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ABSTRACT


This essay explores textile artists living in and around Asheville, North Carolina. It discusses the many ways textile artists (weavers, felters, quilters) pose an alternative to the dominant values of a capitalist mode of production.  It also explores what happens when a pre-industrial mode of production is reintroduced, re-enact within the dominant capitalist context.  This paper employs the ideas of Karl Marx, George Ritzer, Walter Benjamin, and Roberto J. Gonzalez in the analysis of textile art within a capitalist contemporary society and mode of production.  
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      Interview Questions

The Need for Artistic Expression


Cloth is a necessity of man. There is no doubt about that. But the production of cloth can extend beyond necessity, entering the realm of signification, communication, validation, and revolution.  People have used textiles for centuries to express identity, thought, and values. They can  illustrate myth and narrative, while exciting the senses. Textiles have social implications as well, acting  as the medium through which people interact with one another and come to understand  societies of the past and present.  The majority of available anthropological literature (Dhamija, Rowe, Schneider, Stalcup) discusses the integral role textiles play within the historical and the contemporary cultures of Latin America, Indonesia, Japan, and parts of Africa for example.  Yet despite the fact that the United States also has a rich history in cloth, not many have made the attempt to analyze the nature of textiles within an American context.  In this essay, I explore textile artists, one small but important facet of American textiles.   

A Creative Environment


My research consisted of formal interviews with textile artists residing in western North Carolina.  This area has a particularly rich history in textiles, and arts and crafts in general, beginning with the textiles of the Cherokee, then onto the textile traditions introduced by European settlers, the fur trade, the coverlet, the Handicraft Revival of the early 1900's, the establishment of such arts and crafts schools as Penland, John C. Campbell Folk School, and perhaps most significantly, The Southern Highland Craft Guild, an organization serving over 900 artisans in the southern highland area.   For those reasons, Asheville and the surrounding area prove to be an attractive location for artists of all kinds, including textile artists.  But it is not only artists that are attracted to the creative energy of the area, tourists, art admirers and collectors, aspiring artists, and entrepreneurs have also recognized this region's creative opportunities.   A close knit community of people interested and engaged in textile thrives here, providing me with the perfect site to research the nature of contemporary American textile artists and their work.  

Choosing the Colors


I would like to thank Richard Vinbrux, for introducing me to world of textiles.  It was on his family farm in New Zealand that I wove my first scarf and I have been interested in hand crafted textiles ever since.  After leaving New Zealand, I ventured to Vietnam, where I saw ladies in a village busily weaving table cloths bearing the village symbol on their hand made looms.  I saw this again in Mexico and  then in Indonesia.  When I returned home after that year of travel, I pieced together my own awkward but functional back strap loom from sticks, rags, and wire I had found languidly lying around the house.  I still use the belt I wove on that loom but unfortunately my makeshift weaving device did not last.  


There is something mesmerizing about textiles.  As one of my informants told me,  “you are working with living materials that have life to them and are warm to the touch. It attracts a certain kind of person.” It is this type of person that I set out to explore through my research.  The bulk of my information comes from formal and semi-formal interviews with textile artists in the region and it has been a pleasure talking  to them all.   In total, I interviewed 12 textile artists, all women except for one, excelling in a variety of mediums, namely weaving, quilting, and felting. 


I was most apprehensive about the ethnographic aspect of this assignment but I soon realized that there was nothing to be afraid of.  Before I knew it, the interview would be over and I would be driving home, laughing to myself as I reflected back on how nervous I was and how silly I seemed but how successfully the interview went.  Truly, I was blessed with an extremely positive, easy ethnographic experience.  Not only did I have access to the The Southern Highland Craft Guild's member profile which categorizes each guild member by medium and details their contact information, but the textile artist community here in Asheville is remarkably close and interconnected.  Every artist I interviewed was at least acquainted with or, more often, friends with all my other artists informants.  Consequently, I was able to gain credibility much easier than if my informants had not been aware of each other.  For example, when I arrived at Bernie Rowell's house, she greeted me by saying, “it's nice to meet you, I have heard really good things about you.”  Not only did this comment communicate her expectations, but it also meant that the community I was involved with talks.  At first this intensified my nervousness.  What if I made a fool of myself? And how long would it take for word to spread? My reputation........shot.  But soon I realized that the intimacy of the textile artist community was a blessing in disguise.   On the flip side, any good impression I made was likely passed onto others within that community and it also promised me easy access to other informants.  I would often mention to perspective informants when introducing myself and my project whom else I had already interviewed. This resulted in an immediate acceptance of my solicitation along with a confidence among them in my intentions and in the seriousness of my project. My informants were also instrumental in connecting me with other textile artists and additional informational sources.  Not to sound as if I expected any of this, I am incredibly thankful and indebted to the helpfulness and generosity of my participants, but that is the essence of the artist community here.   I could not have asked for a better experience.  

What is textile art?


Like any art form, the longer that people practice it, the more the definition of the medium is challenged, expanded but in basic terms, textile art is the utilization of cloth to express a intellectual concept and/or aesthetic design. There are a variety of ways this can be achieved.  Textile artists may be engaged in the actual production of the cloth itself, as with weaving and felting.  Quilting, another form of textile art, is the process of stitching together already produced patches of fabric and then stitching with thread over top to create an overlying design and texture.  The fibrous materials used in the creation of cloth range from animal fibers like sheep, llama, and alpaca hair and silk to plant fibers, such as cotton and tree bark, to synthetic fibers like polyester.   But also textile art could be defined in terms of batiking, dying, and embroidery.  These techniques focus on the decoration of the cloth instead of the actual production of the cloth itself.   Textile artists use these techniques to convey conceptual and/or aesthetic ideas that surround notions of personal or societal identity, thought, value, and beauty. 

Textile Artists as Living Laborers


This paper explores the nature of a textile artist's mode of production and how it compares to that of a capitalist mode of production.  In addition it examines what happens when pre-industrial, pre-capitalistic values and means of production are enacted within a capitalist context. A great way to introduce my topical thesis would be to briefly outline another example of the point this paper makes.  While I was browsing the Internet looking for information about textiles, I stumbled upon the website Obsessive Consumption.  “Obsessive Consumption is repulsed yet grossly fascinated with the branding of consumer culture” (www.obsessiveconsumption.com).  Kate Bingaman, founder of Obsessive Consumption, drew pictures of everything she bought for 28 months and continues to  draw sketches of her credit card bills.  These drawings are ironically for sale and Kate even does commissions if you too want a sketch of your daily purchases.  Kate's intentions may seem confusing and perhaps hypocritical at first but I see it as cleverly radical.  She comments on our consumer culture within a capitalist context in an effort to encourage reflection and conscientious consumerism. A textile artist's work does the same thing.  I say their work is the active agent because it seems that textile artists, unlike Kate Bingaman, are not intentionally trying to make a statement. Rather, they have made personal choices, based in personal values, experiences and preferences that, because enacted in a system that holds different societal values and habits, inevitably comments on our contemporary society, and also works to break down dominant notions of the material world and the way in which it is produced.    But also, I found that like many alternative systems, functioning in a society that is not set up for it, that has internalized different ways of being, there are detrimental consequences as well.  This paper intends to explore and elaborate on these two topics.


This paper is divided into two main chapters.  The first chapter covers the various ways textile artists pose an alternative to the capitalist mode of production and the societal values and norms that support it.  Borrowing the ideas of Karl Marx and George Ritzer, which elaborate on the nature of a capitalistic mode of production and its detrimental societal implications, I explain ways that a textile artist's mode of production differs, which in turn enables to them to “self-actualize” (Elster 1986: 42), to cultivate skills, to create an identity within their daily work, to establish autonomy, and create a meaningful working existence. This is first illustrated through the relationship textile artists have with the “process” of production and the extent to which they are involved. Next, the chapter moves on to discuss how textile artists identify themselves  in a way that distinguishes them from the dominant culture of consumerism. Contrary to most belonging to a culture and an economy based in consumption, textile artists strongly identify themselves with what they produce rather than what they consume.  Another way that they distinguish themselves, identify themselves is all of my informants mentioned that textile work as been in one way or another in the family for years.  Concluding this chapter is a section entitled, “Longevity as a value system.”  Textile artists it seems, strive to create a final product that lasts through time, referring to the longevity of the aesthetic appeal, the quality, and the significance.  


This leads us into Chapter 2, which addresses the question of what happens when alternative values and practices are reincorporated into and enacted within the dominant system.   The chapter begins with a look into the societal affects of  industrial production, specifically in terms of our conceptions of time and how this might effect the way people, both producers and consumers, understand and appreciate textile art.  The chapter concludes with is a discussion of how textile artists, while posing an alternative to a capitalistic mode of production and a society that supports it,  also unintentionally serve to reinforce the system.  Drawing on the ideas of Walter Benjamin and his views on the mechanical reproduction of art, I speculate that textile art has become an elite good which can be used by those of high culture to distinguish themselves from the rest of society.  This in turn symbolically reinforces the social hierarchy.  

Connecting the Threads of Literature


The tradition of making textiles goes back at least 15,000 years, and if animal fiber was not so eager to decompose, we would most likely have samples older than that.   The international and age old involvement with textiles formed the basis of my interest in this topic, but the ideas of Karl Marx, George Ritzer, and Roberto J Gonzalez provided me with a perspective that the “how to” book could not.  This paper does not seek to explain the logistics of textiles to an audience, as there are classes for that and the “how to” books abound.  Rather, this paper presents a perspective about the textile artists themselves, how they self-identify, how they identify others and most importantly, the social significance of the work that they are engaged in.  Therefore the literature used to interpret my field research explores the state of today's mode of production and the implications it has for the worker, the consumer, the community, and the society as a whole.  


I drew the majority of my theoretical background from Marx.  In brief, he suggests that society is defined by the way in which its members produce their material world, in other words, the society’s mode of production.  He theorizes extensively about the capitalist mode of production, from political, economical, social and cultural perspectives and its affects on  those involved.   Marx's thoughts on the subject are numerous, yet his concept of Alienation seemed most applicable for the purpose of this paper.  According to Jon Elster's, author of An Introduction to Karl Marx , alienation is one of three flaws Marx found in capitalism, the other two being inefficiency and exploitation.   Alienation in brief is “a lack of a sense of meaning” (Elster 1986: 41) and meaning according to Marx comes from active self-realization.   “Self-realization can be defined as the full and free actualization and externalization of the powers and abilities of the individual” (1986: 43).  I borrow Marx's concept of “Alienation” as I illustrate the ways in which the production of textile art poses an alternative to a capitalist mode of production, affording the artist producer many self- fulfilling and self-realizing opportunities.  


I also borrowed George Ritzer's concept of McDonaldization, as it parallels and elaborates on Marx's thoughts.  The term “Mcdonaldization” is used to label the cultural/societal impacts of today's mode of production yet in a more contemporary, concrete context.  Our contemporary mode of production is characterized by 4 basic concepts, efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control (Ritzer 2002: 16) but in the case of my research, efficiency and control are most pertinent.  Using these two characteristics of contemporary capitalist society and its mode of production, I again illustrate how textile artists suggest a discourse of production the that opposes the dominant values of capitalist society.  


Roberto J. Gonzalez's book, “Zapotec Science: Farming and Food in the Northern Sierra of Oaxaca,” parallels and supports the main points of this paper.  Zapotec farmers also are engaged in a mode of production that contrasts the dominant of system of  western agricultural science, technology, and mass-production.  Coincidentally, Zapotec Farmers reflect on the nature of their work and its significance in a similar way to textile artists.  Parts of this paper will examine the values and perspectives held by both textile artists and Zapotec farmers, in an attempt to explore more extensively the  relationship between the worker and his or her mode of production. 


Lastly, I extended Walter Benjamin's arguments for the mechanical reproduction of art to illustrate the ways textile artists, while opposing the dominant values of a capitalist system, also work to reinforce a class system of symbolic status.  

Weaving the Body

Chapter 1


This chapter discusses the ways textile artists pose an alternative to the capitalist mode of production and the societal values and norms that support it.  Borrowing the ideas of Karl Marx and George Ritzer, which elaborate on the nature of a capitalistic mode of production and its detrimental societal implications, I explain how a textile artist's mode of production differs, allowing the artists to self-actualize, to cultivate skills, to create an identity within their daily work, to establish autonomy, and create a meaningful working existence. 

From Start to Finish


George Ritzer theorizes that one of the key characteristics of modern American society is control.  Control, as defined by Ritzer, is the eventual replacement  of human controlled technology with non-human technology that controls humans instead  (Ritzer 2002: 106). The rational for this is that workers are prone to make mistakes, prone to distraction and day dreaming, prone to not show up at work.  Basically human are not predictable like machines are and therefore increase the chance of uncontrollable factors which disrupt production.  When a producer's aim is to increase efficiency, enlarge production, cut costs, owners want to  minimize uncertainties.  Therefore they want to minimize the affect and input of the worker.    


Despite the immediate advantages of non-human technology like decreased uncertainties, increased efficiency and productivity, the disadvantages of non-human technological control are far more permanent and detrimental.   Increased use of non-human technology to manage production, allows companies to hire cheap, unskilled workers which require little attention and investment, instead of skilled workers. Therefore, being skilled is no longer a necessity and people begin to forget the skills they once had; they begin to forget the skills they could cultivate and lose an appreciation for production skills in general.  In addition, the more production is dominated by machinery, and the more we depend on technology to think for us the less able we exercise our ability for any abstract, critical, and challenging thought or problem solving skills.  We will be unable to take charge of our own lives should we suddenly no longer have access to technology.    “Artificial intelligence promises many benefits in a wide range of areas.  However, it also constitutes an enormous step in de-skilling.  In effect, more and more people will lose the opportunity, and perhaps the ability, to think for themselves” (Ritzer 2002; 133).    Instead of being emancipated by technology, human beings are reduced to being appendages of machines.  Mechanized work is often broken down into minute, simple, repetitive tasks.  The pace of work is fast, too fast to allow day-dreaming and conversation, and too boring to be a source of pleasure and accomplishment.    Additionally, the worker has gained no real skill that can be applied out side of their little section in the factory, adding to the over all disabling of the worker.   Workers are left a alienated from the process of production due to the highly specialized, highly controlled, boring nature of their work.  There is a lack of relevance and meaning present in such a dehumanized workplace, contributing to a lack of a sense of meaning.


But Ritzer is not the only one to have insights about our contemporary technological domination and its effects. Karl Marx hypothesized about the nature of a capitalist mode of production long before Ritzer.    


“Marx distinguishes between two stages in capital's domination of labor.  The first  
stage...can be observed in the “putting-out” system of early capitalism.  Here a 
capitalist provided a worker 
with raw materials and paid him a wage to transform them 
into a finished product—wool into cloth, for instance.  In the second stage, the  “real 
subsumption” of labor under capital, the capitalist moves into the process of 
production itself.  This development culminates in factory 
production, in which the 
worker is reduced to an appendage of the machinery.  Although in the first stage he 
had considerable freedom of movement, he must now work in step with the 
machines, under close, coercive supervision...In the second stage the worker loses all 
autonomy and personal satisfaction from work.  Dead labor dominates living labor” 
(2002: 55).  


With the ideas of Ritzer and Marx behind us, I propose that textile artists are perfect examples of “living laborers,” illustrating the fact that not every mode of production today is dead.  The first aspect of this that I will discuss is the issue of process.  One of the key characteristics, as alluded to by Marx and Ritzer is the  absence of skilled workers that actively engaged in the whole process of production.  Many textile artists are engaged in the whole process of production, from conceptualizing the piece to buying the materials, to making it, selling it, and keeping the finance books.  Not only is this a long process but it demands a variety of thought, both creative, critical, rational and  a variety of skill.   Marx uses the terms Self-actualization and Self-Realization when he talks of the ideal mode of production.  “Self-actualization involves a two-step process of transforming a potential into actuality.  The first step is the development of a potential ability into an actual one.  The second is the deployment of the ability” (1986: 45) Textile artists are a perfect example of self-actualized workers.  They have recognized their ability as agile, thoughtful, creative beings capable of producing things, a characteristic of humans alone, and have developed their potential. They have turned their potential into an actuality.   


But not only did I, the anthropological researcher, identify this, the textile artists themselves identify strongly with being involved in the whole process of production; an opportunity modern day laborers do not have and maybe now do not even expect.     Judy Simmons, a quilter from Fletcher, North Carolina, says, “I do everything, I really like the machine part though.”  As stated before this is not unusual. Pattiy Torno, an Asheville quilter, does all the work herself as well and identifies very strongly with her ability and desire to do so. As an introduction for new customers to the nature of her work, Pattiy made a photo montage of the quilt making process.  At each step in the production, and there are hundreds of them, Pattiy took a picture.  Every time she changed the position of a patch, or added another piece of fabric, she snapped a photo.  Upon completion of the quilt, she pieced together the photos sequentially.  The result was a time lapse seeming film of a quilt being produced from start to finish.  The movie is a celebration of the process and really gives the customer a sense of the amount of work involved when making quilts, hopefully encouraging a greater appreciation for the art of quilting.  This exemplifies that Pattiy is very much about the process of creation, of figuring our what works best, of challenging oneself, of taking control.  Growth through process and freedom through expression.  


Allison Dennis too identifies strongly with “process” and the value of being engaged in the whole production.  “Well I guess I had always thought of myself more as a designer rather than an artist because my work had always been driven by process  rather than by content and in my mind that's were I find that they separate a little.  It doesn't mean to say that the work you produce doesn't have content but it for me was never the primary factor, it was the process that was driving the production.   The end product was being determined by repeatedly practicing process which was leading. Every time I did something it presented other questions that were going to be used in the next piece that i worked on.”  For Allison, it is during the production process that new ideas flow, that her creative thought accelerates, that she sharpens her ability, her skill,  to create what the mind imagines.  In this way she is free; free to imagine, free to choose, free to create.  Freedom is in knowing, not in ignorance.  


Textile artists control the mode of production both financially and intellectually.  These textile artists are self-actualized, self-realized and free.  They are taking the opportunity to cultivate skill, and to exercise their abilities as creative and productive beings.  Textile artists are intimately connected with, not alienated from,  their work as they understand, can connect to, and are involved in every step along the way.    In recognizing their potential and in actualizing it, in encouraging its growth,  they are finding a sense of meaning in their lives, in a way that those involved in a capitalist mode of production do not.  


Roberto J. Gonzalez studied Zapotec farmers (campesinos) in the Northern Sierra of Oaxaca. In his book, Zapotec science, Gonzalez also draws a connection between  Marx's notion of “alienation” and the craft of the campesino.  He also points out that “the dehumanization, degradation, and de-skilling of workers [within a capitalist society] stands in stark contrast to craft (2001, Gonzalez p. 94). Gonzalez most extensively discusses the handcrafted farming implements of the Zapotec and speculates about the advantages afforded by handcrafted objects of necessity over mass-produced ones.  Although textile art is not nearly as necessary as farming implements and tools, the skills used in the production of textile art could be applied in a utilitarian way therefore rendering similar advantages.  Aside from the financial benefits, “the preference for crafted items may also have to do with the pride that many campesinos take in their work, their knowledge and their intelligence” (2001, p. 95).  My informants too take pride in having the knowledge and the intellectual capacity to create and  also in having the ability to determine the process of production.  As Allison Dennis says, “Because I have a very strong technical background as a result of that technical education and so i am fearless to try new things.  Some people are very hesitant about process and trying something new but I am not and as a result, now i just have a much broader repertoire of things that I can apply to a piece.  I might start off with something thats woven, hand woven and then dye it or apply it.  

as time as gone on I have started working on my own but it gave me the questioning ability and the confidence and the grounding to try new processes.”  Allison's knowledge and familiarity with the production process allows her the opportunity to develop new techniques which enables her the ability to more accurately create what her mind imagines .  Of this she is proud.  

Work as Identity, Identity in Work


Additionally, the mastering of the process, manifests itself in the ability to create art with identity.  One of the characteristics of our society and the contemporary mode of production is uniformity.  The assembly line is designed to produce hundreds of objects that look, feel, smell and even taste exactly the same.  Uniformity goes hand in hand with mass-production as it is inefficient, for obvious reasons, to individually design each object. Although this may be good for business, the worker derives little satisfaction from such a system of production.  His work has little to do with his daily life and he has no power to influence  or contribute to the nature of the product in production and therefore alienation ensues.   But, when an artist is in control of all the procedural steps of production, she is able to create something entirely her own, that represents her and how she wants to express herself both intellectually and creatively.   Textile pieces “bear the mark of my hand”  as many of my informants would say.  Having such an expressive outlet is crucial in constructing meaningful lives.  


From a business standpoint,  the buying audience is small, the competition high, and the skepticism regarding textiles as a legitimate art form can be discouraging for contemplating customers.  As an artist, says Allison Dennis, “you are looking for a identity, to present an identity that people will connect with.  Because if it looks like a bazaar they are not going to root through there.  There are times when its great fun to go rooting around but, its like going to a store with too much stuff, I don't have the patience for everything and it is very hard to expect people to pay a lot of money for pieces that are handmade if they don't set themselves aside.  So you are looking for work that shows the mark of my hand as opposed to somebody else's.  You are looking for that thread that links all these pieces together.  So then my work becomes identifiable as opposed to somebody else that does the same medium and so if there is a lay person looking at it, a lay person is someone that doesn't know much about textiles, they are just driven by the object but that will still be able to see a difference between my work and somebody else's.”  Intimate involvement, varied skill, and extensive knowledge regarding the medium and the process of production, allows textile artists to create a cohesive body of work with a notable identity that defends itself against the intrusion of mass-produced decorative textile pieces.   


The following two sections discuss the ways in which textile artists negotiate their identities in a way that distinguishes them from contemporary capitalist consumer culture.  

Man as Producer


Marx says that a transformation has taken place since the advent of capitalism.  Instead of identifying with what we produce, we now identify with what we consume and the tendency to identify ourselves as such only grows as American production industries are closed down and re-established overseas.  But textile artists still identify themselves strongly with being producers.  At the beginning of each interview I would as my informants how they first became involved in textiles. What was it that appealed to them? The common response was, “I have always made things.”  For example, Heather Allen responded, “I just like to make, my hands like to make things.  I have always, since i was a kid, i was always been making things, putting things together.” As does Allison Dennis, a local weaver says, “I have been an artist even before I went to college, I have always made things.” Judy Simmons has sewn since she was 5, and says that she was born with a needle in her hand.  Kathrin Weber Scott and Pattiy Torno, both grew up sewing their own clothes.  The fact that they have “always” made things is an integral part of their personality.  They speak as if creating is an intrinsic part of themselves.  “I have done it since childhood,” as if they were destined to make textiles.  This, in a way, suggests an element of expertise. Having been involved since childhood, lends itself to much practice, experience, and the sharpening of skill.  But it also infers a familiarity and personal connectedness with their art that perhaps those that became involved with textiles later on in life are without.   Also, identifying oneself as a “maker of things since childhood”, possibly adds a sense of security to one's life in knowing that she does something that she was meant to do and enjoys.  This is especially important to emphasize now a days as so many people are caught up in the hustle bustle of corporate, capital life and have possibly forgotten about those activities they truly enjoy.  Textile artists have  fulfilled their fate in a way.  They have gotten in touch with something real about them, have discovered themselves in a way.  They are self-realized.


During our interview, I asked Kathrin if her two boys were in any way involved or interested in textiles. They are not, she replied, “but they are two of the most creative kids on earth. Here we are a family  where every single day we are making things.”  Kathrin's husband is a carpenter and works at home alongside Kathrin. “From toddlers on up, they knew we didn't have money, that we didn't need it. They were aware that they could just make it.  They never had their hand out and said 'can I have some money for Walmart' to go and buy things.”  In this excerpt, Kathrin draws a distinction between her family, identified as producers that are capable of making things, and those that shop at Walmart, identified as consumers more likely to buy what they want or need. For those that identify themselves with what they consume, not having sufficient funds to buy what you need could be embarrassing, a sign of a lower socioeconomic status.  To someone, unacquainted with the essence of this paper,  or unfamiliar with Kathrin and her family, one might interpret her statement as commenting on her lack of purchasing power. But understandably, this is not the case.  Kathrin is a full-time weaver which solicits much respect within the textile art community as few textile artists are able to achieve and maintain such success
.   Kathrin recognizes that textile art is not financially lucrative yet continues despite this advantage.  “It is difficult financially but wonderful in every other way, especially in terms of personal satisfaction.” Kathrin has no desire to be part of America's consumer culture and its obsession with Walmart, but instead takes pride in her family's abilities to produce what they need to consume.  

All in the Family


Textile artists also distinguish themselves by identifying with the fact that textile work as been done in the family for generations.  Chad Alice Hagen, a felt artist, reflects on her family's interactions with textiles, “I was involved with textiles from the beginning because my grandmother was a furrier, a person that makes fur coats, and my mother always knit, crocheted, we had to sew our own clothes, like everybody did, but i just didn't see it like 'i am working in textiles'.” Judy Simmons great grandmother made costumes for Broadway, and her grandmother, mother and aunt all made quilts.  Pattiy, a quilter, has a similar story.  “my mother taught me to sew when I was seven, in my family, learning to sew was no surprise.”  Now a days it seems like learning to sew,  or to knit is a personal choice stemming from a personal interest, rather than a family norm or societal expectation.  My informants identify with the fact that they are of a previous generation that used to be involved in these kinds of activities.  This functions as a way to create identity and to distinguish themselves from the masses of dependency and the consumer culture that thrives today.  

Longevity as a Value System


Another common characteristic among textile artists that poses an alternative to the dominant mode of production is their desire to create a final product that lasts through time, referring to the longevity of the aesthetic appeal, the conceptual content, and the quality.  According to my informants, this is in part due to the demands of the market.  Nobody will want to invest 500 to 5000 dollars in a quilt that will only last a few years or  in a hand woven jacket whose design will lose its appeal as soon as Vogue Magazine comes out with the next issue.  But this is indeed strange when you ask yourself, what about the fashion industry?  Not only are fashionable, name-brand clothes extremely expensive but they also are meant to be temporary, as far as the appeal of the aesthetics go.  Therefore the desire to create a timeless piece emerges from something more than needing to sell.  During my interview with Allison Dennis, an extraordinary weaver recently retired from a full time weaving position, I asked her how she distinguished her work from others. Allison very confidently replied, 


“ well, I would always say the pieces were sophisticated and elegant and that the styling 
of the 
garment  was pretty much timeless.  They were often formed on historical pieces.  
The shapes were not terribly complex not on the recent work i was doing however they 

were pretty basic, functional things that will transcend trendiness.  You hope that 
pieces will have as much function 10 or 15 years from now as they do now and when 
you are in this market place where you are expecting somebody to pay 500-1000 
dollars for a jacket you want them to feel that they are making a sound investment 
in their wardrobe, so you want something that won't be an 
outfit, something that is 
flexible, that can transform itself so that you can wear it with jeans, an evening gown,  it 
travels well, that it is a good, functional piece to add to a wardrobe.  That was more of 
my philosophy in the work that i was doing.

This pragmatic mentality is very unusual this day in age.  Again, in terms of the fashion industry itself, designers are not concerned with timelessness or aesthetic flexibility and it does not take a genius to recognize that the outfits flaunted on the runway are very situationally and timely specific, yet along the same price range as Allison's handwoven jackets, and possibly much more expensive.  According to Jeannette Jarnow and Beatrice Judelle, co-authors of Inside the Fashion Business , “fashion, to the layman implies a mysterious force that makes a particular style of dress or behavior acceptable in one year but quite the reverse in another...The only thing constant about fashion is change”  (1974: 2).    Allison's work poses a alternative to that of the modern day capital based fashion industry.  Instead of investing in a brand name and in the excitement of a cutting edge clothing identity, Allison's work encourages the consumer to value longevity, pragmatism, and minimalism. For the sake of argument,  it could also be that consumers who value these qualities are attracted to her work, in which case Allison's efforts seems a little less activist oriented but at the same time Allison works to support the desires of a population whose values could easily be transformed by the pressures of todays mode of production and consumption if the necessary resources were not available.   When I commented to Allison how difficult it must be to achieve the task of timelessness, in a society that constantly fluctuates in terms of fashions, styles, trends, and values, Allison replied, “but that is the point.”   


“ it is [challenging], but not impossible you know some pieces are far more successful 
than other pieces but that is what you strive for, to have something that is elegant and 
tasteful and timeless.  The biggest kick I get is when someone comes back to me and 
says 'you know i bought a piece of yours 20 years ago and am still wearing it and 
still love it.'  Thats pretty cool.  And it still interests me.” 

From the challenge stems the satisfaction.  Simply, Allison's intentions do not resemble those of corporate fashion, despite the price.



Pattiy Torno, a local quilter and landlord, emphasizes the same point.  


“what I always say is that I want you to live with my quilts for 20 years and after 20 
years find something that you didn't see before.  So I try to pack them full of all kinds 
of stuff to look at, because the quilt that was on my bed when I was a kid, I used to sit 
there at night and go 'why did she do this and this' and i just sat there and looked at it 
for years.  And i still have that quilt, 
but I want that spirit in the work that I do now.”

The spirit that Pattiy refers to is the long-lasting satisfaction, the enchantment of a well crafted, well thought out, unique yet timeless piece of art.  Like Allison, Pattiy poses an alternative to the dominant consumer value of quantity over quality, low price over longevity, extravagance, excess yet immense waste, as she strives to create something that will maintain its appeal and integrity. Such long term consumption of the same object is rare these days as the current mode of production works under the assumption of continual waste.  We are taught to believe efficiency is synonymous with disposability. The more the demand, the greater the supply. Old fashions being replaced with new fashions, old technology thrown out to make room for better technology, paper plates, plastic bottles,  and individually wrapped tic-tacs.   The American economy is built upon constant consumerism and relies on consumer culture to reproduce that mentality.  In this way, textile artists challenge the system. 


Pattiy raises another point, the notion of objects with agency.  Pattiy recognizes the importance of certain objects and the meaning that they can hold in a person's life.  This mentality is indeed materialistic but in a conscientious, sustainable, and progressive way and unlike the absent minded, wasteful materialism that propels the world economy today.   Objects accumulate agency as they pass through people's lives, span generations, are incorporated into personal stories, utilized in everyday life, mediate experiences, and signify identity.  Objects come to have their own lives and their own stories. In this respect they are agents with which we interact, through which we, among many things, connect with previous and future generations.  All my of informants, Pattiy included, strive to create objects with significance, that will hopefully play a significant role in the lives of those that purchase their textile pieces and signify much more than personal preference or the presence of necessity.  At the rate that American's consume and are encouraged to consume, it is impossible to cultivate deep meaning and significance in the objects one possesses.  Textile artists combat this by encouraging consumers to invest in a well crafted, beautifully designed, meaningful object, intended to last years and to play an significant role in the lives of the consumers.  


The work of Heather Swarthrow makes a similar statement.  Heather's textile art pieces are often made with recycled materials.  In part, this is for functional reasons as the antique textiles take dyes incredibly well.  But also, in recognizing that objects can accumulate meaning and develop agency of their own, Heather likes to use old materials in an effort to honor the material's previous experiences in addition to giving the material an opportunity to gather more significance.  


“I was at a craft show last fall and there was a women I told about this project I was 
doing, and she has all these textiles and she doesn't know what to do with them, they are 
stained but she would love to have something made our of each one for her kids.  Some 
were brought from Czechoslovakia and have been in the family for years....things like 
that, saving things, extending the life or making a textile more contemporary.” 

Heather, Pattiy, and Allison all suggest an alternative mentality to consumer culture.  Their intention is to create or recreate something that will last, that will be used and appreciated for years and perhaps generations.   

Conclusion


I am among many that have recognized the value and social significance of handcrafted items.   Going back to the early 1900's when city folk first “discovered”
 the mountain people of Appalachia, they were immediately attracted to the alternative life, although harsh and unjust in many ways, based around a more rural mode of production.  Urban folk originally ventured into the hills to  help the “mountain folk” develop economically and socially. But once there, the “simplistic and dignified” traditional life of the highlanders was soon after recognized as an appealing alternative for those disillusioned by the values associated with the quickly modernizing and industrializing America.  This in turn attracted more outsiders to the area .  For example, the Northeastern ladies of the mountain settlement houses believed,  


“that the methods, aesthetics, and community ethic of preindustrial labor offered an 
antidote to the ills of industrial society, as well as a foundation for social and economic 
uplift of the mountaineers.  They encouraged what they considered the most valuable 
aspects of surviving Anglo-Saxon culture and worked to reintroduce presumably '
traditional' forms” (Becker 1998: 6). 

Among the elements considered fine and worthy of preservation and characteristic of mountain life, were the regional handicrafts. The reasons for why handicrafts were singled out as deserving of distinction had a lot to do with the values and characteristics that were dominating industrializing America.  As mentioned before, people were looking for “an antidote” to the ills of industrial society.  Handicrafts were made by hand without the employment of heavy, complicated machinery using natural materials from one's surrounding environment.  They required skill and vision and each handicraft was a unique piece, an entity unto itself.  This posed quite the contrast to the emerging dominance of mass produced, machine made goods, all exactly the same in consistency and character and without any value aside from its aesthetic properties.  The concept of a traditional art form was also popular with the reformists and the masses alike.  As Becker (1998: 5) writes, 


“traditional practices, many believed, might be restorative, uniting body and spirit, 
nourishing the soul, encouraging self-reliance, and upholding the family.  They might 
provide both a mythic source of collective identity, a mirror in which to view oneself, and 
a means to understand and come to grips with the contemporary world.”  


William Morris, proprietor of the Arts and Crafts Movement in England, saw a similar significance in handmade arts and crafts.  Similar to my observations, William Morris noted the dignity of the labor present within arts and crafts.   The arts and craft movement tied aesthetics to social awareness.  It was done in reaction to the dominant culture of mass production and consumerism, shoddy goods and de-humanizing factory labor.  


Textile artists pose an alternative to the dominant values in a capitalist mode of production.  Their work is humane in the fact that it allows for personal control and ownership, expression, and autonomy.  It is interesting,  physically, creatively, and intellectually challenging, and socially responsible  It may be expensive to buy a piece of textile art, but there are reasons for it.  Keep in mind that you are not only investing in a piece of art or in an object that will hopefully come to hold much meaning for you, but also in a lifestyle, in a humane and socially responsible way of thinking and acting. 

Chapter 2


This chapter addresses the question of what happens when alternative values and practices are reincorporated into and enacted within the dominant system. 

Pressures of Time, Perceptions of Textiles


Being involved in the whole process, or in the case of modern industry, isolation from the whole process also has implications for how we, as a society, conceive of time.  As a society's mode of production changes so does its inhabitants' perceptions of time. In industrialized societies, it seems to be that time is understood in terms of how long it takes to do things.  A comprehensive example, would be conceptions of distance in relation to travel time as illustrated by  Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy, protagonists of Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice.  



“She seems perfectly happy, however, and in a prudential light, it is certainly a 
very good match for her.”  



“It must be very agreeable to her to be settled within so easy a distance of her own 
family 
and friends.”  



“An easy distance do you call it? It is nearly fifty miles.”



“And what is fifty miles of good road? Little more than half a days journey.  Yes, 
I call it a very easy distance.”



“I should never have considered the distance as one of the advantages of the 
match,” cried Elizabeth.  “I should never have said Mrs. Collins was settled near her 
family.”



“It is proof of your own attachment to Hertfordshire.  Any thing beyond the very 
neighborhood of Longbourn, I suppose, would appear far.”



“I do not mean to say that a woman mat bot be settled too near her family.  The 
far and the near must be relative, and depend on many varying circumstances.  Where 
there is fortune to make the expense of travelling unimportant, distance become no evil.”   
(Jane Austen 1813: 178-179).


Pride and Prejudice was written in 1813, a time of horse and carriage, dirt roads, communication by letter and telegram only. Rarely did one leave her town little lone her country.  Life was local and long distance travel  time-consuming. Even within the same time period, Mr. Darcey and Ms. Bennet have different perceptions of distance in relation to time.  People today drive 50 miles to work and back again easily and without hesitation, as it is of no consequence when cruising along the interstate at seventy miles an hour with the radio blaring some favorite tunes.   Our understanding of fifty miles today in the 21st century, varies greatly from Jane Austen's understanding of fifty miles, long distance travel is far from intimidating.  


This quote brings up another fine point.  Darcy is a man of business, wealth, and travel.  Ms. Bennet is a women of the 1800's from a middle class yet practically in indebted family. Her rare opportunities to travel are the expense and goodwill of well off family members or fortuitous invitations from acquaintances.  Essentially, Elizabeth's life is centered around her home and nearby town of Meriton therefore, despite the fact that Mr. Darcey and Ms. Bennet are of the same age, they have different notions of time and distance due to the difference in their situation, access to resources,  and  familiarity with varying kinds of infrastructure.  This conceptual difference also exists today, within our own society.  


Although a seemingly random point to bring up, I see a parallel between the dialog analyzed above and textile art.  Textiles artists are engaged in a mode of production that is competitive, mentally and physically challenging, creative and most importantly time consuming.   Obviously, this is exactly why the textile industry replaced individual weavers with machines.  But more was replaced in this case than the mode of production. I argue that our conception of time has changed since the advent of modern technology and that textile artists, as people engaged in a mode of production resembling that of the pre-industrial times, are stranded, struggling to strike a compromise between these two understandings of time.   


As I browsed the art galleries in down town Asheville and the surrounding area, I overheard visitors comments about the featured art pieces and noticed a trend in their reflections.  When looking at pieces more commonly considered “fine art”,  the comments were about the meaning or the aesthetics of the piece.  But often, when visitors commented on the textile pieces, they remarked how “time-consuming” and “tedious”  it must be.  “I would never have the patience to do that”  said one female spectator.  Kathrin Weber Scott, a local weaver, says that “tedious is a great word for people with not much patience” and Kathrin really dislikes it when her work is labeled as such, “it has such a bad connotation.”  Unlike other art forms,  the public appreciates textile artists for their ability to  spend countless hours sitting at a loom or sewing a quilt, while the thought, the vision, the creativity are left unappreciated.  The question we have to ask ourselves then is “has the making of textiles always been considered “time-consuming” or is it our fast paced, efficiency obsessed society that deems such work tedious and as taking lots of time?”


I argue that many textile artists,  as people engaged in a “time consuming” mode of production, struggle to find a balance between the expectations of the consumers in terms of cost and their limited understanding of production processes, the threatening efficiency of the dominant mode of production, and the standards they set for themselves regarding the quality of their work. Being involved in this slow based, time consuming activity within the context of high speed, mass-produced, efficiency obsessed American society pressures the artist and I argue influences the way that they react and conceive of time.  Textile artists are constantly aware of how long it takes to do things.  How much time they have to spend to complete this and that process, string the loom, organize the material, sew the finished product.  They are under incredible time constraints because our society does not allow for such modes of production to exist.  We have moved “above and beyond” such labor intensive and time consuming industries to bigger, more efficient and productive industries making it practically impossible for those that wish to produce in a non-mega industrial fashion.  Therefore, many textile artists feel the constraints of time keenly.  It seems that time is something that they contend with.  From a linguistic perspective, in one interview session with Allison Dennis, she used the word “time” 37 times.  For the sake of brevity yet in the need of illustration, I pieced together bits of the sections that included her references to time .  


“when i started working full time  I had less time to work in the studio... I could not 
afford to spend 
the amount of time I was spending on garments and still be able to sell the 
material at a reasonable 
cost. And spending 40 hours on a piece of cloth in terms of weaving the cloth, cutting, tailoring, hand 
detailing, you just couldn't produce enough work to justify it. So I started concentrating on...garments 
that did not take anywhere near the amount of time....  Trying to establish reasonable expectations of 
production when you are working 40 hours of work to start off with.  You need some down 
time....fortunately, there is very seldom a block now the problem is not having enough time. You 
have to be deliberate, you have to take that time to develop ideas... and now time is the factor 
that I don't have that much of   and i do that cause before i would have spent more time, because time 
was what i had plenty of.  I would always spend a lot of time preparing for somebody to come and 
often times it was a little counter productive for me because i was a one person studio and what would 
happen is it would be easier and quicker for me to produce it on my own.  But by the time , by that 
time I had worked out a way for me to complete the kind of production i needed.”

In our “McDonaldized society “time is money.” People are obsessed with productivity, efficiency, maximizing one's time as manifested through cell phones, drive thrus, the Internet, travel technologies, mass production oriented industry (Ritzer 2002: 16).  We work by the hour and we get paid by the hour.  Production equals time, time equals money so needless to say, textile artists are not among the richest in America.   Time like money, becomes something that one spends and in this respect, many textile artists, despite the other ways they challenge the system of corporate America cannot escape  the rat race.   

“It is a Business After All”  


While textile artists encourage conscious, intelligent consumerism in addition to actively refuting the current system of big money capitalism and corporate, dehumanized labor, they indirectly reinforce the system.  Like organic food, a product that resists the “efficiency” and unsustainable values of modern science and technology, hand made textiles, have become an elite good.  Industrial technology has made the cheap product standard consequently undermining those who cannot afford to produce their product at such a low cost, like organic growers and textile artists.  As a result, only a select few, as in those that can afford it, are able to purchase hand crafted textile art.  


Accentuating this problem is that unlike paintings which can easily be reproduced through prints, textile art is very much about the original, the skill needed, the vision, the time, and its tactile quality.  It is not only about the aesthetic or the concept driven image.  These distinguishing characteristics would dissipate with the mechanical reproduction of textile art and in addition, it would collapse the entire textile art industry itself as textile artists have a hard enough time selling their pieces.  The act of mass producing a textile art piece undermines the intentions of the textile artist along with the intentions of art in general.  From this perspective, the mechanical reproduction of textile art is a terrible thing.    


However, Walter Benjamin, a social theorist from the early 1900's  saw the mechanical reproduction of art in a positive light.    Benjamin saw the mechanical reproduction of art as a step forward for society.   Benjamin argues, that instead of exploiting the proletariat as Marx would say, mechanical reproduction can emancipate the proletariat by breaking down the “genius and authenticity”  (Benjamin 2000: 250) of high culture. Integral to the maintenance of high culture is the ability to access objects like original pieces of art.  “In the age of mechanical reproduction, works of culture [textile art for example] are stripped of their aura.  They lose their sacred qualities and their uniqueness” (2000: 251). The aura is created because it is most valuable in its original form.  It is the only one of its kind hence its aura.  The duplication of such a piece would break down its aura and ultimately allow people of all strata to have access to it, consequently undermining one of the ways people of high culture use to distinguish themselves.  


In summary, only a select few can afford to buy textile art.  It therefore has become an elite good.  Owning textile art is more than a personal choice or a display of character, it represents one's social and economic status.  Consequently textile artists reinforce part of the social system that in many ways they contradict. But this is not a unanimous trait as some textile artists are conscious of the socioeconomic implications of their work.  As Kathrin Weber Scott, a Warren Wilson graduate says,  I am not interested in those people, I want to appeal to a broader spectrum. Kathrin makes a variety of goods of a variety of prices so that she can interact with and sell to a variety of people from all levels of society.  “I am selling to regular people.” 

Conclusion


In conclusion, textile artists pose an alternative means of living, an alternative mode of production, an alternative value system that we should all think about.  Their work is humane in the fact that it allows for personal control and ownership, expression, and autonomy.  It is interesting,  physically, creatively, and intellectually challenging, and socially responsible. But like many alternative systems, functioning in a society that has internalized different values and habits, there are detrimental consequences as well.   When investing or appreciating textile art, keep in mind that not only is one supporting the art from itself, but also a lifestyle, humane and socially progressive way of thinking and acting.  

Appendix A

References

Austen, Jane

    1923 Pride and Prejudice.  Oxford: Oxford University Press..  

Becker, Jane

    1998 Selling Tradition: Appalachia and the Construction of an American Folk.     

    Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 

Benjamin, Walter

     1936  The Work of Art in an Age of Mechanical Reproduction. In Social Theory: Continuity 
and Confrontation.  Roberta Garner, ed. Pp. 252-268. Peterborough: Broadview Press.

Dhamija, Jasleen; Rio Helmi

   2002  Woven Magic: the affinity between Indian and Indonesian textiles. Jakarta: Dian Rakyat. 

Eaton, Allen H. 

   1937 Handicrafts of the Southern Highlands.  New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Elster, Jon  

    1986  An Introduction to Karl Marx. Cambridge: Press Syndicate of the University of     

    Cambridge.

Gonzalez, Roberto J.

    2001 Zapotec Science: Farming and Food in the Northern Sierra of Oaxaca. 

    Austin: University of Texas Press.

Jarnow, Jeannette

   1974  Inside the Fashion Business.  New York: Wiley Press. 

Ritzer, George

    2002 Mcdonaldization: The Reader. Thousand oaks, California:Pine Forge Press  

Rowe, Ann P.

    2002 Hidden Threads of Peru: Q'ero Textiles. London: St. Martin's Press

Schneider, Jane

    1987 The Anthropology of Cloth.  In Annual Review of Anthropology 12: 409-448

Stalcup, Ann

    1935 Mayan Weaving a Living Tradition.  New York: Powerkids Press

Whisnant, David E. 

   1983  All that is Native and Fine: The Politics of Culture in an American Region.  Chapel Hill:   

   The University of North Carolina Press.

Williams, John Alexander

   1938  Appalachia: A History.  Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina

Appendix B

Interview questions

1. When and why did you first become involved in textiles?

2. What appeals to you about textiles?

3. What is it about textiles that keeps you going, keeps you motivated?

4. Could you tell me about any particular motivations or inspirations you might have that influence your work?

5. How do you distinguish yourself from other textile artists?

6. What do you strive for as a textile artist?

7. What is the nature of your relationship with other textile artists in the area?

8. What has your experience been like in dealing with galleries, exhibitions, and consumers as a textile artist?

9. What is your favorite part about being a textile artist?

10. What is the hardest part in being a textile artist?

�	This is not a reflection on the quality of their work, but rather a result of the very small buying market, an overall skepticism regarding textiles as true art, and a lack of appreciation for and understanding of handmade goods.   


�	   Appalachia was “discovered” at this time, says historian John Alexander Williams (1938), as the Native Americans were discovered by the conquistadors.  Expresses an egotistical, ethnocentric presentation of history. 





