
survey which I conducted, along with local assistants. This tally includes those individuals who were the
primary artists associated with the pottery produced in a given household, as well as individuals who were
engaged in work contributing to the production of pottery such as mining clay, processing clay, processing
paints, and producing molds and blank pottery forms ready for painting.
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The homes and businesses situated around the four sides of the plaza in Barrio
Centro are connected as long continuous structures. Historically, this regularized
configuration around a central plaza was a defense against outside attacks (Pratt
1988:11). More likely, Mata Ortiz’s configuration reflects the survival of this practice
from the colonial period. In the late 1990s, the plaza functioned as a central space for the
community. It was used mainly for fiestas or as a place to retreat from the crowded
dances held in the nearby Salon de Actos, the town meeting hall. In addition to dances
and weddings, the meeting hall was used for community events such as graduations,
ejido® meetings, and functions for other community groups. A billiards hall was located
next door and directly across from the plaza.

The village is too small to support a central marketplace. The largest, though
limited, selection of groceries was available at the Mercado Pearson during the years |
was in Mata Ortiz (1998-1999). There was also the CONSUPO,? a smaller government-
sponsored market cooperative in Barrio Centro. Smaller tiendas de abarrotes were
scattered throughout the village, and offered a limited selection of vegetables, dry goods,
sodas, and candies. Alcohol sales were still prohibited in late 1990s, so there were no
bars nor were there any restaurants. There were, however, a few small stands where one
could buy hamburgers or burritos. There was also a small tortilleria owned and operated
by the Ortiz Ortega family in Barrio Centro.

The church for the Catholic parish of San José is located in Barrio de la Iglésia

(see Figure 1.4). There is also a small chapel located in Barrio El Porvenir. Its use is

¢ The ejido membership has since built a new building and rodeo grounds west of the railroad tracks.
o Compania Nacional de Subsistencias Populares (National Basic Foods Company)
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limited to special novenas, Lent, and for those fiestas when the matachines*°dance in
observance of local patron saints (see Figure 1.5). There is also an Assembly of God
church in Barrio Centro. There was one secondaria (middle school), one primaria
(elementary school) and two kindergartens in the village. The few students attending
high school either carpooled or took the bus to Colonia Juérez for their classes. Baseball

games and rodeo activities took place in the large circular sports field, enclosed by a six

foot high stone wall.

Figure 1.4 San José Catholic Church.

1% As described by Sylvia Rodriguez, matachines are ritual dances likely derived “from a genre of medieval
European folk dramas ... used by the Spaniards as a vehicle for Christianizing the Indians” (Rodriguez
1996:1-2). While analysis of the local meaning of these dances as performed in Mata Ortiz was beyond the
scope of my research, | did observe many of the “choreographic, dramatic and symbolic elements”
documented by Rodriguez among Pueblo Indian and Mexicano/Hispano communities she studied in the
Upper Rio Grande Valley of New Mexico (1996:3).
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Figure 1.5 Matachines dancing in honor of Nuestra Sefiora de Guadalupe,
December 12, 1998 in Barrio El Porvenir.

Services at the government-sponsored Instituto de Seguridad Social y Servicios
para los Trabajadores (ISSTE) clinic are fairly limited as there was rarely a medical
doctor in residence in the village. The clinic was staffed with a registered nurse from
Nuevo Casas Grandes and two local women who are licensed nurses. Their
responsibilities include immunizations and providing health and sanitation education.
The enhanced health and well being of residents is due in part to the availability of
medical services at this clinic. While the influx of income derived from pottery makes it
possible for most people to pay for prescriptions at the pharmacy, there continued to be a

sector of the community lacking the income to afford medical care. Despite improved
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overall health, residents related a higher incidence of diabetes, high blood pressure, and
heart conditions, as well as increased alcoholism and illicit drug use.

As a whole, the town of Mata Ortiz has persisted despite the economic decline of
the 1960s, and many households have experienced an economic resurgence. Although
living conditions in Mata Ortiz have improved markedly over the past twenty years as a
result of the pottery, they still remain below Mexican standards.

Thesis Overview

In chapter four, the first of my data chapters, | look at the aesthetic development
of individual women over time, beginning with work produced by Lydia Quezada
Celado, Consolacion Quezada Celado, and Taurina Baca Tena during the first phase of
pottery making during the mid-1970s through the early 1980s. Together with Juan
Quezada’s other initial students, these women not only adopted his key design
principles,™ but infused and contributed to his work by developing their own identifiable
styles. Their acclaim and success in marketing provided inspiring examples for others
throughout the village. As teachers, these women were responsible for some of the
successive male and female potters who entered this aesthetic tradition during the second
phase of expansion in the pottery industry, during the mid-1980s.

Juan Quezada’s influence and that of his initial students radiated outward,
spreading through family and neighborhood networks in a florescence of creative
aesthetic expression. Juan’s students were instrumental in bringing about the
transformation from what began largely as a family tradition in its first phase, to the

village-wide pottery tradition of today. Throughout the village, women and men began

! The key design principles are those described and documented by Spencer H. MacCallum (MacCallum
1979:64).
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embellishing and expanding upon Juan’s work to generate new interpretations and
innovative contributions. During this second phase, many women were producing
independently as well as in collaboration with their husbands, children, and siblings.
Women’s work is well represented within the second, and more recently, third generation
of potters and is the subject of the second half of the chapter on aesthetics. Five key
aesthetic features of design, or guiding principles, emerged from conversations | had with
these women about their work. These are movimiento, (or movement), complexity,
naturalism, filled space, and surface treatment. In this chapter | explore the complex
ways in which women are developing these key aesthetic features, moving the aesthetic
tradition forward in new directions.

In chapter five, the second data chapter, | introduce the range of production
strategies women utilize in pottery making. These include working as independent artists
or in collaboration with husbands or partners, parents, children, or siblings. Collaborative
strategies include: 1) couples who co-produce two styles with separate signatures; 2)
couples who co-produce one style with one signature; and 3) women who co-produce
with a family member other than their husbands or partners. There is no normative
model of how labor is divided in pottery making households. Their strategies are
indicative of both the variability of household structures and the differences existing
among women in Mata Ortiz (Moore 1988:80).

| use four specific criteria as measures or indices to assess a woman’s possibilities
for empowerment. The first criterion is learning and acquiring the skill to make and paint
pottery. The second criterion involves moving from learning to the successful

development of a distinct signature style, and attaining recognition within the market and
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art worlds. The third criterion is the degree to which one has gained control over all or
some important aspects of the productive process, specifically the responsibility for
manufacture and design. The fourth criterion has two parts, the degree of control over
both the marketing of her pottery and the resulting income.

These criteria are specific to home-based commaodity or craft production. The
criteria embody two aspects of production: one addressing the aesthetic components of
production and the other addressing the material components of production — the work
process itself. My argument for the usefulness of these criteria is based upon the integral
relationship between skill and aesthetic sensibility, since being able to do something well
is intimately tied to both competence and confidence. It is equally based upon the notion
that control over production processes and resources have the potential to empower in
profound ways.

I examine twelve individual cases in order to assess how women do or do not
exploit the range of potentialities for empowerment possible within each of the four
strategies. In certain cases, | highlight how learning and acquiring skills (i.e. the effect of
the talent and prestige of one’s teacher), works together with the development of personal
aesthetics to enhance the potential for empowering individual women and men. The
potentially empowering effects of signature style expressed as both aesthetic success and
economic success for individuals, or as shared style in the case of couples who produce
pottery together, have very concrete and material consequences. | found signature style
to be a critical element directly correlated with women’s processual aesthetic

development and growing empowerment.
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In chapter six, | focus on the market and address my inquiry to the triangulated
relationship among potters’ artistic and economic intentions, buyers’ expectations and
demands, and the dynamic nature of the aesthetic standards and principles prevailing
within this artistic community. Relying upon literature concerned with artists as agents
actively locating and securing their places within local and transcultural market systems,

I examine the empowering dimensions of their engagements with client tastes and market
forces. Though I look at the practices and strategies both male and female potters utilize
in their efforts, | pay particular attention to how women are managing their market
relations, either as independent entrepreneurs, in cooperation with family, or through the
local women’s micro-enterprise project.

The potters in Mata Ortiz as well as their consumers are all participants in
transnational networks of cultural production and consumption within a global ethnic art
market (Wherry 2008; Grimes and Milgram 2000; Phillips and Steiner 1999; Nash 1993).
The local market relies heavily on tourists and serious collectors, as well as on art
intermediaries such as commercial traders, museum professionals, and gallery owners
who make the trip to the village to buy directly from the potters. The potters participate
in market systems and art worlds which are often characterized by asymmetrical
relations. Artists, particularly makers of ethnic or tourist art, often have little control over
the sale of their work in external global markets, where it is purchased by “members of
politically and economically dominant cultures” (Parezo 1990:565 citing Graburn 1976).
In terms of these external markets, potters have come to rely upon individuals who “make

art” — the traders, the gallery owners, the collectors, and the museum professionals who
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“enhance reputations” and create an audience for the pottery (Parezo 1990:563 citing
Becker 1982).

Within the market and art worlds, determination of value as accrued economic,
cultural, and symbolic capital is dependent upon a perception of, and a yearning for,
authenticity. In his classic work on Fourth World art, Nelson Graburn was the first to
give serious anthropological attention to the myriad of problems that ensue in satisfying
the First World’s desire for “authentic” native handicrafts commodified as souvenirs,
decoration, and “tourist art” (Graburn 1976). In Mata Ortiz, signs of progress (Kilns,
commercial paints, etc.) are often rejected as reflecting a loss of “tradition,” and are
perceived as detracting from the aesthetic appeal of the object as well as its authenticity
(Steiner 1994; Cohodus 1999; Errington 1998; Garcia Canclini 1995). The demands for
authentic pottery manufactured with “natural” materials and with “natural” technology
limit the kinds of works recognized as authentic. For example, when potters adopt
advancements in technology such as the use of kilns and commercially produced
materials, their choices are critiqued within the community of outside patrons as
debasing, contaminating, or degrading practices (Cohodus 1999:146; Moeran 1984:201).
Hence, depending upon market response to potters’ innovations, patron taste has the
potential to either facilitate or constrain creativity (Kinsella 2005; Steiner 1994; Jules-
Rosette 1984; Bernstein 1993; Silver 1981; Bohannon 1971; Sieber 1971).

The contemporary potters are expressing an aesthetic that is very different from
the aesthetic expressed in the prehistoric examples. While the influence of the prehistoric
forms and designs played a significant role in the nascent development of local aesthetics,

that is not the case with the pottery produced today. Today’s potters are deconstructing
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the prehistoric designs, forms, and motifs and are reconfiguring these through their own
interpretations. | return to the discussion of local ethnoaesthetics in chapter four.
Literature and Theoretical Review

In the analysis that follows | draw upon and expand three diverse bodies of
literature. The first is art and anthropology, specifically the literature pertaining to
ethnoaesthetics. | maintain that its emphasis on documenting artistic traditions from the
perspective of the artists themselves is conducive to accessing their agency. The second
is the feminist scholarship on women, work, and empowerment, which offers the most
promise in addressing how women’s productive labor has the potential to transform their
power in the household and community. The third addresses transcultural art and market
worlds as these develop in tandem with artistic traditions, as is the case with Mata Ortiz
pottery. | go beyond these as discrete bodies of literature and bring them together to
demonstrate how some women in Mata Ortiz are able to translate resources derived from
their pottery work into personal and economic empowerment.

The three key issues of this dissertation — aesthetics, production, and market — are
interconnected and therefore, need to be examined together in order to facilitate a clear
view of the relationship between the artistic work of these women and their
empowerment. For example, agency can be accessed through ethnoaesthetic elicitation
and analysis, and through agency we can see how women have empowered themselves
through their artistic work. Unlike many studies of women and work, and in particular,
studies of women as artists, this dissertation examines both the aesthetic and productive
components of their work to delineate the potential each one offers for empowerment. In

the following pages, | will demonstrate how many women in Mata Ortiz are making
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choices and taking purposeful action, thereby enlarging their capacities to empower
themselves.
An Ethnoaesthetic Approach to Women’s Agency

Ethnoaesthetics is particularly well-suited as a portal to agency and empowerment
as it treats artists as agents, both revealing and recovering their agency by focusing on the
kinds of meanings through which the artists themselves interpret and evaluate their work
(Salvador 1997:xxii; 2003:59; Price and Price 1999:9). Because the focus is on the
artists” purposeful action from the beginning, the ethnoaesthetic approach is an
appropriate and effective way to access the underpinnings of their agency and understand
their potential for empowerment. My insights into the importance of ethnoaesthetics as
an approach to both agency and empowerment are based upon my readings of earlier
studies in anthropology and art, and their significance to the development of
ethnoaesthetics as method and theory. An empowerment quality is implicit within this
approach not only because it treats artists as agents, (Graburn 1976; Salvador 1997, 2003;
Price 2003; Babcock 1993), but also because it “raises possibilities for interpretations, not
through the voice of the anthropologist, but through the production of artistic knowledge
and practice by the artists themselves” (Kinsella 2005:81).
The Beginning of an Approach

My approach to agency and empowerment through ethnoaesthetics can be best
understood by first recognizing its nascent form in the studies of Ruth Bunzel (1929),
Lila O’Neale (1932), and Gladys Reichard (1936) which focused on the importance of
artistry and the role of the individual artist within culture. | use examples within the

literature of anthropology and art to demonstrate how the ongoing concern with human
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action as agency can be traced through the development of ethnoaesthetic theory and
practice (Graburn 1999:346).

Ruth Bunzel carried out a study of pottery at several pueblos in the Southwest
United States and predominantly at Zuni Pueblo in the summers of 1924 and 1925
(Bunzel 1929:2). Bunzel’s was the first formal study conducted by a woman
ethnographer in the American Southwest, preceded only by Carl Guthe (1925) at San
Idelfonso and A.L. Kroeber (1916) at Zuni. She pioneered the methodology of eliciting
native aesthetic standards directly from the artists through discussion of art objects they
had produced (Berlo 1992:11).

Consistent with his interests in the late 1920s, Franz Boas advised many of his
students to focus their research on “investigating the attitude of the artist toward his
work” (Haeberlin et al. 1925:131), or as in the case of Pueblo potters, the potter in
relation to her work (Hardin 1993:260). Bunzel was one of the first to attempt a study of
the individual in culture; important to this discussion, she was the first to provide major
examples of how individual artists work within established artistic traditions and
standardized conventions (Hardin 1993:259). In her pursuit to understand the “personal
element in design,” Bunzel asked the potters directly about their individual creativity and
agency as expressed in technique, design, criticism, and learning (Bunzel 1929). She
describes her research design as follows:

This is a study especially of the manner in which an individual operates within the

limits of an established style, or finding that impossible, creates new values and

wins for them social recognition. It is an attempt to enter fully into the mind of
primitive artists; to see their technique and style, not as they appear objectively to
students of museum collections, but as they appear to the artists themselves, who

are seeking in this field of behavior a satisfactory and intelligible technique of
individual expression (Bunzel 1929:1-2).
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In addition to extensive interviews which yielded meticulous delineation of the
distinct design principles and aesthetic systems of the various Pueblo people with whom
she studied, Bunzel learned to make pottery as well (Bunzel 1929:2). Despite in-depth
descriptions of individual agency and documentation of the variability among women’s
work, Bunzel concluded that traditional Pueblo potters worked unconsciously within a
limited range of culturally determined choices (1929:87).*2 Though Bunzel
acknowledged Nampeyo and Maria and Julian Martinez as innovators, she made it clear
she considered them to be exceptional among the traditional Pueblo potters she
interviewed (1929:88). Hardin points out Bunzel’s findings “followed from the
definition of the problem with which she, under Boas’ guidance, began her study”
(Hardin 1993:269). However, as noted by Harry R. Silver, “Bunzel stressed that the
limits of acceptability in style are constantly shifting” (Silver 1979:273). She recognized
these shifts resulted from agency on the part of the potters, saying “[t]he emphasis on
originality and individualism in design is general in all villages and among all potters”
(Bunzel 1929).

Lila O’Neale, a scholar from the University of California, Berkeley who was
influenced by the work of both Franz Boas®® and her professor, A.L. Kroeber, decided in
the early 1930s to speak directly with 47 Native American women basket weavers along

the Klamath and Trinity rivers of northwestern California. Following Boas’ model,

12 Bunzel concluded “[o]f the principles of design which produce these characteristic forms the

makers are, with but a few exceptions, entirely unconscious. Everything, including the

terminology of design, leads to the conclusion that decorative style is the product of unconscious

and nonrational mental processes” (Bunzel 1929:87).

3 O’Neale states that her research developed out of her reading of Boas’ research aims in a paper
published under his direction, “Coiled Basketry in British Columbia and Surrounding Region,” BAE-R
1919-1924:131-615; 1928 (O’Neale 1932:5).
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O’Neale focused her research on “the problem of investigating the subjective attitude of
the weaver” towards her work (O’Neale 1932:5). Until Bunzel’s and O’Neale’s work,
few scholars were talking to artists, and especially not with Native American women,
about why they made the artistic choices they did.

Kroeber’s earlier analysis of Yurok, Karok, and Hupa basketry (1905) focused on
the objects and not the artists in order to derive lists of cultural traits for the purpose of
cross-cultural studies. While Kroeber noted no significant differences in the basketry of
these three communities and concluded there was a “tremendous predominance of
unmotivated custom and habit over conscious utilitarian, artistic, or religious purpose”
(Schevill 1992:164 citing Kroeber 1909:249), O’Neale found just the opposite.
Responding to photographs** of museum materials, the weavers elaborated upon their
formal discriminations of local style, technique, and form as distinct from other
communities, as well as their criteria of excellence and local standards for aesthetic
evaluation (O’Neale 1932). O’Neale’s pioneering method of photo elicitation proved to
have “obvious advantages” and as she noted: “I found no woman so inarticulate that she
could not indicate conformance to or violation of the traditionally correct expression”
(O’Neale 1932:5-6). She continues:

Much detailed information on phases no one but a weaver could have known to

exist, came out during the handling of the prints: technical details, special uses,

facts about other weavers in connection with this or that design, incidental
remarks leading to important distinctions, and casual phrases corroboratory of

other opinions. ... The Yurok-Karok basket maker of any age is an enthusiast on
the subject of her craft (O’Neale 1932:8).

4 O’Neale used photographs of baskets in the University of California Museum of Anthropology
collection, some from the former collection of the California Academy of Sciences and “a number taken by
Pliny E. Goddard” (O’Neale 1932:8). Traditionally, baskets were often destroyed at the time of a weaver’s
death. O’Neale’s interviewees recognized many of the baskets and were surprised these had survived
(O’Neale 1932:8).
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Unlike Kroeber, O’Neale found that the individual artist could and did speak
eloquently about the range of conscious choices she made and the “motivated care” given
in the creation of each basket regardless of its purpose (Schevill 1992:164). The agency
of individual weavers is revealed over and over again in O’Neale’s data, as each woman
described her competence, her calculated choices of one material over another, the
meticulous preparation of her materials, and her skill at weaving particularly difficult
design motifs. Women also spoke of earning income by marketing their baskets and the
prestige and recognition attained among peers and community. O’Neale found that while
“[t]ribal standardization begins with her learning her craft,” a weaver is not limited to
these; “[t]here are choices, to be sure” (O’Neale 1932:16).

In the mid-1930s, Gladys Reichard initiated research among Navajo weavers, and
like O’Neale and Bunzel, gave priority to the individual artist. Her fieldwork situation
was unigue since she lived with a Navajo family, she was afforded intimate access to the
“internal dynamics of extended family life in a matrilineal society” (Lamphere
1993:170). This facilitated her “careful participant observation” while learning the
Navajo language, kinship patterns, and weaving, and thereby establishing standards of
research methodology for future practitioners.

Reichard’s works were distinctive and innovative for their time, not only for her
focus on women as named individuals with personality and voice, but for her detailed
descriptions of their work at weaving, providing the reader a sense of the kinds of
decisions women make as they weave. By focusing on individual weavers within two

families living in different communities, Reichard was able to convey the individuality of
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each weaver, contrasting their learning and teaching experiences as well as the variations
among their techniques and styles of weaving.

Her intimate portrayals emphasized women’s artistic intent and interest in their
work was not limited to economic gain. She writes: “[t]here is something about making a
beautiful object which cannot be measured tangibly” (Reichard 1936:187). Reichard
acknowledged the weavers strove to get good prices for their blankets, yet she perceived
that their economic interest “... is a matter distinct from their aesthetic reward” (Reichard
1936:187). Unlike Bunzel’s and O’Neale’s emphasis on artistic choices and judgments,
Reichard’s work was more about actual weaving techniques, the intensive labor
experience, and the frustrations of learning which she experienced in her role as
“neophyte participant-observer” (Berlo 1992:12).

Over the next 30 years, continued attention to the individual as active agent
resulted in more theoretically refined understandings of the dynamic nature of art
systems. These resulted in large part from the analysis of the dialectic interaction
between processes of continuity and change within societal structures (Leach 1954;
Gluckman 1955; Turner 1957). A particularly rich body of ethnoaesthetic work was
generated by theorists working in such geographically diverse locations as Africa and
Latin America from the late 1950s through the 1980s (d’Azevedo 1958; Silver 1971;
Dark 1967; Salvador 1975; Tedlock and Tedlock 1985; Price and Price 1980). The
predominant object-centered analysis, which often resulted in the erasure of artists’
agency, came under increasing critique. By the 1960s, the key concerns of
ethnoaesthetics coalesced around the individual artist within a meaningful sociocultural

context. Local systems of meaning, artistic critique, and processes of innovation became
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central to understanding the particular dynamics of artful expression and art forms within
specific communities.

This new ethnoaesthetic approach has certain important themes in common with
practice theory as formulated by Sherry Ortner (1984). Like practice theory, the
ethnoaesthetic approach attends to how “cultural categories, or historical subjects, or
forms of subjectivity are “made,” or constructed, within specific sociocultural contexts to
“see subjects as constructed by, and subjected to the cultural and historical discourses
within which they must operate” (Ortner 1996:1). At the same time, as in Ortner’s
model, the ethnoaesthetic approach seeks to understand “making” from the artist’s point
of view, attending to how actors and active agents “enact,” “resist,” or “negotiate” the
world as given, and in so doing “make” the world (Ortner 1996:1). In a similar way,
attending to artists’ intention, flexibility, and innovation, their “making” may result in
“reproduction” of the same “old social and cultural thing” or it may “produce something
new" (Ortner 1996:1). Ortner explains “the anthropological project” must account for
both, as neither on its own is sufficient to yield a full analysis.

Similarly, studies of the way people resist, negotiate or appropriate some feature

of their world are also inadequate and misleading without careful analysis of the

cultural meanings and structural arrangements that construct and constrain their

“agency,” and that limit the transformative potential of all such intentionalized

activity (Ortner 1996:2).

From the 1960s on, the thread of “being made” and “making” is woven through

ethnoaesthetic studies, as the focus is now on the dynamic interaction between the

individual artist as agentic actor and the specific sociocultural context.
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The Expansion and Refinement of an Approach

Warren d’Azevedo was among the first to return the focus of analysis to “the
actor in the role of artist making use of artistic means in the pursuit of artistic ends”
(d’Azevedo 1958:711). His seminal work defined a systematic approach that begins with
working directly with the artists as intentional actors firmly embedded within the
sociocultural contexts of their communities, making meaningful choices, taking
purposeful actions, and articulating artistic criteria and judgments. His particular
approach to ethnoaesthetics is significant in a number of ways, but critical to this
discussion are his contributions to accessing and revealing the artist’s agency and the
possibility for more inclusive studies of art as a dynamic process.

In his approach, d’ Azevedo stressed the importance of recognizing art and other
aspects of expressive culture as embellished activity that is pleasurable and appreciated,
enjoyed by both artists and their audiences. His approach expanded analysis beyond the
objects to clearly demonstrate that “[a]rt is a process manifested in human behavior and
its results are no more the locus of art than edifices are the locus of architecture”
(d’Azevedo 1958:712). In other words, one cannot simply look at the art object in order
to access and understand any given aesthetic system. Meaning is not intrinsic to objects,
and “can be ascertained only with reference to the esthetic values of the members of a
given sociocultural system for whom it functions esthetically” (d’ Azevedo 1958:707). In
order to ascertain the meaning of aesthetic activity in a given sociocultural context,
d’Azevedo proposed turning the focus of analysis on the interactive relationship between

social context, artistic action, and evaluation as dynamic process.

31



Similar studies in the field of anthropology and art by Roy Sieber (1971), Paul
Bohannon (1971), Phillip Dark (1967), Harry R. Silver (1981), and Robert Farris
Thompson (1968; 1973) challenged notions of “frozen” cultures by demonstrating the
dynamic nature of African artistic traditions and the creativity of individual artists.

Sieber warned that a failure to fully investigate the dynamics of innovation which result
from the exchange of information and relations with traders and consumers risks reducing
societies to tradition-bound, cultural isolates (Sieber 1971). Based upon his work among
the Nigerian Tiv, Bohannon also stressed the need to inquire into the artistic criticism of
those who use, collect, or market the objects within the community (Bohannon
1971:173).%°

Dark emphasized that “a full ethnographic enquiry, with particular attention to the
linguistic and visual contexts” is required to understand how art is integrated into culture
(Dark 1967:144). He proposed that researchers investigate the vocabulary of form used
by the artist in order to delineate the “grammar,” or the rules by which artistic decisions
are made (Dark 1967:143).*® Contrary to long held assumptions about established
traditions and continuity, Silver found that innovation was encouraged among the Ashanti
and the emergence of successful innovations often led to new style patterns through

copying. He found motivations for innovating varied from economic survival to the

1% James W. Fernandez found that among the Fang, not only did a dynamic system of art criticism exist, art

actually "comes into being in the relationship between creation and criticism — the artist and his [sic]
critics" (Fernandez 1971:359-360). While the vitality represented in wooden carvings of bieri statues is the
basic component being judged, his essay deals with how art criticism serves to balance the tension of
opposition between carvers and their critics while acting as a means of generating vitality in Fang social
structure and aesthetic life (1971: 359-360; 373).

16 Along a similar line of inquiry, Anthony Forge concluded that “style” among the Sepik of Lowland New
Guinea is a system of meaning (Forge 1973:191). Artists manipulate style elements in the interest of
effectively communicating “sentiments charged with ritual, secrecy and power” that are recognized by
those who are socialized to receive it” (Forge 1973:182, 191).
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pursuit of prestige, and that the role of the artist is a viable economic option among the
Ashanti (Silver 1981). Thompson found that even the role of critic is a recognized
specialization (Thompson 1973). Thompson also emphasized that people can carve any
way they want, either realistically or in the abstract, but when they do, they are selecting
a path that pleases them and this path has aesthetic criteria (Thompson 1973).
The “New” Ethnoaesthetic Approach

With renewed interest in artist-centered research and analysis, the studies of art
within differing African societal structures were instrumental in bringing about a
reemergence of ethnoaesthetic investigations. Building upon the developments discussed
above and drawing from within the wider discipline of anthropology, each of the
following ethnographic studies in Latin America takes a distinct approach. All reiterate
the importance in taking account of the relationship between artists and the objects they
make within a specific sociocultural context (Salvador 1975; Tedlock and Tedlock 1985;
Price and Price 1984). Ethnobhistorical analyses of the larger political and economic
forces that create the sociocultural context in the first place are now a critical component
of the approach, shedding light on the larger processes of globalization at work.
Developed in response to critiques of “supposedly civilized” and “real’” history (Wolf
1982:19), ethnohistory seeks to reassess how local populations are articulated within
larger political economies and thus, enhance our ability to “understand their mutual
encounter and confrontation” (Wolf 1982:7). Increasingly, issues of appropriation,
commodification, and representation of non-western art (Stocking 1985; Clifford 1988;

Appadurai 1986; Price 1989; Errington 1998) brought the lack of attention to the
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sociocultural complexity of production in colonial and neocolonial trade context into
glaring realization (Graburn 1999:345).

Fred Myers reminds us how David Harvey’s characterization of globalization as
“time-space compression” undermines any notions of autonomous “local cultural
worlds,” and that thorough investigation of the “social embeddedness or institutional
location” of small scale societies within the processes of larger, global societies often
clarifies the “historical projects through which “ethnoaesthetic practices” themselves
came into being and/or dissolved” (Myers 2003:2-3). Graburn’s work on “transitional
arts” of small scale societies opened the way for studies of the production of expressive
culture resulting from what Wolf calls the “interstitial spaces” of mutual encounter within
global processes (Graburn 1976). The “reintegration” of external ideas, images, and
techniques were now understood as processes of innovation and hybridity, as well as
agency on the part of the artists (Graburn 1999:347).

Barbara Tedlock and Dennis Tedlock provided an expansive analysis of Quiche
Mayan weaving to demonstrate the connections joining the study of language and
communication to art and anthropology. They discerned how the brocaded designs
woven into Mayan textiles are “not the end products of events that took place in the
murky colonial past,” but instead result from the “continuing creative process” of these
designs as “intercultural intertexts” (Tedlock and Tedlock 1985:141-142). Joining
ethnoaesthetic and linguistic theories, their sophisticated analysis explained how
creativity, as the inclusion of foreign material is made possible through the Quiche
aesthetic principles of syncopation and variability of sequencing which “declare

independence in formal and material imaginations” (Tedlock and Tedlock 1985:142).
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Extensive discussions with practitioners of differing Mayan arts*’ informed their
analyses, and located these designs within the underlying aesthetic framework of Mayan
cosmology.

In this case, the creation of “intercultural intertexts” involved the incorporation of
European letters (e.g. Spanish words), with indigenous figures of animals which “entails
a deliberate crossing of cultural boundaries” (Tedlock and Tedlock 1985:141).*® The
designs incorporated within contemporary textiles produced for both Quiche and tourist
consumption are intercultural “intertexts” in that these continue to communicate
knowledge to contemporary Mayan people while communicating Mayan culture to
consumers. Through their discussions with individuals about why they weave as they do,
Tedlock and Tedlock provide a full ethnographic interpretation of these intertexts within
an analysis of Quiche Mayan world view.

Spanning over thirty years of ethnographic research and collaborative projects
with Kuna women, Mari Lyn Salvador’s research has yielded a succinct understanding of
the Kuna aesthetic system through the dynamic and expressive art of mola making. With
the availability of new materials such as cloth, scissors, and needles in the late 19"
century, Kuna women combined designs from their traditional art of body painting with
new processes of cutting and sewing to create colorful panels worn as blouses in their
traditional dress (Salvador 1997:152). More recently, Kuna women have drawn

inspiration for their designs from objects and patterns observed in their everyday life as

7 In many Quiche households, both men and women are often proficient in more than one craft
specialization. Pottery making, weaving, crocheting and divination are practiced by both men and women
and they often collaborate in a single production or performance (Tedlock and Tedlock 1985:123).

'8 Intertexuality is defined as the creation of a “new text” in which “other texts (that) speak within it”
(Tedlock and Tedlock 1985:122).
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well as from such diverse sources as religious and political themes, books, magazines,
advertising, and labels on imported goods (Salvador 1997:74-83).'° Regarding the Kuna
notion of borrowing and incorporating imported goods, ideas, images, and techniques,
Salvador writes: “Kuna are eclectic; they are not opposed to outside influence” (Salvador
1978:10). Instead, integration from the outside is part of an ongoing creative process and
“[t]hese women have created an art form that is uniquely Kuna and have established
corresponding criteria for artistic criticism” (Salvador 1997:152).

Typically, Kuna women sell molas they have used and worn, and also produce
molas specifically for the tourist market. Advised by other Kuna women who act as
market mediators, mola makers adjust their designs and styles of products to meet
consumers’ tastes (Salvador 2003:68). Kuna women express their agency through
intentional articulation of their artistic criteria and judgments of their own work and that
of others. Their active participation in the economy has led Kuna women to raise issues
regarding their increased involvement in community decision-making, and to gain a
stronger voice in politics (Salvador 2003:70).

As Salvador observes with Kuna society (Salvador 1997), Maroon arts provide
“an inexhaustible source of natural exegesis, spontaneous evaluative remarks, and
unsolicited commentary on both aesthetic principles and technical details” (Price and
Price 1999:44; 1980). Sally Price writes of the Saramaka culture, one of the six groups
making up the Maroon population, that the configuration of gender roles as well as “daily

life is strongly shaped by cultural ideas about men and women” and the kinds of art they

19 Everyday images may include objects such as household utensils, elements of house construction, or
naturally occurring patterns in their immediate environment. Kuna women also are inspired by memorable
events such as circuses, boxing matches, and their interpretations of experiences described to them (such as
space travel) (Salvador 1978:67-75).
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make. Within Saramakan aesthetic expression, she writes, “it seems more “natural” for
men to produce geometric designs with well-executed symmetry and for women to
produce free-form designs with imperfectly realized symmetry” (Price 2003:19).

Historically, women have been associated with textiles — weaving, embroidery,
and patchwork — while wood carving has been seen as a male domain (Price and Price
1999). Over time, however, Saramakan women have gradually taken over calabash
carving from the men (Price 2003:29-30). Expressing purposeful agency from an
incredibly subordinate position, women ingeniously create their own tools with available
resources (e.g. glass bottles, umbrella spokes) and are “creating works of incredible
beauty in the margins” (Price 2003:30-31). Price concludes Maroon women have been
empowered through their artistic work and have begun to “challenge the traditional
gender constructs of their societies” (Price 2003:31). Both Salvador and Price provide
examples which demonstrate the ways in which artistic work has the potential to
empower women and as such, inform my own analysis.

My intent in reviewing the anthropology and art literature, and specifically the
literature pertaining to ethnoaesthetics, is to make clear how these have informed the
central concerns of this dissertation. As discussed above, ethnoaesthetics seeks to engage
artists in discussions of their art in order to access the artistic knowledge, practice, and
local aesthetic standards which become a primary interpretive and organizational
framework. This approach yielded strong conversations and documentation of an
emerging art form that has involved both women and men since its inception. | am able
to write about the women | met in Mata Ortiz in the pages that follow because this

research was carried out with the idea of understanding the agency of these women
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through what they say and do (Ahearn 2001:109). The underpinnings of women’s
agency are revealed as they describe their own perceptions of learning their art, the
artistic choices and judgments they make, their purposeful action in creating signature
styles, controlling the process of production and interacting with the market, and their
resistance to unfair market practices. As home-based artists both women and men have a
greater degree of control over the factors which can allow them to create the conditions
for their empowerment.

In striving for recognition and distinction through innovation, certain potters are
making deliberate and individual choices to incorporate designs, forms, and techniques
from other pottery traditions. Combining non-traditional colors and employing the
technique of sgraffito?® were two examples of incorporating methods and techniques
from other pottery traditions that became increasingly popular during the period of my
fieldwork. The notion of borrowing and incorporating ideas and techniques is as much a
part of the ongoing creative process (Salvador 1978) as are the choices made in the
interest of increasing production and profit and effectiveness in the marketplace. The
implications of these choices in terms of the link between artistic signature style and
empowerment will be discussed in more detail in chapter five.

Ethnoaesthetics redresses those approaches that would reduce artists to makers of
cultural commodities who solely produce whatever will sell, and are willing to do
whatever the audience wants them to do. To not think about the work from the

perspective of the artist ignores their (albeit) non-material aesthetic considerations and

20 The sgraffito technique involves carving away portions of the surface of polished and fired pottery to
reveal contrasting colors beneath the surface. Among Pueblo potters, Joseph Lonewolf and his sister Grace
Medicine Flower are known for using this technique since the early 1970s.
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denies the agency of the artist, by reducing their artistic work to the basic rules of supply
and demand in commaodity production. By doing so, one fails to acknowledge the
essential importance of the concern for beauty from the perspective of the artists
themselves (the local ethnoaesthetics). Likewise, it does not reveal the artist’s own sense
of development and agency, and how she feels her life has been transformed by the
practice of her art. Through this link between ethnoaesthetics and agency | gained an
understanding of how women access and develop the skills that lead to their successes,
and the levels of competence that are the underpinnings of their confidence as artists, and
their potential empowerment within the market and art worlds.
Women’s Productive Artistic Work

A second window on women’s agency and empowerment is through the literature
on women and work in Latin America generated by feminist scholars from a number of
diverse fields. Within this larger picture of production, two issues are central to this
dissertation. The first is to examine how women are empowered through their
participation in productive work. The second is to explore how access to income impacts
their relationships as daughters, wives, and mothers (Chant and Craske 2003; Blumberg
1995a; Tiano 1994; Lamphere et al. 1993, 1987; Beneria and Feldman 1992; Nash 1990,
1993; Tinker 1990; Fernandez-Kelly 1984, 1983; Beneria and Roldan 1987). 1 use this
literature to frame my argument that women’s artistic work in Mata Ortiz holds the
potentiality for their empowerment. Women are changing their social position within this
community as income earners, advancing the economic position of their families through
the sale of their pottery within the international art market. Their increased participation

in productive work is consistent with the contributions of other women throughout Latin
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America who have increased their labor force participation in response to the demands of
expanding capitalism, rising national debt, and globalized poverty (Chant 2003:xvi;
Tiano 1994; Nash 1990, 1993; Beneria and Rold&n 1987; Tinker 1990).

During the 1980s, structural adjustment neoliberal policies caused a “profound
restructuring” of everyday life, with women bearing a disproportionate burden for
ensuring household survival (Garcia, B. 2000:278; Beneria and Feldman 1992).%* The
implementation of NAFTA in January of 1994 was soon followed by the devaluation of
the peso, causing Mexican wages to decline by 40% while food prices and the cost of
living rose by as much as 80% (Garcia, A. 1996). In recent years, potters in Mata Ortiz
relate how they directly experience global economic shifts through their marketing ties to
international ethnic art markets, largely as declines in market activity. As agriculturalists,
they experience liberalized trade reform policies by way of cutbacks in agricultural
subsidies and in the tension between rising costs of agricultural production and declining
prices received for crops? (Kingsolver 2007:243; Barry 1995). Characterized by June
Nash as symptoms of a “world capitalist crisis,” these measures exacerbate inequities in
any society (Nash 1990:338). Among key factors identified by numerous scholars to
account for the rise in women’s increased productive work in Latin America are the
erosion of household incomes, cutbacks in food and social service subsidies, and rural-
urban migration (Chant and Craske 2003:207; Garcia, B. 2000; Blumberg 1995a; Tiano

1994; Beneria and Feldman 1992).

2! Many theorists assert that “failure by the adjustment programs to take into account what happens in the
reproductive sphere indirectly reinforces the mechanisms of female subordination, thereby preventing
women from achieving greater well-being, power and autonomy” (Garcia 2000:265; also see Beneria 1982,
Elson 1992; et al).

%2 The decline of the agrarian sector coupled with a general lack of economic and employment growth in
the region and persistent drought conditions have brought considerable stress to rural agricultural
households in northwestern Chihuahua (Barry 1995:66-68).
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Recent research has provided an analysis of “economic globalization as a
gendered process” which often disrupts and exacerbates women’s “social and economic
vulnerabilities” (Gunewardena and Kingsolver 2007:3). Sylvia Chant concurs with
others that class and gender continue to create a nexus of inequality for women and their
children, as the gendered effects of economic crisis often have differential impacts on
various sectors of the population (Chant and Craske 2003). Whether as heads of
households or as members of households without a reliable male income, women in Latin
America and elsewhere need to work (Williams, M. 2003; Sweetman 2000; Tiano
1994:54, 167; Nash 1990, 1993; Beneria and Roldan 1987:138; Fernandez-Kelly 1983).
Women’s Paid Productive Work

Women’s paid productive work in Latin America, both inside and outside the
home, has drawn considerable attention among feminist scholars. In keeping with my
emphasis on women’s agency, | view productive work as entailing a set of strategies
women employ in response to deteriorating economic situations (Chant 1991; Gonzalez
de la Roche 2003; Beneria and Roldan 1987). In Mexico, these strategies can take
several forms. The first is paid labor in the formal economy outside the home, as in the
case of maquila work (Tiano 1994; Enloe 1990; Fernandez-Kelly 1983), or employment
within the “pink-collar” service sector, including the teaching and nursing professions. A
second area is women’s paid labor in the informal sector, which encompasses: 1) women
earning wages in the informal economy outside the home; 2) women earning wages
doing factory piecework (subcontracting) inside the home; and 3) women earning an

income from independent commodity and craft production.
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The nature of women’s circumstances, that is, whether or not they are integrated
into, exploited by, or marginalized in the processes of capitalist development (Tiano
1991:77-79) is a critical debate in feminist scholarship on development®® (Tiano 1994; di
Leonardo 1991:78; Tinker 1990; Warren and Borque 1991:304; Nash and Safa 1985;
Eisenstein 1979; Boserup 1970). In her analysis of maquila workers in northern Mexican
border cities, Susan Tiano demonstrates how each of these three alternative perspectives
“contributes a view through a particular prism,” to inform an understanding of “the forces
that lead women to enter and remain in the labor force” (Tiano 1994:226). Tiano also
uses these perspectives as possible ways to understand and analyze the costs and benefits
of women’s increased productive labor participation. | am using her model as a way of
thinking about the nature of women’s work and as a framework through which to
examine the various strategies of productive work employed by women in Latin America,
both inside and outside the home, and relate these to empowerment.

Proponents of the exploitation thesis maintain that increased participation in the
global economy’s export processing sector has placed greater burdens on women, making
them more vulnerable to the oppression of capitalism and patriarchy. In this view,
capitalism’s need to maximize profits compounds the inequities women face within the

international labor force. The marginalization thesis maintains women are marginalized

2% By the 1980s, “gender” had replaced “women” in feminist approaches and theorizing (Tiano 2001).
Within interdisciplinary feminist studies, the gender perspective provides the potential for rephrasing
problems of gender and modernity. Gender “as a category of analysis” extends beyond “recovering
women’s experiences,” to encompass the “interrelations between women and men” (Moore 1988:6). The
gender perspective in development has its theoretical roots in socialist feminism (Eisenstein 1979).
Analysis in gender and development combines the radical feminism view of the impact of patriarchy with
aspects of traditional Marxist approach (Rathgeber 1989:11). Often, the social construction of what is
defined as reproductive activity is taken as the source or basis of women’s oppression within a given
society (Stephen 1991; Ehlers 1990; Babb 1989; Rathgeber 1989; Beneria and Roldan 1987; Deere and
Leon 1987; Jaggar and Rothenberg 1984). Rather than compartmentalize women’s productive and
reproductive labor, these are taken to be linked in the GAD approach.
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within the labor market by conservative perceptions of their domestic roles, and these are
reflected in gendered recruitment practices in the workplace (Tiano 1994:41). Developed
as a feminist critique of modernization theory, this perspective holds that capitalist
development has eroded women’s productive roles and increased their economic and
social marginality, resulting in women being more easily exploitable than men (Tiano
1994:38-41). Both exploitation and marginalization theorists agree on the negative
impact of capitalist development on women’s welfare and their symbolic relegation to the
domestic mode (Tiano 1994:41).>* Where the “exploitation thesis describes the
centrifugal forces that pull women into capitalist labor,” the marginalization thesis
describes those that push them away (Tiano 1994:41).%

Integrationists argue that earning an income, whether through waged labor
participation, self employment, or independent production is liberating and has the
potential to enhance women’s status and resource access, increase their bargaining power
in the household, and offer alternatives to financial dependence on a male partner (Tiano
1994:38,52; Blumberg 1995a, 1995b; Safa 1995:31; Tinker 1990; Tinker et al. 1976:31).
Integrationists view women’s marginalization as a waste of human resources and value

labor force participation for its potential to integrate women into the political economy.

2% Tiano suggests that because marginalization and exploitation each describe a particular aspect of
women’s experience, it can be argued that they are the “twin faces” of women’s subordination (Tiano
1994:41).

% The push/pull model is often used to explain women’s presence or absence within the labor force. Pull
factors refer to advantages offered by participation in the economy that will benefit women such as
increased “bargaining power," and provide an income that will facilitate their economic autonomy and
general well-being (Sen and Batliwala 2000; Tinker 1976). Push factors are those from economic
conditions outside of the household resulting in limited resources, thus “squeezing” the household. Gender
relations are brought into the analysis in that the nature of patriarchal relations often dictates whether the
woman will enter the labor force. As the economic squeeze increases, women are pushed into the labor
force by the combined force of economic need and their submission to patriarchal relations in the
household (Nash 1993; Elson 1992:40).
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This view accounts for women as agents, recognizing that they weigh the benefits of
formal employment (e.g. medical and retirement benefits, steady wages) against its
“economic, social and personal costs” (e.g. lack of child care, transportation expenses,
reduced autonomy) (Tiano 1994:51).
Wage Work in the Formal Economy

The overall message derived from studies of export processing work within the
“one world framework” of globalization (Dhruvarajan and Vickers 2002:8) and its new
forms of work, is that women are constructed and targeted by the multi-national
corporations as a flexible, inexpensive, and gendered work force?® and this is particularly
true for women in developing economies (Gunewardena and Kingsolver 2007; Sweetman
2000:4; Williams, M. 2003:23; Rai 2002:7; Dhruvarajan and Vickers 2002; Tiano
1994:53, 1987; Enloe 1990:160; Moore 1988:114; Nash and Safa 1985; Fernandez-Kelly
1984, 1983; Fuentes and Ehrenreich 1983). This suggests there are structurally similar
patterns for recruiting women to the workplace in both developed and developing
economies. In Mexico, women’s employment in maquila wage work is seen by most
analysts through the lens of exploitation and marginalization.

In her classic study of maquiladoras, Patricia Fernandez-Kelly takes the position
that multinational export processing intensifies and exploits gendered inequalities by
taking advantage of the preexisting inequalities in divisions of labor (Fernandez-Kelly

1983). As a gendered labor force, women are exploited by capitalist relations of

%6 Advances in technologies and communication make flexible production possible as corporations move
from one country to another, setting up shop until some other location becomes more profitable - the
equivalent of what David Harvey has termed capitalism’s “spatial fix” with geographical reorganization
(Harvey 2000:54). The emergence of unrestricted worldwide capital markets (e.g. stocks, bonds,
currencies) makes possible “massive international investment in a climate of minimal government
interference.”
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production because their marginalization forces them to accept unsatisfying working
conditions and low pay due to the lack of other options (Fernandez-Kelly 1983). Wives
and daughters may be obligated to work under the subordination of patriarchal familial
relations (Tiano 1991:79; Lamphere 1987; Fernandez-Kelly 1983:174). Despite
oppressive work conditions, Fernandez-Kelly found women often chose the demanding
but low paying jobs to promote the economic well-being of their households. Maquila
work was often the first paid job for these women, who considered it the best
employment alternative available due to steady wages and benefits (Fernandez-Kelly
1983:54). Many entered the labor market just as they had ended a relationship, were in
severe economic need and therefore “too economically marginal to translate their goals of
gender equality and autonomy into socially powerful arrangements” (Fernandez-Kelly
1984:194). The downside of the expansion of export processing is while women have
more opportunities to be employed, they are employed in unstable jobs and often are
without benefits (medical, retirement, social security), or safety regulation of working
conditions. Women employed in export processing are often disconnected from union
representation that could enhance their bargaining power (Williams, M. 2003:23; Rai
2002; 119-120; Pearson 2000:1).

In contrast, Tiano sees both integrative and exploitative potentialities in maquila
work. Her contextualization of the women’s lives provides an account of the multiplicity
of factors at play that influence the decisions women make regarding their work in the
maquilas. While maquila work allows some women to confront private patriarchy, in
making the choice to work a woman must be willing to confront public patriarchy — on

the shop floor. Tiano points out that earning an income either in the formal or informal
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economy is often the “only way a woman can acquire the financial resources to confront
private patriarchy” (Tiano 1994:223). She warns, however, women’s integration and
“increasing immersion in capitalist relations of production” is not enough to transform
the “patriarchal relations with which capitalism is so closely intertwined” (Tiano
1994:223).

The maquilas are exploitive and since women are participating from a
disadvantaged position within the labor force, it is unlikely their participation will “make
the system more egalitarian” (Tiano 1994:224). “Neither the optimistic propositions of
the integration thesis nor the pessimistic scenarios of the exploitative thesis are sufficient
to account for women’s creative struggles against the oppressive forces they confront
daily” (Tiano 1994:221). Working within the structure of a maquila system which has
the potential to both benefit and exploit them, women are actively exercising agency and
making choices for public patriarchy over private patriarchy.?’ Tiano found that many
women recognize non-economic advantages to their work and though most women enter
the work force due to economic need, many women in her study stated that they would
continue to work even if their circumstances improved. Consistent with the integrationist
perspective, personal growth was an important incentive for these women and “[t]hey
were willing to “exchange their autonomy in relation to their employers for increased
independence and self-confidence in other aspects of their lives” (Tiano 1994:225). In
contrast, for women who worked solely out of economic necessity, employment did little

to increase their “autonomy over private patriarchy” or personal independence. These

2" Tiano concludes that whether women’s increased participation in maquila labor is empowering has to be
evaluated individually. The trend for young women to choose to work intermittently, for example, resulted
in labor shortages which then influenced companies to relax their recruiting criteria and open the door for
older women to enter the maquila force (Tiano 1994:228).
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women worked for wages to avoid destitution, and the exploitation thesis best explained
the conditions of their employment (Tiano 1994:225).

Tiano’s attention to women as active agents within the parameters of specific
structural and cultural conditions (Tiano 1994:221), is consistent with both Sherry
Ortner’s practice theory (1984) and Louise Lamphere’s emphasis on women as
strategists. In her study of textile mill workers in Central Falls, Rhode Island, Lamphere
insists that women “must be viewed as active strategists, weighing possibilities and
devising means to realize goals, and not as passive acceptors of their situations”
(Lamphere 1987:29). Regarding the agency of women within the structural conditions
and social relations in the workplace, Tiano writes “[a]lthough these structures constrain
women’s options, they do not entirely determine them” (Tiano 1994:221). The work of
these theorists demonstrate it is important to view women as agents, examine and account
for the structural and contextual circumstances in which women can exercise that agency,
and recognize when women’s agency results in changes in their household status.

Paid Work in the Informal Economy

As described above, productive work in the informal sector may occur either
outside or inside the home, and may involve earning an income from the production of
commodities and crafts, or their distribution and sale. Within the unregulated informal
sector, alternative strategies to formal wage work can include petty commerce on the
streets, domestic work as servants, providing services, subcontracted assembly work, and
craft and commodity production. These forms of work are often characterized by a
“reliance on self-employment, unpaid family labor, or wage labor below the official

minimum with no security protection” (Babb 1997:9; Novelo 1993:68; Wilkinson-Weber
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1999). By 1995, 42% of the female labor force was disproportionately concentrated
within Mexico’s informal sector (Chant 2003:218 citing Secretaria de Gobernacion
1996:27-8). Numerous analysts emphasize participation in the informal sector as an
individual or “collective survival strategy” in the face of growing poverty, but one that is
exploitative relative to the formal sector and lacks the promise of economic accumulation
(Grasmuck and Espinal 2000:234; Nash 1993; Beneria and Roldan 1987; Tinker 1990).
Income Earning in the Informal Economy

Within informal economy work outside the home, women are often resorting to
what June Nash calls “self-created jobs” (Nash 1990:350) as in the case of
entrepreneurial market women (Seligmann 2001; Babb 1997, 1989; Nelson 1992; Ehlers
1990; Bunster and Chaney 1988) and self-employed service providers such as healers
(curanderas), beauticians, and seamstresses. WWomen also earn income in the informal
economy as either “live-in” or day work domestic workers (Gunewardena and Kingsolver
2007; Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994; Romero 1992). The
“personalistic relationships” that can develop between domestic workers and their
employers often rely upon emotional resources to mask the intersection of power
inequities resulting from the differentiating effects of class, gender, and race, which hold
the possibilities for exploitation and dependence (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002;
Romero 1992; Rollins 1985). One common exploitative practice is to deduct food, board,
and clothing expenses, further reducing the low income received by domestics.

Responding to the economic crisis of 1985, many Guatemalan women studied by
Tracy Elhers left home-based independent production of textiles to enter the market

trade, resulting in a competitive and overcrowded local commerce sector (Ehlers
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1990:48). Together with other theorists, Ehlers attributes the predominance of women in
informal productive work to an assumed complementary “fit” between women’s
productive work and their domestic “reproductive” responsibilities (Seligmann 2001:12;
Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994:12; Ehlers 1990:109). Rather than “compartmentalizing”
domestic and market tasks, or subsuming one directly under the other owing to
similarities between the two, Florence Babb demonstrates how the productive and
reproductive work roles of Andean market women in Huarez, Peru are dynamic and
integrated social processes that are “fundamentally linked” (Babb 1989). Studies of
market women and street vendors document that some produce goods at home to sell on
the street such as clothing, baskets, textiles, food and snack items, condiments, and
specialized fermented drinks. Others depend upon middlemen for goods such as food
staples, fruits, vegetables, and breads purchased in bulk and then sold at a higher price
(Babb 1989; Ehlers 1990; Seligmann 2001). Babb argues that because the work market
women do to transport, process, and prepare products for sale adds value to the products
they sell, it is clearly productive work (Babb 1989:125). Nonetheless, operating as petty
commodity producers and sellers, market women are often limited in their ability to
accumulate capital by their reliance upon suppliers. They often find themselves working
as dependent commission sellers, vulnerable to becoming “wage slaves” by virtue of the
credit they owe to wholesalers (Babb 1989:44).

Nancy Nelson offers an alternative perspective in which she delineates how street
vendors in Lima, Peru are able to “gain certain economic advantages” through their work
in the informal sector. In her analysis of numerous cases, Nelson reveals that street

vendors are not always victims of economic pressures but instead, are making deliberate
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decisions in the interest of appropriating the full value of their labor to themselves and
reducing market expenses (Nelson 1992:9). Advantages realized through informal work
include expanded work options, having more control over one’s labor and its returns, and
in some cases, the potential for a better income and the increased potential to accumulate
capital by avoiding paying rent or taxes (Nelson 1992:9). Among the vendors Nelson
interviewed, there was a high variability in incomes owing not only to the kinds of goods
they sold (e.g. electronics, used books, jewelry, trinkets), but also their varying
circumstances and degree of access to a “strategic vending site and a license” (Nelson
1992:263-264).

Both the marginalization and integration perspective inform an understanding of
the nature of women’s productive work in the analysis of market work. In Guatemala,
Ehlers found women are marginalized to the lowest levels of internal marketing, where
they have little opportunity for the accumulation of capital. Without capital, women are
unable to enter more prosperous commercial transport and large-scale trade systems
(Ehlers 1990:48). Ehlers attributes women’s marginalization to the gender-based
expectations of women’s traditional roles, which limit their productive work to either the
home or the marketplace (Ehlers 1990:2). The market women who produce what they
sell have the advantage of controlling their supply of goods relative to those who have to
depend upon a middleman. As discussed above, these women are marginalized by their
reliance upon suppliers. In those contexts where vending and certain service sector jobs
offer work options and positive advantages which can enhance vendors’ potential to
control their work conditions and increase their income, productive work is more in line

with the integrationist position.
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Productive Work for Wages within the Home

One recurring theme in the literature is that women choose to do productive work
in the home because due to its compatibility with their roles as wives and mothers
(Beneria and Roldan 1987:149; Wilkinson-Weber 1999; Priigl 1996a; Tinker 1990; Mies
1988; Babb 1989). Theorists in Latin America and beyond, who focus on the
connections and fluidity between women’s reproductive work within the home and their
productive work for income, emphasize that women’s increased participation in
productive work does not always necessitate a separation between home and workplace
(Wilkinsen-Weber 1999; Prugl 1996a; Mies 1988; Beneria and Roldan 1987; Moore
1985:85).

In their study of industrial subcontract homeworkers in Mexico City, Lourdes
Beneria and Martha Roldan focused on the active recruitment of Mexico City women
into low paid factory piecework, assembling such things as toys, electronic parts, and
plastic goods (Beneria and Roldan 1987:22).2% While the work is generally unskilled and
requires no start-up expenses, it is labor-intensive. Diminishing household funds and
women’s willingness to work for low wages and accept intermittent work has resulted in
a “growing concentration” of women in subcontracting within the informal sector
(Beneria and Rold&n 1987). Ehlers observed the rise in a similar form of “debt removal
contract labor” among the Guatemalan women she studied, who were unable to develop
reliable cottage industries to replace the declining traditional production of traditional

textiles in the town of San Pedro Sacatepéquez (Ehlers 1990:109).

%8 For examples of home-based subcontract work outside of Latin America, see Wilkinson-Weber (1999),
Pragl (1996a), and Mies (1988).
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In addition to assembly, another aspect of home-based piecework is the
segmentation of tasks in the completion of finished products. Similar to the women in
Beneria and Roldan’s study of home-based workers in Mexico City, Marta Turok found
that families working in artisanal commodity production often sold their unfinished
production to other small capitalist workshops. Doing piecework, they were only able to
earn the lowest prices, as they were transferring their earnings to those who did the
finishing work and sold the commodities (Turok 1988:112).

Elisabeth Prugl’s findings concur that the widespread practice of piecework
systems of production among Yucatan weavers, Chiapas potters, and Ecuadorian knitters
result in similar alienating and disempowering effects (Priigl 1996a). Often sporadically
employed and without access to regular wages or worker benefits, homeworkers earning
wages through either subcontracted factory work or artisan piecework experience the
double-edge of the informal sector. Because they are selling their labor cheaply without
accessing a reasonable portion of the income derived from their labor, subcontracted
homewaorkers are often the most vulnerable and exploited among home-based workers
within informal economy work. Additionally, they are “precariously dependent” upon a
jobber or middleman who acts as the link between the informal and often illicit
underground sector and the factory within the formal sector (Beneria and Roldan
1987:35, 64). Subcontracted homework tends to be both marginalizing and exploitative
due to the low pay and the lack of control workers have over the terms of their work.

In Mata Ortiz there are households in which men, women, and children sell
formed blank pots which are left unfired for other potters to paint. Producing paint or

sanding other people’s pots are additional segmented tasks. As their productive work
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consists of atomized or segmented tasks which are hidden within the larger production
process, they experience the same kind of alienation from their labor and its returns as the
women who work for subcontracted factory wages within the informal sector.

Income Earned through Independent Production in the Home

The third literature dealing with the informal economy addresses home-based
independent producers who earn income producing various commodities which they sell.
Within this body of literature, | am specifically interested in studies addressing women as
artists (Greenfield 2004; Salvador 2003, 1976; Price 2003; Wasserspring 2000;
Grasmuck and Espinal 2000; Grimes and Milgram 2000; Field 1999; Novelo 1993;
Babcock 1993; Nash 1993; Stephen 1991; Turok 1988). The women | worked with in
Mata Ortiz clearly fit within this category. It is noteworthy that many of these women
also engage in marketing, trading, petty commerce, and providing services such as food
preparation or sewing in combination with their pottery work.

Barbara Babcock’s work with Pueblo women potters, and specifically with Helen
Cordero, is unique among studies of women as artists in that she provides an analysis of
both gender and empowerment through artistic work. Through numerous articles and
books, Babcock documents Cordero’s life as a woman artist within a mixed-gender
tradition whose independent artistic expression enabled her to gain control over economic
resources while maintaining control over the production and marketing of her art.
Babcock writes that because of the market acceptance and widespread popularity of her
distinct signature storytellers, Cordero “realized a very nontraditional career and sense of
self” (Babcock 1993:225). Cordero not only empowered herself, but ignited an aesthetic

tradition within her own and other Pueblo communities.
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Through traditional Pueblo women’s work in pottery, Cordero has “rewritten the
traditional Pueblo women’s script” inasmuch as other Pueblo women have since created
their own interpretations of clay figures depicting humans in various roles and activities
(Babcock 1993:224). “But more than simply reshaping traditional roles, pottery making
has enabled Pueblo women who were “muted” and discouraged from putting themselves
forward to be articulate and to call attention to themselves” (Babcock 1993:225). When
men challenged the women’s right to demonstrate and exhibit their pottery and attempted
to disrupt the sale of the storytellers, the women prevailed. Babcock’s work is
informative for my own because of the ways in which she presents the “political,
economic as well as aesthetic consequences in present-day Pueblo life” that have resulted
from these women asserting and maintaining their right to make and sell their pottery
(Babcock 1993:206).

Les Field’s study of potters in the Nicaraguan community of San Juan de
Oriente? offers a counter-example to Cordero’s experience. The bulk of production in
San Juan took place within a mixed-gender cooperative organized in 1978 by the
Ministry of Culture on the heels of the Sandinista triumph (Field 1999:88-89). Field
describes that before the Co-op, women produced pottery in their homes as another task
among many in their daily domestic work (Field 1999:137-138). However, once men
were involved in pottery making within the Co-op setting, women were marginalized to
less creative and less interesting production tasks and prevented from learning to make

the more prestigious “vasos maya” pottery.

% Field also worked with ceramica negra women in the towns of Jinotega and Matagalpa; however, | am
limiting this discussion to the women involved in the Co-op in San Juan.
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Field attributed this gendered division of labor to “a preexisting structure of
discrimination against women built into the foundations of the “technical advance” of
ceramics production in San Juan” (Field 1999:137-139). The Co-op offered women
“opportunities to learn advanced production techniques and technologies and the
possibility of economic empowerment within their families through the wages they
earned” (Field 1999:156-157). It also provided a space in which women had
opportunities to challenge and confront the power of the men (Field 1999:157).

As | find in Mata Ortiz, the empowering effects of their labor participation are not
shared equally by all women in San Juan. Field presents the stories of seven women in
the Co-op, to give voice to their various experiences through his descriptions of their
individual and disparate histories as these developed over the years of political upheaval
in Nicaragua. His emphasis is on the kinds of information that came out in his
discussions with the women regarding power and oppression and empowerment (Field
1999:143-145, 157). Field tells us that the main area of “de facto inequality in the Co-op
is the refusal to recognize women’s creative capacities,” both by the women who were
unwilling to assert their voice and men’s inability to “see” this inequality (Field
1999:144). Women described how they were “subtly discouraged” from developing the
skills that would allow them to gain control over the process of producing the more
prestigious “vasos mayas” (Field 1999:141). Despite the “male only” work areas, (e.g.
the vaso maya design and production table) heavy work tasks such as loading the pottery
into kilns, fueling the kilns, and mixing the clay were not off limits to women (Field

1999:143).
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Eventually, through struggle and conflict, certain women challenged the status
quo and asserted their right to learn. By the early 1990s, production in the Co-op had
dropped off and two of the Co-op women had pioneered a new kind of domestic
production influenced by the techniques and technologies of the Co-op that spread
through the community (Field 1999:152). In time, through their earlier experiences in the
Co-op, the women came to expect more for their lives. In Field’s assessment, none of the
women he had spoken with “experienced a reassertion or strengthening of patriarchal
family relations or male control over ceramics production” (Field 1999:156). Field
concludes that “[t]he processes of learning and struggling in the workplace, especially as
the ceramics production workplace has extended into the home during the past ten years,
thus shaped the ways these women have navigated and conceptualized the contradictions
and limitations of domestic life” (Field 1999:157).

In the case of the San Juaneros, it was the Co-op that provided a space in which
the women “shaped a complex understanding of themselves, their creativity, and the
range of choices available to them,” making clear the need for an analysis of these
women that “combines the vector of gender with other identity factors” (Field 1999:164).
The connection between Field’s study and my own in Mata Ortiz is the potentially
marginalizing effect of women being denied access to learning and acquiring the skills
necessary to gain control over the production process. The agency on the part of the
women who confronted the power of male dominance in the Co-op and did learn how to
make the more desirable and prestigious pottery, supports my argument regarding the
critical link between gaining control over the production process and growing

empowerment.
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In her article, “Kuna Women’s Arts, Molas, Meaning, and Markets,” Mari Lyn
Salvador describes how the restructuring of Panama’s economy has resulted in a loss of
jobs for many men, and women have responded by “expanding their strategies for
marketing their artwork” (Salvador 2003:67). Salvador makes it clear that through their
economic contributions to their households and communities, women are moving from a
marginalized position to one which enhances their status within the Kuna political
economy. Kuna women are “currently raising issues regarding an increased participation
in the decision-making process and are expressing their desire to gain a stronger voice in
politics” (Salvador 2003:70). As discussed above, Sally Price correlates certain
empowering aspects of Maroon women’s artistic work with transformations of traditional
gender constructs (Price 2003:31). A number of the collected essays in Kimberly Grimes
and Lynne Milgram’s work on artisans and cooperatives argue that despite the economic
risks of artisan work, artisan production offers distinct advantages over multinational
factory work and is more likely to lead to self-reliance and independence (Grimes and
Milgram 2000:5).

Like the women in the studies by Salvador, Price, and Field, women in Mata Ortiz
enter their home-based production of pottery in response to pressures resulting from
economic decline and crisis. All three studies link women’s increased economic activity
and labor force participation to shifts in the wider political economy. These authors also
account for historical contingencies and sociocultural processes in their analyses of the
effects of gender transformations on expanding possibilities for women to strengthen
their participation in wider economic and political space. Though Babcock’s Pueblo

example fits well with the integration perspective, she also illustrates a situation in which
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men challenge women’s traditional control over pottery production by attempting to take
over and control the marketing system.

June Nash documents a similar case of men attempting to control pottery making,
distribution, and sales when their control over women’s earnings from their pottery was
challenged by women’s cooperatives taking over the commercialization of pottery (Nash
1993:16-17). Despite the severity of the repressive response documented in 1993, by
2001 Nash reports that women in Amatenango del Valle were using political
organization, cooperatives, and gathering collectively as women to resist the sexual
division of labor biased in favor of men (Nash 2001).

Field’s analysis of the Nicaraguan case indicates that when women do not have
access to learning and developing the skills which would allow them to become
competent and gain control over the process of artisan production, the potential for
marginalization increases. The women in Nicaragua were making pottery according to
the cooperative’s specifications and requirements, while production involving
independent expression was limited to the men. In contrast, the possibilities exist for
both men and women in Mata Ortiz to access skills and develop the competence needed
to gain control over their production, either as independent producers or in cooperation
with others.

| found that women potters in Mata Ortiz can indeed access capital while working

in the home and are not necessarily disesmpowered, as has been described for many

% Due to their increased contributions to their household economies through the sale of their pottery,
women in Amatenango del Valle, Chiapas experienced increased autonomy. June Nash documents that
their increased autonomy did not go unchallenged. Perceived as a challenge to male authority serious
enough to evoke violence and murder, the repressive response resulted in a woman in a leadershi