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Ceramic Decoration, Ethnicity and Political Economy in the Inland 
Niger Delta of Mali

Jerimy J. Cunningham

Few issues have perhaps been as consistently 
problematic for archaeology as the pursuit of 
ethnic identity in the material record. As Jones 
(1997) has pointed out, archaeological studies of 
ethnicity are the final stage in a line of research 
that began with the quest to identify races, then 
moved on to cultures and culture areas, and has 
finally arrived at questions about ethnic groups. 
With some consistency, archaeology has focused 
on stylistic variation as the window through 
which distinct peoples could be identified in the 
past. As an aspect of variation that is adjunct to 
the ecological or adaptive constraints that impact-
ed past technologies (i.e., that is adjunct to that 
which is “functional”), style is thought to be free 
of utilitarian constraints in ways that make it 
amenable to ethnic symbolism (Cunningham 
2003a). One of the convenient shortcuts in this 
long tradition of archaeological research has been 
the relatively constant equation of ceramic deco-
ration with the social worlds of the past. Recent 
research may have found that even mundane 
technological choices are impacted by social fac-
tors like identity; yet, decorative variation in 
ceramics remains the most logical playground for 
the expressions of identity and the default avenue 
of inquiry for those seeking identities in the past. 
In the following paper, I wish to draw upon my 
recent ethnoarchaeological work to assess the 
equation of decorative patterning in ceramics 
with identity. This research was stimulated ini-
tially by an analysis of ceramic variability from 
the Van Bree site, conducted as part of a MA 
project supervised by Mike Spence at the 
University of Western Ontario, which suggested 
that factors such as the scale and intensity of 
ceramic production had an important influence 
on the final character of decorative variation in 

the early-Late Woodland of SW Ontario. It also 
prompted me to undertake a critical exploration 
of the concept of “style” in archaeology 
(Cunningham 2003a) and then into ethnoar-
chaeological work aimed at untangling the causal 
complexity that affects regional ceramic patterns. 
My doctoral project focused on the exchange and 
consumption of household vessels in the Inland 
Niger Delta (IND) of Mali. In the IND, I 
observed two examples of significant changes in 
“adjunct” ceramic decoration, changes that close-
ly mimic the patterns archaeologists often attri-
bute to migrations or conquests. Despite the fact 
that potting traditions in the region are ethni-
cally embedded, these changes resulted not from 
radical social change, but rather from processes 
related to labor and its extraction within house-
hold political economies. I begin by looking 
briefly at the role that ethnoarchaeological 
knowledge plays in archaeology, move on to an 
exploration of the factors that affected the chang-
es I observed in my fieldwork, and then conclude 
by assessing the implications of this research for 
current attempts to identify ethnicity in the 
archaeological record. 

Ethnoarchaeology and Archaeology

At this point in archaeology’s history, any discus-
sion of ethnoarchaeological findings must include 
some preamble about the role ethnoarchaeology 
plays within archaeological research. 
Ethnoarchaeology has the misfortune of being 
conceived both as necessary to archaeological 
studies and somehow always deficient in meeting 
its objectives. Both processual and postprocessual 
archaeologies may have kicked off their respective 
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research programs with ethnoarchaeology projects 
(e.g, Binford 1978; Hodder 1982); but since then 
ethnoarchaeology has faced sharp critique. Simms 
(1992) famously described ethnoarchaeology as 
little more than an obnoxious spectator or a trivial 
pursuit, while Ann Stahl (1993) exposed ethnoar-
chaeology’s soft underbelly by pointing out that 
ethnoarchaeological work often relies on assump-
tions anchored in unilinear evolution. More 
recently, ethnoarchaeology has been chastised for 
both its eclecticism (Arnold III 2000) and its con-
tinued tendency to produce cautionary tales 
(Kuznar 2001). Others have dismissed ethnoar-
chaeological studies entirely, finding them to be 
ethically bankrupt (Gosden 1999; Jones 2002).

Many of ethnoarchaeology’s current problems 
are a product of its birth in the positivist episte-
mology put forward by the New Archaeology 
(Cunningham 2009a). Indeed, its perceived 
shortcomings emerge from its failure to meet the 
expectations set out for it by the New Archaeology, 
expectations that by and large were never achiev-
able. Ethnoarchaeology moved from its initial 
position as an intriguing archaeological side-
project to become the vanguard of the New 
Archaeology’s scientific study of the past. 
Ethnoarchaeology would provide the linking 
principles that would tie the behavioral phenom-
ena referenced in the social theory archaeology 
used – effectively a tri-part model of culture pro-
posing ecological determinism – to the material 
patterns that were observed in the archaeological 
record. By going to the field and documenting 
unambiguous causal relations between material 
culture and these behaviors, ethnoarchaeologists 
provided the means for positivists to deductively 
test their interpretations (Binford 1983:14, 54). 
Relations between material patterns and human 
behavior were expected to be directly apprehen-
sible through bottom-up programs of “theory 
building” (Binford 1981). Unlike archaeology, 
which needed background theories and deductive 
programs of theory testing to establish interpreta-
tions, ethnoarchaeology could be an inductive 
pursuit. As a project of “theory building” (rather 
than “theory testing”), the middle range theories 
ethnoarchaeologists created from inductive study 
would be independent of archaeology’s explana-

tory theory. Despite the critiques of positivism 
made by Kuhn (1996), Binford could thus sug-
gest that archaeology achieved a methodological 
form of “objectivity” (Binford 1983: 45-55) 
because it relied on middle range theories during 
testing that were independent of archaeology’s 
general theory. The benchmark for ethnoarchae-
ology’s success would thus be its ability to iden-
tify – through inductive, ethnographic study – 
unambiguous relations between material culture 
patterns and human behavior. 

It now goes without saying that the view of ethno-
graphic research put forward by the New Archaeology 
– as the simple, a-theoretical recording of human 
behaviors – contrasts quite sharply with contempo-
rary anthropological approaches. Many anthropolo-
gists are deeply skeptical about their ability to create 
an “objective” account of human behavior from 
observation alone (e.g., De Certeau 1984; Geertz 
1973; Marcus and Fischer 1986). Behavior does not 
come pre-packaged into discrete units (for which a 
“material correlate” could be identified), but is con-
tinuous and inherently ambiguous. The problem is 
even more pronounced when we consider that, in 
archaeology, “behaviors” are usually structural phe-
nomena rather than the sort of discrete events typi-
cally seen in daily human practice. Identifying spe-
cific behaviors, their causal antecedents, and their 
material correlates would thus seem to require a level 
of theorization that is at least as developed as that 
used by archaeologists to interpret the material 
record.

Many archaeologists nonetheless seem to have 
bought into the positivist outlook, going into the 
field for relatively short periods to try and docu-
ment some interesting behavioral-material relation 
(see David and Kramer 2001for discussion). Not 
surprisingly, they often returned from the field 
armed with results that suggested the causal forces 
impacting both behavior and material culture were 
much different than those proposed in archaeo-
logical theories. Many archaeologists responded to 
these findings by dismissing ethnoarchaeology as 
senselessly eclectic and a nihilistic producer of 
cautionary tales. Rather than a deficiency in eth-
noarchaeology, however, much of the problem lies 
in the positivists underestimation of the difficulties 
of ethnographic research (Cunningham 2003b). 
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The consequence has been that, for unrepentant 
positivists, ethnoarchaeology became the scape-
goat for the failure of their grand vision, while for 
anti-positivists, ethnoarchaeology became the 
poster child of scientism. 

As a consequence of its ties to the New 
Archaeology, much of the received knowledge 
about ethnoarchaeology is even now distinctly 
anachronistic. Many archaeologists still seem to 
feel that ethnoarchaeology’s role is to identify law-
like relations between behavior and material cul-
ture1, despite the fact that the positivism that 
underwrote this role no longer has widespread 
support. Recent research has instead identified a 
slew of congruencies in once polarizing epistemic 
positions between processual and post-processual 
archaeology (Hegmon 2003; Kosso 2001; Trigger 
1998, 2003a, 2003b; Tschauner 1996; VanPool 
and VanPool 1999; Wylie 2002). Minor termino-
logical differences still exist (e.g., advocacy of 
“metaphor” versus “analogy”), but current research 
seems to have settled on a distinctly post-positivist 
approach. At the heart of the post-positivist epis-
temic vision is the realization both of the con-
structed nature of our investigations and of a series 
of procedures for counteracting the tautologies 
that always threaten to emerge. Data may always 
be identified in the light of background knowledge 
and theories, but that data may still resist our wild-
est flights of fancy, creating networks of resistances 
that challenge poor interpretations (Shanks and 
Tilley 1987). More explicit and proactive tech-
niques increase the poignancy of these resistances. 
Theories do frame archaeological data, but no 
theory is so encompassing and logically seamless 
that it determines every aspect of the empirical 
word that can be used as evidence for that theory 
(Wylie 2002). Fragmentation occurs among differ-
ent theories and the diverse datasets that they 
bring into being, creating opportunities for inde-
pendence in testing procedures that defy vicious 
tautologies. Interpretations that “tack” between 
independent theories and datasets and are able to 
triangulate independent lines of evidence build 
interpretive security. 

1 For example, some researchers still feel ethnoarchaeology 
should get on with the job of “mapping” relations between be-
havioural phenomena and material patterning (Arnold 2003).

Ethnoarchaeology has an important role in this 
new post-positivist environment because ethno-
graphic studies can provide independent support 
for archaeological theories. Archaeology and eth-
noarchaeology are two distinct research “tacks” 
(Wylie 2002). Archaeological research interprets 
the material record in the light of background 
theories about human action and its ties to mate-
rial culture, while ethnoarchaeology makes a 
complementary tack that assesses the same theory 
in ethnographic contexts. Rather than a theory-
free quest for unambiguous material correlates, 
ethnoarchaeology is a significant aspect of archae-
ological research because it offers an independent 
context in which the same theory archaeologists 
use to interpret the material record can be tested 
and refined. This theory includes not only gen-
eral propositions about human action (“general 
theory”), but also mid-level theories that seek to 
balance empirical and theoretical content and 
even low-level theories that focus on behavioral-
material relations. Ethnoarchaeology is a useful 
complement to archaeology because its research 
contexts – i.e., studies of daily practice – are 
unique from archeology’s more structured vision 
of human action, creating the sorts of data-theo-
ry independencies that build confidence in our 
conceptual frameworks. 

It is in this light that I offer the following dis-
cussion of ceramic variability. No single ethno-
graphic setting will ever serve as a perfect (or even 
marginally perfect) analogue (or “metaphor”) for 
a particular archaeological context. But ethno-
graphic research in a number of different settings 
may document the causal forces that can impact 
ceramic decoration and suggest testing strategies 
(i.e., independent lines of archaeological evi-
dence) that may allow archaeologists to select 
between those options. 

Ceramic Change in the Inland Niger Delta

Ceramics in the Inland Niger Delta are produced by 
casted women potters who work out of their own 
homes. The Inland Niger Delta sits on the northern 
periphery of the Mandé cultural sphere and its 
social structure is often interpreted in relation to 
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Mandé’s tri-part caste system of nobles and farmers, 
craft specialists, and slaves. These castes transect the 
ethnic divisions present in the region (see Figures 1 
and 2). Craft producers are typically situated in an 
ambiguous social position, both revered and 
shunned because of their control over transforma-
tive technologies (Conrad and Frank 1995; Frank 
1998; LaViolette 2000). Typically, they are described 
as endogamous; however, recent changes in the local 
economy – specifically the decreasing demand for 
smelted iron – have meant that many potters are 
now married to local farmers. Indeed, ethnicity and 
caste both seems much more fluid than has tradi-
tionally been assumed, especially in the upper delta 
(Amselle 1998; Conrad 2002; Cunningham 2005: 
Ch. 3). 

Potters in the study area tend to reside in one 
of two ethnic groups, each of whom follows dis-
tinct operational sequences in the production of 
their pottery (Gallay and Huysecom 1989; 
Gallay, et al. 1998; Huysecom 1994a, 1994b; 
LaViolette 2000; Mayor 1994, 2003). Somono 

numu potters tend to use concave ceramic molds 
to form the base of a vessel and then build up the 
sides through the use of coils. These potters 
employ slow wheels in their production. Slow 
wheels are conical vessels that pivot on an oiled 
indentation in the floor of a work space. The 
wheel is filled with fine grog that supports a 
ceramic mold and the wheel is spun by one hand 
while the other is used to form the pot. Potters 
form the vessel initially by pressing the clay into 
the mold with their hand. As coils are added to 
the rim, potters use wet leather and elliptical 
pieces of calash with one hand to smooth out the 
sides as the vessel as it is slowly turned. Once 
formed, vessels may be decorated with incision, 
rouletting, stamps, and incising; or, they may be 
formed and then directly set out to dry and await 
painting. 

In contrast, Fulani (Peul) griot potters do not 
use a slow wheel and instead tend to use convex 
molds in association with a paddle and anvil 
technique to form their vessels. Small pots are 

Figure 1. The study area.
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formed by being pressed into a concave wooden 
mold to form the base and then the upper por-
tions of the vessel are formed by adding coils and 
using a paddle and anvil. Larger vessels begin as a 
flat pancake of clay that is draped over a convex 
mold – typically a broken vessel similar to that 
being made – and pounded into form. Once the 
base is dry, it is removed from the mold and coils 
of clay are added and the form is made with the 
assistance of a hammer and anvil. The wheel 
technique used by numu potters allows them to 
make a far wider range of vessel forms than typi-
cally are produced by griot potters, but the higher 
density of Griot pots makes their water vessels 
highly sought after because of its cooling proper-
ties. 

Pots are fired by both groups in open bonfires 
that are fueled by cattle-dung and straw. Both of 

these fuels are available only at the end of the 
harvest, which restrict most pottery production 
to the dry season (see below). Potters use a num-
ber of different marketing strategies to market 
their wares. They sell in their own village, 
through local markets, through sales trips to 
neighboring villages, through the use of fran-
chises, and occasionally through pirogue-based 
itinerant marketing and even itinerant produc-
tion where potters relocate with their tools to 
produce in another village. Water jars are rela-
tively unique vessels in the Inland Niger Delta. 
Generally, they appear in two distinct varieties 
that are produced by potters in both ethnic 
groups. First, they may be “courtyard vessels” 
which are large jars placed in the cookhouse or in 
a shady part of the courtyard. These pots contain 
water for cooking, washing and other domestic 

Figure 2. Examples of water 
jars from the inland Niger 
Delta. Griot water jars for 
sale in Jenné (top left); cur-
rent Forgeron jars for sale in 
Jenné Market (top right); a 
traditional Forgeron jar 
(bottom left); Kotimé’s water 
jar (bottom right).
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tasks. In contrast, “drinking vessels” are smaller 
and typically are conveniently placed on a patio 
attached to the house or in the corner of the 
antechamber of a room block. In comparison to 
water storage jars, which are modestly decorated, 
water pots for drinking are highly decorated and 
proudly displayed.

Both Griot potters and Forgeron potters pro-
duce “drinking vessels”, although they are mark-
edly different in both their form and decoration. 
Griot jars tend to be spherical in shape, do not 
possess either a defined neck or a footring, but do 
have a short lip. The paddle and anvil technique 
used by Griot potters produces thin and densely 
walled vessels that are famous for keeping drink-
ing water ice cold, although they tend to sweat 
water quite quickly. Griot drinking jars tend to 
have red triangular and diamond shaped designs 
painted down the upper half of the vessel in 
horizontal bands with the occasional boss adorn-
ment. In contrast, Forgeron potters produce 
larger spherical vessels that possess handles placed 
at the mid point of the body, a footring, and 
sometimes a tall neck. Currently, the upper 1/3 
of Forgeron pots is red slipped, with horizontal 
bands of triangular, naturalistic or text-based 
decoration covering the mid-section of the body 
Both Forgeron and Griot potters will occasion-
ally make their bands of decoration stand out by 
painting the designs over a white slip.

While Griot pottery seems to have remained 
largely similar throughout the latter half of the 
20th Century, current Forgeron pottery is under-
going some rapid changes. Two significant shifts 
in Forgeron drinking jars are evident. First, most 
water jars originally seemed to have possessed 
long necks, where as now up to half of the 
Forgeron vessels for sale throughout the region 
do not. Second, these vessels seem to have origi-
nally been decorated with highly elaborate incised 
and stamped designs that ran from the lip right 
down to the base of the pot. In contrast, current 
drinking jars – both necked and un-necked ver-
sions – are almost always decorated with just 
painted designs. Older vessels with tall necks and 
stamped or incised designs are present in house-
holds throughout the region and many of the 
potters who were interviewed possess the tools to 

make these pots and said they could do so if they 
were specially ordered. However, incising and 
stamping was no longer a part of their everyday 
production.

Toward Thick Descriptions of Ceramic 
Change

One of the more problematic aspects of ethnoar-
chaeological work has been a tendency to not 
fully embed potters’ production within the mod-
ern economic and cultural context in which they 
live. The fact that pottery predates other materi-
als in the region has often meant that archaeolo-
gists treat it as a “traditional technology” – some-
thing left over but largely intact from the bygone, 
pre-colonial era. However, craft producers rarely 
continue to produce craft items, or consumers 
continue to buy them, just because of inherent 
traditionalism. Understanding current craft pro-
duction thus means an explicit consideration of 
how people have adjusted to the post-colonial 
settings in which they live. If these sorts of con-
nections are ignored in order to make ethnoar-
chaeological findings look more “traditional”, 
i.e., more like a hypothetical archaeological situ-
ation, then an artificial picture of craft produc-
tion is created. In the Inland Niger Delta, pottery 
production does occur within casted hierarchies 
and ethnically defined technological traditions, 
but that production is an economic activity. 
Women produce pots because it allows them to 
generate the income they need to meet their obli-
gations within patrilineal households. For this 
reason, it is important to contextualize pottery 
production in the broader economic system 
before moving on to a consideration of the causal 
forces affecting change. 

Potters currently face an economic squeeze. 
On the one hand, the Malian cash economy is 
making it increasingly difficult to barter pottery 
for the services needed to produce their pottery. 
Whereas teamsters used to be given a large pot 
such as a water jar in exchange for hauling their 
firing materials and clay to the potters firing loca-
tion or workplace, now teamsters demand a fixed 
cash payment. On the other hand, potters have 
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seen the amount they receive in exchange for 
their pottery fixed according to an absolute cash 
value. Previously, the amount given in exchange 
for a pot was prone to fluctuate. For example, 
within their home village, potters would often 
give away pottery during the fall (during the 
planting and weeding periods of the agricultural 
calendar) and then receive a “re-gift” of cereals 
after the harvest. Although the re-gift of rice is 
expected by both parties when the pot is given 
away, the delayed nature of the exchange takes 
the social form of “gifting” (after Smart 1993). 
The important consequence for potters was that 
there was rarely an explicit assessment of equity 
in the exchange. Grain prices, for example, tend 
to drop during and immediately following the 
harvest, which enabled potters to receive between 
50 and 100% more cereal in return for pots they 
had “gifted” then they would otherwise normally 
receive for a direct exchange. As a result, potters 
are quick to enter into delayed forms of reciproc-
ity and focus additional effort in selling their pots 
during this period. Several potters noted that 
they would often gain more cereals than they 
needed for their own annual consumption and 
thus would resell it later in the dry season when 
grain prices returned to normal. Unfortunately, 
cash now provides an easy way to compare value. 
Most consumers are unwilling to enter into 
delayed forms of reciprocity and prefer to pay 
cash or “cash value” for pottery during the har-
vest rather than negotiate for a quantity of grain. 
As a result, potters are getting less in return for 
their vessels at the same time they are being asked 
to pay cash for production expenses. 

In addition to the impact of the cash economy, 
ceramic production has also been deeply effected 
by industrially produced, functional equivalents of 
many pot forms, including plastic buckets, enamel 
serving dishes and aluminum caldrons. 
Nonetheless, when considered as a group, pottery 
remains a major component of most household 
tool kits. In a census of 100 households in the 
region, pottery made up over 40% of the vessels 
that were identified. In general, the persistence of 
pottery in the economy is a function of its low cost 
and availability. Industrial objects typically must 
be paid for upon possession and requires an 

amount of cash that demands dedicated saving or 
a windfall. It also usually requires a visit to one of 
the region’s larger markets. In contrast, potters are 
ubiquitous throughout the region and engage in 
extensive marketing strategies that bring their 
inexpensive pottery to the doorsteps of many con-
sumers. Potters are also willing to engage in barter 
and delayed reciprocal exchanges, which means 
that rural farmers can still get pottery when they 
do not have the time, cash or surplus cereals 
needed to acquire more desirable industrial items. 

Yet, the vessel forms present were primarily 
those that have resisted the impact of industrial 
materials. For example, consumers clearly prefer 
to own plastic wash kettles instead of ceramic 
wash pots, yet wash pots remain popular because 
of their availability and inexpensiveness. Large 
ceramic cook pots, used to prepare rice and other 
cereals, have largely been replaced by aluminum 
caldrons. They now make up less than 1/6th of 
the total number of caldrons identified in the 
census. Ceramic serving dishes have almost 
entirely been replaced by enamel servers and pot-
ters noted that now they only made ceramic serv-
ing vessels when they were specially ordered, 
typically by people the potters described as “tra-
ditionally minded.” In contrast, traditional 
ceramic medicine preparation pots are relatively 
common and are explicitly sought by consumers 
because marabous-healers feel that traditional 
medicines must be brewed in “traditional vessels” 
to be effective. 

Water jars were the second most frequently 
found vessel type in the census and by far are the 
most important type of pottery in contemporary 
Malian households. Water jars remain an impor-
tant component of most households both because 
of its continuing functional uses as well as its 
important role in marriage trousseaus. Water jars 
face little direct competition from industrial 
equivalents. Although thermoses and other insu-
lated water storage containers can be bought 
locally, these items require ice to cool the water 
and keep it at a pleasant drinking temperature. 
Several enterprising families now sell ice in Jenné, 
where there is a relatively reliable generated 
power system, but outside of Jenné there are few 
sources of regular power. In these areas, water jars 
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continue to be the preferred way of keeping water 
cool. Water jars are also an important part of the 
marriage trousseaus that accompany a bride into 
her husband’s extended patrilineal family. 
Typically, water jars are gifts given to a bride from 
her mother. The mother, in turn, may have 
received it as a gift form a local potter-friend or 
may have special ordered it along with a collec-
tion of other small pots from a well-reputed pot-
ter. These pots are proudly displayed either in the 
front room of a household or on the patio. They 
are highly decorated and several women stated 
that they needed to be beautiful so they would 
encourage her new husband to drink the water 
she has brought to the compound. Water jars 
from Mopti, a commercial center some 100 km 
NE of Jenné, are particularly desirable as mar-
riage pots. These vessels are typically decorated 
from the midline up with a red slip that is bur-
nished to high gloss. Text is placed in relief 
around the center of the body, often stating the 
bride’s name or the phrase “Souvenir de Mopti.” 
Water jars are also a central component of hospi-
tality; visitors are usually seated on the patio or 
front room and quickly offered water from the jar 
so they can refresh themselves. Thus, water jars 
are an important part of both the transference of 
the products of women’s labor (hauled water) to 
her husband. They also figure metaphorically in 
the subtle politics of polygamous, patrilineal 
households where women often vie with their 
co-wives for equal attention and access to patri-
lineal resources. A husband who drinks more 
often from one wife’s water jar spends more time 
in her house and with her children. 

It is within this context that we can understand 
the decorative shifts that have occurred. The 
change from tall necked to un-necked pots seems 
partially a consequence of the relative importance 
of new materials. Two specific factors were often 
reported by both potters and consumers. 
Consumers now seem to prefer closing their ves-
sels with a plastic or stainless steel plate rather 
than with the ceramic lid that usually accompa-
nies the pot. Lids are prone to break because they 
are handled so frequently throughout the day. 
Plastic plates, or more extravagantly, high-gloss 
stainless steel plates, were generally thought to be 

a more durable, appealing and fashionable lid. 
However, tall-necked pots often have a larger 
mouth than the diameter of the average plate, 
which means that if a plate is used, it often rest 
low down in the neck and is hard to remove. 
Plates are much more easily used in association 
with un-necked vessels with a smaller mouth. 
Un-necked pots also leave the plates in plain 
view, whereas plates set into a tall necked pot can 
only be seen from a high viewing angle. 

In a similar way, the cups used to retrieve the 
water from within the vessel seem to impact ves-
sel consumption. Originally, water seems to have 
been retrieved from the pot with the assistance of 
a calabash spoon that could reach down the long 
necks. Now, however, consumers prefer to use 
plastic or stainless steel cups, or in more impov-
erished households, used tin cans. For example, 
one of the consumers interviewed during the 
census had recently discarded the water jar she 
had received from her mother for her marriage 
and replaced it with a new, un-necked jar from 
Jenné. When asked about this purchase, she 
stated that she has recently bought an expensive 
stainless steel cup for drinking, but both she and 
her children were having trouble getting the cup 
down the tall neck of her old pot to reach the 
water. As a result, she explicitly went to purchase 
a new jar so she could continue using the cup. 

What is perhaps most surprising is that in both 
these cases, ceramic changes are not due to specific 
changes in desirability related to the pots them-
selves, but are caused by the more generalized 
desire to use industrially produced materials in 
association with the pots. Household vessels of all 
types are uniquely women’s objects and seem to 
symbolically represent their owner. The marriage 
trousseaus that accompany a bride to her new 
household do not just include her water jar, but 
now also typically include an extravagant display 
of enameled serving dishes. Enamels seem to have 
taken over the role once played by calabashes in 
the trousseau, which were given to the bride as 
gifts from her and her mother’s social network and 
represented in a relatively direct way the social 
capital she could draw upon (see Cooper 1997). 
The expense of enamels, however, makes their pos-
session more than just a measure of social capital. 
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They are also an overt demonstration of the wealth 
that the bride can draw upon; wealth that is 
manifest in a form that she controls (Cunningham 
2009b). As economic power becomes a significant 
component of the Malian social environment, new 
materials that possess economic value have 
achieved a dominant position in the local aesthet-
ic. When not in use, cups are placed upside down 
on the plate-lids used to close the jar, becoming 
part of its overall presentation. Plastic and stainless 
steel plates add to the aesthetic value of a water jar, 
whose absolute beauty now is partially a measure 
of its expensive and industrially-produced accou-
trements. Beautifully decorated water jars may still 
encourage a husband to drink the products of his 
wife’s labor, but when he does so, it is with a stain-
less steel cup that attests to his wife’s social and 
economic power. The shift to un-necked vessels 
thus reflects the increasing importance of industri-
ally produced items in comparison to pottery.

Faced with the devaluation of their products, 
potters have actively sought to limit the labour 
they invest in potting. They have done this by 
replacing time-consuming incised and stamped 
decorative techniques with painted designs. 
Potters noted that consumers continued to cher-
ish stamped designs, but they were unwilling to 
pay extra for pots with these treatments. When 
highly decorated vessels were offered in markets 
next to less expensive, painted items, consumers 
would tend to choose the least expensive vessel. 
The dilemma is most acutely felt by a young pot-
ter from Soa named Fatumata. Fatumata was 
trained at the town of Dia by her grandmother. 
Her pots are incredibly uniform and undeniably 
beautiful, with a glossy finish, bands of relief and 
the phrase “Vive L’Armée” embossed around the 
pot at the midline.2 By her estimation, it takes 
her about three times longer to make these pots 
compared to a painted water jar and she nor-
mally asks almost double the price of a painted 
jar. Although consumers are quick to show inter-
est in these jars, they move on when the price is 
stated and usually buy a cheaper jar. At the time 

2 The phrase probably reflects a special order made by the 
army to her grandmother for a number of vessels. Her grand-
mother now includes the phrase on all her pots and taught 
Fatumata to do the same. The phrase is remarkable because 
both Fatumata and her grandmother are illiterate.

of the interview, Fatumata was considering halt-
ing her production of these pots because she said 
that people were too poor to buy her wares. 

It’s important to note that potters are not seek-
ing to limit labor investments in potting because 
they are the ruthless calculators of inputs and 
outputs often implied by formal economic mod-
els (although they are certainly shrewd business 
women), but because labor is a scarce and con-
tested resource. The patrilineal families into 
which potters marry have a hierarchical system of 
labor allocation. Daughters in law are expected to 
carry out most domestic tasks not only in their 
nuclear family’s own home, but also in the 
extended family’s central household. These tasks 
include cleaning the house, hauling water and 
preparing collective meals. In houses with several 
junior daughters in law, work for the extended 
household is partitioned on a daily rotation. For 
families with just one or two daughters in law, 
however, the labor demanded by her husband’s 
family can be extreme. On work days, women 
rise early and spend their entire day serving the 
extended family. Just preparing an evening meal 
may take more than four hours of work. 
Independent economic activities, such as potting, 
must take place in the “free-time” women have 
when not committed to the extended family. 

Adding to this problem is the collapse of iron 
production and a marked tendency for potters’ 
husbands to engage in agricultural work. At one 
time, potters’ husbands were dedicated craft pro-
ducers, typically iron workers, who gained their 
staple cereals through trade. However, the 
drought that has hit the Sahel since the 1970s has 
significantly reduced the surpluses agriculturalists 
have produced. Additionally, the abundance of 
high quality scrap iron in the local economy has 
eradicated most local smelting. Those iron work-
ers who continue to work in the trade often do so 
intermittently, shifting their focus from iron 
smelting to smith-work. Faced with diminishing 
returns and few agricultural surpluses, many for-
mer iron workers have adopted agricultural pro-
duction – either as a way of supplementing their 
iron work or as a complete replacement to craft 
production. 



274	 Ontario Archaeology No. 85-88/London Chapter OAS Occasional Publication No. 9

This shift is dire for potters because agricul-
tural production significantly increases demands 
on their labor, both from field related work and 
from associated household chores. In the deep 
water channels of the delta known as the Pondori, 
potters who once followed itinerant, pirogue-
based marketing strategies with their mothers 
have abandoned the practice because it conflicts 
with the time of the year when they are needed to 
help with weeding and the harvest. Instead of 
stockpiling pottery during the dry season and 
then using pirogues to sell it during the floods, 
potters now focus almost entirely on selling dur-
ing the dry season by donkey cart and horse-
drawn wagon because this is when agricultural 
demands on their labor are much lighter. 

Discussion

In contrast to archaeological maxims that see 
decorative variability as a straight forward and 
rather unproblematic reflection of social affini-
ties, the findings here point to the myriad of 
factors that may create decorative elements. The 
New Archaeology’s optimism about ethnoarchae-
ology’s ability to find unambiguous material cor-
relates relied on the hope that material culture 
should partition out into a simple and cross-cul-
turally relevant series of “decodes”. For every 
process in human society – such as ethnic sym-
bolism – there should be an associated material 
pattern – such as ceramic decorative styles. 
Binford argued that most of society should parti-
tion in similar ways: technomic, sociotechnic, 
and ideotechnic variability in material culture 
would directly reflect the adaptive, sociological 
and ideological behaviors of past societies 
(Binford 1962, 1965). In stark contrast, what I 
hope is most explicit in the preceding account of 
decorative changes in Mali is that something “as 
simple” as a change in decorative variation actu-
ally results from a highly complex mélange of 
processes. The implication is that rather than 
one-to-one relations between pattern and pro-
cess, material patterns are summative: they repre-
sent the cumulative effects of a number of inter-
action causal forces. 

Two broad lessons emerge from this study. First, 
not only are material patterns the result of several 
processes, but the importance of these processes 
may shift over time. At one point, the decorative 
variation studied here may have been strongly 
influenced by concerns with ethnic symbolism, 
but in Mali’s current postcolonial and globalized 
setting, household politics and the economics of 
labor have come to have a definitive impact on 
ceramic variability. Second, these shifts in impor-
tance are rarely confined to a single aspect of mate-
rial culture. As we have seen, the impact of house-
hold labor extraction is not just tied to decorative 
variation. Women also consume household vessels 
because they assist them in negotiating their posi-
tion within their husband’s family. A bride’s collec-
tion of enamels reminds her husband’s family 
about the social and economic resources she has at 
her disposal, allowing her to resist overexploitation 
despite her inherently marginalized position with-
in the household’s political economy. Beautiful 
decoration on water jars is less important now 
than it once was because the economic capital 
displayed through a collection of industrial materi-
als is an important part of personal identity. 
Potters, just like other women in the region, are 
embedded in these political economies and face 
the systematic extraction of their labor by their 
husband’s family. As their husbands shift to agri-
cultural production, more of their labor is appro-
priated for the household, which reduces the time 
they have for potting. Faced with less time to pot, 
an economic squeeze, and a clientele unwilling to 
pay for elaborate decorative treatments, potters 
have shifted from stamped and incised designs to 
more quickly and easily produced painted decora-
tive elements. Political economies have such a 
diverse impact on different elements of pot pro-
duction and consumption because it is one of the 
most salient aspects of women’s experiences in this 
context at this particular time. In Bourdieu’s 
(1977:164-169) terms, women’s position in the 
household has reached a point of heterodoxy in 
which it is the subject of explicit concern and 
negotiation. 

Like pebbles dropped in ponds, we would thus 
expect that those processes that have a dominant 
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impact on a social setting are not restricted to one 
facet of material variability, but instead create 
waves of change that travel through diverse facets 
of material culture. Moments of severe adaptive 
stress, ethnic conflicts, or economic change like-
wise should manifest themselves archaeologically 
not just in specific material patterns, but in chang-
es throughout a wide range of material residues. By 
tacking between independent lines of evidence 
that have been partially impacted by such cultural 
phenomena, archaeologists would be able to iden-
tify the presence of causal forces – like those origi-
nating in household political economies – that are 
responsible for material patterning. For this rea-
son, it is perhaps important that ethnicity is not 
narrowly equated with decorative variation. 
Doing so has the effect of, on the one hand, over-
simplifying the number of causal forces that go 
into creating a decorative pattern and, on the 
other, leaving other lines of evidence for ethnicity 
unexplored. 

Conclusion

Ethnoarchaeology exists to aid archaeological 
interpretation. Yet, it will never provide archaeol-
ogy with the list of material-to-behavior decodes 
that the New Archaeology once hoped. What 
ethnoarchaeology can do, however, is to seek to 
understand the relationship between human 
action and material patterning so that this knowl-
edge can be used by archaeologists to develop the 
methods and conceptual frameworks that facili-
tate the best possible interpretations of the past. 
As I have shown, the default (yet anachronistic) 
assumption that patterns in material culture iso-
morphically relate to specific processes, such that 
decorative variation could always be a measure of 
past ethnicities, is inconsistent with the ethno-
graphic record. The patterning observable in 
decorative variation may result from a variety of 
causal antecedents, including ones that are par-
ticular to specific times and places. The key to 
identifying which of the various alternatives are 
responsible for a particular pattern found in the 
archaeological record is a question that can only 
be answered by expanding the research and seek-

ing other lines of evidence – other material pat-
terns – that should be present if the process sug-
gested in the interpretation was in operation. 
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