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Figure 6. Number of Employees.

Figure 6 showed that 92% of the business was operated by the family on their
own with no employees. Six per cent had less than 5 employees and 2% had 5-50
employees (Figure 6).

Potters Who Exemplify the Business Art

Since pottery was one of the oldest crafts, many had come and gone over the
years, and only a handful remain; hence, it was necessary to recognise the pottery
producer who had set themselves apart from the rest. For example, the Prairie fire
pottery run by the potter Tama Smith and her husband Jerry made and sold pottery
with beautiful, abstract glazed influenced by the landscape of North Dakota.
Every summer, millions of travellers passed by on their way to and from the rocky
mountains, seeing their pottery billboards and stopping by to buy pots. Collectors
and pottery enthusiasts prize Tama’s work for its vibrant and complex colour.
These glazed colours were created from scratch using the original recipe. Tama
employed a number of manufacturing methods, which included wheel throwing,
hand building, extruding and pressing. Various ladles and small squirt bottles were
used to apply the glaze. She primarily worked with stoneware clay.

Mr Shiho spent his entire life in the tiny town of Shigaraki, Japan. His early
career was marked by years of struggle from being a lawyer to a salesman to being
a master in pottery, his life was interesting. Due to his devotion to natural materials
(digging clay from his backyard, utilising the traditional Korean kick wheel and
burning with just wood for 10 days straight), he was forced to face years of
conflict. Shiho San got lucky when he sold tea bowls from the trunk of his
automobile to a generous and powerful Buddhist monk. Within a few years, Tokyo
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skyscraper galleries were vying for his work. Over the years, his work has graced
the most prestigious galleries in Tokyo.

Another success story was the Hamada pottery. Tomoo Hamada was the third-
generation potter in Mashiko, Japan, and the grandson of a renowned potter Shijo
Hamada, a Japanese national living treasure. Hamada pottery helped to establish
Mashiko pottery, and now 350-plus pottery studios attracted visitors to spring and
fall pottery festivals. Each festival attracted about 500k people to Mashiko to buy
pottery. They stand out for their rustic looks, adopting the Japanese aesthetic of
simplicity. Its popularity began in the nineteenth century because it was both
attractive and practical. At that time, pottery was used mainly as kitchen utensils.
The Hamada pottery was set up as a museum, with a peaceful, self-guided tour of
the beautiful ground. Hamada pottery also connects with people through
technological means.

Ayumi Horie pottery based in Portland was a visionary potter on the internet.
She believed that the best handmade pottery fostered connections between people
and improved daily lives. She launched an online store about ten years ago that
had consistently and successfully sold high-end coffee mugs to customers all over
the world, almost instantly after posting her new pots. She founded ‘Pots in
Action’ in 2005 to help potters and ceramic artists connect with and educate the
public about rich ceramic traditions through crowdsourcing. Her efforts to organise
online pottery communities gave people more reason to support her work. These
were the success stories of potters in the United States and Japan. They had made
a living from pottery, which entailed allowing people to eat and drink from their
beautiful creations while they received money in exchange.

Shanthi, a 52-year-old potter from the small village of Kooniyoor in Tirunelveli
district in Tamil Nadu, simply wanted to keep this tradition of pottery alive, for her
pottery was her family business and she wanted to expand her business by building
on the foundation laid by her forefathers. However, with the passage of time and
problems such as natural disasters and clay shortages, earning a living through
pottery became increasingly difficult. She and her husband, who was a potter,
used to make 50,000 per annum, which was insufficient to support her family.
Shanthi was forced to look for new ways to expand the business due to low
demand, which was bankrupting the family. She realised she needed to go beyond
their tradition in order to appeal to the new market with innovative patterns while
still preserving the original artisan form. They formed the Narmada village self-
help group to teach local women about pottery and also educated them on
government support programmes that aided cottage business growth. In a span of
two years, Shanthi’s business began to grow; she was able to export her handcrafted
pots to the United States through her nephew. She had successfully employed over
20 women in the village while earning ¥250,000 per year as a result of her effort
to keep this traditional craft alive. The goal of the Narmada self-help group was to
empower women in their respective areas. The business ensured that its products
were environmentally friendly while maintaining its tradition by using natural raw
materials and natural dyes. They kept things basic by focusing on simple design
and natural materials and made products that were utilitarian and did not place a
high value on aesthetics. Shanthi’s nephew who worked in a hotel in the United
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States would frequently visit the village over vacation. He began capturing the
pottery manufacturing process through social media, sharing photographs and
video clips with friends and family. His American colleagues were enthralled by
the art form and fascinated by the way women used the wheel, wooden modelling
tools, fettling knives and towels to create these pots. Her desire to preserve her
family’s business and revive the traditional craft of pottery production brought the
women closer together while also empowering and elevating their social position.

Challenges

While others had faced financial difficulties, some family members had left the
family business to pursue other activities. They faced many challenges such as the
restrictions on the natural raw material clay, which was a hindrance to Majuli’s
growth and development (Neog, 2016). The raw material was usually collected
during the winter when the Brahmaputra’s water level was low. Because of
unabated erosion, the island’s habitable land had shrunk from 1,226 square km to
576 square km, and this form of soil was categorically prohibited from being
collected.

The pottery industry heavily relied on traditional knowledge and experience
which the Kumar’s possessed, along with a few standard instruments that they
employed. Among the instruments used were the wood pot, Aaphari, Choconi,
Cloth, Boliya, Athali, Pitan, Majanee and firewood. Locally obtained wood and
bamboo were used in the pot-making process. The potters handcrafted these by
hand (Table 2).

Pottery artisans were struggling to sell their wares in the market because they
were using direct marketing. The barter system was followed for part of the sales
and the rest by direct sales. The product market was largely local and extended to
urban regions. In addition, middlemen played an important role in the marketing

Table 2. The Tools Used for Pottery-making.

S No Local Term Functions

| Pat It was a piece of a wooden sheet utilised for mixing
the mud.

2 Aphori A level board was utilised to shape the mud with the
hand.

3 Gorha Kapor A piece of material which was the cloth utilised to give
shape to the pot.

4 Bolia A stone device of around 6—12 inches long was

utilised to beat the internal surface of the pot to give
it its expected shape.

5 Pitun A wooden bamboo beaten of around 10 inches X
4 inches was utilised for beating and moulding the
external surface of the pot.

6 Suchoni Suchoni was a small string of bamboo cuts utilised for
confining the completed pots from the hard form.

Note: Adapted from Neog (2016). Copyright 2016 by Nezine.com.
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of these local products. They usually placed orders with the artisans and collected
them for a lower cost than the market. One of the reasons for the product’s failure
was to generate a desire for the product among customers directly. The production
techniques were mediocre, and the products lacked standardisation.

Transportation and communication facilities were also the limiting factors on
the river island of Majuli, and as a result, the rural artisans faced several challenges
when attempting to sell their products in the outside market. Majuli’s pottery had
suffered greatly due to the lack of better transportation and communication
facilities. Bicycles, thela (hand curt) and boats were the modes of transportation
and communication for these items in Majuli. These modes of transportation
appeared inadequate for the smooth operation of their enterprise. The development
of family-managed enterprises relied heavily on a healthy economy and the
interest of the family (Kamdars & Bhuta, 2023). When it comes to pottery, the
state’s dearth of basic business networks was a roadblock in the expansion and
development.

Even though earthenware had domestic and foreign markets, widespread use of
paper, plastic, aluminium and steel products generally posed a severe threat to
pottery as a whole, and it had endured a major setback due to their resilience. The
high illiteracy rate among a majority of Majuli’s potters was another challenge,
which resulted in the lack of many aspects of the industry.

The pottery industry was ignored for a long time. The Indian government has
launched several strategies to promote conventional small businesses, but
handicrafts have stagnated due to the lack of encouragement, implementation
and preparation. As a result, these manufacturing units were plagued by illness
and the artisans were trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty. Recent initiatives of
the government relating to the toy-making industry were an example of reviving
the old forms of small family businesses, which had good market potential. The
budget allocation of 15 billion USD (US dollars) in the budget of 2022 for
the North-east to revive the traditional forms of living was but a welcome initiative
from the government.

The family businesses, which were once thriving, are now struggling to keep up
with the times. The pottery industry presents opportunities, but it also faces challenges
such as lack of raw materials, labour and space for drying, firing and storing finished
products. Product sales are increasing in both the national and international markets.
This sector is being impacted by lifestyle changes and substitutes goods available in
the market. Intermediaries earn high profits, but face challenges such as product
damage, fluctuating demand and transportation issues (Shrestha, 2018). The case of
the potter’s community demonstrated the struggle of small businesses owned by
families to sustain their livelihoods, on the one hand, and the limited alternative
sources of livelihood, on the other hand, thus, making the survival and sustenance of
the family business an issue with limited solutions.

Moving Forward

Craft industries could create jobs and alleviate poverty while also fostering
cultural variety and inclusivity. The sustainable livelihoods framework (Figure 7)
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Figure 7. Sustainable Livelihoods Framework.
Source: DFID (2000).

aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of livelihoods, taking into account
all of their many nuances, constraints and opportunities. These constraints or
opportunities are influenced by a multitude of factors, including local norms and
institution, global or national structures and trends over which people have little
control or may not even be aware, and the resources that people or their households
have direct access to.

The framework depicts stakeholders as operating in a context of vulnerability,
within which they have access to certain assets. Assets gain weight and value
through the prevailing social, institutional and organizational environment
(policies, institutions and processes). This context decisively shapes the livelihood
strategies that are open to people in pursuit of their self-defined beneficial
livelihood outcomes. (Kollmair & Gamper, 2002)

Their vulnerability can be seen in terms of the shocks they experience because
of the changing trends and alternatives available for pottery at the global and
national level along with the stagnancy that they had reached in terms of their
personality. This restricted their access to the structure and processes towards their
transformation and alternative strategies for their livelihood, thus affecting the
outcomes.

In this context, the case was built around the conflict where families underwent
an environment that offered opportunities, unrelated to the skills and passion of
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the family businesses, on the one hand, and the experience of the families
helplessly observing the dying form of the art/passion/skills, on the other hand.
In summary, the conflict revolved around the question of continuing the struggle
for enlivening their passion/art or giving up the art/family culture to take up a
transformative route to earn a livelihood for their family.
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