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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

When we share stories of one another, we become closer. We reveal details of 

our lives to others in the hopes of them understanding us just a little bit more. Our stories 

are ours to share, to keep, or to selectively choose to whom we reveal our stories. 

However, what happens when a person’s history- their successes, their traumas, their 

joys, their shortcomings, and their deeply personal narratives - become intimately tied to 

their income? Within the fair trade social movement, transparent marketing practices are 

commonly used to educate consumers on the interrelations of their product supply chains. 

Transparency is often presented in the form of storytelling as a means of re-embedding 

cultural, social, and economic significance to increase sales. However, while fair trade 

promotes the practice of transparent marketing, the realities of storytelling are oftentimes 

misleading and have negative consequences. I wanted to explore the implications of 

sharing artisan stories via the fair trade network to further sales of handicrafts to 

consumers. How does sharing intimate stories of artisans formulate the perceptions 

Western consumers have upon artisan communities and the regions or countries in which 

they live?   

As a senior in college, I explored how Western consumption of Zulu beadwork 

impacted the socio-economic lives of artisans who produced them. At the time, I focused 
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on the movement of beadwork and the purchasing behaviors of Western tourists in local 

settings. As years passed, I became further interested in the movement of handicrafts 

across international settings. However, what interested me the most was not the 

handicraft itself, but the way marketing played a significant role in our decision to 

purchase those handicrafts.    

Once I became aware of the various handicrafts sold at craft markets, souvenir 

shops, museum gift stores, and boutiques, I began to notice how often these crafts came 

with a story card attached. The story card often displayed an image of the artisan or 

artisan group along with a brief description. I wanted to explore the impact of these story 

cards and why they were even needed in the first place. However, I also wanted to 

explore not just story cards but storytelling overall. How did organizations use stories to 

persuade consumers to purchase their goods? I focused my attention on handicrafts 

produced and sold through fair trade networks. Fair trade organizations (FTOs) in the 

global North establish direct trading relations with artisans primarily living in 

marginalized communities in regions of the global South. The fair trade social movement 

is perhaps the largest modern consumer movement which aims to economically, and often 

socially, improve the lives of marginalized producers through ethical and sustainable 

trade relationships. While their intention is to remain as transparent as possible, FTOs use 

of storytelling may reinforce negative stereotypes and perceptions towards fair trade 

artisans.   
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The commodification of stories is certainly not limited to fair trade. 

Storytelling, whether in the form of sharing success stories or stories of poverty and 

trauma, has been ubiquitous throughout mission-driven enterprises, charitable 

organizations, and development aid agencies. Stories are shared as a means of 

encouraging a consumer into donating money to a cause or into purchasing an item, often 

at a higher price than conventional, mass-produced products. In this way, stories are 

commodified because they add economic and symbolic value to a product that may not 

have been there without it.   

Fair trade marketing differs from mainstream marketing in that it attempts to 

reveal all aspects of their supply chains as a means of maintaining transparency with their 

consumers. Their goal is to create human connections between producer and consumer 

despite geographic distance. However, story sharing is not as two-sided as fair trade often 

makes it out to be. Can we truly achieve personal human connection through the efforts 

of marketing, or is this just a ploy of modern capitalism?   

 I focused on a set of criteria when thinking about handicrafts. I have defined 

handicrafts using the UNESCO definition as stated at the 1997 symposium:   

Products that are produced by artisans, either completely by hand or with the 
help of hand-tools or even mechanical means, as long as the direct manual 
contribution of the artisan remains the most substantial component of the 
finished product... The special nature of artisanal products derives from their 
distinctive features, which can be utilitarian, aesthetic, artistic, creative, 
culturally attached, decorative, functional, traditional, religiously and socially 
symbolic and significant.   

 (UNESCO and International Trade Center, 1997)   
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I discovered this definition when reading the USAID Global Market Assessment for 

Handicrafts (2006) prepared by Barber and Krivoshlykova. They understood the global 

and local economic impact of handicraft production, particularly in marginalized regions 

of the Global South, using this definition. A definitive explanation for what can be 

considered a handicraft varies considerably and depends on market segment, materials 

used, and if simple machinery is used to produce it (Barber and Krivoshlykova 2006). I 

felt this explanation clearly described the handicrafts that are most widely produced and 

sold through the fair trade networks.  

 I focus specifically on handicrafts produced by marginalized female or female-

identifying artisans in countries of the global South, including Africa, Latin America, and 

South-East Asia. Fair trade largely works with artisans and producers in these regions, 

particularly focusing on the most marginalized or exploited groups (Who We Are, n.d.; 

Arnold et. al, 2019). Additionally, within the handcraft sector, women are the largest 

demographic and simultaneously the most exploited (Littrell and Dickson 1999, 10).    

The fair trade social movement is a complex system of organizations, networks, 

and labels. Following guidelines outlined by the World Fair Trade Organization (WFTO) 

in the WFTO Fair Trade Standard guidebook, FTOs may refer to producer groups, 

wholesale groups, and retailers. As I explain below, not all producer groups are FTOs, 

some may just produce fair trade products for FTOs. All FTOs adhere to the principles of 

the umbrella organizations to which they are a member of. Umbrella networks refer to the 

leading fair trade membership and certification organizations that certify and monitor 
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FTOs and enterprises (WFTO Fair Trade Standard, 2019). The WFTO, Fair Trade 

Federation, Fair Trade International, and FairTrade USA are all considered umbrella 

organizations. When discussing involvement with a fair trade umbrella organization, I 

refer specifically to the WFTO and Fair Trade Federation as they are the two primary 

organizations to trade handicrafts and work with artisans.     

 I focused my research on four fair trade organizations: Ti-a Woven Goods 

(Denver/Vail, Colorado), Zeal Living (Boulder, Colorado), Fair Anita (Minneapolis, 

Minnesota), Ten Thousand Villages (Akron, Pennsylvania) and Ten Thousand Villages 

Goshen, a board store of Ten Thousand Villages located in Goshen, Indiana. I interviewed 

the founders and owners of the first three organizations, Simbala Drammeh, Caitlin 

Halberstadt, and Joy McBrien, respectively. From there, I interviewed volunteers, former 

employees, and two current employees of Ten Thousand Villages. Finally, I interviewed 

an employee of Ti-a Woven Goods, who also allowed me the opportunity to spend time 

with her at her market stall at a local farmer’s market so I could interview her and 

conduct participant observation. I kept in mind how each organization operated as well 

the positionality of those I spoke with, as every person was affiliated with their respective 

FTO in a unique way.   

For my thesis, formal participation in a fair trade umbrella organization was not 

required. Many FTOs who produce and sell handicrafts are not certified fair trade. This is 

often due to the costs of certification or membership fees which are required to be 

affiliated with the WFTO or Fair Trade Federation. Sometimes, producer groups are 
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simply not large enough or formal enough to meet the required standards. Handicraft 

production is largely part of the informal economy, oftentimes being produced out of the 

household. While many producer groups have become large enough to partner with 

multiple FTOs in the global North or become FTOs themselves, many handicraft 

producer groups do not meet these standards. If fair trade requires all artisan groups to 

become certified, than many artisan groups may not have an equal opportunity to gain 

access to larger markets and benefit from the social services offered by fair trade 

organizations. 

Of the four FTOs I observed for my thesis, only two were members of an 

umbrella group.  Ten Thousand Villages is both a member of the Fair Trade Federation 

and WFTO, which is unsurprising as they are the largest and oldest North American FTO. 

Fair Anita is also a member of the Fair Trade Federation. Ti-A Woven Goods has no 

affiliation. According to Simbala Drammeh, she had no intention of being affiliated with 

an umbrella organization as she personally did not agree with the way they conducted and 

handled trade relationships. For Simbala, she followed fair trade principles but applied 

them in a way that she and her team felt was ethical and socially responsible. For Zeal 

Living, Caitlin Halberstadt stated that while she was not currently a member of the Fair 

Trade Federation, she would like to be in the future. Additionally, she shared that she did 

not want to exclude partnerships that operated fairly and ethically just because they were 

not certified. I refer to all businesses as FTOs despite two of them not being members or 

certified as they still conducted their businesses according to fair trade principles.   
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Overview of Thesis:   

In chapter two, I provide historical context for the origins of the fair trade 

social movement and the broader contexts of neoliberal globalization which sparked the 

creation of the movement. I also discuss socially conscious and ethical consumerism and 

its significance and relevance to the fair trade social movement. Finally, I discuss 

storytelling as a marketing strategy and its usage across the fair trade timeline as well as 

its usage amongst other mission-driven, ethical consumer movements.    

In chapter three, I provide the theoretical frameworks which helped guide my 

research and analysis process. I chose the theory of global cultural economy established 

by Arjun Appadurai to help me understand the broader, historical processes under which 

fair trade exists. I originally had intended to use Appadurai's Social Life of Things (1986) 

but realized that my intended goal was not to focus on the movement of specific 

commodities, such as handicrafts, but rather to focus on how marketing was used to 

influence consumer’s understandings of handicrafts through methods of storytelling. Due 

to this, I found that Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (1996) 

suited my thesis much better.   

 I also used two other theories to understand how fair trade used storytelling in 

their marketing practices. I understood storytelling using theories of visual consumption 

and romantic commodification. Using both theories, I understood how fair trade used 

language and imagery to discuss artisan partnerships and market the culturally embedded 

handicrafts they produced. Additionally, Manpreet Kaur Kalra’s understanding of, and 
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practice of ethical, and decolonized storytelling helped me understand how ethical 

storytelling can be conducted in practice. Finally, Teju Cole’s (2012) definition of and 

analysis of the white savior industrial complex allowed me to understand how aspects of 

white saviorism plays a significant role, both historically and currently, in fair trade 

marketing and consumerism. Within this chapter, I also provide a literature review which 

incorporates the major academic and non-academic literature which I used for my thesis. 

I incorporated an interdisciplinary approach when reviewing literature, as well as 

understanding the theories and methodologies used.    

In chapter four, I outline the research design and methodologies I used to 

conduct ethnographic fieldwork for my thesis. Within this chapter, I discuss how 

COVID-19 impacted my research and forced me to adapt to using almost an entirely 

virtual methodology. In many ways, this allowed me to understand the complex nature of 

online cultures and the significance which digital media marketing has upon consumer 

preferences and even perceptions towards cultural objects, such as handicrafts. I also 

outline the four FTOs and businesses that I analyzed for my thesis: Ti-a Woven Goods, 

Zeal Living, Fair Anita, and Ten Thousand Villages and Ten Thousand Villages Goshen, 

located in Goshen, Indiana.    

I outlined my findings into three separate chapters: Storytelling, Empowerment, 

and COVID-19. In chapter five, I focus on the major themes which I observed during 

interviews, surveys, and analysis of marketing materials.    
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Within my storytelling chapter, I observed multiple themes. I explored themes 

of informed consent and the methods which FTOs used to collect stories to incorporate 

into their marketing materials. Secondly, I discussed fair trade’s goal of transparent 

marketing as a means of creating personal, producer-consumer relationships. Feeling a 

sense of connection with artisans was a major theme amongst several participants I spoke 

with. I explored what it means to feel a connection to an artisan based on marketing 

materials. I discussed the implications of this perceived human connection and its one-

sidedness that creates unintended power dynamics. Further, I discussed how marketing 

addresses other relevant topics such as sustainability, supporting small businesses in a 

time of Amazon, Target, and Walmart, and supporting women-owned, minority-owned, 

and LGBTQIA+ businesses in a time of racial, gender, and sexual orientation 

discrimination. In chapter six, I examined the use of the word empowerment and its 

prolific use within economic development and poverty reduction literature. I wanted to 

understand the varied meanings of the word empowerment and therefore asked each 

person I spoke with what the term meant to them, whether in their professional lives or 

personal lives. I further explored the gender, racial, and class disparities that often come 

with the use of the word. In chapter seven, I explored how FTOs responded to a global 

pandemic and how it impacted their relationships with artisan partnerships. Further I 

examined how they communicated these changes to consumers.    

From my findings, I observed that storytelling has evolved as a younger 

generation has begun to take over the fair trade social movement. Young leaders and 
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consumers of ethically sourced goods seek transparency just like previous generations 

did, however, the need for the story is becoming less vital. Rather, emphasis on the 

quality and aesthetic of the product is prioritized. Consumers like knowing that their 

purchase contributes towards the economic stability and opportunity for artisans, but the 

need for intimate stories is not as necessary. However, it does seem that the label and 

status of purchasing fair trade, as well as other ethically sourced and unique goods are 

just as relevant. Additionally, focus on small businesses that are women owned, minority 

owned, or LGBTQIA+ owned is important to the younger generation of socially 

conscious consumers.    

Finally, in chapter eight I provided an overview of my project and a discussion 

on the main findings of my research. Next, I discussed, based on what I have observed, 

the potential next steps for fair trade marketing. My primary goal when understanding 

storytelling within fair trade was to observe the potential flaws and implications of 

current practices and understand how FTOs going forward could improve the methods 

which they use to share information about their products and the artisan groups they 

partner with. My understanding of storytelling is limited to the voices of those involved 

with fair trade on the retail and consumer end. The biggest drawback of my research and 

something I feel is imperative to include going forward is incorporating artisan voices. At 

the end of the day, it should be entirely up to the artisan to determine how they would like 

to be represented as an employee of an artisan producer group, whether for an FTO or 

not. Additionally, participants of my research were primarily white, middle-class women. 
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My research would have benefitted greatly from a more diverse set of participants to 

understand their perspective of storytelling in fair trade. Finally, my own position as a 

middle-class, white woman in their late-20s influenced my perspective when conducting 

and analyzing data.   
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CHAPTER TWO: BACKGROUND 

In this chapter I provide a historical account of the fair trade movement as it 

pertains to the production and marketing of handicrafts since the 1940s. Fair trade 

organizations (FTOs) rely on storytelling as their primary form of marketing, particularly 

in the artisan sector. Since education and advocacy are one of the primary objectives of 

the movement, aside from selling goods, then storytelling acts as an easily digestible 

form of educating Western consumers on complex issues of economic disparity, gender 

inequality, child labor, environmental disaster and degradation, etc. I outline the use of 

storytelling as a marketing strategy, not just in the fair trade network, but as a marketing 

strategy in a modern consumerist society. Finally, I summarize the origins of commodity 

activism and the role consumers play in creating a demand for ethically sourced goods.   

Unlike the exploitative supply chains that exist under neoliberal globalization, 

where the social conditions of their supply chain are largely hidden, fair trade attempts to 

reveal the conditions of their supply chains through transparent marketing practices 

(Hudson and Hudson 2003, 413; Lyon 2006, 455; Arnold et.al, 2020). FTOs not only 

have the task of revealing all aspects of the supply chain, but when dealing with 

handicrafts, fair trade has the additional task of marketing cultural goods to consumers in 

cross-cultural settings.  
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Historically, fair trade networks have primarily conducted equitable trade with 

the most marginalized communities in the world’s poorest countries (Fridell 2004, p.17). 

This trend of sending Northern aid to the marginalized South is reflected in most other 

forms of international development aid agencies (such as non-governmental 

organizations, non-profit organizations, and religious missionary groups) whose goal was 

to bring money and social services to local communities in most need. While the origins 

of the movement focused on providing a source of income for marginalized artisan rather 

than offering direct charity, the movement was unstandardized and operated through 

religious non-profits and development aid agencies. While fair trade would no longer 

describe themselves as a development aid agency, their origins and motivations behind 

beginning the fair trade movement could be described as such. For the least developed 

countries, the need for economic aid and development is rooted in 20th century 

neoliberalism. 

International trade in the post-World War II world was designed by the World 

Bank and leading multilateral lending agencies such as the (IMF) International Monetary 

Fund to a create a new world economy which not only would increase international trade, 

but allow for developing countries to “catch-up” to the world’s richest nations (Sylla and 

Leye 2014, 8). In addition to the World Bank and IMF, the World Trade Organization 

(formerly known as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) was established to 

reduce trade barriers (Fridell 2004). Unfortunately, due to the effects of neoliberalism and 

rules which were written, and broken, by Northern countries, most of the world's least 
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developed countries (LDCs) remain more dependent and vulnerable to international trade 

than they did in the1960s (Sylla and Leye 2014, p.9). According to the traditional theory 

of international trade, developing countries should have been able to increase their gross 

domestic product (GDP) and financial independence due to the openness of international 

trade which allowed countries to export goods to which they had a comparative 

advantage. For developing countries, exports are most often goods which require a 

significant labor component such as agriculture (10). On the other hand, exports for 

developed countries most often require a large amount of capital. In short, “the 

international trade of goods is a substitute for the movement of labor” (11) For 

developing countries, unskilled labor becomes their main export and in return should 

increase their GDP due to global demand; at least in theory. Unfortunately, this was not 

the reality for most LDCs.  

Over the next fifty years, international trade increased but the world’s LDCs 

only grew more marginalized. A small portion of developing countries were able to 

increase their GDP because they exported manufactured goods. The remaining 

developing countries, especially LDCs, grew more dependent and vulnerable to trade 

openness than in the 1960s (16). There are several factors that explain economic 

marginalization. The first being that the most marginalized nations that gained their 

independence after a period of colonization. The world economy that these LDCs were 

told to integrate into was an “asymmetric” system created by those who colonized them 

(14-16).   
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The second reason for economic marginalization can be explained using the 

theory of unequal exchange. Most developing countries are dependent upon the export of 

primary products, or products that are sourced directly from the natural environment, and 

therefore account for over 50% of their exports. However, wealthy nations prior to WWI 

exported primary products but due to the theory of unequal exchange, developing 

countries were the only ones to suffer from doing the same thing (Sylla and Leye, 16-17). 

In the 1950s Raul Prebisch argued that trade openness and comparative advantage 

“worked to the advantage of the North and detriment of the South” as the price of 

primary goods declined over time and the price of manufactured goods increased (Fridell 

2004). As the export revenue for these countries declined, they became further indebted 

and penalized by structural adjustment policies under the IMF and World Bank. The 

IMF’s Structural Adjustment Programs forced developing nations to remove their 

protective tariffs and restrictions to repay debts back to the IMF, which was, and still is, 

primarily controlled by the United States (ibid). Furthermore, the World Trade 

Organization de-regulated trade policies that forced all members to open up their markets 

and remove all trade barriers (Moberg and Lyon 2010, 2-3). 

 Fridell (2004) furthers the discussion on the theory of unequal exchange with 

the dependency theory which was developed in the 1960s and 70s. Dependency theorists 

argued that due to unequal exchange which “stems from a legacy of colonialism”, 

developing nations were forced to specialize in the production of primary goods which 

were then exported to the North (Fridell 2004). These goods were either consumed or 
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used to further production of manufactured goods. Developing nations became further 

dependent on the North for technology, capital, and markets which impeded their own 

development (ibid).   

The value of primary products produced by developing nations was determined 

by global market forces and is spread across the entire global value chain. The global 

value chain refers to every step of a product’s life, from production to consumption. In 

developing countries, exports often occur “within value chains where intermediaries seek 

to increase their share of the pie” (Sylla and Leye 2014, 19). Intermediaries can increase 

their control over the market through vertical integration which allows intermediaries to 

control more steps along the value chain and by forming long-term relationships with 

producers (ibid). This can be seen in larger agrifood multinationals such as Nestlé or 

Dole. The goal is to reduce costs as much as possible. As a result, producers are paid less 

wages to cut costs upstream. To increase the price of a product, value is added further 

down on the value chain. In the 1990s, often referred to as the Coffee Paradox, coffee 

consumption increased substantially and as a result increased the value of coffee 

throughout the world. However, while the value of coffee went up, wages paid to 

producers went down due to the control of intermediaries and lack of workers' rights or 

unions. The Coffee Paradox is often used as the spark which established fair trade 

umbrella organizations, such as Fair Trade International.  

As value decreases on the labor side, it is created further down the value chain. 

Value is added using either symbolic or customized value (ibid). Symbolic value, which I 
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focus my attention on throughout my thesis, often refers to the marketing efforts that are 

used to create value on a product. As Varul (2008) states “people consume images as 

much as material products” (Varul 2008, 661).  Marketing can mislead a consumer into 

believing a product is valued at whatever price is given to them. 

Artisans and Handicraft Production:  

While the pathways of commodified handicrafts from a localized market to a 

global market have provided socio-economic opportunities for artisans, they have also 

brought unprecedented challenges unseen prior to the start of neoliberal globalization. 

Historically, craft production far precedes the neoliberal era of the 20th century, however, 

for the purpose of this thesis, this understanding of craft production is situated in the 

commodification of handicrafts beginning in the 1940s.   

Handicraft production is a culturally embedded skillset and form of 

employment for many artisans living in rural and marginalized regions of the global 

South. Grobar (2019) argued that handicraft production contributes towards the reduction 

of poverty in developing countries. Agricultural production is one the main forms of 

employment in rural areas in developing countries and according to a study sponsored by 

USAID, artisan production is the “second largest sector of employment after agriculture 

in many regions of the world” (Barber and Krivoshlykova 2006, 2). Handicraft 

production and agricultural production often go hand-in-hand. As agricultural labor is 

seasonal, many will turn to handicraft production in the off-season to supplement their 

income. Additionally, due to the unpredictable nature of environmental disaster and its 
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impacts on local agriculture, which has only increased with climate change, handicraft 

production acts a “shock absorber” (Grobar 2019, 8). Handicraft production provides an 

increase in economic stability when agricultural work is uncertain. 

Handicraft production also allows for increased economic opportunity for 

women and young people, particularly those who are experiencing poverty or 

marginalization. According to a UNESCO policy paper to promote handicraft production, 

“the promotion of craft products allows poor and marginalized youth and women to 

develop marketable skills, protect their cultural heritage, and reinforce their sense of 

dignity and self-confidence,” (Richard 2007, 30). The policy paper, titled Handicrafts 

and Employment Generation for the Poorest Youth and Women outline the economic, 

cultural, and social impacts which handicraft production can have on women and younger 

generations. As Grobar (2019) argues, handicraft production can be done alongside other 

wage-labor roles, such as agricultural production. Secondly, handicraft production is a 

traditional and inter-generational activity, meaning the skills used to produce these crafts 

are often passed down to younger generations. Additionally, craft production is most 

often done out of the household, which allows for the artisans to maintain other 

household tasks and childrearing responsibilities. Finally, handicrafts are generally made 

using local, raw materials and therefore inexpensive and easily accessible (Richard 2007, 

4-6).  According to Korovkin (1998) market expansion for handicraft production in 

Otavalo, Ecuador led to an overall positive economic and cultural shift for the Quichua 

community. Korkvin states that it “gave rise to an Indigenous intelligentsia whose 
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members redefined Indian identity in accordance with new cultural and economic 

realities,” (Korokvin 1998, 19). Through an increased access to global markets and an 

increase in financial stability, artisans in Otavalo experienced a greater sense of agency in 

their daily lives.  

As artisans export their handicrafts to a wider, global market, artisan 

communities face increased employment opportunities and financial independence, but 

also the increased risk for manipulation and exploitation due to free-market capitalism 

and the influence in which large retail corporations and Western consumers have upon 

localized handicraft production (Barber and Krivoshlykova, 2006). The “relentless 

commodification of craft production” is in large part due to the globalization of 

production in general but also due to an increase in international tourism and demand 

within the home accessory market (Barber and Krivoshlykova 2006; Scrase 2003, 

453).Western consumers seek out cultural goods to adorn their homes, which creates a 

higher demand for handicraft production. However, competition from mass-produced 

substitutes and relationships with big-box stores creates uncertain challenges for 

artisans. For big-box stores, such as TJMAXX and Pier-1 Imports (a retail chain which 

went bankrupt in May 2020) source their handmade home goods from artisan groups. 

However, their relationships are short lived and payments are often paid long after the 

handicrafts have been produced. Big-box stores follow the current trends of the global 

market, and if the handicraft no longer suits the store’s needs or aesthetics, the store will 

cut ties with the group and move on . 
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The increasing demand for cultural goods has led to a rise in mass-produced 

craft substitutes. Scrase (2003) differentiates handicrafts under two categories: quotidian 

crafts and elite crafts. Quotidian crafts encompass everyday crafts that are smaller in size 

and lower in price. Scrase argues that it is these types of crafts that are largely produced 

for mass consumption and therefore are the most at risk for mass-produced imitations 

(Scrase 2003). The majority of marginalized artisans in the South fall under this category 

of handicraft production. Mass-production imitations threatens local handicraft products 

in several ways. First, it displaces the demand for artisans as cheap imitations are rapidly 

produced for a fraction of the price. Smith and White (2002) explore how Kenyan 

weavers who produce kiondo bags from sisal are faced against mass-produced imitations 

imported from Southeast Asia. Kiondo bags were once the fourth-largest export in Kenya, 

but due to these imitations, the market for kiondo bags has dropped drastically (Smith 

and White 2002). 

Under provisions of the WTO, there is no legal safeguard or intellectual 

property rights toward handicraft design or production. This means any person, or 

machine, can reproduce any handicraft, often for a much cheaper price.  There are a few 

exceptions including the Indian Arts and Craft Act of 1990, which prohibits the 

misrepresentation in marketing of Native American enrolled citizen’s art or the 

reproduction of this art within the United States (Indian Arts and Craft Act, 1990). While 

laws such as this protect Indigenous art and designs from being replicated and/or sold by 

non-Indigenous persons, it only protects the art within the U.S. Kathleen M’closkey 
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(2012) explores Los Angeles based FTO, NOVICA, who partners with Zapotec weavers 

in Oaxaca, Mexico. NOVICA is a successful FTO whose consumers are more affluent 

and desire authenticity and “commodified morality” in their purchases (M’closkey 2012, 

259). However, while their purchase of NOVICA woven rugs is helping support 

Indigenous groups in Oaxaca, their designs are not native to Mexico. In fact, their 

replicated designs are stolen from the Navajo, an Indigenous group located in the 

Southwest United StateS. So, while Zapotec weavers within the NOVICA network 

benefit from the reproduction of Navajo designs and from the social services offered by 

NOVICA, the sale of woven rugs produced by Diné weavers have declined drastically 

(M’closkey 2012, 260). Further, rugs produced through NOVICA are generally able to 

sell for much cheaper than Diné rugs due to the lower cost of living of Oaxaca than in 

America and due to the higher cost of materials used to make Diné rugs. M'closkey 

provides a valuable example of how easy it is, even in the fair trade network, to replicate 

and reproduce stolen art for consumption.  

There are a handful of big-box stores who partner directly with artisan groups 

in the South to sell their handicrafts in their stores. At face value this can provide artisan 

groups with a valuable opportunity to reach a wide audience of consumers. However, 

partnering with these corporations can lead to exploitation and vulnerability for artisans. 

Big-box stores often require high-production capacities and rapid delivery dates which 

forces groups to immediately hire large quantities of artisans, skilled or un-skilled, and 

produce crafts that are often lower quality or of simpler design to meet demands (Barber 
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and Krivoshlykova 2006; M’closkey 2012; Scrase 2003). For example, Clare Wilkinson-

Weber (1997) examines the chikan (embroidery) industry in Lucknow, India where 

artisans have simplified their techniques to produce their pieces quicker, as they are paid 

per piece (Wilkinson-Weber 1997). Further, big-box stores typically do not pay in 

advance and their relationship with artisan groups is dependent on the ability of artisan to 

meet the production demand in a quality they see fit. If trends change or artisan groups 

cannot produce their handicrafts according to the big-box store’s expectations, the 

corporation will end their partnership and move on to another group.   

There is a demand for handicrafts produced in respect to their cultural origins 

and not reproduced in factories. However, this demand is often exclusive to those who 

can afford high-end handicrafts, or what Scrase (2003) calls elite crafts. Elite crafts are 

those that are “of high quality, rare, with great artistic beauty or intricately 

constructed,” (Scrase 2003, 456). While this presents opportunity for artisans in 

developing countries, it is difficult to access these types of markets. Additionally, while 

consumers seek handicrafts that are not produced within factories in China, the ‘market 

for Indigenous designs is limited,” (Barber and Krivoshlykova 2006, 22). Instead, 

Western consumers seek out constructed, sanitized cultural goods that suit their 

aesthetics. This ‘global style’ is one that combines “ethnic elements with contemporary 

designs” (ibid).  

Artisans have been able to adapt repeatedly to meet the demands of constantly 

evolving markets. Artisans differentiate their production to accommodate Western 
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demands, again creating inferior qualities to meet production deadlines. Handicraft 

production that is reserved for local consumption is often of much higher quality and uses 

materials and designs that reflect the current traditions and culture. While the alteration of 

traditional handicraft production for the purpose of non-native consumption is relatively 

common, oftentimes FTOs will continue to refer to these handicrafts as being ‘traditional’ 

or ‘authentic’ without giving context as to how these designs or processes have changed 

over time or for Western audiences. If the design of a handicraft caters to Western trends, 

then key words such as ‘traditional’ or ‘authentic’, which are often used to market 

handicrafts, are misrepresentative and can lead to cultural ignorance. Even without such 

words, Western perception of what a traditional or authentic handicraft may look like is 

distorted through a capitalistic lens.  

Fair Trade Origins and Historical Context:  

The fair-trade social movement originated as a response to the effects of 20th 

century globalization. Social actors of the North grew increasingly aware of the extreme 

inequalities that many endured in the global South and sought to alleviate such poverty 

through a different form of globalization, one that promoted a fairer North-South 

relationship (Sylla and Leye, 34).  The goal of fair trade was to create alternative markets 

for artisans and producers living in marginalized regions of the global South. As Brown 

(2013) explains, due to globalization many people had a stronger desire to explore 

cultures beyond their own, which became possible due to more efficient and cheaper 

transportation and telecommunication systems (Brown 2013, 6). An increased desire to 
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learn about other cultures resulted in the consumption of other cultures. Globalization had 

strong influences on trends in fashion and home decor and art. People in Western cultures 

wanted the unique and aesthetically pleasing designs of authentic art produced in ‘exotic’ 

countries of the South. On the opposite end, globalization allowed for an increased 

awareness towards the extreme economic inequalities that were prevalent in these 

countries. As a result of Northern desire for handmade representations of diverse cultures 

beyond one’s own and the responsibility which many felt to alleviate poverty in the 

South, comes the origins of the fair-trade social movement.   

The origins of the fair trade social movement began with a development 

approach, one that reflected the ideology of religious groups and non-governmental 

agencies who sought to offer charity to poor artisans or producers in the South. The 

movement began with Edna Ruth Byler who traveled to Puerto Rico in 1946 and 

purchased a handful of hand embroidered textiles made by women in the La Plata Valley. 

Byler returned home and began selling the textiles out of the trunk of her car to friends, 

family, and other members of the Mennonite Church. The Mennonite Central Committee 

(MCC), an aid and relief agency affiliated with the church, offered their support for Byler 

and she started selling them in the church’s gift shop and in local women’s sewing circles. 

Instead of just offering direct charity to the artisans, Byler wanted to establish a 

sustainable method of improving the socio-economic lives of the women with whom she 

met in Puerto Rico. Like Byler, other religious organizations and NGOs such as SERRV 

International (Sales Exchange for Refugee Rehabilitation and Vocation) and British 
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NGO, Oxfam, all began conducting similar forms of direct trade with artisans in poor 

communities in the South.   

The initial methods of conducting direct trade with artisans were informal and 

had no standardization. Sylla and Leye (2014) described the movement as the “selective 

purchase of products made from poor countries” (Sylla and Leye 2014, 35).The important 

word being ‘selective.’ Whether consciously or not, Northern organizations selected the 

groups with whom they felt most deserved it and those who produced the craft that would 

be the most aesthetically pleasing to themselves and other Western consumers. At this 

time, fair wages were determined by the organization and the method of conducting trade 

was left almost entirely up to the Northern organization. In this way, development trade 

practices reflected the systems of the IMF and World Bank in that it created a system 

where developing nations of the South were constantly indebted and dependent upon the 

North.   

In the 1960s, as the movement began to grow, it entered the next stage of the 

movement, the solidarity approach. Occurring simultaneously and influencing the 

movement, was the 1964 United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

(UNCTAD). Prior to the conference, structuralist economists of the global South, 

particularly in Latin America, had gained influence across other 'Third Worldists spheres’ 

on their critique of unequal exchange and free market capitalism (Sylla and Leye 2014, 

38). At the conference, where Raul Prebisch was the first secretary and theorist behind 

unequal exchange, leaders of the Third Worldist movement “campaigned for a new world 
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economic order in which the legitimate concerns of developing countries would be taken 

into account,” (ibid). It was at this conference in which the phrase ‘Trade not Aid' was 

adopted and would influence the ideology and practices of the fair trade movement 

moving forward.  

Beginning with Oxfam in 1964, alternative trade organizations (ATOs) across 

Europe opened fair trade shops, often called World Shops, selling handicrafts purchased 

from the producer cooperatives with whom they had been partnering with over the past 

few years. Through this time ATOs, which were still largely affiliated with NGOs or 

religious groups, began forming long-term relationships with producer groups in the 

South (Jaffee 2007, 12; Sylla and Leye 2014, 37).  

Many ATOs began adopting a more activist, solidarity approach with the goals 

of following the ‘Trade not Aid’ ideology. Within the United States, young, social 

activists were active participants in movements focused on civil rights, 

environmentalism, and the Vietnam War and were fueled by the newfound potential to 

decrease the suffering of persons in distant places (Glickman 2004; Littrell and Dickson 

1999, 16). In addition to purchasing handicrafts produced by artisans, ATOs began 

offering social services which would provide assistance, business advice, and support 

towards Southern producer organizations (“Who We Are” n.d.).   

The first fair trade label originated in 1987 in Oaxaca, Mexico where Southern 

coffee farmers from the UCIRI cooperative and Solidardiad NGO, a Dutch development 

aid organization, established the idea to create an ethical label that would ensure safe and 
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sustainable working conditions and fair wages to farmers. Founders of this label, Dutch 

priest, Frans van der Hoff and Dutch economist, Nico Roozen wanted to integrate 

ethically made products into mainstream distribution and sales channels instead of just 

being sold in niche fair trade shops scattered around Europe and North America. 

Solidaridad and the UCIRI cooperative created the first fair trade label, entitled the Max 

Havelaar label, and ensured consumers that coffee stamped with this label was made 

under fair conditions. The label initially was met with skepticism amongst consumers and 

grocery store chains. Many were concerned about the quality of the products, supply 

chain efficiencies, and the concern that politics should stay out of supermarkets (Sylla 

and Leye 2014, 38-9). The integration of fair trade coffee into mainstream markets was 

met with general enthusiasm from consumers, especially as the consumption of coffee 

was becoming increasingly popular throughout the world (Jaffee 2007, 13). Jaffee argued 

that it is due to the Max Havelaar foundation that the fair trade movement saw a shift 

away from alternative trade and towards ‘fair’ trade due to a more formal standard setting 

and certification system.  Due to this certification being designed specifically for coffee 

and other agri-foods, the movement also saw a shift away from handicraft production and 

towards agricultural products.  

Over the next ten years, independent FTOs created their own labels based off 

the Max Havelaar label, which was established specifically for coffee and could easily be 

adapted to other agrifoods. In 1997, independent labeling organizations came together to 

create a unified, fair trade certification system and standard, the Fair Trade Labeling 
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Organization International (now called Fair Trade International) (Brown 2013, 9-11; 

Jaffee 2007, 14-17). Fair Trade International created the ‘fairtrade’ mark, a symbol that is 

placed on every certified product and informs consumers that the product they are 

purchasing was produced under fair trade international standards (Arnold et al. 2019).  

Certification for handicrafts would come almost fifteen years after the 

‘fairtrade’ mark under the World Fair Trade Organization (WFTO). Certification for food 

crops is easier as the processes are generally homogenized, but with handicrafts, no two 

products are alike. To attempt to certify over 50,000 types of handicrafts under a 

homogenous, certification standard proved to be nearly impossible for fair trade labelling 

organizations. Additionally, because certification labels cost money and most handicrafts 

are produced out of the household and not part of a larger group, costs for the label can be 

too expensive (Hill 2012). In 2011, the WFTO began developing a label for handicrafts 

under a trial system where participants could use an interim craft label for their 

handicrafts. As of 2013, the WFTO fully implemented the Guaranteed System (GS) mark, 

where all participating members could use this label on their products or within their 

store to inform consumers of their affiliation with the WFTO. The Guaranteed System 

mark differs from the Fair Trade International ‘fairtrade’ mark, as certification is not built 

around a specific supply chain but around fair trade principles that all fair-trade 

organizations must abide by (Arnold et al. 2019).   

Most recently, the two largest certification organizations, the WFTO and Fair 

Trade International, joined together to create a homogenous standard for fair trade, the 
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International Fair Trade Charter. Established in 2018, the International Fair Trade Charter 

was created as a singular reference document for all FTOs to refer to when advocating for 

fair trade or implementing policies (International Fair Trade Charter, 2019). Under the 

new charter, the WFTO and Fair Trade International agreed upon a singular definition of 

what fair trade means:   

Fair trade is a trading partnership, based on dialogue, transparency and respect, 
that seeks greater equity in international trade. It contributes to sustainable 
development by offering better trading conditions to, and securing the rights of, 
marginalized producers and workers - especially in the south. Fair trade 
organizations, backed by consumers, are engaged actively in supporting 
producers, awareness raising and in campaigning for changes in the rules and 
practice of conventional international trade  

(International Fair Trade Charter, 2019).  
  

This definition outlines the basic, overall principle of how fair trade differs from 

normative, capitalistic trade systems. The definition emphasizes that fair trade is more 

than just fair wages and aims to create ethical and equitable trading conditions where the 

producer and consumer are placed at the center. The International Fair Trade Charter is 

intended to create fewer misinterpretations of what fair trade means, as well as to provide 

a more organized and clearer standard for all participating members to adhere (Arnold et 

al. 2019).  

The Origins of Consumer Activism in the United States:  

The ideologies and practices of the fair trade movement, as well as other 

consumer-dependent social movements, stem from America’s first buycott, the free 

produce movement. The free produce movement of the mid-1800s is arguably the first 
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social movement in North America where consumer citizens used their buying power to 

support a business that aligned with their morals, rather than avoiding purchases all 

together.   

Historian Lawrence Glickman (2004) defined the free produce movement as 

being the birth of modern consumer activism. Organized in the early 1820s, Black 

abolitionists and Quakers encouraged Americans to purchase goods produced by non-

enslaved labor. The free produce movement originated the first organized buycott, where 

unlike a boycott, consumers were encouraged to purchase goods from businesses that 

aligned with their moral beliefs. In a sense, the free produce movement attempted to 

challenge normative market systems and create an alternative form of consumption rather 

than to avoid it altogether.  

Operating within a free market system, the free produce movement attempted 

to challenge and dismantle systems of slavery by providing an alternative option for 

consumers. As a result, the goal was to reduce the demand for slave-made goods, thereby 

making the need for enslaved persons obsolete. The movement placed the consumers as 

critical actors, or “moral agents” in determining the outcome of the producer of the item 

they were consuming. In this case, by consuming slave-made goods, the consumer 

became “implicated in the crime of slavery” (Glickman 2004, 894). The consumer was 

placed on the same moral plane as the enslaver, sometimes even lower, arguing that these 

consumers perpetuated the entire system of slavery through their purchases.   
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The free produce movement and the fair trade movement both received initial 

widespread support from socially conscious consumers who wanted to create positive 

change through their purchases. However, as both movements grew, consumers began to 

question the efficiency, quality, and overall authenticity of the ethical products which 

both movements claimed to make. Criticism regarding labelling, marketing, and overall 

impact are three key examples of how consumers questioned both the free produce 

movement and the fair trade movement (Brown 2018, 159; Glickman 2004, 894).   

Amongst the plethora of product labels that are stamped on thousands of 

products in our grocery stores, clothing stores, coffee shops, etc., it is difficult to make 

sense of and comprehend which item is truly ethically made and which is just a 

marketing ploy. Even amongst fair trade, there are a handful of fair trade labels from their 

respective fair trade umbrella organizations which make it confusing for consumers to 

understand which fair trade label is the most ‘fair.’ As someone who has worked in a 

mainstream grocery store for the past five years, it has come apparent, from my own 

interactions with customers and other employees, that the concept of fair trade labels and 

other socially or eco labels are relatively unknown. At best, consumers recognize the fair-

trade label, but could not differentiate between labels or confidently say what each one 

meant.   
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Figure 1: Fair Trade Labels 

In addition to the abundance of labels, there is the dilemma of an organization 

choosing to not become a member of a fair trade umbrella organization and to not use a 

label. This is particularly the case for fair trade handicrafts and artisan producer groups. 

As stated earlier, the certification of handicrafts is only a recent addition to the fair trade 

movement and is primarily done through the World Fair Trade Organization (WFTO). 

FTOs can now certify their handicrafts through the certification of the entire organization, 

from producer group to wholesaler, to retailer. However, membership fees cost money 

and time. And just like that of the abolitionist groups of the free produce movement, 

many FTOs disagree on which standards and practices are the most ‘fair’. Further, since 

handicraft certification and overall certification for FTOs handling handicrafts is so new, 

many organizations who have long preceded this certification do not feel the need to join 

a membership now or become certified. This dilemma appeared throughout my research 

as two out of the four organizations either chose not to become a member of the Fair 
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For Zeal Living, Caitlin had an optimistic outlook regarding her business 

during COVID-19. At the time of the interview, COVID-19 and subsequent lockdown 

orders had been in the U.S. for around 6 months. When discussing the impacts of 

COVID-19, Caitlin focused on disrupted supply chains, her loyal customers, and the 

unseen benefits of COVID-19 thus far.   

 Due to disrupted supply chains, many of Caitlin’s artisan partnerships were unable 

to produce or ship out their orders for an extended period.   

It’s been good for me to remember that the way that I see my job is a facilitator 

to get work to people who need work. So, if I’m busy then they’re busy. I can 

keep placing orders with them. I can send them an order even though I know 

and that they know that they can’t fulfill that order for many months because at 

least sending them a deposit on that order means they’re literally feeding their 

families. That’s been awesome to do. […] It’s been inspiring for me to be like 

alright, I can send you this order, so I’m going to send it to you, and that’s what 

I’m trying to do: just be really busy and sell the product and keep placing 

orders.  

It is unclear as to whether the orders placed were distributed evenly across all artisan 

partnerships and whether the number of orders placed was the same as they would have 

normally been. However, it is important to note that Zeal Living followed one of the 

WFTO’s main principles which is maintaining long term relationships. Caitlin maintained 

relationships with all of her artisan partnerships and continued to place orders even if 
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those orders could not be fulfilled immediately. I observed this trend across all four fair 

trade organizations that I analyzed. 

Caitlin’s attention and loyalty to her customers had a significant impact upon 

her sales as many felt a responsibility to continue shopping with Zeal Living during 

COVID-19. Reflecting on the impact of COVID-19 thus far Caitlin stated,   

In March when things were looking really bad I got very nervous because markets 

are getting cancelled and it just looked like things were going to be really awful 

but within a few weeks I began to really notice that my customers were making an 

intentional effort, they were telling me hey ‘I’m ordering this right now because I 

know you probably need this’ or like this sort of support small [businesses] 

movement was really popular in March and April. 

Zeal Living fits into an opportune category where not only is Zeal Living a FTO, but it is 

also a local, small business in Denver. On top of that, the demographic of Zeal Living’s 

customers allowed them the finical freedom to continue to support local businesses such 

as Zeal Living. According to Caitlin she said, “I’m a little up on the year so far because 

my customers are incredible and I’m working really hard on online [marketing], so for 

me it’s been a cool opportunity to dig in and get creative.”   

At the start of the pandemic, many who were fortunate to still have jobs but 

were now working from home had an ardent desire to redecorate since this is where they 

would now spend much of their time. Home goods and decor saw a significant increase in 

sales and for Zeal Living it was no different (Biron 2020). 
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It’s kind of funny, everybody wants glassware and glass sets. It was a really 

strong trend already and then you can see sort of as lockdown hits everybody 

was buying wineglasses and glassware sets because like well, I’m home I might 

as well. But home decor is also a category that’s fared pretty well because 

people are home and they’re going around and thinking oh I hate that wall, I’m 

going to redo it or whatever.  

Within the category of home goods, Caitlin also saw a shift from “big ticket” items to 

smaller, less expensive items. She explained, “I think people are investing in more of the 

daily practical things and beautifying the daily practical things.” This falls in line with 

Zeal Living’s consumers who wanted to continue to support Zeal Living and other 

independent, small businesses but purchasing larger, more expensive items was not 

practical at that time.   

 Caitlin shared how she had a strong connection with her customers which led to 

their committed support her during the pandemic. She set up a texting service during 

COVID-19 where she would message her customers with a personalized, automated 

message and if they responded and wanted to learn more, then Caitlin would personally 

respond to their question. She mentioned that cause of this personalization, she has had a 

high returning rate. She explained,  

The biggest thing I learned this year [during COVID-19] is that people buy for 

people. They wanna know who I am and they want to feel connected to me and 
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they like me. They’re more likely to be like oh it’s Caitlin we know her and we 

trust her like yeah what does she have for me now. 

Caitlin’s personal communication and connection with her customers allowed for her 

business to do well, even during a pandemic. Referencing back to the importance of 

shared human connections discussed in chapter five, Caitlin displayed the importance of 

connecting with her customers and the overall positive impact that had on her entire 

business. 

 While talking to Caitlin it seemed her primary focus when it came to COVID-19’s 

impact was on the factors which she could control: her customers and the central role 

which she played as the owner of Zeal Living. She had no control over which countries 

or regions enforced lockdowns and whether certain artisan groups could continue work or 

not. There was nothing she could do about the groups who could not go to work or ship 

out products due to locked down borders. Caitlin instead focused her attention on the 

groups who could still safely create their work and ship it out. In the meantime, and with 

the money made from orders that could still be placed, she continued to place orders with 

groups who could not work or ship out, knowing that the orders would not be placed for 

an indefinite amount of time. When I first spoke to Caitlin, I wondered why her initial 

thoughts were on her customers and herself and on the artisans last. Additionally, her 

overly optimistic tone made me think she had unrealistic expectations of the pandemic 

and the realities it posed towards the one aspect of the supply chain who not only are the 

most at risk but also the most distant and invisible.   

211



When I began transcribing the interview almost a year later, I began to look at 

her response from a different viewpoint. For one, Caitlin is the face of her store and 

regardless of whether she’s speaking for a magazine article or a graduate student’s thesis, 

it makes sense for her to discuss her business in an optimistic light. Even if that optimism 

bordered on romanticization. As a side note, her optimism came from a place when the 

world was still in the initial stages of the pandemic, and many were still optimistic that 

the pandemic would end sooner rather than later.   

I do believe there was a power dynamic that was created during the pandemic 

that was left unaddressed. For Caitlin, COVID-19 allowed her the “unique opportunity to 

get creative and dig in.” She launched themed gift bags and jumped into e-mail marketing 

strategies to personally connect with her customers. Her actions had an overall positive 

impact upon Zeal Living and her artisan partnerships. However, I do feel like she failed 

to realize the stark contrasts of her statements between “it's been a cool opportunity” and 

“sending them a deposit on that order means they’re literally feeding their families.” It is 

a privilege to describe the pandemic as a cool opportunity while the artisans she was 

working with were struggling to feed themselves and their families. However, Caitlin, as 

well as myself, were privileged in how we were able to endure COVID-19. I begin this 

chapter by saying I found opportunity during COVID-19. Even Joy mentioned that 

COVID-19 had been an opportunity for her to explore different projects at Fair Anita. My 

point here is that our privilege allowed use to explore opportunities during a pandemic 

while many suffered greatly, whether due to the virus itself or financial instability.  
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 Ti-a Woven is based in Vail, Colorado but is present throughout the greater 

Denver metropolitan area. Ti-a Woven has an online shop but the majority of sales are 

made from in-person markets. When considering how the COVID-19 pandemic had 

impacted her and her business, Simbala reflected on the status of in-person markets, the 

well-being of herself, her staff, and the artisans. 

In terms of supply chain disruptions, COVID-19 did not impact Ti-a Woven 

Goods substantially. Typically, Simbala makes two to three large orders per year. The last 

shipment was delivered in October 2019 and Simbala stated that her next order would 

usually be made in February or March of the following year. Since the pandemic had just 

hit, everyone was furloughed including the artisan cooperatives in Ghana. As months 

went by and all markets were being cancelled, there was no need to make another order 

since the warehouse was still full of inventory. Once an order was placed, the biggest 

issue that Ti-a Woven faced was the border restrictions that prevented any shipments of 

baskets to the U.S. Simbala explained that they typically airfreight their baskets, but since 

borders to the U.S. were closed, there could be no commercial flights going to and from 

Ghana and the U.S. When I spoke with Simbala in late July, she had just recently decided 

to “get the ball rolling again” and placed an order and sent money to Ghana so production 

on baskets could begin again.  

As most Ti-a Woven sales were made at in-person markets, COVID-19 had a 

significant impact upon the overall success of the store. Beginning every May, Ti-a 

Woven is usually represented at seven different farmers markets across Colorado, 
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including two in Denver. When COVID-19 hit in March, stay-at-home orders were 

placed until April 11, 2020. At the time many were unsure whether farmers markets 

would be cancelled or how they would be impacted. As part of the stay-at-home 

ordinances, only essential businesses could remain open. This included grocery stores, 

hospitals, and any business that needed to function in-person to operate. Any other 

businesses, including the employees, were deemed non-essential. While this was not 

intended to equate to the overall value of any business, the title did lower the morale for 

many whose profession was considered non-essential. For Simbala and Ti-a Woven, it 

was no different. When farmer’s markets were initially given clearance to resume for the 

summer, only essential vendors, meaning food vendors, could sell. For Simbala, being 

deemed non-essential was difficult especially when you consider the amount of people 

that Ti-a Woven employs, both in the U.S. and in Ghana. Thankfully, Ti-a Woven was 

allowed to attend most farmers markets throughout the summer.   

In the summer of 2020, Denver County mandated that all social gatherings had 

to remain outdoors. Initially, there was no indoor dining and once indoor dining did 

resume, capacity was reduced 25%. Other than escaping to the mountains, outdoors 

spaces such as parks, walking trails, and outdoor markets became a regular activity. 

Going to the Highlands and South Pearl Street farmer’s markets were the only two 

locations where I conducted in-person ethnographic research. I went to the South Pearl 

Street farmer’s market twice and spent around four or five days at the Highland Farmer’s 

market. While at the Highlands farmer’s market I met Bridgette, who operated the Ti-a 
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Woven stall at this location. She allowed me to sit at her stall and observe the customers 

who came through and answered questions that I had for her.   

I saw for myself how COVID-19 impacted these farmers markets. At 

Washington Park, a market that is twice the size of Highland's farmers market, the market 

had monitored entryways where visitors were given the rundown of COVID-19 protocols 

which included always wearing a mask. Visitors had to follow a one-way guided path 

through the market as opposed to walking freely through the market. When I attended 

Highlands's farmers market later in the summer, there was no monitored entryway and 

visitors could walk about freely. Visitors still were required to always wear a mask. 

Figure 24: ‘Welcome to the Farmers Market’ Photos taken by author.  

Farmer’s markets, both in Denver and across the U.S, are often geographically 

placed in higher-income, white neighborhoods. In Denver, farmers markets are in the 

neighborhoods of Washington Park and Highlands, both of which are white and upper-
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middle and high-income areas. As I stated earlier with Caitlin Halberstadt of Zeal Living, 

there was a strong urge during this time to support local and small businesses. Ti-a 

Woven had the advantage of selling fair trade items in locations that were highly 

frequented during the early months of the pandemic because it was an outdoor space, and 

the demographic of visitors could afford to support local and small businesses during this 

time. 

In Vail, COVID-19 protocols were slightly different due to differing county 

regulations and the high volume of COVID-19 cases that the county was facing. Simbala 

ran the Tia-Woven stall in Vail and shared that,   

There’s just like a lot of rules that the health department in Eagle county [where 

Vail is located] is enforcing and so you can kinda feel the impact of the new 

rules, how its impacting the visitors there, and it ultimately ends up impacting 

our sales. I’m not complaining, I’m simply explaining that its definitely had an 

impact on our sales and the volume of people that come to the market and how 

sales ultimately impact what I can do for the women in Ghana. Because if I’m 

not selling then I can’t produce.  

Simbala explained how COVID-19 has had a domino effect on her business. While many 

consumers wanted to continue to support Ti-a Woven Goods during this time, COVID-19 

protocols impeded many consumers from doing so. Simbala also pointed out a significant 

downfall of selling goods primarily in-person rather than online. Protocols were changing 
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constantly and Simbala and the rest of the Ti-a Woven Goods team had to constantly stay 

on track of these rules to ensure they could maintain sales each week.  

 The benefit of buying a fair trade handicraft in person rather than online during a 

global pandemic was the personal connection which the consumer could make to 

influence their purchasing decisions. The setting of a farmer’s market on a beautiful, 

sunny, Saturday morning already has the capacity to put visitors in a happy mood. The 

space of farmer’s markets during also allowed visitors to briefly be distracted from the 

overwhelming and isolating feelings that many were going through. The Ti-a Woven 

Goods stalls at both markets were unique standouts to other food-based vendors. Brightly 

colored baskets adorned the walls of the stall and the floor surrounding the stall. Not only 

were the baskets beautiful and one of a kind, but they were also practical and could be 

used daily, even during a pandemic. The baskets were perfect for storing produce bought 

at the market or the grocery store. They were also ideal for home décor, which as I 

mentioned with Zeal Living, increased in popularity due to stay-at-home mandates. 

Customers were attracted to the aesthetic but, from observation, enjoyed hearing about 

how their purchases were not only supporting a local Colorado business, but also artisans 

in Ghana. On top of that, Ti-a Woven is a family business. Both markets that I attended 

were operated by relatives of Simbala and I feel this factor also played a role in the 

customers' purchasing decisions. As a family owned, Black owned, woman owned, small, 

local, fair trade business, Ti-a Woven checked off a lot of boxes for customers who 

wanted to create a positive, social impact with their purchases.   
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Figure 25: Ti-a Woven Goods at the Farmers Market. Photos taken by author.  

 From a consumer standpoint, Jacky, who fell under the category of consumer but 

also ran fair trade search engine, shared how she shifted her purchasing behaviors during  

COVID-19 and how other consumers shifted their behaviors as well. She said in the past 

year (of 2020) she kept hearing stories of fair trade shops closing and everyone from 

retailers to artisan groups were struggling. She explained,  

I bought a lot of my Christmas gifts in March (2020) when everything was 

shutting down because I was like I gotta help them in whatever I can do to keep 

them in business to help them survive this year because I've seen several of them 

close this year. I cry every time I see one of the shops on my site close. It just 

breaks my heart and so I was trying to do whatever I can to keep them in business. 

I spent a lot of time this year finding different ways to promote them, trying to 
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grow the website, trying to purchase as much as I can. I bought a lot of Christmas 

presents this year.   

Jacky’s panicked behavior reflected many other socially conscious consumers who took it 

upon themselves to do however much they could to keep local and small businesses alive.  

For a brief moment, it seemed many were concerned about the possibility of only the 

existence of big-box stores and chain restaurants. On Jacky’s site, she said the amount of 

people who visited the site increased drastically, going from 3,000 hits a month to 10,000.  

From these visits she had seen an overall increase in sales. On a positive note, she 

observed that a few FTOs saw an increase in sales, just like Zeal Living. This increase 

could either be due to specific artisans groups who were still able to produce handicrafts 

and ship them out or were able to adapt their products to meet current demands, such as 

making masks. On the hand, it could also have something to do with increased consumer 

concern. She said, “you start looking at those small businesses and you’re like I want 

them to still be here next year.” It seemed many consumers, particularly socially 

conscious one, increased their support for their favorite small, local, or fair trade shops 

because they did not want to see a future without them.  

 In this chapter, I observed repeatedly how long term relationships played a vital 

role for all four FTOs and the positive impact that these relationships had on every actor 

involved in the supply chain, from producer to consumer. When relating to COVID-19, 

storytelling was used to discuss the importance of consumers shopping local and 

shopping small if they had the financial means to do so. Zeal Living, Ti-a Woven Goods, 
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Fair Anita, and independent Ten Thousand Villages stores, such as the location in 

Goshen, Indiana, are all considered small-businesses. Therefore, there was an 

overarching theme for these businesses to stress the importance of shopping small so that 

they could continue to operate and continue business relationships with their artisan 

partners.  

220



CHAPTER TEN: CONCLUSION  

The main purpose of my research was to understand how fair trade 

organizations (FTOs) marketed culturally embedded handicrafts produced by female 

artisans living in the global South to consumers in the global North. Fair trade prides 

itself in conducting sustainable and ethical trade relationships and uses transparent 

marketing practices to reveal all aspects of the interrelations of their product supply 

chains to consumers. Using methods of storytelling, FTOs share intimate stories of 

artisans under the guise that consumers learn more about these social relations and how 

fair trade has positively impacted their life in some way. However, by revealing intimate 

details of an artisan’s life, which include stories of trauma, hardship, successes, and joys; 

these stories become commodified and ultimately are intended to add economic value to 

the product.   

I wanted to explore how FTOs used methods of storytelling, whether it was 

sharing stories of artisans or stories of how a product was made, to educate consumers 

and encourage them to purchase handicrafts produced under the fair trade system. I 

focused on four FTOs: Ti-a Woven Goods, Fair Anita, Zeal living, and Ten Thousand 

Villages and Ten Thousand Villages Goshen. I primarily used virtual research methods 

due to COVID-19 which allowed me to gain a greater understanding of digital marketing 
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practices, specifically the use of social media and e-commerce sites. I explored how each 

FTO used various platforms to advertise their products and educate consumers. I focused 

not just on how organizations faltered when it came to their messaging, but also how they 

displayed responsibility and respect for the artisan groups they partnered with and the 

culturally embedded handicrafts they produced. Perhaps more importantly, I was also 

interested in understanding how these organizations evolved and whether they showed 

reflexivity in their messaging and overall marketing materials.  

Within storytelling, I observed several major themes. I observed how the notion 

of personal, human connection was in the fair traded social movement, both in marketing 

and consumer behaviors. Several participants felt that the stories created a personal 

connection between them and the artisan. Through social media and e-commerce sites, 

that connection has only grown stronger as stories are continuously updated and added. 

There are a growing number of FTOs that understand stories as being one-sided and 

inadvertently places artisans in a position of inferiority when their stories are used to sell 

their products. Instead, FTOs aim to highlight the product and sell handicrafts that the 

younger generation will want to buy. Further, it is not enough for FTOs to just sell 

handicrafts and emphasize the fair trade mission. Younger generations are demanding that 

their favorite brands support social justice movements. FTOs must actively engage with 

consumers and stay up-to-date on important current events. In June 2020, did that FTO 

support the Black Lives Matter movement, and did you communicate this support to 

consumers?   

222



Next, language is important and it is why I dedicated an entire chapter to one 

word: empowerment. FTOs, in addition to other social enterprises and charitable 

organizations, have clung to the word, perhaps to avoid having to define what they truly 

mean when they use it. In its over usage, empowerment has become a buzzword that 

many participants felt no longer says anything. Others felt the word had connections to 

white saviorism and insinuated that the word meant to give power to others, who 

previously had no power to begin with. That power was something to withhold and 

selectively give out to those who we feel deserve it and need saving.   

The word empowerment in fair trade thus is not just associated with gendered 

meanings, but racial meanings as well. For Simbala, as a Black American, empowerment 

came from a place of feeling disempowered. Her goal was to create a business that 

allowed those who were often marginalized in society, who may have felt disempowered 

just like her, to find opportunity in Ti-a Woven Goods so that they too could feel 

empowered. For Zeal Living, Fair Anita, and Ten Thousand Villages, their goals of 

supporting artisan groups and expanding their economic access and opportunity were the 

same. However, every other participant that I interviewed for my thesis were white 

women and therefore their understanding of and usage of the term differentiated from that 

of Simbala's. Joy’s understanding of empowerment also came from a place of feeling 

disempowered due to her experiences with rape and sexual assault. She too, emphasized 

the point of creating a business that was mutually beneficial and one that allowed 

everyone, including the artisans and herself, to gain a sense of agency. This agency, 
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which may have felt lost due to a traumatic experience or lack of income or 

opportunity. Overall, while many were conflicted over the use of empowerment, many 

felt that to them it meant having choices in life and using the privileges and resources we 

have so that others can have those choices in life as well.   

COVID-19 had a significant impact upon everyone's lives, and I was grateful 

that the participants I interviewed took time out of their days to speak with me. It was 

difficult finding participants as meaning were going through difficult and emotionally 

draining times, myself included. While it was valuable to understand how four different 

FTOs responded to a global pandemic and how they communicated these changes to 

consumers, I understood that many of the participant’s perceptions and understandings of 

their FTO and the fair trade government overall was clouded by COVID-19. For 

example, I asked Sarah, the Brand Manager and Media Relations for Ten thousand 

Villages what she felt was the next step for the fair trade movement, or even just for Ten 

Thousand Villages. Sarah seemed somewhat flustered by the question and at the end of 

response said, “I don’t know how to answer that question, because frankly the past year 

has blown us all away. Like if you had asked me this question at the same time last year, I 

would’ve answered totally differently with what I’m responding with today.” The way 

that FTOs typically would have marketed their products or shared information about 

artisan partnerships may have shifted significantly due to COVID-19. Regular 

communication with artisan partnerships was difficult for many FTOs and had trouble 

getting in regular shipments. Other FTOs had to prioritize the artisan groups who were 
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able to work and ship out products. FTOs who had a strong online presence or strong 

presence at outdoor markets thrived due to consumer support, especially from those who 

had disposable income. While others who were brick and mortar locations suffered. 

Many consumers felt responsible for keeping small and socially responsible businesses 

alive. Additionally, due to the Black Lives Matter Movement, many felt a responsibility 

to support Black owned and minority owned business. This particularly benefited 

Simbala and Ti-a Woven Goods  

From my findings, the fair trade social movement is evolving in a positive 

direction. While not perfect, leaders and advocates of fair trade display reflexivity and are 

willing to adapt to ensure their messaging remains culturally respectful and ensures that 

all actors across their supply chains are represented in a manner of respect. Ultimately, 

the motivations of consumers matter, and marketing needs to represent artisans as being 

equal partners in a mutually beneficial relationship. As FTOs use social media to actively 

engage with their consumers, FTOs have an opportunity to reach a wider audience of 

consumers wanting to participate in the fair trade social movement. However, FTOs need 

to consider the types of stories they are sharing. If they are sharing stories of artisans, 

why and to whose benefit? Language and imagery are powerful, and each word needs to 

be intentional. If your Instagram post has roughly three seconds to draw a consumer, 

consider how your viewer will perceive that story. To reiterate a quote by Sarah from Ten 

Thousand Villages, “meanings are in people not in words.  
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