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MISSION
We build more equitable and vibrant communities by celebrating 
the everyday expressions of culture, heritage, and diversity in the 
Greater Southwest. 

OUR HISTORY
The Southwest Folklife Alliance was formed in 2014 in response to 
an identified gap in the support systems available to heritage artists 
in Arizona and the region. Harvesting the 40-plus year track record 
of aesthetic explorations and ethical engagement among tradition 
bearers derived from the Tucson Meet Yourself Folklife Festival, a 
group of passionate cultural leaders saw the need to amplify models 
of community development that place culture at the center of 
economic vitality and social equity.

A study commissioned by the University of Arizona’s Southwest 
Center in 2012 found that while the southwestern region of the 
United States (a.k.a. northwestern region of Mexico) boasts an 
abundance of informal expressive arts, foods and traditional 
knowledge among Native, ethnic, occupational and other folk 
living communities, much of the sustainability and impact of 
these assets is fragile and diffused. In the US-Mexico border zones 
specifically, recognition of the social and economic contributions of 
heritage artists has been negligible compared to other areas of the 
Southwest.   

After an extensive planning process, the existing 501(c)3 nonprofit 
organization that had produced Tucson Meet Yourself since 1976 
was re-tooled and renamed as Southwest Folklife Alliance (SFA). 
With seed funding from the National Endowment for the Arts, the 
Surdna Foundation and the University of Arizona College of Social 
and Behavioral Sciences the scope of SFA became regional and 
national – the first dedicated folklife organization along the US-
Mexico border corridor focused solely on uplifting, supporting, and 
presenting the work of traditional artists year-round.

OUR WORK MATTERS WHEN
• Heritage-based artists in the Southwest region receive more 

direct financial support and benefit from more visibility and 
respect;  

• Communities and neighborhoods are utilizing the tools of asset-
mapping and cultural documentation to build social capital and 
strengthen democratic participation; 

• Residents across a broad spectrum of ethnic, racial, social 
and economic levels learn skills of cultural documentation for 
personal enrichment and social action; 

• An identifiable network of cultural partners and advocates come 
together to increase collaboration and craft innovative culture-
based models to address intractable social problems; 

• New corporate, individual and philanthropic partners engage in 
a common purpose to direct funding to the traditional arts.
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AFFILIATION WITH UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
The Southwest Folklife Alliance has the distinction of being an official affiliated non-profit organization of the University 
of Arizona – a designation enjoyed by only a handful of entities and granted exclusively by the University President. 
SFA is housed at the Southwest Center, a unit of the College of Social and Behavioral Sciences. The Public Folklorist at 
the Southwest Center serves as SFA’s Executive Director.

The University of Arizona has a long and distinguished history in folklore studies and public folklore activities.  
In 1943 the first campus interdisciplinary committee on Southwest Folklore was created by then University President 
Alfred Atkinson under the leadership of anthropologist Dr. Frances Gillmor. The Folklore Committee included faculty 
from ten different departments across the UA. It served as an early model of university-community partnership long 
before this became a widespread practice.

In the 1970s, a new level of community engagement came about with the hiring of a young UA anthropology alumnus 
named Jim Griffith. While Dr. Griffith (known to his friends and collaborators as Big Jim) taught academic courses 
in folklore, his heart was set in making the beauty and depth of folk traditions available to a broader public. In 1974, 
Jim and his wife Loma founded the festival Tucson Meet Yourself. In 1979, University of Arizona President John Paul 
Schaefer created the Southwest Folklore Center as a special unit housed within the University Library. He hired Dr. Jim 
Griffith to lead the center.

Dr. Griffith went on to create an exceptional record of academic and community engagement. For this he is beloved 
in Tucson and respected and honored nationally. Upon his retirement in 1998, the Jim Griffith Endowed Fund for the 
University of Arizona Public Folklorist was established at the College of Social & Behavioral Sciences to advance and 
expand the legacy of Big Jim’s deep love for the distinct culture of the borderlands. In 2000, the position of Public 
Folklorist was created at the College’s Southwest Center. Since 2004, Dr. Maribel Alvarez has been at the helm of 
multiple initiatives that honor the commitment to public folklore at the university. She splits her time between the 
Southwest Center, SFA and as faculty in the UA School of Anthropology. 

In 1976, the 94th Congress of the United States codified the meaning of 
“Folklife” through PUBLIC LAW 94-201 which established the American 
Folklife Center at the Library of Congress. The law states:

• That the diversity inherent in American folklife has contributed 
greatly to the cultural richness of the Nation;

• That the history of the United States effectively demonstrates that 
building a strong nation does not require the sacrifice of cultural 
differences;

• That American folklife has a fundamental influence on the desires, 
beliefs, values, and character of the American people.

WHAT IS FOLKLIFE 
Folk-life refers to something more than folk-lore; it encompasses the traditional expressive culture shared 
within various groups – familial, ethnic, occupational, religious, regional, etc.  It is mainly learned informally 
and or by imitation. Folklife are the things that people say, make or do as part of their everyday life to express 
symbolically and materially the meaning of who they are, where they come from, the communities and 
places where they feel “at home.”  Folk-life embraces the simple artistic expressions that are otherwise taken 
for granted – the arts of vernacular foods cooked in a home kitchen, the stories shared at moments of life 
transitions, the jokes that helps us cope with stressful and painful situations, the objects that decorate our 
homes, yards, and bodies. 



ARTIST SUPPORT
Program areas: Master-Apprentice Program, 
Learning Exchanges, Entrepreneurship
Locations: 

• Hopi Land-Second Mesa, AZ
• Maricopa County-Glendale, Mesa, Peoria, 

Salt River-Pima Maricopa Indian  
Community, AZ

• Marana-Yoem Pueblo, AZ
• Tohono O’odham Nation-Topawa
• Tucson, AZ

HERITAGE CELEBRATIONS
Program areas: Tucson Meet 
Yourself, Heritage Oro Valley 
Locations: 

• City of Tucson, AZ
• Town of Oro Valley, AZ

CROSS-CULTURAL 
LEARNING
Program areas: Continuum 
Multicultural Practices in End of 
Life, Ethnographic Fieldschool, 
Cultural Competency Training, 
Folklorist In Residence
Locations: 

• Tucson, AZ
• Ajo, AZ
• Rio Sonora, Mexico
• Tohono O’odham Nation

WHO WE SERVE
Our geographic area of service is the Border region corridor expanding 
from Southeastern California to Western Texas, inclusive of the neighboring 
Northern Mexico cultural zone. We work closely with a large network of 
ethnic and cultural clubs, associations, churches, tribal nations, municipalities 
and self-defined folk communities. Our network also includes one of the most 
ethnically diverse audiences of Folklife festivals nationally. SFA programs 
reach over 120,000 individuals each year. 
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COMMUNITY CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT
Program areas: Foodways: El Chamizal Food, Health 
and Cultural Master Plan El Paso, Yaqui Culinary 
Memory & Resistance Vicam Pueblo, Mexico & Marana, 
South Tucson Asset Mapping, La Doce S. 12th Ave 
Master Plan, Tucson
Locations: 

• El Paso, Texas
• Vicam Pueblo, Sonora Mexico 
• Yoem Pueblo, Marana 
• Tucson, AZ
• City of South Tucson, AZ

TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE ARCHIVE/
DOCUMENTATION
Program areas: Borderlore e-journal, Griffith Archive, El 
Moro de Cumpas Equestrian Folklore, Nogales Produce 
Industry: Occupational Folklore
Locations: 

• Albuquerque, New Mexico
• Las Cruces, New Mexico
• Douglas, AZ
• Safford, AZ
• Nogales, AZ

SOUTHWEST FOLKLIFE ALLIANCE
PROGRAM MAP



HIGHLIGHTS OF PROGRAMS

BORDERLORE 
• Our monthly E-Journal reaches over 9,000 subscribers across the nation
• Published 10 times a year
• A thematic approach in each issue: sharp writing and insightful viewpoints on the cultural 

practices of a complex region

Recent articles include: The Culture of Bee-Keeping; Mapping LGBTQ Youth Learning;  
The Architecture of the Japanese Tea Ceremony; The Desert’s Scent; and African-American  
Grave Markers

MASTER-APPRENTICE AWARD PROGRAM   
• First award program of its kind in Arizona
• 8 cash awards each year to Master Heritage Artists and their apprentices 
• Year-long mentorship focuses on aesthetic practice, skill-building and cultural transmission
• Intergenerational (family members can be the apprentices)

Recent artistic disciplines awarded include: Traditional Pottery; Chinese Lion Dancing; Black Urban 
Griot Storytelling; Old Time Fiddle; Hopi Overlay Jewelery and Mexican Folklorico Costume-making

CONTINUUM: MULTICULTURAL PRACTICES 
IN GRIEF AND END OF LIFE 

• Engaging a cohort of “citizen folklorists,” to document the variety of cultural practices associated to 
mourning and dying present in Southern Arizona

• Privilege stories and cultural interpretation from people’s own voices
• Includes several publications and a Resource Guide: available for free downloads.
• Work done in strong collaboration with hospices, funeral directors, agencies that serve the elderly, 

and health care practitioners

Topics covered include: Food’s role in Funeral Customs; Children in Grief; Tucson Refugee 
Communities; LGBT Healthcare; Natural Burial; Death Markers and Ghost Bikes  

YAQUI CULINARY MEMORY AND RESISTANCE
• Bi-national work in Yoem Pueblo (Marana, Arizona) and Vicam Pueblo (Rio Yaqui, Sonora)
• Documenting the role of food in Yaqui history and cultural resistance/sustainability
• Utilizing oral histories, ethnobotany surveys, place name maps, and experimental planting of 

heritage crops 
• Directing cash resources to tradition bearers, Native project leaders and project management for 

Yaqui-owned micro enterprises

URBAN FOODWAYS AND CULTURAL ASSET MAPPING
• In partnership with La Mujer Obrera in El Chamizal barrio, El Paso, TX
• Deploying the tools of ethnographic inquiry (folklore and anthropology) to map the food system 

of a complicated US-Mexico border site
• Harvesting traditional knowledge and social capital to plan strategically for greater impact
• Integrating arts and culture into urban planning, community development, health and economic 

resiliency
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SFA FINANCIAL SNAPSHOT (2015)

28+20+19+16+7+5+5+LSFA INCOME 
FY 2015

28% 
GOVERNMENT 
$173,730

20% 
EARNED 
$124,281

19% 
FOUNDATIONS

$120,650

16% 
UNIVERSITY  
OF ARIZONA

$97,000

7% 
CONTRIBUTED 

$46,293

5% 
SPONSORSHIPS

$32,450

5% 
INDIVIDUALS
$28,789

61+12+11+9+7+LSFA EXPENSES 
FY 2015

61% 
PROGRAMS 
$338,632

12% 
MARKETING

$68,981

11% 
PAYMENTS

TO ARTISITS
$63,173

9% 
GENERAL

OPERATIONS
$48,790

7% 
FUNDRAISING

$39,207

“For more than 40 years, the focus of Southwest 
folklore research and celebrations has remained true to 
a core idea: we believe there is an abundance of beauty, 
often hidden in plain view – in the diverse spaces 
of work, play, and everyday living that surround us. 
Our aim is to reveal that beauty in order to honor the 
inventiveness and resiliency of ordinary people” 

                            – Dr. Maribel Alvarez, Executive Director
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The Southwest Folklife Alliance is the designated Folk Arts Agency in Arizona made possible through a partnership 
with the Arizona Commission on the Arts and National Endowment for the Arts.

Except where noted, all photo documentation by Steven Meckler

It is hard to imagine a more unique statement about the role that culture and 
arts can play in the building of social capital and community than 
this beloved event. The first TMY took place in 1974; after four 
decades the festival continues in the same location.

NOTABLE FACTS >>

350 volunteers, the majority 
of which are youth, giving back  
to their community

45 different ethnic, national and 
folk communities represented

100 traditional folk artists 
demonstrating their craftsmanship 60 Food Vendors

300 heritage dancers and musicians 
sharing their unique living arts

Close to $50K 
     paid directly to artists

Over $350,000 raised 
     by participating small, ethnic  
         and regional food businesses,   
    cultural clubs and churches

TUCSON MEET YOURSELF FOLKLIFE FESTIVAL (TMY)

44% diversion 
rate from landfill

ONLY GREEN FESTIVAL IN 
SOUTHERN ARIZONA

8,000LBS 
of compost produced 
from festival food 
scraps

ANNUAL ATTENDANCE: 
100,000 PEOPLE                     65% 

                     of festival attendees surveyed  
         said “cultural diversity” and “education” 
are the most VALUABLE aspects of the event.

Southwest Folklife Alliance is Supported by

60 cars in Low & 
Shine Car Show


