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Abstract
As awareness has grown of the detrimental, often lethal, aspects of fashion
production and use, so too has a global movement to diminish its environmental
harms and mediate its social exploitation. In all types of commercial, academic,
and popular discourse about fashion, words such as eco-friendly, green, ethical,
fair, and slow -- the last being a catch-all term for all things “not fast fashion”
-- are ubiquitous. These terms are meant to represent an array of ways of
producing and using that are said or hoped to be sustainable.
This research is primarily concerned with the social sustainability, or
human development aspects, of artisan fashion, in the context of textile
management. Artisan fashion is defined here as both product (such as a
handwoven shawl), and as an evolving contemporary fashion system that
typically employs rural artisans in the “developing world” to make products
that are generally sold to urban, “developed world” consumers. Artisan
fashion, which attempts to bridge old ways of producing with new ways of
consuming, is positioned in this research as it has come to be viewed in the
fashion marketplace: a subset of so-called slow and sustainable fashion. Though
artisan fashion is emblematic of many slow and sustainable ideals, there is little
academic questioning or understanding of how “slow” and how “sustainable”
the stuff and the system that makes it actually are.
This case study centers on WomenWeave, a medium-sized handloomedtextile making social enterprise in a quickly-changing small town in rural
India. This producer, employing about 200 individuals, mostly women
with low-education and little privilege, specializes in naya khadi, a type of
apparel or furnishings fabric whose antecedent, khadi, is an integral part of
the grand narrative of India’s independence movement. Founded by a “social
entrepreneur” with deep and privileged roots in the community, the case
is idiosyncratic, yet representative of a common market-based ideological
approach to human development.
A narrative, ethnographic methodology was used that included multiple
field visits, observations, interviews, and participatory interactions with the
case’s leadership, management, artisans, product designers, partners and
experts, among others. The empirical experiences are presented, analyzed,
and discussed through the lenses of Activity Theory, and an adaptation of
Osterwalder and Pingeur’s Business Model Canvas.
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While the nomenclature of “slow and sustainable fashion” is, at least for the
time being, rejected, the research shows that with professional management, the
adoption of “global design” sensibilities, and other fast modernisms, the system
achieves its local mission of providing incomes and fostering social inclusion.
Key Words: Artisan Fashion, Artisan Textiles, Slow Fashion, Handloom,
Heritage Craft, Artisan Economy, Social Enterprise, Khadi, Design
Management, Fashion Management, Textile Management, Activity Theory,
Business Model Canvas.
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Sammanfattning
Allteftersom medvetenheten om de skadliga, ofta dödliga aspekterna av
modeproduktion och konsumtion har ökat, har även en global rörelse för att
minska miljöskador och kommunicera dess sociala utnyttjande ökat. I alla typer
av kommersiella, akademiska och populära diskurser om mode, är ord som
miljövänlig, grön, etisk, rättvis och långsam – det sista ett begrepp för allt som
inte är ”snabbt mode” – allestädes närvarande. Dessa begrepp är avsedda att
representera en mängd sätt att producera och konsumera som sägs, eller hoppas
vara, hållbara.
Denna studie handlar främst om social hållbarhet, eller mänskliga
utvecklingsaspekter, av handtillverkat mode, inom textilindustrin.
Handtillverkat mode definieras här som både produkt (som en handvävd sjal)
och som ett utvecklande modernt modesystem som använder hantverkare på
landsbygden i ”utvecklingsländerna” för att göra produkter som vanligtvis säljs
till urbana, ”västvärldens” konsumenter. Handtillverkat mode, som försöker
överbrygga gamla sätt att producera med nya sätt att konsumera, positioneras
i denna forskning såsom det har kommit att ses på modemarknaden: en
delmängd av så kallat långsamt och hållbart mode. Även om handtillverkat
mode är symboliskt för många långsamma och hållbara ideal, är det akademiskt
bristfälligt ifrågasatt och förståelse är låg för hur ”långsam” och ”hållbar” dessa
produkter och system faktiskt är.
Den här fallstudien fokuserar på WomenWeave, en medelstor
handvävningsbaserad textilproducent som samtidigt är ett socialt företag i
en snabbt föränderlig liten stad på landsbygden i Indien. Denna producent,
som sysselsätter cirka 250 individer, mestadels lågutbildade kvinnor med få
privilegier, specialiserar sig på naya khadi, en typ av kläder eller inredningstyg
vars föregångare, khadi, är en integrerad del av den stora berättelsen om Indiens
självständighetsrörelse. Grundat av en ”social entreprenör” med djupa och
privilegierade rötter i samhället är fallstudieföretaget idiosynkratiskt, men ändå
representativt för ett gemensamt marknadsbaserat ideologiskt tillvägagångssätt
för mänsklig utveckling.
En narrativ, etnografisk metodik användes som inkluderade flera fältbesök,
observationer, intervjuer och deltagande interaktioner med fallstudieföretagets
ledning, managers, hantverkare, produktdesigners, partners och experter, bland
7

annat. Det empiriska resultatet presenteras, analyseras och diskuteras med
hjälp av aktivitetsteori och en modifierad modell av Osterwalder och Pingeur’s
Business Model Canvas.
Medan nomenklaturen för ”långsamt och hållbart mode” avvisas,
åtminstone för närvarande, visar studien att med professionell ledning och
management, anammandet av ”global design” känsla för mode och andra
snabba moderniteter, uppfyller systemet sitt lokala uppdrag att tillhandahålla
inkomster och främja social integration.
Nyckelord: Handgjort mode, hantverkstillverkade textilier, långsamt mode,
handvävning, kulturellt hantverk, hantverksekonomi, socialt företagande, khadi,
Design Management, management inom modesektorn, management inom
textiltillverkning, Aktivitetsteori, Business Model Canvas.
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Prologue: The Local Gandhi
And khadi should be linked with liberty. All the time you are
spinning, you would not think in terms of your own requirements but in
terms of the requirements of the nation.
You will say, ’I want to clothe the whole nation and I must do it
non-violently.’ Each time you draw a thread, say to yourselves, ’We are
drawing the thread of swaraj.’ Multiply this picture million fold and you
have freedom knocking at your door. (Gandhi CWMM)

Terminal 2 at Mumbai’s Chhatrapati Shivaji International Airport is an
architectural delight. A heavenly complex of white pomegranate patterns and
pavilions, it is expected to serve some forty million passengers who, like me,
are among the less than twenty percent of the world’s population guesstimated
to have been in an airplane (Gurdus 2017).

Illustration 1. Rendering of Chhatrapati Shivaji International Airport, Mumbai. Image:
SOM/Crystal CG.

I experienced the lofty space for the first time in November 2015, arriving
in India from Sweden at three in the morning en route to my fourth visit to
Maheshwar, the small city where WomenWeave, the handloom enterprise that
is at the center of this narrative, is located. The new terminal is dazzling. SOM,
one of the world’s largest architectural firms who designed it, says that
14
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… the terminal celebrates a new global, high-tech identity for
Mumbai, the structure is imbued with responses to the local setting,
history, and culture.
Gracious curbside drop-off zones designed for large parties of
accompanying well-wishers accommodate traditional Indian arrival and
departure ceremonies. Regional patterns and textures are subtly integrated
into the terminals architecture at all scales [and] demonstrates the
potential for a modern airport to view tradition anew (Skidmore nd).

The airport, with plenty of space, security, luxury hotels, and recently
planted greenery surrounding it, is an emblem of planned functionality, even
if the megalopolis of Mumbai faces profound problems, including lack of
decent water, sanitation, housing, healthcare, education, and transportation,
among other conditions required for “decent” living and the prospect of human
development. Sixty to eighty percent of Mumbai’s twenty-two million residents
live in such conditions (Government of India 2014; Patel et al. 2014). In the
days before coming to India, mostly from the comfort of a clean bed dressed
in high-count cotton sheets, I had read Catherine Boo’s Behind the Beautiful
Forevers. The title refers to a sequence of advertising bills for imported Italian
tiles said to be “beautiful forever”. The posters are pasted on the external side
of a wall separating Annawadi, a mega-slum adjacent to the posh new airport,
from the rest of the world. The book is a detailed, depressing, and transfixing
narrative of how people manage (barely) to survive in Annawadi. No one who
reads Boo’s story, subtitled Life, Death, and Hope in a Mumbai Undercity,
could be untouched by the harrowing dehumanization caused by dysfunctional
socio-economic systems. The International Bank for Reconstruction and
Development/The World Bank (2008) reports what everyone with eyes on the
ground knows: the continuing influx of economic refugees into the cities is the
result of socio-economic paradigm that is ineffective in creating rural and smalltown livelihoods. In the next twenty years, urban built up areas are expected to
be triple the urban area that the “entire world had cumulatively generated by the
year 2000” (IBRD/World Bank p 19). Indeed, every year in India perhaps five
percent of the rural male adult population leave their villages in search of work
in the cities (Indian Express 2015). If five percent is a bit lower than in many
other developing countries, with a rural population of 860 million people (UN
2015), such migration is colossal problem. As slums have grown, so too has
slum tourism (Frenzel et al. 2012).
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In fact, I had planned to take a tour of Annawadi before traveling onward.
Voyeuristic as it seems to me, there is also an argument that slumming helps
the people living there through “donations” made via the tour operators, and by
potentially having outsiders’ consciousness raised. However, after settling into
hotel and talking with Sally Holkar, the founder of WomenWeave, I decided
to leave the big city for Maheshwar the next morning. When the sun began
to recede, I went for a walk down the noisy and glaring main Juhu Beach
shopping street toward the beach. Above are Bollywood billboards showing
people dressed in vividly colored sequins and silks. On the streets people are
less glittery; global industrial casual predominates. Passed the Starbucks, at
the Apple store I check my charger. It can’t quite cope with Indian electricity. I
walk passed a Starbucks and other corporate restaurants and hotels amid smaller
enterprises. At the end of the road, in low, brightly painted sheds, are fried-foods
and sweets vendors crowded with patrons. Later, on the sand, people, friendly,
men and teenage boys, come to ask me questions or sell trinkets, bottled water
and snacks. The Arabian Sea laps beyond us; the sun, blocked by the polluted,
hot, humid air, is a dying orange.

Illustration 2. The local Gandhi at the airport boutique, draped, in khadi, with Academy
Award winning flare. DG 2015.
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In the morning, at the old domestic airport, there is a shop selling luxury
stationery, handbags, and garments. In front of the entrance, upon a white box
pedestal sits a perfected crafted, spray-painted wax replica of Gandhi. He is
impeccably draped in real cotton khadi, the humble but multi-dimensional
fabric of Indian national identity, socio-economic policy, and contemporary
fashion. Tired from travel, heat, and cultural adjustments, I stared at the airport
shop’s local Gandhi. From a distance, its life-likeness made me shudder. Up
close, one sees it will collect dust. I flash for a moment on the local Gandhi, the
life-size, dhoti-wearing, walking-stick using, patinated-bronze one that stands
in a little garden behind an iron fence in Union Square park – in a neighborhood
famous for its trendy farmers’ market, fashion stars, celebrity chefs, and
high-tech gurus. The bronze is often adorned (by whom?) with real marigold
garlands. Just a minute walk’s north on Broadway is ABC Home, a mesmerizing
bazaar of luxury home-furnishings. The ground floor is devoted to a carefully
“curated” selection of designer-tweaked handicrafts, some of it handwoven
fabric in the same vein as what WomenWeave makes. I look again at the brown
and white Airport Gandhi. Behind him are shelves stacked with shirts. Each is
sealed in a shiny clear plastic bag, a visual and tactile encumbrance that would
be unimaginable on a shelf in the hyper-aestheticized context of ABC, but
necessary here to keep the stuff clean. I wonder what Gandhiji himself might
think of the khadi handbags, or which his wife Kasturba, might or might not
choose to carry onboard.
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1. Introduction
This is my same old coat, and my same old shoes.
I was the same old me, with the same old blues.
And then you touched my life. Just by holding my hand.
And oh, I look in the mirror and see a brand-new girl,
a brand-new voice, and a brand-new smile.
Since I found you, I’ve got a brand-new style.
(Bell, Butler, and Gambell)

When, in 1969, the beehive-coiffed British pop star Dusty Springfield had
a hit swinging “A Brand New Me”, she and her fans had the chance to imagine
love, not things, as an agent for individual sartorial transformation. A halfcentury later I sometimes wonder, daydream, if empathy, care, and commitment
to others is really all that is needed for a culture sartorial transformation. If we
all just loved one another, would what we wear feel, better, brand-new?
Only in the past few hundred years or so, of the thirty thousand years of
human’s wearing textiles (Soffer et al. 2000), has the word fashion has come to
mean the sort of wearables and stylings that are popular in specific times and
places, and among particular cohorts. Fashionologist, Yuniya Kawamura (2005,
2007) for example, argues that fashion has symbolic meaning that is lacking in
mere clothing. Loschek (2009), in When Clothes Becomes Fashion, discusses
fashion as having two aspects: what is perceived via our senses, and “theoretical
recognition of social constructs”, the what versus the how. Fashion, therefore
“always points to something extra-vestimentary” (2009, pp 10 - 12). Popularity,
distinctiveness, meaning, cultural values – whatever extra-vestimentary
associations that make garments of their time and place and personifications
-- come and go much more rapidly and fluidly than they did historically. But
as anthropologists remind us, garments have always had extra-vestimentary
associations (Soffer et al. 2000). For this dissertation, concerned as it is with
what are ultimately long-term anthropological issues, I use do not usually
distinguish the word from dress, clothing, garments, apparel, or other words
denoting what we wear.
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1.1 The Personal Connection
A moment in a classroom at Parsons School of Design in downtown
Manhattan more than ten years ago. Fifteen fashion students and I were looking
at hundreds fabric swatches of various colors, weights, structures and textures
spread across a work table. The most interesting was a shimmering pink,
grey and pale yellow checkerboard-patterned, slubby, silk plain weave. Its
meandering selvedges showed, that unlike almost all the other fabrics, it was
handwoven – made on a loom operated by the hands and feet of a person. I’d
bought a yard of it in a saree shop in the Indian and Pakistani part of Jackson
Heights, a thirty-minute subway ride from where we sat, for twelve dollars.
It seemed an oddly low price for a beautiful and handmade fabric. Mill-made
fabric of the same fiber, weight, construction was selling for the same or more.
The students and I analyzed it in terms of physical and aesthetic properties.
How do we know its silk? How many yarns per inch? Why are the weft yarns
lumpy and the warp yarns smooth? Why does it glisten? What’s the name of the
dyeing technique used to create the checkerboard? (Ikat.) Is it beautiful? Who
made it? I had no idea how to answer the last question, a question that is much
more popular today than then. During the coffee break, a student from India
asked if I knew any textile designers or teachers who might want to work with
handloom weavers in India. I did (myself) and she connected me with a woman
who had been working with weavers, somehow through some charity enabling
them to earn a little money in a place called Maheshwar.
Months later Sally Holkar and I met at the now gone Thé Adoré, a
Japanese-French café near school to share a pot of tea and fruit scones. I don’t
remember what she was wearing, but surely it was handwoven. Sally was
enthusiastic and spoke quickly. She seemed a fountain of worldly and brass-tack
ideas, and I could not keep up. I invited Sally to talk at school about her work,
and she came with dozens of Maheshwari fabrics -- startling jewel tones, sheer,
chiffon-like, with small geometrically-patterned selvedges. She showed us a
picture of sari-draped women hanging water and color saturated sarees across
the flat areas of the stone ghats leading down. When we first met, Sally was
transitioning from the Rehwa Society, a prominent handloom revival project,
which she and her husband Richard Holkar had founded in 1978. With several
trustees and a board of advisors, she was now evolving a new handloom project,
WomenWeave (WW). In 2012, in an article for The Hindu newspaper, she
20

talked about the early days of the restoration of Maheshwar’s weaving economy
and community, which is described by the journalist as a “story of grit and
belief” about a “lady who empowered hundreds of women weavers” (Dundoo
2012). In a film about the revival of weaving in Maheshwar, Sally explains that
she moved to India in 1966, after marrying.
So we had come one day just to visit Maheshwar, and it was a
very beautiful place, but much neglected. “Nobody” was living here.
There was an old fort-palace. Nobody was living there. And as we were
walking around, a young man came up with some sarees over his arm
and said to us “Can you please help our community, because we have
no more livelihood. We can’t survive the way things are right now.” We
were completely unaware of this. We were not very much aware of the
weaver community. But I saw that beautiful cloth, and realized that, oh
my goodness, this is a treasure here that is not viewed as a treasure. And
it’s losing its life. It’s not surviving and thriving as it should be … this is
a call to action, we have to do something (Holkar in the film Weaves of
Maheshwar, Kamath and Vaswani, 2016).

For an interview with the online business journal LiveMint, Richard
Holkar wore a “light green Maheshwari kurta with translucent stripes” and
explained the conditions of the handloom sector in Maheshwar when Rehwa
was founded. “Like most of India’s handlooms, Maheshwari weaves too saw
a period of neglect after independence.” He notes that by the mid 1970s, there
were approximately 300 weavers remaining. Palakara relates what is common
knowledge in the weaving community. “It was only when he, with his then wife
Shalini Devi (Sally) Holkar, began Rehwa Society, a not-for-profit, in 1978 to
revitalize the craft and focus on women’s employment at the looms, that this
migration stopped (Palakara, 2016)”. According to local estimates, there are
several, perhaps as many as five thousand active weavers now, many of whom
have migrated from other clusters to find weaving work.

1.2 The Research Problem, Purposes, and Questions
Sustainability would have to be built on healthy social systems, (for
example Agyeman, et al. 2003; Berry 2010; Nussbaum 2000; Sen 1999), so any
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thoughtful notion of “sustainable fashion”, must include the pillar of socioeconomic justice. In the fashion world, this has been understood mostly in terms
of human rights, including “fair” or “living” wages, for the people, mostly
women, in the supply chain who make the (for the immediate future at least)
labor-intensive stuff. The reason for the need for ideas such as “fair” or “living”
wages is the real problem of poverty.
Like many other people, my understanding of the world shifted a bit after
my first encounters with the retched conditions in which many people survive
in (a place like) India. My knees buckled the first time I saw children, filthy and
desperate from living on the streets, begging for food, so it is easy to understand
why the number one goal on the United Nations’ list of seventeen sustainable
development goals (and the number one goal of WW’s) is the alleviation
of poverty, or, put with a more positive spin, the initiation of prosperity
(designofprosperity.se). Extreme poverty is often expressed in terms of an
adult’s daily income, as, say, a dollar or two (before purchase power parity is
factored). Those amounts are common in and around Maheshwar. The artisan
women at WW earn, for example, around two or three dollars, an amount that
keeps them and their family afloat.
A multi-dimensional view of poverty looks not at money, but the things that
come with it: clean water, nutritious food, toilets, shelter, energy, transportation,
healthcare, education, and gender parity, for example. According to varying
estimates from the UN, The World Bank, The Rural Poverty Portal, and
The Government of India, at least 300 million people among India’s rural
population live in a state of multiple-dimensional poverty. Madhya Pradesh,
the home state of WW, is one of the poorest, with seventy percent, some fifty
million people, considered to be multi-dimensionally poor (UNDP 2015). The
UN hopes that humanity will manage to halve the number of poor people by
2030. Key in this strategy are goals for women’s rights. “The poor and the
vulnerable … women, in particular … should have equal rights to economic
resources, as well as access to basic services, ownership and control over land
and other forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new
technology and financial services, including microfinance (UNDP nd)”. This
is to say that for the sake of sustainable human development, women must be
economically enfranchised. It is no secret that worldwide women are, compared
with men, disproportionately impoverished and excluded from income-earning
opportunities.
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Women are less likely to be paid for their work than men, with
three out of every four hours of unpaid work carried out by women. In
contrast, men account for two of every three hours of paid work. When
women are paid they earn globally, on average, 24 percent less than men,
and occupy less than a quarter of senior business positions worldwide
(UNDP nd).

Commonly understood challenges to alleviating include everything from
low levels of formal education to lack of infrastructure, high unemployment,
pervasive social and economic exclusion, and high vulnerability of certain
populations to disasters, diseases and other phenomena which prevent them
from being productive (United Nations Millenial Development Goals). Most
of the women at WW have had only elementary formal education, meaning
they may be able to read and write at a basic level, and many are illiterate.
The infrastructure in Maheshwar, access to water, transportation, schools, for
example, is modernizing, but neither running water nor electricity are taken for
granted (or even affordable for all). Many people are without meaningful or
reliable employment and many suffer from some sort of social exclusion, be it
based on gender, religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or other determiner. In
the case of Madhya Pradesh, the extreme (and getting more extreme) heat and
the worsening health of the vital and central Narmada River come to mind when
thinking about current and pending natural disasters.

Illustration 3. Migrants and others’ homes along the state highway next to WW’s
headquarters.
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The more particular problem addressed in this thesis is the lack of clarity or
real knowledge about what so-called sustainable fashion is or would be. Natural
and social science have not figured it out, despite a global movement to achieve
it. Best efforts and best practices can mitigate harm and improve conditions, but
to say a fashion world built on best efforts and best practices is sustainable is to
tell an elastic yarn.
Are there systems for making and using fashion, that if adopted and
adapted globally, would not only restore the biosphere but also create the social
equity and harmony that might lead to sustainability? We are looking for them
and finding clues. There is no scientific doubt, for example, that the cultivation
of organic cotton restores soil vitality, and does not cause farmers and others
to become ill or die from the toxins used in synthetic cotton cultivation.
Organic cotton growing is nonetheless an agricultural process that uses land
and resources, and plenty of cheap labor, and feeds global mass consumption.
(Incidentally, several cotton farmers around Maheshwar have conveyed to me
that there is no financial incentive for them to grow organic.) If by miracle
the synthetic-based cotton system were transformed overnight to organic, that
would not make organic cotton growing per se sustainable. Not if sustainable
means something akin to the UN’s World Commission on Environment and
Development’s old-fashioned standard of “A form of growth that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs” (UN/WCED 1987) much less a more ambitious and
optimistic definition of sustainability, like industrial ecologist John Ehrenfeld’s
(2008, 2014) “possibility that human and other life will flourish on the planet
forever”.
Differences in cultures, conditions, beliefs, and mindsets, must be factored
into what sustainable fashion should be. The constraints of time, place, and
history add to the of slipperiness of the words sustainability and fashion. Surely
what sustainability means to the average customer at Knalleland, the shopping
mall near the Swedish School of Textiles, is not the same as what it means to a
cotton farmer in rural India.
Yet the words sustainable fashion (and synonyms) are promiscuously used
-- by everyone from Harvard professors to jeans’ hangtag copywriters -- as if the
dream already exists. The near exclusive majority of marketing and discourse
on what is connotatively-sustainable fashion nonetheless uses simplistic phrases

such as “sustainable” and “ethical”, or even more confusing phrases like “more
sustainable” -- rather than “truer” words such as “somewhat less unsustainable”
(Carbonaro and Goldsmith 2015). The happy words bless the goods as good
enough for consumption.
Artisan fashion, though it could mean anything from haute couture to
basement craft, is thought of here as the material products, and the system(s)
that employs artisans in the developing (also known as poor) world to make
fashion for consumers in the developed (also known as wealthy) world.
Artisan fashion is a growing trend, perhaps even a so-called hard, or permatrend, and it is touted in the marketplace as not only slow and sustainable but
also empowering, culture-preserving, livelihood-giving, environmentallyfriendly, fair, and ethical, and, most hipstery, artisanal. Is it? There is little
knowledge in the field of contemporary textile and fashion management about
how such artisan fashion enterprises develop, operate, and interface with the
contemporary fashion market.
Studies of artisanal systems include, for example, Dasra’s (2013) Indiacentric Crafting a Livelihood; Grimes and Milgram’s (2000) volume Artisans
and Cooperatives: Developing Alternative Trade for the Global Economy;
Littrel and Dickson’s (2010) Artisans and Fair Trade: Crafting Development;
Morris’s (1996) Handmade Money: Latin American Artisans in the
Marketplace; Venkatesan’s 2009 Craft Matters: Artisan’s, Development and the
Indian Nation; and Wherry’s (2008) Global Markets and Local Crafts. Personal
stories of social entrepreneurs operating in craft-fashion include Blossom’s
(2011) Material Change: Design Thinking and the Social Entrepreneurship
Movement; Edgar’s (2011) Global Girlfriends: How One Mom Made It Her
Business to Help Women in Poverty Worldwide; and Singh’s (2011) The Fabric
of Our Lives: The Story of FabIndia about the by far most dominant retailer of
handloom in India. But none of these works have looked at producers of artisan
fashion vis-à-vis notions of sustainable fashion and textile management.
In sum, there are several factors that, at a macro level, define the problem
area. Although happy terms like “slow” and “sustainable” fashion are popular,
disparate and diverse cultures, motivations, conditions, mindsets make their
meanings fuzzier than a sheered sheep. Although there has been a global
increase in artisan fashion production and consumption in recent years, there is
a lack of research both on how the systems function, and what they produce, not
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only in material dimensions, but also in terms, for example, of empowerment
or improvements in the physical and emotional well-being, of the people who
create the fabric.
The overarching aim of this research is to help develop knowledge of
artisan fashion in relationship to notions of slow and sustainable fashion
in the textile management context, and thereby increase understanding and
implementation of sustainability-driven fashion missions.
There are two specific purposes of the case study. The first is to illustrate
and analyse how a developing world artisan fashion enterprise operates to fulfill
its social-sustainability-driven agenda. The second purpose is to consider what
“slow and sustainable” mean for this particular handloomed-textile producer at
the “grassroots” level in rural India.
With the above aim and purposes in place, three guiding questions have
been asked. What does this case have to say about “artisan fashion” as a “slow
and sustainable” strategy? How does the enterprise do what it does? What are its
outcomes in relationship to notions of slow and sustainable fashion?

enterprise located not far from WW, a large industrial knitting factory. It goes
on to describe Maheshwar, and share the stories of the artisans, the operations
team, management, textile designers, and leadership of the enterprise. Chapter
Six analyses the case through Activity Theory, assuming that individuals
participating in an outcome-producing system (such as making and selling
fabric together with others) each have their own particular tools, or means,
for working toward common objectives. Chapter Seven applies a social
enterprise business model to the case so that the findings might be understood
in relationship to other circumstances and conditions. The following chapter
reviews the contours of the dissertation and offers some conclusions about the
substantive work and symbolic worth of the case in relationship to the research
questions. Lastly I provide thoughts about future research and an epilogue.

1.3 Structure of the Thesis
The prologue suggested a tenuous link between Gandhian ideals and
contemporary global fashion. Following, the Introduction introduced the
researcher and the case, and the extent of multi-dimensional poverty in the
region the case is located. I have put on the table the problem area, and stated
the particular research purposes and questions meant to investigate it.
Chapter Two discusses three theoretical points. The first, “The Dying
Promise of Industrial Fashion” argues that what the industrial fashion model,
of the past decades in particular, is a sickly phenomenon whose relevance is
fading. Fast and Slow Fashion mindsets, including derisive and aspirational
vocabulary are presented, after which is a rumination on “The Appearance of
Artisan Fashion” in the global contemporary fashion scene. Chapter Three
provides a briefing of handicraft in the global market, the problems of the
Indian handloom sector, and further describes the role of handloomed textiles in
contemporary fashion. Chapter Four explains the research approach, including
a report on how the empirics or “research experiences” were collected,
presented, and analyzed. Chapter Five, “WomenWeave Daily” begins with
a description of the region and stops to view a seemingly opposite type of
26
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2. A Schismogenic Fashion Moment
We will have to address the natural domain directly with new
forms of production and strong constraints over the consumptive patterns
that now characterize all affluent and rapidly developing economies
(Ehrrenfeld 2008 p 59).

We can be sure that fashion systems that are guaranteed to save the world
do not (yet) exist. See any fashion-focused state of the industry report from
Asia Floor Wage, Labour Behind the Label, The Clean Clothes Campaign, The
International Labour Organization, Greenpeace, or the Textile Exchange to
name a handful of sources showcasing the abuse and exploitation of people and
natural resources. In terms of creating well-being, the fashion enterprise systems
we do have range from those that are failing miserably, scrambling to improve,
to those making important and laudable strides. Some even aspire to transcend
decades (if not centuries) of consumeristic expectations about “what we wear”.
The result is a schismogenic fashion scene, markedly, and marketed as a battle
between the supposedly fast and the supposedly slow.

2.1 The Sick, But Not Dying, Promise of Industrial Fashion
Industrial Fashion, Growth Fashion, Big Fashion, Fast Fashion – whatever
other name might be applied to the capital-intensive, large-scale, industrial
system of textile and garment production is well-known to be sick. If it
were not, there would be no need for the host of organizations and a global
movement trying to cure it. The Sustainable Apparel Coalition, now represents
a majority of confessional and enlightenment-seeking global brands. The
TextileExchange, The Copenhagen Fashion Summits, GOTS, NICE, REACH,
WRAP, and so on. If the industry were not sick, there would be no books
detailing the environmental, social, and psychological impacts of the status
quo fashion business model. Such books are plentiful: Naomi Klein’s 1999
No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies; Pietra Rivoli’s 2005 Travels of a
T-Shirt in the Global Economy: An Economist Examines the Markets, Power,
and Politics of World Trade; Ellen Rupell Shell’s 2009 Cheap: The High Cost
of Discount Culture; Siegle’s 2011 To Die For: Is Fashion Wearing Out the
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World, and Elizabeth Cline’s 2012 Overdressed: The Shockingly High Cost of
Cheap Fashion. Describing “fashion’s vampiric relationship with the planet
and with our bodies”, Tansy Hoskins’ 2014 Stitched Up: The Anti-Capitalist
Book of Fashion, is perhaps the most challenging of the model itself which
inherently seems to beg for ecological and economic exploitations -- as well
as the misogynistic imaging and marketing, the grossly disproportionate use
of “white” models, and the dearth of “non-white” people working in fashion
management, marketing, and design.
Indeed, everyone from Marx, Simmel, Barthes, and Gandhi, to today’s
conscious consumers know (or knew) that the core promise and purpose of the
industry is to drive more -- and especially more recently, faster – consumption.
Its mission is not the restoration of the environment nor creating social justice.
Certainly the industrial fashion corporate elephants in the room, such as top of
the stock market-capitalized firms like EPA:MC (LVMH); NYSE:NKE (Nike);
or BME:ITX (Inditex) know it is a capitalist game. Tom Ford, the “Gucci
Genius” and prince of his own contemporary brand, described his plans to
migrate to a consumer-facing show-now, sell-now business model: collection
will debut and simultaneously be available for purchase online and in stores. He
sums up a sad reality of the modern human “fashion condition” (Fashion Praxis
Collective 2014).
… they will probably laugh when they read this, but fashion is
one of the most grueling, brutal industries in the world because we create
a constant stream of product that is perishable. And it’s speeding up so
fast. People consume. They’re bored. They consume. They’re bored. They
consume. They’re bored (Ford, 2016).

Journals such as Cleaner Production, Textile and Clothing Sustainability,
and Eco-Textile News present and discuss known environmental problems even
as “new” problems are discovered. Fifty years ago, just by looking at the dirty
and linty water discharged from our home washing machine, my mother was
able to conclude what science has now proved: washing synthetic clothes, and
surely also abrading them through normal wear, releases micro-bits of synthetic
fiber (at a rate of more than a gram per fleece jacket) that are being consumed
by zooplankton at the base of the food chain.
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Illustration 4. Counting Cora Balls. The device catches synthetic micro-fibers from the
wash water. How many Cora balls would we need for fiber-free water?

The toxicity problems of the fashion system are so famous that they support
more than a hundred customer-facing textiles-related eco-oriented certifications
schemes to vet and ensure lower impact production (Ecolabel Index 2016).
By observing the offer in any shopping mall in the world, these standards are
adhered to by a scant number of producers and brands. The International Labour
Organization, The Asia Floor Wage, Made-By, The Clean Clothes Campaign,
and The Fair Labor Association are some of the organizations that advocate
for “dignified working conditions” and “living” wages” for the vast number
of workers (mostly women and not managers or owners) in the fashion supply
chain, who often, to use the Clean Campaign’s words, face a “daily grind of
excessive hours, forced overtime, lack of job security, poverty wages, denial of
trade union rights, poor health, exhaustion, sexual harassment and hazardous
working places”. And these exploitive habits are deeply entrenched (Bonacich
and Appelbaum 2000; Ross 2004; Stein 1962).
With extensive mitigation, re-configuration, and higher standards,
fashion at large could become much less unreasonable within its own current
mainstream capitalistic logic. Indeed, many big fashion companies that could be
called “sustainability-driven” (Carbonaro and Goldsmith 2014), having come
about after the decades old movement for healthy fashion began. One of the
founders of Esprit, Susie Tompkins Buell for example, relates the brand’s efforts
beginning in the late 1980s.
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… we needed to try to make a product that was as environmentally
responsible as possible, and out of this, the “Ecollection” was conceived.
It was launched in 1992 after years of research. We bought the first lots
of organic cotton and found many ways to be more responsible with the
whole process, shipping included.
The Ecollection was the first of its kind and a very worthwhile
endeavour. Lynda Gross, a very devoted designer, was running it
and Dan Imhoff, the head of the Eco desk, was very involved on the
communication side. We wanted to inform our consumer how destructive
production could be (Tompkins, nd).

US-based Reformation, #majoritywomenmanagedcompanies, is a good
example of sustainability-driven brand that is popular these days with on-trend
young women, my fashion students at Parsons among them, who want to shop
responsibly.

Illustration 5. Image of the good life as seen on Reformation’s website, August 2018.
The absurdity of reforming fast fashion with fast fashion. “The design process starts
with us thinking about what we really want to wear right now. We source the most beautiful and sustainable fabrics possible to bring those designs to life quickly. Most fashion
is designed 12-18 months before it’s released, but at Ref a sketch can become a dress in
about a month. We’re designing and making what you want to wear right now."
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If Reformation’s slogan, “Being naked is the #1 most sustainable option.
We’re #2”, is not exactly true, the company is still emblematic of a brand that
has seemingly jiggered (well, in the process of jiggering) a better supply chain.
Reformation’s better, or so-called best available, practices, include: carbon
offsets and cardboard hangers; lower impact textiles and lots of certifications.
The business model uses: “a factory that uses the most efficient, eco-friendly
and pro-social technologies and practices available”; recycling and upcycling
“whenever possible”; and a lower-impact e-commerce distribution scheme
that results in elegant, relatively subdued and minimalistic showrooms, not
in-stocking shops. It is important to note that the brand share’s the information
that everyone in the supply chain is believed to earn at least minimum wage;
that they are on track “to meet our goal of 75%+ of our team members at or
above Los Angeles’ living wage threshold in 2018 (as defined by MIT), and
push for 100% in 2019” and host regular tours of their LA factory to “meet the
people who make your clothes” (Reformation 2018). Yet Reformation’s website
features flashing the bold words: SALE: 70% OFF. SHOP NOW. They have
not escaped an industrial capitalistic model that requires sales and profits
dependent on excessive consumption.
Sustainability-oriented economic theorists such as Wendell Berry (2010);
Herman Daly (1991, 1993, 1996); Paul Hawken (1999, 2010); Serge LaTouche
(2010); Tim Jackson (2009, 2011), those at the New Economics Foundation, as
well as unknown millions of “normal” human beings including myself believe
that (especially) economically developed (high consumption) cultures should
transition to steady state, low and no growth, or circular economic systems.
The foremost reason being, the need to live within the natural boundaries of the
planet, as described by (for example) The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change, Rockström et. al. 2009; The World Watch Institute, and others who
believe such a transition is a matter of survival. Green economist and European
Union parliament member Molly Scott Cato believes environmental health and
true social equity can come only from bio-regionally self-sufficient societies.
What of the dream of Living within a Fair Share Ecological Footprint, (Robert
and Brenda Vale eds. 2013) that the world’s resources ought to be equally
shared among all people? Jackson has calculated that bringing the world’s nonEuropean population to incomes and corresponding consumption levels to that
of Europeans, and avoid a corresponding increase in carbon emissions, would
require a miraculous change in technology. The transformation of the system
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would need to be so profound as to have little resemblance to today’s. Limited
fashion mitigations, such as shipping t-shirts across the ocean by sea not air
would be beside the point. Hundred-fold increases, not fair trade bonuses,
would be needed for low-wage garment workers in places like Bangladesh.

Against the walloping jumps in efficiency and conservation that Jackson’s
theoretical equation of flourishing would require, the known environmental
damage, the centuries of exploitation of human beings -- not to mention yet
the aesthetic monotony (Goldsmith, 2015) -- one might think that the business
model itself might have, by social choice, died a long time ago. But the opposite
is true: garment consumption has increased and accelerated just when, by plain
logic, decrease and deceleration would seem appropriate. The McKinsey Global
Fashion Index “forecasts industry sales growth to nearly triple between 2016
and 2018, from 1.5 percent to between 3.5 to 4.5 percent” (BoF and McKinsey
p 7). Per capita consumption of garments has doubled, tripled, and quadrupled
in various parts of the world during the past decades (Campbell 2015). It is
not dying because the “democratized”, or at least pervasive, system makes
the clothes worn by virtually all 7.4 billion human beings -- as well as many
millions of pets and livestock. Even in remote places where people do without
plumbing or electricity, say in eastern Madhya Pradesh where WW has an
outpost, the handloom weavers themselves wear almost exclusively industrially
produced clothing. The industrial fashion system is not dying because since
the industrial revolution, textile and apparel production have been economic
engines that have helped transform undeveloped, low-wage economies into
more developed, higher wage economies. (See Beckert’s Empire of Cotton

(2014) or the case of China’s textile-launched economic transformation).
The business of fashion employs perhaps 75 million worldwide (ILO 2015)
and governments and institutes such the World Bank argue for increasing the
number of textile and apparel workers by millions each year. (See for example
Stitches to Riches? Apparel Employment, Trade, and Economic Development
in South Asia, Lopez-Acevedo, Raymond, and World Bank 2016.) The World
Bank of India’s president Onno Ruhl promises that fashion manufacturing has
“a huge potential” for creating jobs and improving social conditions for the
poor -- especially because of its “unique ability to attract female workers” who
are likely “to create positive social impacts” because women normally spend
their income on the health and education of children (Ruhl 2015; World Bank
2016). Sources particularly note that the rising costs of apparel manufacturing
in China provides “a window of opportunity” for Indian enterprises to leverage
the country’s vast number of people who are underemployed or unemployed
(Ruhl 2015; World Bank 2016). All the while, the working-age population
of India is expected to grow by 280 million around 2050 (UNDESA 2015).
Some researchers expect the number of those without the ability earn a living
to skyrocket (Patel, A. 2016), thereby putting additional downward pressure
on global wages, which in turn could potentially push fashion retail prices
still lower. Perhaps a billion plus people “have escaped extreme poverty” in
the past thirty years (World Bank 2016), but economic disparity between the
have-nots and the have-a-lots has grown rapidly. The bottom half of the world’s
population own just one percent of the world’s financial wealth (OECD 2011,
2014), and it remains the case that a six day per week job snipping thread waste
from jeans could be “a blessing” for someone with no other choice. At the same
time, a recent Oxfam International study notes two interesting comparisons in
the state of the art of big, industrial, capitalistic fashion. A Bangladeshi garment
worker will earn the same in her lifetime of work as a CEO of one of the top
five global fashion brands earns in four days. It would cost a third of the amount
paid out to shareholders by the top five companies, over 2 billion dollars in
2016, to “increase wages of all 2.5 million Vietnamese garment workers to a
[so-called] living wage” (Oxfam 2018).
Systems theory, especially that formulated by Donella Meadows (1999,
2008), has been referred to by many authors who are trying to conceptualize
ways of making fashion systems for a better world. Meadows conceptualizes
nine leverage points of a system, that, to lesser or greater degrees, can
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If we are really serious about fairness and want the world’s 9
billion people all to enjoy an income comparable with European Union
citizens today, the economy would need to grow six times between now
and 2050 …
… and the carbon intensity per dollar would need to be 130
times lower than the average today. This may not be technically
impossible but implies a transformation well beyond the scale or speed
of dematerialization achieved during the history of industrial society
(Jackson 2009 p 80 - 81).

shift or entirely change in the outcomes of the system. The least effective,
though not useless, points of intervention are the numerical parameters. In
the fashion context, these would mean subsidies (for example to U.S. cotton
farmers); tariffs, taxes, trade agreements, and standards. Next in the hierarchy
are feedback loops: positive and negative. This might include praise and
condemnation of a brand, for example from fashion consumers. Changing
material flow and information flows can alter a system. Reducing pesticide
use, the aspiration to create closed-loop fashion, and the introduction of
transparency into fashion business norms fit into this category. Rules such
as incentives (profits in the capitalist context), punishments (losses), and
constraints (stockholder ownership, for example) as well as European REACH
regulations and government-set minimum wages, are examples of how rules
can direct fashion. The (re)distribution of power, which in the fashion sector
is highly concentrated at the top, could change the purpose of fashion. In
Meadows’ assessment, the second-most useful way to change the impacts of a
system is to change the goals of the system, and this is the point at which the
capital intensive, industrial fashion system becomes perhaps insurmountably
problematic, since the core goal of maintaining reiterative (and when it comes
down to it, mostly unnecessary) consumption is held paramount. Changing the
paradigm is the most extreme way that systems can be transformed. It seems
inevitable then that if the aim of achieving sustainability is taken seriously,
human society should replace the current promises and purposes, indeed the
entire modern mindset, that determines what we wear.
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2.2 Anything But Fast (Including Vocabulary)

Illustration 6. Still from online tour of Assisi Garments in India, which “makes many
of People Tree’s jersey pieces in soft organic and Fairtrade certified cotton, from yoga
wear, essentials and printed tees” (People Tree 2018). The fabric, like the other billions
of t-shirts produced annually is industrially knit. Though PT is a known pioneer in the
reach for “slow and sustainable”, this garment calls into question what that means. The
likely perishability of the slow fashion slogan, and underwhelming blah-ness of it does
not bode well for long-term love.

In the preceding section (and also in Carbonaro and Goldsmith 2013;
Goldsmith 2015), I said, to little surprise, that the high-volume, high-speed
fashion logic is fundamentally at odds with the obvious need to radically reduce
consumption as if our lives depended on it. In response to this need, better
practices, and alternative fashion logics, have been emerging for decades.
Sustainable and slow or more less synomnys and hard to decouple. Sustainable
Fashion: New Approaches (Niinimäki, ed. 2013) for example, investigates
an array of production strategies (zero waste production, designing for long
term use, and crafting for beauty, for example) that one could call sustainable,
slow. The term slow fashion has become one of more popular, and easy ways
of quickly communicating the idea of (a type) of sustainable fashion. It is
analogous with other appearances of the word slow, for example, slow food,
slow finance, slow design, slow music. To hassled, hurried, and technopolized
people around the world, just saying the word slow, with its peaceful
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connotations, must feel, as it does to me, a tiny respite from the violent pace of
modernity. The words and ideas connected to slow fashion are essential to this
research, firstly and foremost because handloom weaving is slow1. Sustainable
fashion scholar Kate Fletcher believes that the expression slow fashion has
been in use at least since 2003, some years after the slow food movement, or
at least the employment of the words, began as pushback against a proposed
McDonald’s by Rome’s Spanish Steps (Slow Food International 2018). In 2007,
Fletcher wrote that the slow approach to fashion is not to be understood merely
as the opposite of fast.
Slow fashion is about designing, producing, consuming and

slow approach is more than a literal opposite to fast fashion. The term is used to
identify sustainable fashion solutions based on the repositioning of strategies of
design, production, consumption, use and reuse” (Clark 2008).
In 2010, a group of master’s students at Blekinge Institute of Technology
in Sweden put it this way. Slow fashion is “seeing the big picture, slowing
down consumption, allowing diversity, respecting people, acknowledging
human needs, building relationships, valuing resourcefulness, maintaining
quality and beauty, creating profitability, practicing consciousness”. Fashion and
sustainability scholar Lucy Seigle, wonders if the type of garment production
systems that existed in, for example England, until a few decades ago, could be
called slow, because it was a time when

living better. Slow fashion is not time-based but quality-based (which
has some time components). Slow is not the opposite of fast – there is no

… a rather impressive peacetime army of tailors, machinists,

dualism – but a different approach in which designers, buyers, retailers

cutter, finishers, colourists, weavers and of course designers. They were

and consumers are more aware of the impacts of products on workers,

served by the sort of infrastructure, of farmers producing sheep for wool,

communities and ecosystems. (Fletcher 2007).

slaughterhouses producing for the leather trade, cobblers, menders and
recyclers (who in those days took the more prosaic form of rag and bone

Fletcher continues to say that “slow fashion is about choice, information,
cultural diversity and identity”. These things that are not easy to come by in
the greed not need fast fashion paradigm, which is: a) aesthetically dominated
by global brands selling faux-choix, reiterative products as I discussed in my
Licentiate thesis (Paulicelli and Clark 2009; Schwartz 2004, and Goldsmith
2014); b) remains a mostly opaque and fearful industry with regard to
meaningful consumer-facing information; c) evades cultural diversity in
favor of homogenizing production and distribution efficiencies, obscures
individualized identities. As I wrote in my Licentiate, merely walking into any
fast fashion retail outlet — crammed as they are with racks and shelves overstuffed with off-gassing garments with little or no lasting appeal– is, or should,
enough to cry slow down! Hazel Clark has shared similar ideas, in saying that
the “slow approach presents the prospect of fashion minus many of the worst
aspects of the current global system, especially its extreme wastefulness, human
exploitation and lack of concern for environmental issues.” She reiterates that “a
1 A meter of not-fine cotton shirting can be woven by a strong weaver in about an hour.
That is a rate that has not changed since the early 1900s when the British introduced the
flying shuttle, a time-saving device that had been in use elsewhere since the early 1700s.
Flying shuttles doubled the rate of handloom weaving. to what it is now. See Tirthankara Roy (1993, 1999).
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men), that today’s sustainable style warriors can only dream about (Siegle
2011 p 12).

More recently, the term, now used by uncountable numbers of bloggers,
businesses, wearers, and even weavers in rural India who do not even speak
English, has come to stand for almost anything that is not explicitly fast, or
cheap, or reckless, or exploitive or … ) New York Times’ fashion fabulist Suzy
Menkes (2011), says “In Praise of Slow Fashion at Hermès”, that the clothes
embody the slow fashion approach just because they come into being through
“a belief that fine clothes should be made with exquisite materials and are meant
to be embraced and long-loved” – though how that slow fashion is any different
from any other couture-level clothing goes unspoken. The locution has at this
point been around long enough to have been appropriated into the idea of slow
“curated shopping experiences” (curated being the operative word in too many
descriptions of shopping experiences these days). Anshul Mathur, a co-founder
of The Kolony, a “slow fashion” venue in a shopping district that used to be a
quiet neighborhood of artists in lower Manhattan, puts it this way:
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A riff off Soho’s history as an artists’ colony, the 8,000-square-foot
space will showcase 15 brands, with half the area split between retail
display and half entertainment in the form of coffee shops, bars, and
performance spaces. It’s about promoting high-quality clothes and really

Table 1. Much of the vocabulary in this chart was gleaned from the first wave of
sustainable design and fashion educational texts. (See for example: Chapman 2005,
Ehrenfeld 2008; Fletcher 2008; Fletcher and Grose, 2013, McDonough and Braungart
2002, Thackara, 2006; Thorpe 2007.) I have added words as they have popped out at me
through their being repeated in the discourse and marketing.

showcasing how they’re made. It’s really about slow fashion. You come in

Realm

Fast Fashion Mindset

Slow Fashion Mindset

and leave with a story (Mathur in Sisson 2017).

economic model

global
large scale
disassociated from time
and place
disconnected from impacts
cost externalized
corporate ownership
for consumption
a priori
conventional
professional
watching
quantitative
industrial
consumeristic
same, homogenous, monocultural.
mass-market
anonymous
one size fits all
machine made
stylistic
added value
products as ends in themselves
hierarchical, top down
broadcasting
targeting
invisibility
opinion polls
dependency
fleeting, hollow
cynical
unsustainable

local
small and medium scale
associated with time and
place
aware of impacts
true price internalized
community ownership
for transformation
contingent
experimental
amateur
doing
qualitative
artisanal
produceristic
diverse, heterogeneous
polycultural
niche-market
intimate
one size fits one
handmade
substantial
intrinsic value
material culture as means
to ends
networked, grassroots up
peer to peer
engaging
narrative
public discourse
trust
long term, resonant
hopeful
sustainable

Presumably the coffee will be de-caffeinated and the performances
time-consuming. All told, what slow fashion means now is anyone’s guess.
In academic work, particularly the sustainable design and fashion oriented
textbooks, authors have begun creating a linguistic framework contrasting fast
and slow mindsets. The chart below collates some of this floating vocabulary.
For the sake of discussion and analysis later on, the words have been loosely
gathered into four realms: economic model, aesthetics, communication, and
purpose or meaning.

aesthetic

communication

purpose, meaning
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2.2.1 A Short Story Featuring Wasim (from Fieldnotes)
Maheshwar goes slowly, you could say. It still has no airport, no
train, no supermarkets, no fast food restaurants, no coffee bars. So-called time-saving devices like dishwashers and vacuum cleaners are not
present. Washing dishes with fingers and a trickle of water, and sweeping
streets with small grass brooms are normal. The movement of things and
information however has accelerated quickly during the past ten and
twenty years.
Wasim, a 34-year-old member of the younger generation of weaver-entrepreneurs, remembers. He grew up, like everyone else around
him, with few of the accoutrements of speed, intermittent electricity, no
telephone, and no fuel-powered vehicles. Nowadays, Wasim usually travels in a small, pale blue, third-hand car that he and his life-long friend
and weaving-business partner Aarif co-purchased. It is faster, and more
comfortable in the monsoon and the scalding summer months than his
motorbike, and far and away easier than the decrepit bus he used to rely
on.
He is driving us to the pumping station where he works as an
engineer during the day for his main income. Enabled by the controversial damming of the river, the massive pumps remove up to 270 million
liters of water per day (Ansari 2018) from the Narmada and deposit it
into the surrounding, otherwise dry-baked land, before the remainder
is piped onward to industrial purposes and the city of Indore. We pass
fields of channa, chickpeas, a newly-popular, drip or flood-irrigated cash
crop. Green fields of it are coming into harvest, as others are just being
planted, by hand, fingers to seed to earth. We see brown fields here and
there with remnants of sun-bleached stalks and stubs where the cotton
plants were. After having had each of their millions of puffy-white flowers
removed by hand and trucked to the ginnery, the plants have been cut
down and carted away. Given a typical eight, nine or ten-hour day, to
reach a healthy person’s average of 30 kilos per day, about 22 thousand
bolls, a picker must pick a boll every second or so (Indian cotton bureau;
on.okstate.edu/yield-estimation.pdf).
Wasim mentions begging his father for a bicycle when he was a
kid. He says, “Everyone wants to go fast”. I think about how he learned
to use email and get acquainted with computers in 2006 and how we went
together on his first plane ride in 2016. With this car, we seem now to be
both living in fast lanes of life, at least compared to the women and men
working the fields. But it isn’t that simple.
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Terms in the left column refer to the status quo. The “right-sided” words
speak to the development of more useful and meaningful (in current fashion
lingo, more relevant) fashion. At a macro-level, many relate to the higherlevel leverage points of Meadows’ systems theory. Some, for example the “for
consumption/for transformation” duo imply another great human evolution on
par with the transition from agrarianism to industrial-capitalism (Polanyi 1994
[2001]. At a micro-level, the words can be tools for testing the truth, or reality
as best we can see it, of a given “slow fashion” case.

2.3 Indications of Artisan Fashion
The humble, homespun spirit … has been imported, not unlike the
covered-up dressing trend, to an arena that feels largely alien to it, but that
embraces its tenets — the handcrafted, the natural, the rustic — at least
inasmuch as they can be marketed as a kind of soothing artisanal salve to
the alienations of late-capitalist life (Fry 2017).

Artisanal salve. No doubt the alienations of late-capitalist life that cultural
critic Naomi Fry implies above — feeling lost against mechanistic, tyrannically
technopolized systems, while knowing they are usually out of our direct control
and our ability to make sense of, (Carr 2011; Lanier 2010; Postman 1993) – beg
for salvations. Alienation from nature is causing environmental collapse, and
alienation from global economic and political system leaves massive number
of people in the world wasted (Bauman 2003). What customer living in such
conditions (and virtually all customers buying artisanal products live in those
conditions) wouldn’t want the magic touch of an artisan’s hand to make all
those serious problems just go away? People, especially those who are willing
and able to pay extra, have bought in.
That most obvious way that consumers in late-industrial society show
their affinity for the artisanal (handmade, made with simple tools) is in
what they buy to eat. Stroll through a hipsterish or so-called creative class
neighborhood (Florida 2003) somewhere in the wealthy developed urbanscape
and see numerous food shops, restaurants, bakeries, breweries and bars selling
“artisanal” food and drink. The trend is well-established. Alenque, a small
enterprise that sells handmade arepas at the Brooklyn Smorgasburg “artisanal
food” fair represents what artisanal food is projected to mean. Their brand helps
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us to know that they are “dedicated to providing delicious gourmet food” and
that their artisanal arepas are “prepared from the finest eco-friendly organic
ingredients …made with love … and aligned with the founders’ values and
long-standing tradition of arepas”. They are offered as a soul-healing, firmly
grounded product that any alienated arepas-eater should want to try. The word
artisanal is so popular in the market for purchased prepared foods (no one calls
the home cook an artisan) that the largest industrial food manufacturers even
ask people to swallow it. The cookies and crackers brand Nabisco is part of the
34-billion-dollar global snacking powerhouse Mondelēz International. It was
recently pushing “Artisan Wheat Thins”. Like their “beloved woven” sister
crackers Triscuits, these evil carbs are produced on fully automated machines,
untouched by human hands until the moment before they are consumed.
McDonald’s has the “Artisan Grilled Chicken Sandwich”.

The artisan spirit also of course appears, and increasingly so, in
contemporary fashion. Even if artisans (defined for the moment as people who
make things by hand or with simple tools) have been part of fashion at least
since Neolithic humans began wearing twined skirts, artisan fashion somehow
feels new again. Enterprises selling real artisan fashion (not merely “artisan
look” fashion akin to McDonald’s chicken sandwich). Whereas conventional
Eurocentric haute couture is one of the most visible venues today for fashion
realized by mini-armies of artisans supplied with pins, needle, thread (baubles,
bangles and beads), the type of artisan fashion in focus here is not so exclusive
or expensive. Being made not in Parisian ateliers, but in developing world
situations, it is affordable, for example to a retail customer in New York ready to
pay one or two hundred dollars for a nicely made, but not intricate, woven scarf.
Add a couple of more hundred for a dress. The product can be found around
the globe through thousands of micro-sized brands like Seek Collective in
Brooklyn, boutique-sized brands like Kishmish in Bombay, amid the selections
at posh retailers like Liberty, ABC, and Barneys, and at big outlets like J. Crew,
Nordstrom, and, with relationship to this research, at big Indian brands such as
FabIndia, Good Earth, and Anokhi.

Illustration 7. We need not say more. Just bite and swallow.

Artisanal is also popular in gifts and home-furnishings, as the mammoth
bi-annual New York Gift Fair shows with its annual jumps in square footage
devoted to artisanal producers of pillows, blankets, curtains, dishes, baskets,
boxes, glasses, for example shows. Even big brands like IKEA, West Elm,
and Crate & Barrel have been engaging artisans to produce textiles, lamps,
furniture, and other household goods. Artisanal body products? Lush Handmade
cosmetics are available in brick and mortar shops in forty-five countries.
Aptly named Artisan Cosmetics provides a self-description: “... a handicraft
enterprise based in the UK. Our 100% natural handmade soap and cosmetics
are exclusively handmade including the packaging and are produced locally.”
Just reading the copy makes this citizen of late-capitalist consumer-culture feel
better.
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Illustration 8. Interior of dosa, a well-known artisan fashion boutique around the corner
from Anna Wintour’s downtown townhouse, Manhattan, showing a refined, one garment
at a time, light-hearted collection, summer 2016. WomenWeave is a one of the small
brand’s partner-vendors. Image courtesy of dosa (2016).

This kind of artisan fashion system has a particular set of aesthetic
sensibilities (Bourdieu 1979) and therefore exists in a particular aesthetic
economy (Entwistle 2009). These things are themselves based on the actual
physical products as well as the social narratives associated with them (Barthes
1990 [1967]). With regard to what is seen as attractive product, the artisan-made
fabric that has found its way into a consumer’s wardrobe has first been through
a minor or major “make-over”. as has occurred for the many centuries that
textiles have been traded between cultures and over long distances (Farrington
2002; Peck 2013) As discussed in a later section on problems in the context
of the Indian handloom sector, whatever survives of the “indigenous” product
is usually not suitable for the (upscale) market that can afford it. It usually, if
not almost always, has to be reimagined, and not by the downscale artisans
themselves, because they rarely have the needed knowledge or skills. The
second main aspect of the aesthetic sensibilities/economy of the artisan fashion
game is that the product invariably comes with an aesthetic-defining narrative.
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This story or terroir and provenance informs, is informed by, and is inseparable
from the product. Most stories include the material and ideological niceties of
the goods, especially with regard to the socio-economic benefits for the makers.
They regularly declare the slow mindset values that also “go into the bag at the
point of sale”. A few well-known cases represent the normal template for the
consumer-facing marketing of artisan fashion.
The Ethical Fashion Initiative, which “connects marginalized artisan
communities and designers from the developing world with global brands”,
represents the higher-end and luxury state of the art of artisan fashion. Their
projects have included collaborations between and among names like Isetan,
Edun, and Marni with (mostly unnamed) artisans in Haiti and several countries
in Africa. One “sustainable ethical luxury” label connected with the EFI is
Akoma. Their vision is the only vision there is in the artisan fashion field:
combining old and new. In Akoma’s case, that would be by “interweaving
traditional African textiles and craftsmanship with the dynamism and style of
the 21st century”. Akoma is where “Each garment is carefully considered and
curated to deliver an unexpected fusion of cultures and styles in silhouettes that
transcend time and place.” At the same time, the design manifesto addresses
more than the simple physical and stylistic requirements. The design goals
are to “create innovative and dynamic products steeped in cultural heritage;
promote sustainable development in artisan communities; preserve the
craftsmanship of ancestral techniques; and highlight the relevancy and vibrancy
of the African continent (Akoma 2018).
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Illustration 9. Akoma’s Hawa Jacket of handwoven bogolan, fermented-mud-dyed fabric. An example of an obvious mash up of old and new, humble and luxuriously priced
at the same time. Woven on one continent, stitched on another, sold in a third.

A chain of more than a thousand stores with a product line that includes
just some artisanal garments, even UK-based big Monsoon’s narrative includes
the standard elements: birth in some kind of counter-culture, followed by an
exotic intoxication, a bit about environmental friendliness, and a mention
of the product’s authenticity as real fashion. Their story, that I have pieced
together with words from two sources, goes like this. It was inspired by the
“colorful marvels of a life-changing road trip”, and launched during in the
1970s ethnic, drippy-hippy vibe. Monsoon knew exactly how posh English girls
wanted to dress while backpacking in their gap year. And made a mint mining
that territory. The first blossoms were gorgeous bohemian clothes made in
Indian villages using hand-loomed cotton fabrics, organic vegetable dyes and
artisanal block-printing techniques. Just ten years later, Monsoon is a one-stop
destination for the on-trend finishing touches that complete every great fashion
look. (see Akbareian 2013, Monsoon nd).
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Illustration 10. An embroidered blouse from Monsoon 2018, and accompanying copy:
“… each is recognized for its unique identity and distinctive handwriting inspired by
mesmerizing colours, patterns, textures and hand-craft techniques from magical,
faraway places".

Another example of an “artisan-driven” fashion brand is lemlem, which
sells women’s, men’s, children’s and home goods made with handwoven fabric
in Ethiopia. Its founder, ex-supermodel Liya Kebede launched the enterprise
after visiting her native Ethiopia and meeting traditional weavers who no longer
had a market for their craft” (lemlem). She describes goods as “modern, casual,
comfortable stuff that we really want to wear”. The pieces in the photograph
below were design-intervened by a guest designer and Chevalier de l’Ordre
des Arts et des Lettres, Pierre Hardy. It shows off lemlem’s playful, colorful
style, and the tiny bumps and imperfect surfaces indicate that the cloth could
be handmade. Pierre organizes the easy to look at blue and white stripes
strategically, symmetrically, and cleanly. In this case, and against a standard
no-seam background, these garments also have no elements that would indicate
they come from a particular place. The design does what it is supposed to
do. It employs formalized and normalized design principles like symmetry,
order, simplicity, and RYB-tamed color choices, to create a look palatable to
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customers who through wearing them can be at home in not so risky choices,
and at the same time, as Akoma says, transcend (implode?) time and space.

modern, ethical and luxury fashion brand” that “partners with global artisans to
incorporate exquisitely handcrafted details and unexpected fabric techniques”.
Headquartered in the lower Manhattan (but soon shifting to London) Maiyet
works with artisans to “update, elevate, explore and expand on traditional
techniques” to “breathe life into age-old skills”. Their impeccably kept
boutique, illuminated mainly through pin spots on the merchandise, feels just
like any other impeccably kept boutique selling non-artisan fashion. They too
like the idea of garments that have “timeless silhouettes” and feature techniques
like “delicate reverse applique details of silk organza on cotton poplin hand
worked by artisans in Ahmedabad, India”. Maiyet suggest the shirtdress could
be worn “with a leather sneaker for day, and a strappy heeled sandal for night”.
At a time when large scale, high-technology-enabled global systems
despotically rule our lives, it is not surprising that products of high-touchenabled technology (as businessman and futurist Irving Toffler called it), would
be a popular antidote, a salve. One does not need to be a trend-forecaster to
notice that there can be beauty in the handmade, in its pace, its freedom to be
unique, and its ability to make you feel connected to another human being. The
dilemma is that although artisan fashion attempts to temper the anonymous and
alienating aspects of capitalist consumer society, it does so through a bid for
more consumption.

Illustration 11. Vive la France from LemLem. September 2018.

A final example of the artisan fashion look comes from Maiyet, a highprofile brand that works in partnership with the non-profit organization Nest,
which is “committed to the social and economic advancement of global
artisans”, most of whom work at home or in informal situations. Nest’s board
members include philanthropists and well-known sustainable fashionistas.
It has recently introduced a seal of approval scheme based on a long-list of
compliance standards that in some ways parallel industrial wish lists: “living
wages”, “decent” work conditions, and the like. Maiyet explains that they are “a
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3. Handicraft, Handloom, and Indian Fashion
India is by far the largest producer of handloomed textiles. Economically
handloom is usually officially measured as part of the much larger global
trade in handicraft. The Ministry of Textiles (MoT says that people power in
India produces ninety percent of the world’s handwoven cloth (MoT 2013)2.
India’s handweaving communities are likely then also to be the providers of the
majority of fabrics used as artisan fashion. This chapter looks at some of the
history and current status of this sector, and handloom in India within that. It
includes key infrastructural problems known to be hindering its development
(and that, as will be seen, the case has generally managed to overcome).

3.1 I The Global Handicraft Market
The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) defines handmade fabrics as (one of various) handicrafts, as
… 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 2017).

The United Nations Commission on Trade and Development (UNCTAD
in Alliance for Artisan Enterprise 2012) calculates that international trade
in handicrafts more than doubled between 2002 and 2012, and is now
approximately 32 billion dollars annually At the same time, floor space for
vendors of handicrafts continues to expand at major trade fairs such as Artisan
Resource (held twice annually in the
2 That percentages should be questioned. Neighboring Bangladesh and Pakistan each
claim to have a population of about one million weavers according to their ministries of
handloom.
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giant Javitts Convention Center in New York) where “unprecedented demand
for handmade and artisan products” offers designers and retailers “one-stop
sourcing access to quality handcrafts from across Africa, Asia, Central and
South America and the Middle East” (NY NOW). Global retail venues for
such handicrafts range in intimacy and scale from directly from the hands of a
producer, via one of the unknown numbers of emerging e-commerce enterprises
selling crafts, to souvenir shops, boutiques, artisan-centric chains like Ten
Thousand Villages, as big box-retailers including World Market and IKEA — as
well as well as in the artisan fashion venues.
The vast majority of the objects – all manner of products made with fiber,
leather, stone, metal, wood, clay, glass, leaves, and other materials — are
produced in the economically poorer regions of the world where artisan clusters
are relative to the developed countries more common (yet endangered). It is
generally thought that developing countries have a comparative advantage “due
to their diverse cultural traditions, distinct indigenous designs and products, and
local materials and resources” (Aid to Artisans 2009).
It is predicted that the global market will grow at a rate of twelve percent
annually from 2015 to 2019 and will continue to expand due to “consumer
and company interest in sourcing locally produced artisan goods, greater
international and domestic tourism, increased global interest in home
decorating, and increased willingness to pay a premium for distinctive (as
opposed to mass-produced) goods” (AfAE 2012).
Despite their uniqueness and current relative popularity, handloomed
fabrics are nearly invisible against the total global production of mill woven
fabrics. The making of handloomed fabrics in the Indian context, seems, and has
seemed for more than a century, on the verge of extinction (Liebl and Roy 2004,
Roy 1993, 1999). At the same time, there is a global effort to protect handicrafts
as a means for economic development. International agencies, for example, the
Ashoka and Rockefeller foundations have initiatives to preserve and develop
artisanal cultures, and handloom is usually the banner child in such efforts.
(Since 2015, the seventh of August, a red-letter date in the Swadeshi movement,
is National Handloom Day). UNCTAD, for example, is a prominent proponent
of artisanal, market-based approaches to “… end extreme global poverty and
enable resilient, democratic societies to realize their potential”. The World Craft
Council’s purpose is to strengthen the status of crafts as a vital part of cultural
and economic life by promoting “fellowship among the craftspersons of the

world” and offering “craftspersons encouragement, help, advice” to “foster
economic development through income generating activities” (WCC nd). The
Alliance for Artisan Enterprise (AfAE) is a public-private initiative between
the United States Department of State and the Aspen Institute. Its members
and partners include businesses, artisan support organizations, corporations,
foundations, government and multilateral agencies, and individuals who aim
“to work together to promote the full potential of artisan enterprise around
the world”, sixty-five percent of which, in monetary terms, takes place
in developing economies. Approaches to sustainable development in the
developing world usually try to bring those now working and living in informal
(and/or subsistence and/or traditional) economies into formal (capitalistic)
economies.
The economic potential of craft was described in a Peruvian artisan
success-story as told by then US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton at the 2012
the conference Power: Women as Drivers of Growth and Social Inclusion. I cite
large chunks of it because Clinton tells an archetypical tale of craft production
as an opportunity for social change.
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Luzmila Huarancca creates beautiful, embroidered cloth from the
Andean highlands … like so many women from indigenous communities,
she had no opportunity for a formal education, so she went to work as an
artisan.
Then about 10 years ago, she and her husband got a little boost
from USAID Peru that helped them turn their skills, which they already
had, into a small business. With determination, they grew that small
business into an award-winning enterprise. And today, Luzmila supplies
international textile markets, and has trained a network of more than 800
women in a dozen different communities to create her products.
... when I get tired of reading hundreds and hundreds of pages
of depressing reports about what’s happening somewhere or another, I
either watch decorating shows on television or I read what we call shelter
magazines that tell you how to decorate your home if you have the time to
do so. (laughter.)

So I opened this international decorating magazine called World of
Interiors, and there must have been 20 pages about the textiles from the
Andes and how incredible the workmanship was and the artistry and the
creativity. And then today, I got to see some of that for myself.
But this shows you how quickly in today’s interconnected global
economy one woman with a needle and determination can give hundreds
of women quality jobs stitching – literally stitching new hope into their
families’ futures and new economic growth for their country (Clinton
2012).

3.2 Handloom in the Indian Economy
According to MoT (2011), handloomed textiles account for approximately
fourteen percent of India’s total textile production. These textiles range from
exquisitely worked fabrics, treasures of human heritage, only accomplishable
through lifetimes of skills-building to the piles of indifferent khadi in seven
thousand sad government-supported Khadi and Village Industry Commission
(KVIC) stores across all the nation.
The number of Indian artisans is not agreed upon, but The Indian
Government’s Development Commissioner (Handicrafts) (DCH 2013) says
there are about seven million. Dasra, which describes itself as India’s “leading
strategic philanthropic foundation supporting social change”, agrees, but The
Harvard South Asian Institute (HSAI nd) (2016) says there are 12 people
million weaving, embroidering, carving, inlaying, stamping, painting and
the like. An estimate of 200 million people working at least part-time as
artisans is mentioned by Ashoke Chatterjee, president of the Craft Council of
India (HSAI nd). One thing is sure. The the vast majority of India’s artisans,
including its millions of textile artisans, live in socio-economic conditions
that in no way resemble the socio-economic situations of ninety-nine percent
of those attending fashion weeks. Like the other crafts, handloom weaving is
a way of earning money that is almost always outside of the so-called formal
(or organized) global economy. According to Dasra (2013) more than ninety
percent of artisans worked in the informal sector, and more than forty percent
worked from home. Like most other people in the informal economy (discussed
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further below) they are not protected by minimum wage schemes, benefits such
as pensions, vacation pay, or sick leave (DCH 2018). The Public Distribution
System (PDS) card, which is common to all people who live below the poverty
entitles them to receive subsidized food and fuel. example. The government
handloom offices that are supposed to help the development of the textile sector
have next to no budget in relationship to the need and number of weavers (and
potential weavers) in the country. The funding they do have for raw materials,
equipment, a work place, to participate in exhibitions – the support that might
enable artisans to gain some economic traction, are (according to Sharma 2018
and other anecdotal evidence) mainly accessed by master weavers or the few
who have good relationships with officials.
It is important to recognize that the informal economic situation of
artisans in India is not special. The Indian Government’s National Commission
for Enterprises in the Unorganized Sector (NCEUS) estimates that the “unorganised/informal sector” comprised (in 2004 -2005) eighty-six percent of the
Indian work force. Additional informal employment within the organized/formal
sector brought the total percentage of workers working outside of the organized
formal economy to ninety-two percent (NCEUS 2008). Ghani et al. (2013, p 2),
in a study for the World Bank, conclude that the unorganized sector accounts
for more than ninety-nine percent of establishments, and eighty percent
of employment in manufacturing in India. Sengupta et al., writing for the
NCEUS (2006), provides a simple definition of how the informal/unorganized
employment in India can be understood.
Unorganized workers consist of those working in the unorganized
enterprises or households, excluding regular workers with social security
benefits, and the workers in the formal sector without any employment/
social security benefits provided by the employers.
The employees with informal jobs generally do not enjoy
employment security (no protection against arbitrary dismissal) work
security (no protection against accidents and illness at the workplace)
and social security (maternity and health-care benefits, pension, etc.)
and therefore any one or more of these characteristics can be used for
identifying informal employment (Sengupta in NCEUS, p 3).
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Public policy expert Martha Alter Chen (WIEGO 2012), in a working paper
for Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing and Harvard
Kennedy School of Government, makes the point (again) that today’s formal
global economy does not create enough jobs for all. Thereby “employment in
the informal economy is here to stay in the short, medium, and probably long
term”. Moreover, the informal economy is “the main source of employment
and income for the majority of the workforce and population in the developing
world” (Chen 2013 p 20).
The vast majority of weavers work on a piece-rate basis, most often paid
to them by master weavers operating for profit businesses. Today, these master
weavers organize resources, design or administrate the design of the product,
pay the weavers’ wages, and market the goods. The weaver/master weaver
system, with roots in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, is often criticized as
one that too often relies on the indentured labor of weavers, who, lacking their
own capital, business skills, and design capabilities are economically beholden
to master weavers (Ramaswamy 2008, Srinivasulu 1994). Other forms of
handloom-based enterprises are charities, cooperatives, and, since, producer
companies, a legal entity since 2013 in which earnings are shared among the
producers in a way that is similar to a cooperative, but has less governmental
oversight.

3.3 The Products’ Political Provenance
All Big Ideas in history have two aspects: that which is true for a
particular time and space in history, and that which is timeless. Some of
what Gandhi sought to achieve through the spinning wheel had temporary
relevance, which was circumscribed by the historical context and the
specific need of India’s freedom movement. It is no longer germane to our
times.
However, much of the Gandhian agenda is also of abiding
relevance for India and the world. Indeed, this latter aspect of the message
of khadi and the charkha has in many ways become more relevant in the
twenty-first century than when Gandhi was alive … The principal learning
from Gandhi’s charkha movement is that technology must empower the
common man and that is should be a binding source for society to pursue
a lofty goal. (Kulkarni 2012 p xxi)
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Although, Gandhi is not someone people are talking about at
WomenWeave, it is important to understand the historical and political role of
WW's main product, whose origins pre-date Gandhi. No matter if this history
is known or unknown to a "stakeholder" (for example a customer or a spinner)
the past informs the product to this day, even as, or especially as, a part of the
fashion statement (Jay 2017, 2018).
The tens of thousands of years-old practices of handloom mostly
evaporated as a result of vastly cheaper mill made fabrics predicated on three
conditions: cotton, colonialization, and capital-intensive, industrialization.
Clingingsmith and Williamson's (2008) scholarship shows however that from
1760 to a century later, India's textile economy was damaged by poor climate
conditions, the indirect result of the coming apart of the Mughal Empire.
Beckert (2014), in an exhaustive account, argues that India’s indigenous cotton
and Britain’s ownership of its production and trade are the twin forces that
brought about a global economic transition from agrarianism and mercantilism
to industrial capitalism. The quantum reduction in the labor and time it took to
produce yarns and fabrics, and the much lower costs of imported British, and
later Indian mill mades, eventually brought handloom weaving to its current
rarity. By the late 1820s, with industrialization in full steam in Manchester,
more mill-made fabric was imported from the UK to India than handloom
was exported to the UK, with the differential between the mechanized and the
manual growing ever since. Twomey (1983) estimates however that in the mid
1800s there were about 6.5 million weavers working, and provides numerical
evidence that, contrary to the popular narrative, there was no absolute decline of
economic significance of the nineteenth century economy (p 37). Nonetheless,
the main narrative usually goes as follows. “Once a great producer of cloth,
India became a consumer of British manufacturer textiles, the prominence of
her traditional textile production undone by cheaper foreign goods” and it is
therefore “no surprise that the question of native industrial development, and
the production of cotton cloth in particular, figures so centrally in Indian anticolonial critiques and nationalist politics of the twentieth century” (Trivedi
2007, 2-3).
At the end of the nineteenth century, beginning with the rise of the National
Congress Party, in the late 1800s and early 1900s, khadi, politicized handloom,
emerged as a symbol and instrument of political, economic, and social change.
In the early twentieth century Gandhi based his philosophy on his belief that the
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colonized peoples of India must not use or buy industrially-made British cloth.
Instead, individuals, in partnership with their community, and in equity with
all castes, shall become materially and spiritually self-sufficient. India’s selfrule or Swadeshi movement, with which “khadi-thinking” is intertwined (from
Gandhi’s point of view, inseparable) has usually been attributed to factors such
as: the growing awareness of the draining of Indian resources by the British
colonial regime; the increasing impoverishment of its population; and the
regime’s partitioning of Bengal into Hindu and Muslim regions.
There is extensive literature about khadi. In the dimly lit library at the
National Gandhi Museum in Delhi, are stacks of books and piles of periodicals
of official reports, statistics, and academic treatments of khadi. There are views
of khadi through the lenses of technology; economics; political science and
government policy; gender, caste, and class; semiotics, aesthetics, and fashion.
In 1927 Gandhi published the following with reference to the spinning wheel.
Charkha is the symbol of the nation's prosperity and therefore
freedom. It is a symbol not of commercial war but of commercial
peace. It bears not a message of ill-will towards the nations of the earth
but of goodwill and self-help. It will not need the protection of a navy
threatening a world's peace and exploiting its resources, but it needs the

… khadi should be linked with liberty. All the time you are
spinning, you would not think in terms of your own requirements but in
terms of the requirements of the nation. You will say, 'I want to clothe the
whole nation that is naked and I must do it non-violently.' Each time you
draw a thread, say to yourselves, 'We are drawing the thread of Swaraj.'
Multiply this picture million fold and you have freedom knocking at your
door (Gandhi 1938, cited in CWMG 15-11-1938; 68:133).

Khadi, the making and wearing of the homespun product, “went big” in
pre-independence India as a result of Gandhi’s and like-minded individuals’
campaign of theorizing, developing, designing, branding, and selling the
product and the production and value system it embodied. Ramagundan, in
Gandhi’s Khadi: A History of Contention and Conciliation (2008), describes
the phenomena as a massive exercise in organization, network building, and
matching massive investment of time and ideology by hundreds of millions of
people who decided that wearing khadi was a transformative experience. Khadi
— the ideation of it, the production of it, the distribution of it, and the wearing
of it — could be a pivot point on which one could change one’s class affiliation,
political, and personal beliefs (refs). Ramagundan articulates some of the many
roles the textile has played in the narrative of Indian identity.

religious determination of millions to spin their yarn in their own homes
as today they cook their food in their own homes.

Khadi was a cloth against colonialism and an idea against
imperialism. [It was] freedom's fabric.

I may deserve the curse of posterity for many mistakes of omission
and commission, but I am confident of earning its blessings for suggesting

Gradually it became a commodity that denoted what the entire

a revival of the Charkha. I stake my all on it. For every revolution of the

Gandhi-led freedom struggle stood for. It came to symbolize liberation,

wheel spins peace, goodwill and love. And with all that, inasmuch as the

not just from the exploitative colonialism, but also from the market driven

loss of it brought about India's slavery, its voluntary revival with all its

techno capitalism.

implications must mean India's freedom. (Young India, 22- 9-1927).
It came to be identified with principles of social responsibility

In Music of the Spinning Wheel: Mahatma Gandhi’s Manifesto for the
Internet Age, Kulkarni (2012) uses the word music to mean whirring of
a simple wood and string spinning wheel such as is perpetually pictured
alongside Gandhi. Gandhi and those who shared his views on this complex and
controversial political and economic project, believed that

and neighbourly compassion. It stood for forging living bonds between
the rich and the poor. It brought issues of social segregation, economic
inequality and political isolation into the agenda of the national struggle.
It aspired to shape the content of freedom and determine the values
at stake in post - independence rivalries over resource - use.

60

61

It invested moral responsibility in the representative character of
democracy. It gave character to politics as well as to protest.
It was a road map to Swaraj (Ramagundan 2008 p 11).

The philosophical and technical parameters that define khadi have evolved,
as have the governments and consumer trends associated with it over the years.
After Independence, government agencies and five-year, socialist-nationbuilding plans to support khadi and village crafts were put in place. Today the
national government’s Khadi and Village Industries Commission is charged
with providing employment; producing saleable articles; creating self-reliance
amongst the poor; and building up of a strong rural community spirit (KVIC
2016). To be considered khadi by the government, fabric should be handwoven
with handspun yarn, though the meanings of both words are debated. The
majority of khadi for sale in India is offered through KVIC outlets, such as this
Khadi Gramodyog Bhavan in Delhi.

Illustration 12. Above, Gandhi spindles, below Gandhi sheets, enshrined at the National
Gandhi Museum in New Delhi.
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Illustration 13. Four scenes at a KVIC store in central Delhi. Who wants to shop here?
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The political history and the simple material aesthetics associated
with khadi inform WW’s approach to product design. Gudi Mudi, the main
producing unit was founded and remains primarily a khadi-centric project, as
the sign above the entrance to the facility states, in so much as the system uses
low-technology production to make yarn and weave fabric in a community
of similarly minded, and similarly-purposeful individuals, primarily with
Gandhian-era technology. WW’s good are not however meant for every Indian
per Gandhi orthodoxy, but for customers in an international, elite fashion
clientele. Have no fear however:
Khadi is the only seemingly expensive … it is wrong to compare
khadi with other cloth by comparing the prices of given lengths. The
inexpensiveness of khadi consists in the revolution of one’s taste (Gandhi
in Young India 7-8-1924).

WW’s fabrics are diverse, with a swatch bank of over two thousand
examples of their output. New fabrics are regularly introduced. The core
products that WW produces the most of and best articulates a modern khadi
aesthetic, I have called naya khadi, Hindi for new khadi. I think of them as
playful versions of the generally austere, mostly undyed, historic khadi. Naya
khadi is modern, color-rich, natural-looking (if not always actually natural)
handmade cloth, most frequently made with cotton, but often with some eri,
tussah, zari, fine wool or other special fiber. The yarns include ambar charka
spun slubby cotton and hand reeled slubby silks. WW’s fabrics are mostly plain,
striped, and plaid plain weaves, and limited to sheer and lighter weight fabrics.
The khadi fabrics have a notably dry, utilitarian hand that is unusual, if not
abnormal, in apparel. There are fabrics in WW’s collection that look nearly the
same as those in the fluorescent light vitrines at the Gandhi museum. Professor
and brand consultant Simonetta Carbonaro was the first person I heard, with
regard to the paradoxical lifestyle trend toward of simplicity, use the tagline
“poverty is the new luxury”, and this is one of the looks for which naya khadi
can be well-adapted. The privilege of looking destitute is visible everywhere
people wear deliberately-torn and fake-worn jeans. Poverty, at least frugality,
is chic. At the high end of the impoverished aesthetic, a new, dull grey and dull
beige, artisanally spot-stained blanket of “over-thick” (i.e. poor quality) cotton
yarns unfit for a mop was being sold in a luxury furnishings boutique on Bond
Street in Manhattan for one thousand two hundred dollars.
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Illustration 14. The fabric pictured above, designed by Gaeta Patel has been a best seller
for WomenWeave. Technically speaking, Gandhi, could have made it. Note the mix of
slubby, smooth, and twined yarns and the way the widths of the stripes vary slightly
in response to the hand, head, and eyes of the weaver. The fringe, on all edges here,
required not just the normal cutting of the ends but the removal of a well-formed, clean
selvedge. Few of WW’s fabrics are this explicitly "tattered", but it shows how naya
khadi and the high fashion aesthetic of impoverishment often comingle.

3.4 Handloom in Indian Formalized Fashion
The tradition of making and wearing handloomed fabric has continued
unbroken for many thousands of years on the sub-continent of India. Today
garments and yardage of handloomed fabric can be purchased at governmentrun stores, upscale (in the Indian context) chain stores, boutiques and temporary
exhibitions. Many factors have kept it going, though problematically:
government programs, private patronage, lack of alternatives for artisans; and
the marketplace have somehow kept the generally antiquated handloom sector
from disappearing. Several decades ago, India saw the rise of a designer-led,
formalized (with the accoutrements of shows, marketing, media, press, policies)
fashion system. From the start, many of the first wave of Indian fashion-school
trained designers embraced the richness of India’s craft heritage, and this has
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created a somewhat new venue for handloom. In India, schools such as Tata
Institute of Social Sciences, the Institute of Rural Management, The National
Institute of Fashion and Technology, National Institute of Design, The Indian
Institute of Crafts and Design, as well as Somaiya Kala Vidya in Kutch, and The
Handloom School in Maheshwar, either run programs or strive solely to develop
the handloom sector through engagement with the domestic and international
fashion and handicrafts market.
Harvard business professor Mukti Khaire (2011) has analyzed how the
European in origin, runway-driven, designer-led Indian fashion system came
into being, in the mid 1980s, and how Delhi, and to a lesser degree Mumbai,
came to be part of the global fashion industry dominated by Paris, London,
Milan, New York, and Tokyo. Khaire defines a formalized fashion system as
one that a) regularly and formally presents new designs through fashion shows
and fashion weeks; b) has a flourishing retail and media presence (Vogue India
launched in 2007, 115 years after its American edition; c) has institutions
that specialize in this form of fashion education; and d) relies on a supporting
infrastructure, such as fabric and findings vendors, skilled labor, skilled
management, and fashion business associations.
From the start, this formalized Indian fashion system embraced handloom
and a specifically Indian aesthetic that interlaces ancient, locality-specific, lowtechnology with of the moment, “locality-free” high-technology. Most designers
who emerged in the 1980s “believed that the use of traditional textiles and
embellishments was their way of distinguishing themselves as Indian designers,
and that it was their unique selling point” (Khaire p 361). Two conditions seem
to have made the marriage between heritage handloom and contemporary
fashion. Firstly, and obviously, was “the prevalence of rich and diverse
handwoven fabrics and craftsmanship”, including “a strong tradition of weaving
diverse textiles and embellishing fabrics by dyeing, printing, embroidering, and
ornamenting them with beads, mirrors, and precious metals, such as gold, silver,
and semiprecious stones”; also important was the mission of the newly formed
Fashion Design Council of India (FDIC) to, with the help of the MoT, foster the
growth of the Indian fashion industry (p 348). “The craft-preservation claim of
the designers” Khaire states, “thus resonated both with a general belief in the
importance of traditional textiles and crafts and with widespread acceptance of
the link between fashion and traditional textiles and crafts”.
By 2005, the formalized fashion sector employed at least two hundred
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designers who were part of the fashion trade association and “had developed
a clear identity and had evolved into a well-established, functioning industry,
earning revenues of approximately 2 billion Indian rupees” (circa 60 million
USD) (Khaire p 1). Nowadays, handloomed fabrics are regularly used in
collections by well-known fashion labels, such as Raul Mishra, who I have
spotlighted in this chapter. Like other international fashion compatriots, fashion
designers fashion in response (or perhaps to direct) global shop-and-popculture. Vogue India’s Nitya Chablani says about Mumbai’s Lakmé Fashion
Week, that it
… isn’t only a crowd pleaser because of the endless talent it
displays to the country’s fashion enthusiasts. There’s also that element
of star power in the air towards the end of each show. Will there be
a celebrity walking the runway? Will they dance down the ramp for
the finale? Will they be wearing the most awe-inspiring look from the
collection? This season, Lakmé Fashion Week’s shows were choc-a-block
with Bollywood faces, and not one showstopper was missable (Chablani
2016).

Amazon India Fashion Week, held twice yearly in Delhi, is India’s biggest
fashion event. In 2015, the show was as a “one of the country’s biggest, mostanticipated fashion events, attracting celebrities across various industries, and
Bollywood glitterati” (The National 2015). The week, which was perhaps
the high-water mark of a flood of handloom shows on the Indian runways,
featured well-known designers including Abraham and Thakore, J.J. Valaya,
Namrata Joshipura, Rina Dhaka, Malini Ramani, and Pankaj and Nidhi (IndoAsian News Service 2015). The week included two catwalks of garments made
exclusively with handloomed fabric, and another sixty-three designers in the
show created ensembles for an all-khadi collection, and at least eight-eight of
the one hundred designers participating in this event used handloomed fabrics,
according to the Fashion Council (FDCI 2015). Handloom in Indian fashion
continues to be an important story. I attended the 2017 Amazon-sponsored
event in Delhi to take the pulse. The first show of the week was substantially
sponsored by the handmade fashion and furnishings brand Good Earth, and
consisted of garments made of fabrics designed by two NID graduates and
woven by students at The Handloom School. Like all such fashion frenzies,
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the point was to show something beautiful, enthralling, to sell the goods.
Fashion models, women and men, tall, thin, strikingly beautiful as always,
walked hundreds of outfits and dozens of looks by an array of top designers.
An organized and elegant array of more than a hundred (not necessarily
recognizable as handloomed) fabrics were used. Spotlights and flashing. Loud
music, pouty mouths. The air in the stadium was freezing, while outside it was
scalding. The fifteen student-weavers attending, dressed as a team in plain white
handloom, and taking their own turn on the runway were delighted. Delighted
by seeing their work on the stage, delighted by being in, and the dream of more
of being part of that world.

3.5 Fashion Spotlight: Mishra
The Mumbai-and Delhi-based designer was wise to include
a grouping anchored by red and navy gingham, hedging that some
customers will prefer a less colorful look. In black and white, the bomber
topped in a “3-D tropical rain forest” and traveling crane displayed that
slow fashion (Mishra is adamant about sustainable and ethical practices)
can look as high-impact as anything out there today (Verner in Vogue
Magazine, 2016).

Fashion anthropologist Phyllida Jay has studied the role of handloom in
the Indian fashion market. Having been connected through several people in
our networks, we met for cocktails at a restaurant lounge in Khan Market, a
shopping area with some fashionable Indian brands, including several that sell
a lot of handloomed textiles. At the time Phylida was a columnist for the Times
of India and writing Fashion India, a book about contemporary Indian fashion
and those who design it. Jay’s book focuses on several dozen fashion designers
whose clothing represents the “social, cultural and economic currents that form
the context for the emergence and explosion of the Indian fashion industry
since the 1980s” (2016). Her research considers how factors such as changing
lifestyles and gender roles, globalization, and ideas about what India is, are
influencing fashion. We ordered some “global hummus”, olives and after the
first cocktail (was it gin and tonic or some kind of specialty drink?) we got to
talking about Rahul Mishra, a celebrated fashion designer who we both knew.
In her book, she uses him as an example of how designers negotiate issues craft,
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rural livelihoods, heritage and the continuity of traditions, “that nonetheless
must be adapted for expanding markets, changing tastes and the growth of
luxury brands in the Indian market.”
By chance, Rahul and I came across each other in 2006 when he was a
student at the modernist-missioned NID in Ahmedabad and I was visiting the
school, whose mandate is to provide “world-class design education” toward
“raising the quality of life”.3 One of the suggested routes includes design
interventions to elevate (to poach a popular marketing term) craft, handloom,
and other rural technologies – and in so doing, develop the artisan sector.
Rahul was considered a star student, and since I was a foreign educator, it was
suggested that we meet. We talked about Milan, and living Italy, and his take
on the Indian fashion scene. He showed me his drawings of minimalist, loosely
draped and adaptable garments. Years later, unknown to me, he was one of the
first fashion designers to work with WW, and catching up with him by Skype
in 2012, he told me, fitting his education, that his ethos and aesthetic presume a
commitment to Indian artisans and their work. And why not? Though we didn’t
get into what that really means. He says that the visual, tactile, and emotional
caché of handloom are as important as the socio-economic purpose of creating
employment. He eschews, in his words, the look of predictable, industrial
perfection. He sees no clash between handloom and his contemporary vision.
He says he aims not to grow rich and famous but to make the people around him
prosperous. When we talked at Amazon Fashion in 2017 in the weeks before his
opening of what has been called one of India's most beautiful designer stores, he
was quite occupied by people wanting his attention.

3 Like other design and fashion colleges in India, NID’s fashion curriculum includes

courses that attempt to bridge two different, but equally Indian, cohorts. On one side
are those associated with the institute, who are almost exclusively from urban middle
and upper-class backgrounds. Like Mishra, they have understood design and business
through formalized education, and live more-internationalized and faster-paced lives.
On the other side are people who are almost exclusively from rural and not well-off
situations. They have usually learned craft through generational experience, and live
more-localized and slower lives.
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3.6 Key Problems of the Indian Handloom Sector

Illustration 15. Mishra was an early user of WW’s fabric. Here, an ensemble pictured in
Vogue.com, from Spring 2017 collection.

Although there is a clear appreciation for what Indian handloom fabrics
are and represent, physically, aesthetically, economically, those things do not
assure its survival. Despite a seemingly good fit with contemporary customers’
yearnings, the current problems are discussed by experts as life-threatening,
probably not endurable for more than a couple of decades before the traditional
skills are gone forever (Dasra 2013; Sharma 2012-2018). And even if there
are some signs that the radical innovations in communication technology
may help with organizational solutions (Goldsmith 2012, 2013), a host of ingrained beliefs and conditions hinder or prevent, so it is theorized, the overall
handicrafts sector, and handloom within that, from prospering as they might.
The problems range in size from macro-economic issues to particular holes in
the production and marketing system.
In a still-valid white paper for the World Bank, “Handmade in India:
Traditional Craft Skills in a Changing World”, Liebl and Roy (2004) note that
the most problematic issue for the artisan sector is its “amorphous, unorganized
nature”. Indeed, an all-India survey of craft-producing clusters taken by teams
of researchers led by NID professors and craft advocates Aditi and M.P. Ranjan
(2007) indicated there are many thousands of communities of producers are
distributed over nearly 3 million square kilometers of mostly rural and remote
areas of land.4 Reaching them is made more difficult by the fact of their
having low levels of education. Ninety percent of women in craft-producing
households, and fifty percent of the heads of those households were said (in
2003) to have no formal education in the strategic philanthropy Dasra’s 2013
report “Crafting a Livelihood” which mapped the socio-economics of the terrain
by surveying 260 craft-based NGO enterprises across India.
Dasra provides a version of the well-known story. Crafts have been
marginalized by cheaper and faster industrialized production. Artisans have
(naively) tried to complete with industrial prices by reducing the quality of
materials and processes. They may, in the handloom sector, for example, switch
from more expensive natural fibers to synthetic yarns. Similarly, they may

4 A cluster is defined by MoT as a “geographically concentrated (mostly in villages/

townships) household units producing handicraft/handloom products. In a typical cluster, such producers often belong to a traditional community, producing the long-established products for generations. Indeed, many artisan clusters are centuries old.”
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reduce the amount or quality of the workmanship, which contributes to the
decline and eventual loss of skills. Artisans, once an essential part of the villagebased economy, produced mostly everyday utilitarian objects that catered to
local markets, replicating local designs and motifs that had meaning to those in
their communities. The shift to industrialization and urbanization severed the
relationships between the makers and users, and “rendered artisans' knowledge
and skill, acquired over generations, virtually useless and made crafts an
unsustainable source of livelihood” (Dasra p 11). In short, artisans were put out
of business due to global economic changes and their inability to adapt. There
are a number of papers and reports listing more specific problems facing the
handloom sector in India (for example, Goswami and Jain 2014; Nadh 2013;
Seemanthini 2001; Soundarapandian 2002; Tata Trust nd) but the content varies
little, and is remarkably similar to what many people working in the sector
have told me directly, and what I have observed with regard to the product
design, communication. Dasra has organized the problems into five categories,
which I follow. First, is the nature of the situation described by Liebl and Roy,
Ranjan and Ranjan, above. The informal and distributed nature of the system,
the low education levels of most artisans, and often times lack of utilities and
transportation, impede communication, organization, and innovation.
The second set of problems is inadequate inputs. The lack of quality and
variety materials is an example. Supply chains and government subsidies are
designed primarily to meet the needs of industrial production. Rural artisans,
who require small quantities of materials must choose among a quite limited
number options. They have little bargaining power, and are frequently “forced
to buy substandard materials at a higher price” (Dasra p 12). In fact, even in
Maheshwar, a well-established weaving town it is not possible to find more
than a few types of silk and cotton for sale at the few local yarn vendors. Craft
producers suffer from a lack of capital or credit, which makes it difficult or
impossible to procure raw materials, or, for example, get a loan for a loom. It
is a situation that “forces artisans to borrow from their local moneylender or
trader at high interest rates” and puts many into indentured servitude (Dasra p
12). Adequate input is lacking in product design for a socio-economically and or
geographically distant marketplace, as design had earlier been an arrangement
between an artisan and a customer. Few artisans instinctively understand the
marketplace. Artisans do not usually speak the same language as the consumers
of their products: neither linguistically nor aesthetically.

A third problem area, or another group of missing inputs, is information
asymmetry between the artisans and most of the rest of the people they need to
deal with to be part of the global market, all of whom are likely educated and
financially better off. Though access to the Internet has been advancing quickly
via smartphones, as of 2018, according to the Internet and Mobile Association
of India, less than twenty percent of the rural India has access to the Internet.
This disconnection contributes to the reasons that artisans do not have a chance
to interact and understand potential markets, and hinders their ability to access
government schemes instituted for their welfare.
The fourth category of problems comes back to the underlying structure
of the system. Consumers of crafts are more and more urbanized, yet mostly
sold through local markets. This means that few artisans have opportunities to
understand their customers directly, through, for example, closer connections
with urban retail platforms. There are abundant logistical problems due to the
fact that small quantities are produced in far flung rural areas. Similarly, artisans
are often unable to access training and technology. Moreover, there are few
organized systems to collect goods from small producers, check quality, and
warehouse them in ways that align with the consumer expectations (putting
aside for the moment what expectations consumers should have). Though it
seems to many that middlemen are necessary links to the market, it is known
that they often pay a fraction of what might be considered a fair price. A
problem on the horizon is growing consumer expectations for producers to
provide transparency and traceability, both of which are scarce in the handloom
sector.
Finally, is the lack of an enabling environment. This includes both public
policy and social circumstances. As mentioned, federal and state governments
run a variety of program promote handloom production, but critics view those
programs as ineffective or misguided. In my own research, I have found that, as
Dasra notes, there is a lack of credible information regarding the demographics
of the sector. Handloom advocates often say the government, by its actions,
shows that it views the sector as a sunset industry, no longer relevant in India's
technology driven economic growth (Dasra p 14). Indeed, if websites indicate
the culture that lies behind it, be it known that the MoT Ministry of Textiles’
handloom commission’ webpages are filled with blurry images, confusing
graphics, and product examples that have little to do with global fashion
expectations. One factor for the lack of clarity could be that the handicraft
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sector is under the purview of seventeen government agencies. Perhaps the
biggest threat to the future of handloom is the lack of interest by the children,
and grandchildren of those weaving today. And this is not surprising for a
number of reasons. First is that children have seen how hard it is to find markets
and decent prices for the products. The education system does little to integrate
lessons regarding the importance of crafts, and pushes students toward office
and other white-collar jobs. A personal experience of this came to me when I
was the “special foreign guest” at a public school twenty minutes by car from
Maheshwar. Only one of the fifty or so high school age students gathered knew
that handloomed textiles were woven in their area, a fact well-known of course
to the textile cognoscenti. Finally, crafts are traditionally produced by people of
low social status.
Looking forward, come four policy recommendations or places for
investments to develop the perceived potential of the sector, with a priority
given to raising the unsustainable incomes of artisans. Firstly, is the need for
long-term “handholding” of artisans by experts throughout the value chain,
because artisans now lack the capabilities to manage on their own. Second,
more needs to be done to increase user demand for crafted products and
strengthen the links between artisans and the marketplace. Third, the informal,
decentralized production model needs to be organized and rationalized, but must
do so while maintaining the characteristics that make the system unique. The
fourth cornerstone is building a multi-stakeholder approach that would integrate
the aims and strengths of what is now a system of uncoordinated efforts (Dasra,
Goswami and Jain 2014; Nadh 2013; Seemanthini 2001; Soundarapandian
2002; Tata Trust np).

3.7 Summary
This section described aspects of the Indian handloom sector in order to
see the foundation of much of artisan fashion. Indian handloom is diverse and is
usually understood mostly as part of a much larger global market of handicrafts,
even if the case that is investigated in this research, and many other producers
have slid more into the Indian and international fashion markets. The markets
are seen by a range of players as an opportunity for economic development.
There are however many complex problems to be overcome if the handloom
sector is to fulfill its promise.
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4. The Research Approach
My hand feels touched as well as it touches; real means this,
and nothing more.
(attributed: Paul Valéry)

The research approach is constructivist in that thought, language and action
bring about new realities. I am interested in qualitative research regarding the
sustainable fashion quest, because it seems to me, that is primarily a quest to
understand and change the qualitative value systems associated with fashion
and society. Hyper-consumption, expectations of low prices and high volumes,
lack of appreciation for the physical, aesthetic, and social functioning of textiles
and fashion, respect for other human beings, for example, are qualitative
phenomena.
This is inductive work in that it is focused on a particular case in an effort
to find a potentially generalizable truth. It is grounded research, in that reflection
and analysis on the empirical experiences preceded a finalization of the research
questions. Indeed, during the early stages of this research, the questions were
within the realm of design management — “the management of design and the
design of management” (as my first supervisor, Simonetta Carbonaro described
it) – and with the notion that what was happening on the ground with the
case, was assumed, based on prior knowledge of it, “sustainable” or at least
“good”. The first questions were envisioned with the idea that understanding
the design management aspects of the case would be illuminating. In the spirit
of, but not actually, action research, I also wanted this work to be not just for
the academic research community, but also for the enterprise. I do not however
consider this work Action Research. Though there were benefits for others as
a result of my investigation, I did not approach this work with the intention of
building capacity or changing how the case operates (Stringer 2007). After an
extended research visit in 2015 however, it was decided that more fundamental
questions needed to be asked, such as “What is really happening here?”, or
“What is sustainability in this context?”, or “What is the value of this kind of
fashion-making?”. This is not to say that the management of design and the
design of management are not essential to this or any enterprise that makes and
sells things, but that it seemed that it was more urgent to establish the real and
potential value of the case/model before trying to improve it.
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This research is reproducible to the degree that other researches could do
what I have done in terms of approach and methods. Like other social science
however, it is not precisely replicable. No one else, at this point and time,
for better or worse, has my imbedded, longitudinal perspective, or biases. It
seems to me, regarding time, this it is the most essential aspect of the approach.
particularly the time spent living in the place and developing relationships
with people. A clear example of this is the feeling I had during the 2015 trip.
Although I had visited and taught several times before, it was not until that trip,
the main research trip, that I perceived a jump in the trust and ease between my
informant-friends and myself that made the interactions more vivid and nuanced
that before. In this important way, this research has everything to do not just
with a case, but with moments in time. As discussed, my affiliation with WW
began well before beginning this PhD. The table below provides an overview of
various times on-site, my research activities, and the documentation that came
from those things.

Table 2. Distribution of time, activities, and documentation
Time Period

Activities

Documentation

Presearch

During these years, I visited
(and taught) at WW three
times. I originally went
for my personal interest. I
began to see the enterprise
as an interesting case
study. Eventually I took on
the case for my master’s
thesis, and again, as part of
my licentiate, which were
completed during these years.
In retrospect, the master’s
work served as an orientation
to the organization, and
the licentiate gave an
understanding of its product.
I became oriented to a
culture and population new
to me, and most important,
relationships and credibility
were established.

casual notes

This is the primary research
period. During these years, I
alternated between intensely
informative periods of being
there and more contemplative
working and writing periods
in Borås, New York, and Los
Angeles. The 2015/2016
period in Maheshwar was
filled with interacting
with people, watching,
interviewing, reading,
teaching, and keeping about
two hundred pages of daily
field notes. I had intended for
that trip to the last before the
write-up. The second visit
during this PhD phase was
mostly dedicated to writing
and verifying.

field notes

2006: two weeks
2009/2010: six weeks
2011/2013: six weeks

PhD Research
2015/2016: three
months
2017/2018: three
months

Illustration 16. WomenWeave’s factory in the early days, 2009.
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lesson plans
field notes
photographs
video of classes, artisan
meetings
interviews with 12 artisans
interview with Sally
interviews with the Young
Weavers
scarves from project/order
weave-blankets/fabric
experiments

photographs
semi-structured interviews
including COO, Founder,
board members, and
designers
story projects with staff
and students

When I was a little girl, I thought the world — the It’s a Small
Disney World-world that I adored — it’s a song I still sing by the way
— was all about beautifully-spotlighted, sashaying little dolls in exotic
costumes.
Later I learned that ethnography is more than some jingle jangle on
a candy-colored brassiere (Poozier-Levine 2015).

Illustration 17. Snaps from group interviews with artisans. Devika, top left in kurta, was
the perfect person to help, because she is well-known and well-trusted by the women,
and inquisitive.

4.1 Ethnography/Narrative, AT, and a Business Model
My parents and grandparents and teachers taught me how to use hand tools
like brushes, knives, and darning needles as extensions of my body and mind
to bring about something new: a painting, a bookcase, a dinner, a mended sock.
I am amazed by the capacity of tools to hinder or advance the development
of everyday life as well as the most evil or grandest human ambitions. I
approached this research using three tools: ethnography, narrative, and Activity
Theory (AT). Toward the end of the writing, a fourth, helper-tool (a social
enterprise business model) was brought in. The reason being that a device was
needed to relate the findings back into the real world, to perhaps answer the
question, “So what?”. Ethnographies and narrative approaches are flip sides of
the same coin. People are made by stories and stories are made people, but is
useful to clarify how this/these approaches were used.
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It was that way for me too: my first impressions of what other cultures
must be like were in a fake boat on a beautiful, enchanting, colorful, and happy
Disney ride. The American Association of Anthropologists (AAA) defines
ethnography as that which “involves the researcher's study of human behavior
in the natural settings in which people live”. It refers to … the description
of cultural systems or an aspect of culture based on fieldwork in which the
investigator is immersed in the ongoing everyday activities of the designated
community for the purpose of describing the social context, relationships and
processes relevant to the topic under consideration (AAA 2004).
Cultural anthropologist H. Arlo Nimmo describes the ethnographic
process in ways that match aspects of my research experience. “Ethnography
is a deliberately messy methodology, putting its faith in the interpretative
competence of the researcher when immersed in a social milieu in all its
complexity.” It was not however, my personal intention to be messy. It just
happened that way. I became an embedded and participatory researcher who got
to see what was happening at the enterprise, in town, in homes, in businesses,
in the region and beyond. To do this, I had to go with the flow, although it took
no encouragement. Nimmo attributes this to the ethnographers’ willingness
to let go of the “the security of pre-conceived analytic categories”. Instead,
“ethnographers typically steer a far more inductive course by cultivating an
openness to the multiple and overlapping phenomenological worlds of their
subjects” (Nimmo 2011 pp 108-119). Indeed, the multiple worlds Nimmo
speaks of, were at times overwhelming, both in terms of collecting “data” and in
trying to find the meaning in it.
By definition, and with reference to comment above about the allencompassing dimension of time, narrative travels along a continuum that
extends before the beginning and after the end of the narrative itself. That is
to say, it is located in its own time and space, but also a larger time and space.
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Because the experiences that create a narrative are temporal, the meanings
that are attributed to them change over time as they become contextualized
within a longer-term historical record (Clandinin and Connelly 2000; Clandinin
and Huber 2010). I used narrative to represent my “empirical ethnographic
experience” and the relevant experience of others, because it is inseparable from
ethnography, and because, above all, fashion is a narrative, and it seems logical
to critique a narrative with a narrative.
Narratives about how apparel is produced and used exist everywhere and
all the time. Scholarly writing and investigative fashion’s industrial supply
chain stories, for example, are a genre in themselves. They include Cline's
(2012) Overdressed: The Shockingly High Cost of Cheap Fashion; Miller and
Woodward's (2011) Global Denim; Rivoli’s (2005) Travels of a T-Shirt in the
Global Economy: An Economist Examines the Markets, Power and Politics of
World Trade; Siegle’s (2011) To Die For: Is Fashion Wearing Out the World;
Snyder's (2007) Fugitive Denim: A Moving Story of People and Pants in the
Borderless World of Global Trade; and Timmerman's (2009) Where Am I
Wearing? A Global Tour to the Countries, Factories, and People That Make
Our Clothes. Narratives are an adaptable means of analyzing and synthesizing a
diverse set of experiences, discourse and facts in a variety of fields and contexts.
Management, organizational, and methodology scholar Barbara Czarniawska
(2004 p 6), in Narratives in Social Science, states that narrative is both a way
of knowing, through the crafting of the story, and a mode of communication,
through the presentation of the story. As such, meaning is created through, in
this case, the arrangement of words and images. Beliefs (what we at any one
point in our evolution accept as true) are intrinsically bonded to what we tell
ourselves. These tellings have been called various things: searches, quests, or
inquiries for example. Czarniawska describes a narrative search as a process
that “looks for something that already exists”, and in this way this narrative here
is a search. Indeed, people have been weaving in Maheshwar for centuries. A
narrative quest, borrowing from philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre is a process
that “creates its goal rather than discovers it”. Narrative quest serves as a
performative vehicle that allows the formulation and reformulation of life
goals (Czarniawska 2004 p 13). At the beginning of this research, when it was
thought that the research would be more action-oriented, I thought I would be
performing a narrative quest. When the purpose of this research was shifted
away from action toward observation, there was no longer a need for a “quest”

per se — though it could be argued that by telling a story of quest – and what
is sustainable fashion if not a quest? — one is joining a quest. Clandinin and
Connelly (2000 p 4) take narrative inquiry to mean a process in which narrative
is “both the phenomena under study and the method of study”. Certainly, the
fabled phenomenon of weaving is like fashion, a narrative, as are the personal
histories, design, management, and marketing approaches of the case, and as
are the political and academic climates in which they exist. With regard to the
method of study, the it must come down to the process of writing that create a
narrative.
Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story in Qualitative Research
(Clandinin and Connelly 2000) has been a practical guide to considerations such
as voice, signature, and audience as well as a theoretical help in composing this
dissertation. In this regard, I have tried to keep the language direct, as was my
experience, and so that it is accessible to the people who participated. Clandinin
and Connelly’s discussion of Clifford Geertz’s famous “Cockfight”, and the
vividness of that narrative itself (Geertz 1972) and the John Deweyan argument
(Anderson 2018) that experience is always simultaneously personal and social
(how could it not be?) helped to endure the “messiness” of the ethnographic/
narrative process.
Activity Theory (AT) was chosen as an analytic tool to help to see what
was going on in the case and help structure the narrative. I had considered
using Actor-Network Theory (ANT), but abandoned it because it seemed an
overly abstract and fussy tool for the analysis of a case that is “all about” to use
a fashion narrative cliché, tangibility. Like ANT however, AT presumes that
non-human actors, for example looms, fabric and fashion, have agency. Tjahja
et al. (2017) writing in a paper on AT’s applications in the realm of design and
social innovation note that AT has been has been applied in various fields of
study. These include, for example, in the field of learning, Wells 2005; Jonassen
and Rohrer-Murphy 1999; in human-computer interaction Nardi ed. 1995; and
in organizational studies Blackler 1993. AT has also been used occasionally
to investigate activities such as graphic design (Tan and Melles 2010); service
design (Sangiorgi and Clark 2004); interaction design (Kaptelinin and Nardi
2006); and enterprise evolution (Jones and Holt 2008); the last of which
included an example of a one-woman, start-up fashion brand. So far however,
AT does not appear to have been applied in the areas of “slow fashion”,
“artisan fashion”, “sustainable fashion”, “sustainable development” or “textile
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management”. AT is a logical approach for the case study in several ways. The
vocabulary-based model positioning people in terms of their relationships to
their tools and objectives seemed obviously useful in relationship to a case
study in which a main character is technology. AT recognizes that human
activities happen at particular places and times and assumes that we human
beings continually strive to be different tomorrow than we are today. This
suits an ethnographic approach, particularly since the case is so particularly
concerned with place, time, and the strive to be different tomorrow, i.e., human
development. This striving, developing or learning may be overt, formal,
and explicit ways of learning (for example training, classes, study) or covert,
informal, and implicit ways of learning (for example watching one’s parents
make things). Perhaps the most useful aspect of AT is the belief that individuals,
groups, one another and in relationship to their tools (a woman with a spinning
wheel making yarn) or by extension, the abstract powers that are supported by
those tools (a woman with a cell phone making calls) and in relationship to one
another (the spinning woman and the talking woman work together).
AT, originally Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) originates with
Lev Vygotsky and colleagues’ early twentieth century concept of culturalhistorical psychology, theorizing that “culture and society are not external
factors influencing the mind but rather are generative forces directly involved
in the very production of the mind” (Kaptelinin and Nardi 2006 p 39). If the
idea seems self-evident today — Who would deny the identity-changing
impacts of humanity’s relationship with our cell phones, for example? — but
Vygotsky’s triangular model remains relevant in its simple truth that we shape
and are shaped by our tools. In an application of the model below, the subject
might be, for example, a weaver. Her mediating artefact is the loom she uses to
achieve her object of getting money. Outcomes of the activity are in some ways
autonomous from the activity. An outcome might be a healthier diet for herself
and her family or, as I heard from one women, the loss of her savings through
investment in a corrupt financial plot, another kind of tool for achieving an
outcome.
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Figure 1. First Generation Vygotskian Model. The subject uses tools to achieve the
object; outcomes happen through this reiterative, hopefully learning, activity.

From Vygotsky’s time forward, there have been efforts to develop, refine,
and expand the proposition. Kaptelinin and Nardi describe Leontiev’s and
Rubinstein’s evolution of the theory as one that better addresses “how humans
work, learn, and develop in social context” (2006 p 179). In this later or SecondGeneration conceptualization, activities operate not only in relationships
between and among subjects, mediating artifacts, and objects, but also between
a set of rules, people in a community, and according to division of labor. This
more complex model placed the “individual subject-object relationship into a
larger-scale social context”, and extended “the scope of analysis from individual
activities to the whole system of social processes of production, consumption,
and distribution in which activities of the individual are embedded” (Kaptelinin
and Nardi 2006 p 191).
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For this research, I took liberties with the Scandinavian model to create
a visual that is perhaps more tailored to the time and place in which the case
exists.

Figure 2. The second, Leontiev and Rubinstein’s AT model (cf Kaptelinin and Nardi).
More factors are introduced, though why these particular factors rather than others is not
explained in the literature.

The Third-Generation model of AT was developed by Engeström and
others (cf Hardy et al. 2015) and proposed that human activity occurs via
a theoretically infinite network of linked activity systems held together by
shared objects. In such an everything-is-connected-to-everything-else pattern,
artificial walls must be drawn in order to make discussing something possible
however, and in this case, I have limited the nodes of the pattern to the artisans
who make the cloth; the people who manage and enable operations; the textile
designers, and the leadership of the enterprise. At the same time, I have taken
into consideration other people-populated activity systems in the network, for
example, the market and government.

Figure 3. The third or Scandinavian Generation of AT (cf Hardy et al. 2015), makes connections to other actitivy systems through the recognition of shared objects. The logic is
extended to social systems. No system is an island, and outcomes appear anywhere.
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Figure 4. The WWAT Model. Each cluster of relationships is an activity system that is
part of the larger activity system. The spinners are part of WW, WW is part of the handloom sector, the handloom sector is part of the fashion sector.

The first change is to redefine community. The Center for Research on
Activity, Developmental and Learning (CRADL 2018) at The University of
Helsinki describes community as comprising multiple individuals and/or subgroups who share the same general object and who construct themselves as
distinct from other communities” (np). Though that sound reasonable, in reality
communities, like activity systems, link and overlap. They are not necessarily
specific or confinable, it seems to me, within an AT model as they have been.
Consider a woman who spins at WW. Should we understand her community
as just the other spinners or in the community of artisans, or the community of
WW, or the community of her friends or neighborhood? The community of exagricultural workers? The community of mothers? All of these communities are
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part of the way she works. In this research, I have considered community not as
a piece of the puzzle, but as the puzzle itself, so it has not been identified as a
point on the model. I put conditions in the vacancy to ensure that infrastructures
such as housing, water, power, transportation, education, health care, which
affect the daily functioning of the system are not overlooked. These impacts
could be in fleeting ways — such as a power or Internet outages — or in longterm ways — such as inconvenience access to water or illiteracy. The phrase
division of labor that is most often associated with large-scale Tayloristic
models has been changed to roles. I have used polygons instead of arrows, and
made some other graphic adjustments to try to better represent the structure in
which the actual activities and relationships occur.
After completing the empirical work and writing-up up to and including
the AT analysis, it became clear that some kind of application of the experience
and theory would be useful to forge a more obvious link to the field of textile
management, and a practical way to do that was to consider the case not just as
a community and activity system, but specifically in terms of its business model.
For that, I turned to a social enterprise business model that helped to bring into
the foreground the beliefs and practices that define the case in the context of
real-world economics. Further description of that model is given in Chapter
Seven.

4.2 Why WomenWeave and Only WomenWeave?
My Licentiate, Local Fashionalities: Växbo Lin and WomenWeave
(Goldsmith 2015), analyzed two neo-heritage fashion enterprises: one in rural
Sweden and the other in rural India. That work considered how the enterprises
operate and use design management to reach niche customers presumably
interested in so-called local, slow, alternative, sustainable, and in the case of
WW, artisanal, products. It was predetermined that the PhD research would
build on the Licentiate. Either case — or another case or set of cases —
might have served for further research. Växbo Lin, a for profit business in
Hälsingland, was interesting because they have managed, using refurbished
early and mid-twentieth century automatic looms to create an apparently
robust high-priced market for what is perceived to be environmentally friendly
and “authentically” Swedish fabric. I chose however to continue exploring
an artisanal textile producer because such systems represent a more radical
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model vis-à-vis the industrial fashion status quo. At a time when humanity is
searching for solutions to environmental and social distress caused in large
part by problematic industrial systems, it is important to investigate what the
imagined opposite, artisanal systems offer. A second reason to focus on an
artisanal manufacturer is the fact that although developing world artisan-made
fashion is gaining popularity, and is usually presented as sustainable (i.e. good
for the environment, good for the artisans, good for the people who wear it),
scant academic investigation on that premise exists. Another compelling factor
is that it seems to be a make or break moment for “traditional” artisans. On one
hand, as a result of globalization and the profound changes in communication
of the past decades, and the above mentioned consumer trend, they may be on
the verge of being able to access vast new markets for their specialized goods.
At the same time, most artisans are burdened with grave threats to their way
of life. Many artisan fashion producers other than WW would be good case
studies. LemLem, for example is one of the many businesses that work with
handloom weavers to produce “socially beneficial” fashion, or in the words of
that company’s founder, Liya Kebede, “by employing traditional weavers we’re
trying to break their cycle of poverty, while at the same time preserving the
art of weaving while creating modern, casual, comfortable stuff that we really
want to wear” (LemLem nd). The IOU Project is attempting to build a modern
and ethical brand through “we are the world” story-telling and an innovative
way of linking customers with the Indian weavers who make their classic plaid
madras fabrics and the European garment workers who cut and sew the fabric.
That enterprise could have been a good choice because of its unusual business
model and high visibility. Malkha, based in Secunderabad in south India, is
pioneering a field-to-fabric cotton textile value chain that is collectively owned
and managed by the farmers, ginners, spinners, dyers and handloom weavers in
the system (Malkha 2016). Its verticalization strategy aims to be
… an alternative to the present industrial model where
ghettoization of the worker and pollution of nature is the norm. Malkha
is an attempt, the first in modern history, to make yarn specifically for
the handloom, to rid the artisanal textile chain of its dependence on
large spinning mills that distort the small-scale, village-based nature of
handloom cloth making (Malkha 2016).

89

In the Indian context, larger brands, such as FabIndia or Anokhi, for
example might have been chosen also because of their visibility, staying power
and network of producers. Indeed, it would have been interesting to look at
potentially hundreds of other cases in relationship to the ideas connected with
artisan fashion. Ultimately however I believed it would be most useful to
continue with WomenWeave because of the opportunities my embeddedness
might provide. It has moreover, shown that is a viable model.
Why just one case? Firstly, it is inductive, ethnographic research meant
to reveal a lesson from a particular time and place. Economic geographer
Bent Flyvberg (2006) gives elegant, and popular, justifications for a
single case approach to knowledge gain that refute what he calls the five
misunderstandings that hold to the idea that more are better. I crudely relate
those misunderstandings or opinions to my own research experience. The first
misunderstanding in the social science community in Flyvberg’s view is that
general, theoretical, and context-independent (thinner, broader) knowledge is
incorrectly favored as more valuable than concrete, practical, context-dependent
(thicker, deeper) knowledge, because “predictive theories and universals cannot
be found in the study of human affairs.” Certainly, more case studies in this
research area are needed, but as an individual researching, expanding the scope
of the project would not have allowed the time to develop the relationships that
have hopefully provided nuance and facets that otherwise could be invisible,
and would be less likely to show the “concrete, context-dependent knowledge”
that proves more valuable than the vain search for predictive theories and
universals.” Flyvberg also refutes the idea that generalizations cannot be
made based on individual cases, thereby not useful for scientific development.
Common sense tells me that this cannot be true. It was not necessary to
interview every artisan at WW to see that, in the broad strokes of their lives,
they share common experiences. Flyvberg suggests that formal generalization
is “overvalued as a source of scientific development” whereas “the force of
example” is underestimated. Flyvberg confounds the wrong idea that single
cases are good for pilot research, but not testing and theory building by arguing
that a focus on an atypical or extreme case (which WW probably qualifies as)
is more relevant than the representativeness that random samplings produce
because they “reveal more information because they activate more actors and
more basic mechanisms in the situation studied”. The fourth misunderstanding
concerns “bias or tendency to confirm the researcher’s preconceived notions”.

This concerned me, especially at the beginning of the research. How could
I remain objective, detached, in such a monogamous and intimate research
relationship? Assurance however comes from the assumption that “the
researcher’s work is to understand and learn about the phenomena being
studied” and that is best achieved when researchers place themselves within the
context being studied. Without doing so researchers would not be able to grasp
the “viewpoints and the behavior which characterize social actors.” Relevant to
this point, he cites sociologist Anthony Giddens (1982 p 15) who “accepted that
it is right to say that the condition of generating descriptions of social activity
is being able in principle to participate in it. It involves ‘mutual knowledge’
shared by observer and participants.” This is to say that the “risk” of “bias
toward falsification” is more likely in less familiar research relationships. I also
feels true to me, as the more I have learned about a subject through our shared
experience, the more likely it is that I can reflect some sort of truth. The fifth
misunderstanding is about the validity of a tightly focused, thereby complex
story producing study. Because they are difficult to recount or summarize into
a box of neat results, they have been thought of has somehow less meaningful,
but it is not necessarily useful or desirable to generalize. Flyvberg in fact
suggests that to strive for generalizability of the story/study is to miss the
point. In his view, it is the story itself, more than the extrapolations, that holds
the knowledge. I was not so sure that in the context of making a contribution
to Textile Management that a story is enough. As described above, through
the AT analysis and the application of a business model, I have tried, if not to
generalize, but at least make the knowledge explicit.

Reading academic literature on the discourse on government handloom
policy, India’s political history; watching a woman in a polyester sari and plastic
flip-flops spreading hot asphalt on the street; seeing the pattern and feeling the
texture of a new fabric on the loom at WW; talking with people about their
homes and their dreams.
These are all part of an immersive ethnographic approach and it is odd to
compartmentalize the ways in which information was gathered or the empirical
experience occurred. Without some kind of ordering however it would be
impossible to create a narrative. In this section, I point out core groups of people
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4.3 The Empirical Experience

(informants, subjects) with whom I shared experiences and gathered “evidence”,
and describe the types of research roles that I took on to enable those shared
experiences during what I call the main research period in the overview (chart)
above.

The Artisans. The three production units, Gudi Mudi, Itawdi, and Dindori,
in total employ about 200 artisans. About 130 of those, almost all women, make
the fabric at Gudi Mudi. Though I visited Itawdi and Dindori, the focus was
at headquarters, Gudi Mudi in Maheshwar. In general, they and I have simple
relationships. We know each other by sight, have watched each other work,
participated in many events together. They know I am a trusted part of the
network, and why I have been spending time there. I first gained insight into
some of their characteristics and aspects of their lives through twelve (twenty or
so minute long) interviews I did with Sally’s help several years before this PhD
study began. Twelve women, five of whose stories are told here, participated in
hour-long group interviews that Devika Sharma, who translated and interpreted,
and I led in 2015. Devika, who is married to Hemendra, had previously worked
for several years with them at GM improving systems, and their relationships
were close. As with my other informants, after I had written their stories and
the information they shared by the five women, I verified my understandings
with them. In the case of the five women heard from in this document, Nivedita
Rai, who came on board as managing director the following year, translated and
added her knowledge during the verification meetings.
The Survey Team. This included three people: Varsha, a teenager who wants
to study fashion and works part time at WW making pompoms; Bhavna, a
woman in her early twenties who is a weaver and teaches English in town; and
Ganga, a weaver/master weavers, English teacher, and loom-maker. The three
are former students who I met when they participated in the Young Weavers
program. All are well-known to everyone at WW. We worked together to create
an interview like survey that we intended to include everyone at WW in. We did
not get to implement it, but the work together was productive and provided me
with many insights into life in Maheshwar.
The Operations Team. These are people who do things like accounting,
production scheduling, inventory and quality control, sales and shipping, for

example, includes more than a dozen people (including a few women). Several
people were able to meet with me regularly. Manoji, the production manager,
Ajay, who runs IT and helps with accounting, Nilesh, who runs the logistics of
sales and shipping, Umashankar, who was working on special projects.
The Manager. Hemendra, who is officially the Chief Operation Officer, is
the person who I spent the most time with, and was my Chief Informant. We
spoke daily, shared many meals, and took multi-day working journeys.
Designers. As a trained textile designer, this was the group that I felt most
akin to. Some, who designed pro bono in the early days of WW, are board
members and textile designers and businesswomen themselves. The current
designers are now mainly younger graduates from NID’s textile program,
and work on a freelance basis. The people in the designers group who I have
interviewed or had extensive interaction with include Hema, Rekha, Elana,
Jacqui, Sadhu, Neha, Gita, and Sayan.
The Leadership Team. Though Sally is the founder, and by far the most
active and visible person in this group, there are about ten (depending on
activeness and official-ness) trustees and members of the board of directors of
the charitable trust. They are educated, professional, and donate their time to
the charitable trust. Most have worked together and/or have been friends for
many years. I have met and talked, in some cases briefly, in some cases through
focused interviews and on-going interactions, with all but one inactive member.
Many others including members of FabCreation, Handloom School
students, and people in town, other parts of India, and in other parts of the
world who have informed my understanding of the case. This group of people
includes former students of mine from the Young Weaver’s program and The
Handloom School, and many others who I saw regularly, occasionally, or even
momentarily, but all of whom informed my experience. Wasim, Nasir, Aasif,
Mujammil and Rahat Ansari are cousins whose individual weaving enterprises
are co-mingled with their shared weaving enterprise called FabCreation. Like
the people on the survey team, we have kept in touch electronically and in
person since we met. The FabC men were some of the first weavers I taught,
and they continue to be “go to guys” for all kinds information about culture,
wages, trends, and for helping me get things done to navigate daily life there.
This cohort also included former and then-current students, owners of dyeing
and yarn supply enterprises, handloom advocates and government officials,
individual shoppers, buyers for retailers, professional volunteers, interns, shop
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4.3.1 Core Groups of People

owners, neighborhood people who befriended me, and tourists. This cohort also
includes innumerable people at seminars, conferences, trade shows, museums,
libraries, and exhibitions, who shared perspectives, knowledge, or showed me
something new to me. All of them, even if in tiny ways, contributed to this
narrative.

Like everyone, I am perceived in various roles. Being a researcher,
something that might define me in Borås, is not very important to people in
Maheshwar. What seems more important is that I am a foreigner. A lot of people
know me there as an English teacher. Except by the kids around town, who
often regard me (and most any other foreigner) as a hilarious curiosity, I am
treated carefully and cordially. That is part of the culture, but also because of
my being associated with Hemendra and Sally Mam. Others with whom I have
closer relationships, know me as a researcher, or a book-writer, an educator, a
fashion informant, a customer, a guest, a colleague, an advisor, a friend. These
and more roles play in various circumstances, and can be seen according to
ethnographic methods, or ways of “being there”. These seem to fall into three
fuzzy categories of research roles.
Observer. A normal ethnographic approach is to put oneself on heightened
awareness, to pay attention to all that is happening (Comte et al. 1999; Mauss
2009). In fact, much of my time was spent watching and listening as I “hung
out” and took field notes, at WW. I was often stationed with my laptop at a table
in a shared office, or at a makeshift standing desk in the THS space, as people
around me went about their daily work. During the main research period, I
collected more than a couple of hundred pages of typed field notes. At these
times, I was there, working alongside people, but not with them. Other times, I
was a more pro-active observer by visiting people in their homes, checking on
their food, and furniture, appliances for example, and casually inquiring about
the way the live and the lives they lead.
Person in a friendly relationship. Almost all the gathering of the empirical
material was friendly. I rarely, for example, watched people without our
mutually acknowledging what was going on, but this category is meant to
include the relationships in which enough time has been informally shared to
get to know one another. Each of these relationships were, or remain unique

and variable. An impromptu lunch with the operations team or a planned lunch
with Sally and visitors from the ministry of textiles require different kinds of
behavior and therefore different research roles, as do, say a morning chats about
the price of rice with Neeraj, the owner of food store I frequent. A discussion
with a visiting designer from Brooklyn would be friendly, and we likely would
have dinner, or go on an excursion together (say to visit block printers WW
works with). If that designer and I are not exactly friends, we are friendly, easily
discuss what she thinks of WW’s fabrics and ethics, for example. Several of the
textile designers and board members and I are friendly, but when it came time to
formally interview, we put on other, more business-like hats. What units these
different kinds of research roles embedded in these relationships is that they are
all overt, interactive, and take place with a specific shared purpose of learning
something.
Because of language barriers – I know neither Hindi nor the local
language — I could not talk easily with everyone, yet many relationships were
nonetheless informative and friendly. For example, on-going interactions with
neighbors, shop-keepers, tailors, the family who often cooked dinner for me,
and most important in this category, “my” barber whose shop is at the epicenter
of town and “sees it all.”
Participant. In this category are the kind of research roles in which I
deliberately contributed my knowledge and skills. These are robes that would
be worn, when invited, for example, to participate in talks with leadership
about the direction of the enterprise; to lunch with Hemendra and clients; or
while occasionally acting as a salesperson in WW’s showroom, and helping
set up products exhibitions. Co-designing pom-poms with Varsha, working
with the survey team, and the English learning with the operations team, were
participatory. Together we learned to write various types of survey questions,
consider the people working at WW, and reflect upon why and how particular
questions were or were not relevant. In the same way, the operations team and
I worked together many mornings before they went to work, to learn about
and learn to talk about their work, how WW runs, agriculture, weaving, and
WW’s products. The role of a co-researcher was also performed during several
research multi-day journeys outside of Maheshwar. These include a trip that
Wasim and I made to study at BioDye, natural dye enterprise that works with
WW, and the journeys Hemendra and I went on to meet with wood-block
printers in Bagh, weavers in Dindori, and colleagues in Delhi.
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5. WomenWeave Daily
The sample stories here are about just some of the people and activities
in the WomenWeave network. The particular people and activities have been
spotlighted for various reasons. The first person to be featured is Ganga.
He was an English and design student of mine who is knowledgeable and
engaged in the local handloom sector with a long connection to WW. There are
many people that could have served his role in this narrative, but Ganga was
enthusiastic and able to participate. In many senses, everyone in Maheshwar
with whom I interacted has in some ways informed everything in these stories.
The people representing operations, management, and leadership, have stories
here because of their roles in terms in the functioning of the enterprise and
the implementation of ideals. The artisans, here just spinners and weavers —
though others, such as thread-joiners, warpers, warp starchers, and the women
who do the washing, drying, ironing, pom-pom making, label stitching, folding
and quality control — ought to have been given voice, though at the same time,
I am sure the women here represent the group. They were chosen because they
were available and curious about participating in group interviews, visits to
their homes, and, like others I have written about, were able to first to share
their thoughts and feelings and then later, take the time to review if I understood
them correctly.

Illustration 18. Swatches of WomenWeave’s naya khadi. These fabrics are structural
plain, identical to Gandhi’s own cloth, but note the thin and thick yarns, some dyed, and
the lumpy tussah silk that make them more playful than the Mahatma’s style.
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5.1 From Indore

5.2 A Stop at Pratibha Syntex Ltd

Abikesh, a congenial, entrepreneurial taxi-driver in his late 20’s, frequently
shuttles visitors to and from WomenWeave. He and his dented “economysized” car are waiting for me at Devi Ahilyabai Holkar Airport. It is named for
the revered eighteenth century queen of the Holkar dynasty. The airport lies
on the outskirts of Indore, a gritty city of about two million inhabitants that is
the commercial and educational hub of Madhya Pradesh (MP), the geographic
center of India. Like the new, but much less grand airport in Mumbai, this
generic steel and glass terminal, finished in 2012, is part of the rapid increase
in infrastructure that makes India, with fifty new airports planned to open
within the coming three years, the fastest growing air travel market in the world
(Mohile 2016). The mid-twentieth century pink Mughal-modernist terminal that
served the city since the early days of political sovereignty sits empty nearby.
In land area, Madhya Pradesh is the second largest state in India. It is the
fifth largest in terms of the number of people living there. According to the
United Nations, of the population of 70 million, 50 million are considered
multi-dimensionally poor. They suffer with “acute deprivations in health,
education, and living standards”. With a Human Development Index score of
.375, (as compared to world leader Norway, with a score of .944), if MP were
a separate nation, it would rank third lowest. Evidence of these statistics is not
hard to find. As in Mumbai, in the areas surrounding Indore’s airport, thousands
of people are living along the roadside and in fields in makeshift shelters built
of sticks, rags, and plastic bags. Barefoot and naked children walk amid rotting
garbage and rubble. Few or no signs of clean water or other hygienic facilities
are visible. They, some among the 1.5 billion people in the world, with another
one billion at high risk of joining, who live and die outside the needs of the
modern global economy. Similarly, the level of gender inequality is one the
highest in the world, with women, especially among the older generations,
having less education, less property, and fewer freedoms than men (UNDP
2015).
Though these circumstances are status quo, the region is also growing and
globalizing. According to the recent Millennium Development Goals report for
India, over the past twenty or so years the percentage of people living in such
poverty has diminished by ten percent. MP’s economic growth has in recent
years been over eight percent annually (UNMDLGICR 2015). Eleven economic
sectors are promoted by the MP Government for investment focus, including
industrial textile and apparel manufacturing.

Today, the industrial textile sector in MP is said to employ more than
300,000 people at forty-five industrial mills and sewing factories (data.gov.
in; investmp.in). One of the mills is Pratibha Syntex Limited, is a modern,
vertically-integrated manufacturer of yarn, knits and knitted garments. It is
located in Pithampur, a sprawling industrial manufacturing zone outside of
Indore on the way to Maheshwar. I visited Pratibha in 2012 for two reasons.
First, it has a reputation for being one of the most environmentally and socially
responsible mass-market garment manufacturers in India, and I wanted
to have an in person about what that might mean. In theory, Pratibha, like
WomenWeavet, is also a "sustainable" enterprise that brings sorely needed jobs.
Pratibha’s chairman, S.K. Chaudhary, says he looks “forward to shaping a new
future where social values, environmental concerns, and economic benefits
combine to create a model of success that is intrinsically identifiable” (Pratibha
nd). At the same time, Pratibha is an enterprise completely unlike WW, yet
operating in the same “conscious-producer/consumer-consumer” fashion
realm. Pratibha’s pro-sustainability actions include, for example, reducing and
filtering the water used in production; providing training and health benefits for
its employees; and putting in place a system for brands to pay workers, if they
choose, certified fair trade wages. According to Pratibha, their Vasudha program
has trained and supported approximately 50,000 farmers to help them switch
from synthetic to organic cotton growing methods5. This cotton is purchased
by corporate brands including Nike, H&M, C&A, and Patagonia. Pratibha has
a capacity of more than 12,000 tons of knitted fabric and 55 million garments
per year, and makes everything from jersey yardage to plastic-sequined party
dresses.
At the time I visited, the company was employing more than 7,000 people,
the majority unskilled or semi-skilled factory workers around a campus of
several huge buildings. Practices like water recycling, and an on-site farm that
provides meals for the employees are in place. The facilities are organized and
clean. On the factory floors, people are cutting and counting fabrics, carrying,
stitching side by side by side at various types of sewing machines. I see in a
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5 India is the world leader, by volume, of cotton production (Cotton Inc. 2015). The

vast majority of this uses GMO seeds, and manual sowing, tending and harvesting (data.
gov.in). Organic cotton is less than one percent of global cotton production, but India’s
115,000 organic cotton farmers produce seventy-five percent of it, with MP contributing
the largest share (TextileExchange 2016; OTA 2015).

canyon of high tech spinner heads, a man watching out for failures. Others are
working at embroidery machines, in the print shops. A few are climbing atop
giant cauldrons filled with steaming dye bath and thousands of meters of cloth.
The majority or doing normal, noisy, repetitive, monotonous garment factory
work. I was startled by a woman laboring in garage like area, standing in a
knee-deep pile of shredded cotton. Her mouth and nose were covered with a
bandana. Within an instant of my being in that room I was bothered by cotton
dust, and noise of the grinding machine she was guiding the detritus into for
eco-friendly recycled yarn. At the end of the shift, everyone on the factory floor
stand to sing the Indian national anthem. According to the head of production,
a low level, sixty hours per week job, for example, snipping loose threads from
garments, would provide a salary of no less than about 8,000 rupees, or 125
euros per month.
The highway connecting Pithampur with Dhamnod smells of earth, shrubs,

diesel fumes, and scrap, dung, and plastic-fueled fires. A few years ago, this
stretch of National Highway 3 was transformed from a narrow potholed ridden
road into a four-lane highway. It was a multimodal congested nightmare of twoway truck, car, and motorcycle traffic, mixed with bicycle riders, pedestrians,
shepherds, sheep, buffalo, and an occasional camel or tired elephant passing
on the shoulders. Now, there are only people and animals in and on high-speed
vehicles. The time needed to get between Indore and Maheshwar has been
halved. There are the typically Indian brightly-painted cargo trucks packed with
crops; the overcrowded busses and vans; the motorcycles bearing two, three and
more people; and others, like me, going from here to there in private cars. I’m
looking forward to buying cookies from the tea and truck stop halfway along
our journey.
Small brick homes, shacks, and shanties are scattered between clumps of
petrol stations and roadside tea and snack shops. Corrugated metal sheds, more
factories, and concrete apartment houses pop up along the way amid the fields.
The economy is land-based, with farming, animal husbandry, forestry, logging,
and fishing account for about half of MP’s annual gross product. MP is a key
producer of soy, chickpeas, and lentils. Crops are planted, tended, and harvested
by hand with the help of large animals by the fifty percent of the population of
India who work in agriculture6. In December only the irrigated fields, of which
there are an increasing number, are in use. Otherwise, the focus seems now to
be on the sugar cane, cut, carried, and hauled by gangs of men with machetes.
Women can be seen picking from brittle, finished, cotton plants, the last
remaining bolls. Throughout the trip we go through sparsely and unpopulated
areas of undeveloped land, parched, land that will stay that way until the July
monsoon arrives. We turn off the highway at Dhamnod, a low-built town at the
intersection of the national highway we are on and the local roadway. Along
the sides of the road are vendors selling a Technicolor arrays of local fruits and
vegetables. Electronics and housewares. Ready-made clothes and cloth. Like
Maheshwar, our next stop, there are tailors, shoemakers, basket weavers, iron
mongers, and pressers, the last of which use iron irons loaded with red hot coal.

Illustration 19. Four Scenes from Pratibha: The exterior, a sewing floor, spinning machines, and a woman working in the recycling department as part of their sustainability
mission.

6 This compares, for example, with about two percent of the population in Sweden, and
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about a half of a percent of people living in the USA (CIA 2016). Unlike what happened in many industrially-developed parts of the world, where mega-farms have grown,
farm-size in India is now on average just over one hectare, and has been decreasing for
decades. The number of farms, now about 150 million, continues to increase. Approximately fifteen percent of farms are owned by women (MAFW 2015).

We arrive in Maheshwar twenty minutes later. It feels too soon.

5.3 Maheshwar
Locals and outliers like tourists, and religious pilgrims intermingle
easily on the famous river ghats below Ahiyla Fort. They come to bathe,
pray, walk, relax, chat with friends and meet new friends, do their
mobiles, as well as wash and dry their clothes.
Soapy, wet, piles of synthetic chiffon; gangs of mill-loomed t-shirts
and clumps of factory embroidered denims: wrung out and laid on the flat
stone or hung to billow against the fort’s ramparts (from my field notes,
2014).

Billboards on Maheshwar’s jumble of buildings at the main intersection of
town advertise in Hindi, English, and image. I see ads above for corrugated steel
roofs; large appliances; mobile service; and education. The central shopping
street is crowded. People are walking, biking. Many are speeding recklessly on
motorcycles. Cows, buffalo, goats, dogs, cats, and rats also jostle along. The
road holds homes, schools, temples and mosques, and a long bazaar of openfront stores. The normal everything from tropical fruit to building materials to
pharmaceuticals, electronics, and cosmetics are on offer. Some products are still
handmade: iron cooking vessels, terra cotta water storage vessels, aluminum
trunks, stainless steel storage cabinets, baskets and shoes, for example. There is
a new general store, not yet packed with the bulk foods like rices, spices, grains
and legumes and myriad necessities of normal life. Sweet shops sell things like
boiled milk and sugar candies, and deep-fried, syrup oozing jalebi. There are
no supermarkets, no chain stores, and no fast food outlets. There is a dusty, hot,
cramped Internet café with slow computers and low-resolution screens. I hope
the “connectivity”, electricity, mobile, and Internet service, will be working
well.
The partially completed system of dams along the sacred Narmada
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Illustration 20. Ten shots around town in 2016.
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River on which Maheshwar is situated, brought — along with environmental
and displacement problems — almost reliably twenty-four-hour electricity.
(According to the World Bank, as of 2014, approximately 300 million people in
India lacked electricity.) This, and other infrastructure improvements, including
a new water filtration plant, and the now-nearer proximity to Indore, are what
people say have caused a crazy spike in real estate prices7. Throughout the
town new buildings are going up, including several new hotels and a number
of houses many times larger and higher than the existing one and two-story
structures.
The local textile scene in Maheshwar spans the gamut. “Every day” and
inexpensive stuff includes burlaps and mosquito nets, beautiful bright checked
power-loomed towels that turn grey after bleeding dye for months. There
are sensationally printed synthetic-fleece blankets, and lavishly machineembroidered polyester sarees. The high-end handloom shops cater to a specific
middle and upper-class market. There are several-dozen such stores that sell
the so-called traditional Maheshwari fabrics. Some are still in small, older, to
my mind more interesting spaces, but the trend is toward air-conditioned larger
shops with floor to ceiling plate glass windows and bright lights.

5.4 The Local Handloom Scene
So, the Maheshwari weaving economy enjoyed a glorious period
during the time of royal patronage, declined and eventually fell, and was

all sizes and shapes of stainless steel storage containers. From the stone veranda
surrounding the open-air courtyard one could see a pit loom. It is a remarkably
stable instrument holding many thousands of warp threads, in this case a
shimmering red china silk. The sunlight casting from above helped render
his sheer, maroon and lustrous fabric into a kind of mystical shimmer. It is
romantic, colorful and dazzling. Made, right there on a simple pit loom dug into
the foundation of the house.
To understand WomenWeave is also to understand some of the history
and contemporary structure of the handloom cluster in Maheshwar. The
common understanding in Maheshwar, which means abode of Lord Mahesh,
more commonly known as Shiva, is that the tradition of fine weaving was
initiated by Devi Ahilya Bai Holkar (1725 – 1795). Ahiyla Bai was the Maratha
maharani who ruled the Malwa kingdom and settled in Maheshwar in 1767.
In the documentary film Weaves of Maheshwar (Kamath and Vaswani, 2016)
Om Prakesh Mukhati, president of the local Weavers’ Cluster Club, relates
that the first of these weavers were brought from Mandu village some fortyfive kilometers away. Ahilya Bai chose to develop the industry as a means of
providing gifts to other royal families. Sally, who is a descendant by marriage,
describes the court and the weavers as having had a “symbiotic relationship”
in which the “ruling family looked after the weavers to some extent, and
the weavers provided sarees for the court of Indore” (Holkar in Kamath and
Vaswani, 2016). In a study of the cluster, T.M. Ansari (2002) writes about the
early history.

then reborn with the founding of the Rehwa Society (Hemendra, 2017).
… Queen Ahilybai Holkar made Maheshwar as her capital city,

It is easy to be carried away by India. Everyone knows this. For me, like
anyone else interested in cloth, India is an adored, non-stop parade of textile
beauties and travesties. The first time I went to Maheshwar, the first time I
saw Indian handloom weaving, I stayed with Ganesh and his extended family
in a large, newly-built home. Ganesh is an expert master weaver, a local
handloom advocate, and someone who had worked with the Holkars at Rehwa
for many years, having started when he was a teenaged teacher. The secondfloor bedroom for me was thirty feet opposite a frequently busy, light-filled
kitchen. Its yellow walls were fitted with polished dark stone shelves holding

7 Anecdotal evidence indicates that value of some land is up to forty times higher than

ten years ago.
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she encouraged the development of trade and industry in the city. During
this period, the craftsmen from Hyderabad, Mandava and Gujarat were
also brought in to settle them down at Maheshwar.
Before this, the local industry was only producing gray cotton
fabric. But after the coming of these skilled craftsmen the production of
sari, turbans and other dress materials also began.
They used natural colours for the production of coloured textiles.
Gradually, along with the simple textiles there began the production of
checks and other fancy designs.
The designs on the textiles were mainly inspired from the sculpted
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depictions in temples and this has given a unique recognition to the
handicrafts of Maheshwar.
Ahilyabai had provided royal patronage to the handicraft industry
during her rule. She used to get the royal dress materials i.e. the saris,
turbans etc. weaved in her presence.
She would also gift these products to other kingdoms and royal
families and in this way, the handlooms of Maheshwar gained popularity.
Other Holkar rulers also kept alive the tradition of patronizing this
industry (Ansari and UNIDO 2002).

The eighteenth-century devi (divine) Holkar is still revered in Maheshwar.
Her likeness is sold and seen in colorful illustrations about town. It is said that
Ahilya Bai herself used to develop designs for the sarees. The border patterns
were geometric because, as a widowed regent, figurative patterns (such as those
that might have depicted elephants or peacocks) that she herself could not wear,
would have been inappropriate (Holkar in Shah 2017).
Maheshwari fabrics, which are primarily used for sarees, are still known
for their geometric brocaded patterns that run along the selvedge and across

Illustration 21. Two contemporary Maheshwari fabric using traditional techniques. A
popular combination is cultivated silk warp and mill-spun cotton weft. The top piece is
from 2012, made by Mujammil, one of the FabC Team. The bottom photo shows a more
intricate warp brocade being woven by Madhu at Rehwa Society, 2017.
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the pallu and have names such as iharia kinar (zigzag) chattai kinar (small
diamond pattern). Much of the yarn used is cultivated mulberry silk, the china
silk, imported from China and Korea and mercerized, industrially spun cotton.
Silk from Bangalore and Madhya Pradesh, and zari, (pure metal, metallic
or metalized plastic yarns) are also commonly used. Fabrics with silk warps
and cotton wefts (which yields sheer and light weight fabrics that are strong,
lustrous, and comfortable) are especially thought of as classic Maheshwari,
though the combination was introduced only in the 1940s (Chishti et al. 1989).
Mr. Mukhati, a senior master weaver and a shop owner describes a period
of time in the mid-twentieth century when the handloom weaving community
in Maheshwar was nearing extinction. Numerous reasons are given by various
sources for the pan-Indian decline, most, obviously, those having to do with the
transition from agrarian to industrial ways of life and subsequent invasion of
British cloth. Ramachandran (2013) describes a long sequence of diminishments
particular to Maheshwar that were caused by technical shifts. For example, in
the early twentieth century, the cluster started using synthetic dyes, but during
World War II the high quality European materials that weavers had become
accustomed became unavailable.
… disastrous for the weaver community was the loss of the Indore
Maharaja’s privileged ability to sanction the import of excellent German
dyestuffs and French gold thread which was then used routinely in
weaving Maheshwar’s lovely, sheer textiles.
There are weavers still alive today – some quietly working at
their looms – who remember those very, very difficult years of poor
quality yarn, spurious dyestuffs that bled, and vanishing markets for their
products (Holkar in 2014).

Indore State and supported by the rulers themselves.
Those rulers also protected Maheshwar’s weavers by banning the
import of sarees made elsewhere.
The minute the princely states lapsed, after 1947, women had
access to sarees from all over India and even to the very tempting French
chiffons that were so popular in the 1950s.
Maheshwar’s traditional market collapsed overnight.

Mukhati says that the types of patterns being produced were too limited and
not fashionable to hold onto the market. Weavers could barely earn enough to
eat, and moved to the cities to try to find work. Holkar recounts the situation in
the mid-70s when she and Richard first came to town.
We had come one day just to visit Maheshwar, and it was a very
beautiful place, but much neglected. “Nobody” was living here. There
was an old fort-palace. Nobody was living there.
As we were walking around, a young man came up with some
sarees over his arm and said to us “Can you please help us, help our
community, because we have no more livelihood. We can’t survive the
way things are right now.”
We were completely unaware of this. We were not very much
aware of the weavercommunity. But I saw that beautiful cloth, and
realised that, oh my goodness, this is a treasure here that is not viewed

Chishti et al. (1989) say that another problem was that durability
deteriorated with a change in the density of the selvedges, and that yet another
problem was caused by the introduction of silk in the 1940s. Apparently, the
new combination of silk and cotton caused, over a period of time, fabrics to
crack along the folds. Holkar believes that key reason for the collapse of the
Maheshwar weaving community came with the demise of the princely states of
India.
Traditionally Maheshwari textiles were worn by the women of
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as a treasure. And it’s losing its life. It’s not surviving and thriving as it
should. This was a call to action, we have to do something (Holkar in
Kamath and Vaswani, 2016).

Mukhati (2016), says what is commonly understood in the cluster. The
Holkar’s Rehwa Society, which was established in 1979 to restore the weaving
community, “changed the patterns”.
Instead of the typical Maharashtrian patterns that were the
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unsustainable fashion status quo, Rehwa “made a general pattern that
would have a national appeal and marketed it through exhibitions … in
every big city they organized an exhibition and marketed it.

winding, etc. With one or two exceptions, the master weavers are all men.
About three-quarters of the weavers have no formal training
in weaving. Most of them learned by observing and helping experienced
family members. Most of the weavers I know started when they were

Looking at them, the weavers from the village [Maheshwar]
started doing the same. They also developed their market, made new

children, with simple tasks like winding, and learned weaving in their
early teens.

varieties and work started (Muhkati in Kamath and Vaswani, 2016).
About twenty percent have no formal education. About two-thirds

There were a few hundred weavers left in Maheshwar at the time Rehwa
was started. In 2015, WW estimated there were about three thousand. Everyone
has seen that Maheshwar’s weaving activity has grown tremendously over the
years and that Rehwa Society has substantially contributed to introducing the
Maheshwar products in the upper end of the market” during the 1980s and
1990s.
Most of what I have observed of weavers who are working in the explicitly
commercial handloom scene (almost all weavers who are not at Rehwa or WW)
has been looking in on and visiting workshops and homes, or has been gathered
from Ganesh, Ganga, Giriraj, and guys of the FabCreation team. The later three,
all former students, seem to have good relationships with the weavers they
employ. They say that these days, weavers are earning good money – and that
they are making money too. We see the material changes of the past few years.
Ganga has hired weavers and bought a motorcycle. Giriraj’s family has opened
a modern, high standard, two-story hotel above a new sleek showroom. (In 2017
he was showing, among hundreds of unique, or nearly unique others, a series of
jewel-toned mulberry silk and raw tussah sarees.) The Ansaris of the FabC team
have expanded and built new homes and built a new weaving workshop.
A 2015 survey done by Prahaladji and Umashankar of WW of almost a
thousand weavers and master weavers, research from Ansari (2002) and from
Kaushik and Jain (2015) help give some demographic shape to the system.
Most of the weaving units in Maheshwar are managed and run

attended school at least a few to as much as eight years. Around seven
percent went beyond eight years. A handful have gone to college.
It is a youthful group: almost a third is under twenty-five; more
than two thirds are under forty. Those with the most knowledge about
weaving, those over seventy-five years, comprise just one percent.
Weavers work for piece rates at home or in workshops owned by
master weavers. They work, depending, on their ambition, skills, and
other life conditions, and the availability of work – nowadays plentiful –
unique numbers of hours, but typically ten to twelve per day for men, and
six to eight per day for women. They earn field notes Nasir.
About fifty percent say they have economic, education, and
household problems.
Seventy percent have running water.
Most have no personal transportation, but a quarter own bicycles.
A fifth has a family motorbike. Six of the 943 own a car.
About three-quarters of the people in the community are

by weaver families, meaning that typically everyone in the household is

categorized by the Indian government as Other Backward Castes. The

involved in the family business.

other quarter, the non-OBC, are categorized as General, Scheduled Caste,
and Scheduled Tribe. This is to say that most of the weavers are from

Women contribute about half the work, including weaving and

historically and currently low status and disadvantaged social groups.
Two thirds are identified as Hindu and one third is Muslim. Ansari
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(2002) says that one “can find people of different castes and communities
working in co-operation and harmony and keeping a good social
economic balance”. This seems to me true.
Most are married, and anyone not married will most likely soon
be. I have asked many young people in Maheshwar how they feel about
the fact that virtually all marriages are by parental arrangement. A few
are distressed by it, for example a young woman who was dreading her
upcoming marriage to a much older man she disliked. But most say it is
a good custom. The FabC team guys, for example, say they trust their
parents to know best, and giggle at the idea of “love marriages”. Less than
one percent is divorced.

According to Prahaladji and Umashankar’s survey, an eye-spinning ninetyeight percent of the people they spoke with said they are satisfied with their
work in handloom — though what that means has not been described.

5.5 Ganga and The Government Training Center
Ganga picks me up on his motorcycle. We buzz around the corner honking
through Ahilyabai's Fort gate, and down the steep hill. A banner of Christoorange fabric is hung from the store fronts on both sides of MG Road on the
occasion of a visit from the CM of MP of PM Modi’ BJP (Bharatiya Janata
Party) (India People’s Party) party. We pass by Sanjay and Suraj, in their glossy
yellow painted barber shop. A couple of young men in jeans and t-shirts are
using the shop’s community mirror. They comb their hair and renew their
appearances. We make it to the heart of town, an intersection where people are
selling, from burlap bags on the street, vegetables, and from wooden push carts,
papayas, pomegranates, bananas, and oranges. There is a tea and sweets and
dairy shop, and a cell phone and recharge shop, both central meeting points.
Ganga and I are on our way to the Madhya Pradesh All-Government District
Handloom Office and Handloom Center.
Ganga is a 34-year-old man born in Maheshwar into a generational
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Illustration 22. Ganga in front of the MP handloom office and training center. Ganga
participated in the Young Weavers program. The motorbike we are riding is his family’s first fuel-powered vehicle, which they purchased 2015, used. He says it is a good
investment in transportation and saving time his personal time. Ganga says his goals are
to provide security and education for the community, and earn more money.

Maheshwari weaving family. They and a cluster of dozens of other generational
weavers, live in thick walled homes in, Malhargunj, part of the city that was
for more than a hundred years, the realm of his, historic, low-status, “caste” of
weavers and a small minority of farmers. He says that the sounds of weaving
have always been with him. He mentions that in his early childhood leather,
not plastic, was used to protect the interior, far wall of the shuttle box from the
constant blows of the metal tipped shuttles slamming into them. It was not as
sharp a sound, he says, though others we’ve asked disagree or don’t recall.
Today his primary job is teaching English at a public high school in
Mandleshwar, up river twenty minutes by motorbike, where he earns 25,000
rupees per month. Ganga is also a Hindi-English translator, a guide to various
sorts of visitors, and a master weaver employing eight other weavers. He is an
expert weaver himself, weaving complex silk dobby patterns on sheer silk. The
rest of the members of his family, male and female both, are also weavers. The
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men are also carpenters and loom builders.
My family’s business is one of three or four other loom builders.
We have half the local market, because are weavers, not only carpenters
or loom builders.
We understand the craft so well that we are able to make better
looms.
It is not necessary to test them.
They always work correctly.
It would be a waste of time to test them.

His loom making business has recently been selected by The Handloom
Commission, the national agency headed in Delhi, to make 1500 looms. These
will be sold by Ganga’s family to THC for 25,000 rupees each. They will
deliver in batches of ten during the next year, or two and be distributed/sold by
the government to weavers and recently trained weavers for ten percent of the
cost.
Haat Karga Vibagh, the factory that produces weavers, was established in
1975. On the road to Dhamnod, it is a large, dimly lit, spacious concrete shed.
Sally says that … back in the day when she and her husband had the only car in
town and most of the historic, porch-clad, wood and brick homes were in tact…
that the center’s work provided a foundation to launch Rehwa. She had sought
out a weaver who was connected with the center, someone she knew to be
excellent. He wasn’t available, but his seventeen-year-old brother, Ganesh was.
More than ten years ago, Ganesh built a new handloom shop and home above it.
It is in a newer, larger-scaled section of town, near the green-gardened, glamtented Madhya Pradesh State Tourist Development Corporation hotel.
We meet Mr. Bashir Qureshi, the most senior clerk at the center. He has
worked in his now-stuffed office for twenty-two years. In the beginning, it was
hard for the center to meet their annual target-numbers for training, about fifty
at the time. The district office is responsible for Maheshwar, Chanderi, and
Indore. The two rural locations begin with one hundred students per two-month
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cycle. Indore has fewer. They started easily reaching their target numbers about
fifteen years ago, and now have twice as many applicants for their one hundred
annual places. The stipend for attending is 750 rupees per month. Mr. Qureshi
says that half of the students drop out and the other half find jobs weaving in
Maheshwar or very nearby, quickly.
He says in the 1990s things started to improve for the sector. He credits
government initiatives for improving the state of the handloom sector, as
a key reason the sector survives. He says Rehwa had a big part in creating
the turnaround—indeed, Rehwa sarees were a fashion sensation. He thinks
Bollywood and fashion designers had a big role in it too—indeed, Maheshwar
is an occasional location for Bollywood filming. He notes that two thousand
weavers from other weaving areas have found work here in the last years. He
mentions something about handloom in fashion.
We meet Mr. Om Prakash, an expert weaver who has been teaching here in
the big shed for thirty-five years. We look at the students work and mingle. The
training period, during which they focus on learning to weave, but also learn
winding and threading, and something about dyeing, is now is two months,
eight hours per day, six days per week. He tells us that years ago the training
period was four months. Years before that, the training was six months. He does
not think that students are learning more quickly. The result, he says is that
the students do not have as high as skills as when they completed the training
in earlier years. They used to be able to understand more patterns and more
complex weaves when they were done with the program.
He doesn’t know what he will do after he retires at the end of this cycle
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5.6 Sally and Jacqui Talk about Ideological Provenance
I was a newcomer. I was a foreigner. But I established a bona fides
by being present day by day, hour by hour, minute by minute. For a long
time, people, for example the traditional master weavers, believed “Oh,
she’ll be here a couple of weeks and disappear.” That was 1979. Maybe
if that talk of running away hadn't been there, I wouldn't have had such
tenacity (Holkar 2017).

Illustration 23. Mr. Prakash with an antique reed made with about four thousand strips
of wood, each as thin as a piece of office paper. Today's reeds are steel.

of students. He shows us an unused building in the dry field nearby. He says
there will be a handloom museum there. He shows us an old reed. The frame is
hardwood. The dents for the yarns are formed by the four thousand thin slices of
a baru tree. The steel reeds that used these days by everyone came in, with the
new frame looms, about forty years ago. The frame looms and their steel reeds
increased weaving speed by three or four times, and people abandoned their
buro-bladed pit mills that produced thicker, smoother shinier, fabrics. Thicker
because the number of yarns the old reeds could hold was fewer, therefore
requiring heavier yarns. Smoother and shinier because the yarns were polished
as they passed through the blades. The new reeds have the advantage of being
strong and relatively cheap — and can produce finer fabrics. Mr. Prakash says
the two or three old reeds the center has will go in the museum. It’s possible,
but not easy, to find more old reeds around, but neither Ganga nor Mr. Prakash
knows anyone still making them.
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I try to be objective about Sally, but after years of interactions, we have
become friends, and have in common many friends and colleagues with shared
interests and objectives. I see Sally therefore as a “research subject” from an
embedded point of view, and like many people in her orbit, openly admire
what she has accomplished. In early 2017, Sally, Jacqui, a long-time friend and
ally of hers who happens to be visiting, and I meet at The Handloom School,
a distinct program of WW, to talk about Sally’s experience being a “social
entrepreneur.” Per WW’s “no waste” modus operandi, Jacqui, who has been
working in the craft, design, and development since 1975 participates too.
We sit at a plastic table in the semi-shade of a woven-branch canopy in
the courtyard of the small campus of white-washed brick buildings. The school
has been Sally’s main focus since at before January 2012, when she called
together a group of Indian and international professionals and experts to a
two-day meeting to imagine and articulate a program to equip next generation
weavers with the business and design skills needed to engage in the growing
global marketplace for handloomed goods. Following that burst of energy and
optimism however, came a long struggle to find funding, a teaching space, and
a director. At one-point, after two years of campaigning, Sally confessed to me
one evening (at an assuaging steak and red wine dinner in a posh Bombay hotel)
that she felt nearly hopeless about the school ever becoming reality. Eventually
however, a two-year grant from Tata Trust came through, and a decision was
made to go for a smaller, more incremental approach than had been planned.
In February 2015, The Handloom School opened in its first location, a
white-washed old bus shelter adjacent to the GM factory. It was outfitted with
the vernacular mud floors, custom-built, multipurpose platforms for desks and
seating. Mounted on the columns were loud, not particularly effective fans (that
could be marketed in the west as retro) and light bulbs protected by fixtures
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fashioned out of “artisanal” brass rat traps. I remember the day the school,
designed by a young architect from Australia who Sally had somehow roped in,
was inaugurated.
A large yellow and red canopy is in place on the lawn in front of
the three-walled school room. At least a hundred people, mainly those
who work at or are connected with WW are gathered on the lawn. Men
together, and women and children together. I sit cross-legged, knee to
knee with Vinod, a weaver who had been a student of mine from the preTHS, WW Young Weavers program. He points to some in the first batch
of fifteen student-weavers, young men mostly from other parts of India,
and they smiled and waved as if we had met before. Had we?
Sally is wearing large sunglasses and an indigo tunic of fabric
produced just steps away by the artisans at Gudi Mudi. She is walking
around, giving quiet directions, taking pictures, talking and texting. I
watch her watching over everyone and everything, including the trays
loaded with boiled milk and sugar sweets that will be distributed at the
end of the ceremony. She stays mostly in the background, like the director
of a play, but is, as everyone here knows, the catalyst that has brought the
factory, the fabrics, the employment, and this new education initiative into
being.
I listen without comprehending the words, though the meaning
is obvious, as a man, standing behind a set-up of garlands of marigolds
and burning incense blesses the school. It is otherwise an otherwise silent

had fallen into disrepair after Sally and Richard separated and Sally shifted her
attention to the new WomenWeave project. Through an arrangement facilitated
by Sally and Richard’s son Yeshwant, who, with his wife Nyrika have begun to
carry on the work of his parents, the buildings were now being leased to WW
for the school.
We are dressed similarly, in all-cotton, loose fitting, neutral and muted, socalled “English color” clothes. We fiddle with our iPhones. Sally pours herbal
tea she brought from home in a rat-nibbled thermos. Prahaladji has cleared away
piles of swatches he and others have been preparing for the upcoming Amazon
India Fashion Week. The Delhi event will kick-off with a ramp show that is
a collaboration between THS, two textile designers, event producers, stylists,
Indian fashion designers, and the Fashion Design Council of India. THS’s
participation (including weaver stipends, and material costs) was sponsored
by Good Earth, an Indian crafts-centric fashion and home furnishings chain. It
will be “Vogue-worthy” coming-out for THS, and Sally, who is new to the way
fashion shows are produced, is anxious about getting things right, concerned
about making this event “pay off” with long term benefits for the school’s
current and future weaver/entrepreneurs.
THS could be thought of as the third social enterprise/weaving restoration
project Sally has led. After Rehwa Society, WomenWeave came about. The
Handloom School, though a part of WW, has a purpose in and of itself. When I
ask her if she considers herself a social entrepreneur, Sally laughs, and says she
doesn’t know what that means. We hash that out for a moment – to what degree
is an entrepreneur profit-driven versus altruism-driven. Her case is completely
altruistic. She and the board work pro bono. Sally has regularly invested funds
in the project.

and palpably solemn occasion. The hot air is made hotter by the physical
nearness of the many in attendance, and thick with emotion. I see and feel

I've never taken any money from this organization, and there

how serious this moment is for all, the promise I nearly burst into tears

are hidden costs that are hard to justify. When something needs to be

and have to remove myself from the crowd to compose myself in private.

done that is far more sophisticated than what people here can imagine.

She tells me later she has been crying on and off for days (from field

What we three would understand as what needs to be done, would be

notes).

considered outrageously unjustifiable in their minds. For example, my
travel expenses. There is a need to cover those costs, knowing that one

In June 2016, the school was relocated to the cluster of simple buildings on
the other side of town where we have gathered to talk. The buildings had been
purpose built for training and weaving in 1990s by The Rehwa Society, but

day they'll be at that level of understanding, but it will be a while. I'm out
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of—not out of pocket, what's the word? I'm a proud investor in much of
what happens here. I know that people here still worry about throwing out

a pencil that is a quarter of an inch long. There's still, I'm happy to say, a

actually make a difference. Fast forward ... I went instantly from "who the

scarcity mentality, a non-waste mentality.

hell does she think she is?" to an expert.

We move on to how she got started. Seconded by Jacqui who is of the
same generation and has had similar experiences, Sally wants it understood
that first of all she is “very much the Kennedy generation, the save the world
generation”. She says that her Stanford University education in political science
“was a joke” in relationship to what she found on the ground in Maheshwar,
and that probably the key factor that has enabled her to bring about change
is her “stick-to-it-ness”. Jacqui concurs, believing that for her too, as a fine
arts educated American young women coming of age during the height of the
women’s liberation movement, it was her “stubbornness” and sense of duty to
change “the paradigm” that was most important.

Sally, recalling her own early experience adds, “It's easy to be an expert
when nobody knows anything about the subject”, and tells us that from the
beginning she has relied on “wiggle room”, finding a way step by step, figuring
it out as it goes.
WW has focused on women based on what was learned in the Rehwa
project. Many of the people, Sally explains, who came to join that initiative
were women from the traditional weaving community who had done
preparatory processes. They were in “a state of dire need.”
They wanted to weave to increase their earnings. But let us
know they didn’t know how. So, we taught them. Our dear Ganesh was

I started in 1975. I wound up as the lead organizer for the first

recommended to us for that. We were doubtful. He was a teenager who

international women's year through an all-day workshop that was called

had trained at the government center. But he was very good, and after

Third World Craft, Women and Development that was sponsored by the

many years with us at Rehwa, he went on to be one of the good and

World Craft Council (WCC).

successful master weavers in town.

The only reason I got into that was because, like you Sally, I'm part

We had both men and women working, but over time we learned

of that generation that if you are not part of the solution, you are part of

that anything invested in training and employing the women yielded far

the problem. I still believe that.

higher results than from giving men the work. By and large we worked
with women at Rehwa. They had higher productivity, greater sincerity.

So, I approached the council and asked them what they were doing

They gave more care to the product, and had greater delight. When we

in terms of craft and the large numbers of women who work in those

took them to a show in Delhi, they lit up. They interacted. They were

industries — who in those days, didn't show up in economic statistics.

thrilled when something was sold. Their reaction to everything that

And they said, "What do you mean?" and I got annoyed and said, "What

happened at Rehwa was far more personal, far more involved than the

do you mean 'What do I mean?'?".

men's reaction.

So, to make a long story short, they gave me a little badge so I

The women were quickly able to see the results of their earnings.

could run over to the UN and find out what the UN was doing that and

They had not been starving, not dying, but were malnourished and

they said, "What do you mean?" and I said, "What do you mean 'What do

underfed. The kids did not have shoes or clothing and could not get in

I mean?'?".

school because there was no school.

Then it was about how do you fund this, bringing people on the
ground together with an audience of people who were in positions to
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In this way, Sally knew from the start that the next project would be with
women, but the population addressed would be different. “Thanks to Rehwa and
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surrounding circumstances, however, most of the traditional weaver community
was now gainfully employed, or had the opportunity to be.” WW was therefore
designed to help those women outside of the traditional weaving community
who were, like the women she had worked with at Rehwa, “bravely doing
anything just to be able to feed their families and get their children to school.”
WomenWeave launched with MP Government funding to train spinners
and weavers. She says that in the early days of the organization, the women
involved thought it was just another scam, something for them to skim some
money from until it vanished like so many other government initiatives. Indeed,
WW had, she tells us, a “rather wobbly beginning” because they needed to get
started quickly to fulfill the time parameters of the grant. (It is, she mentions, a
struggle to balance the terms demanded by most grant-givers, which typically,
following an industrial mindset, want to see results measured in quantity and
speed rather with the need to achieve quality and long term impact.) When they
started no one knew how to spin, which was key part of the small and localized
idea for the project. Nor did they know how to weave with the unusually
springy gudi mudi yarns, they would eventually produce. It took a couple of
years to train the women, to develop a product look, and get the quality control
right.
Sally, as does “everyone” I have met in the WW network, credits
Hemendra, with stabilizing and establishing WW’s systems. She says proudly,
that he did this through an “all for one, one for all” approach that brought
everyone together. I ask Sally about the all-women board of directors and
trustees. She details the roles of the other women, who include businesswomen,
designers, and a member of the Indian parliament. They know each other
for many years, have stayed committed to the project, and have not felt a
need to swap out board members from time to time as most boards do. She
regularly says that leading WW is a team effort. “They have the creativity and
business sense of this organization.” Left to her own devices, she claims, she
would “spend too much on things that aren't going to bring anything to the
organization, like planning a textile that will never sell because it's going to be
far too expensive.” The fact, she says, that she is not a designer, and not really a
businesswoman, and that is “a great advantage” because she has “very little ego
staked in those processes.”

I am so willing to work with and learn from people who are
designers and those with other skills. I'm not going to step in and say,
"no, no, no, I want it this way". I don't think I've ever done that. I'm not
capable of doing it.

Although we have known each other a long time, Sally and I have rarely
discussed her particular situation as a “social entrepreneur” with a dynastic
provenance. I still feel a bit awkward and intrusive asking about it, a holdover
feeling surely from when we first met and her modern maharini persona masked
the down to earth, action-oriented person that she is. Sally says that her status
has been a key factor in the success of both Rehwa and WW. “I can tell people
what to do, and they will generally do it”. In fact, she says, she without the
ability she has to “throw her weight around” she would not have been able to do
what she has done – “any place else in India, let alone internationally.”
If you transplanted me from this particular comfortable situation, I
don't know if I could even function. I function in this context. Take me to
Banaras, and tell me to do the same thing, I'd be like please, no thank you.
Here I found women in a particular situation. I was also
mesmerized by the colors, the techniques, the whole romance of the
project. If they have been in coal mining situation, or something like
that, I wouldn't have known what to do. It was fortuitous...here there was
something I could learn by doing.

I look at her across the table, and think about her work effort and ethic, and
wonder if what she just said is true. I can’t recall being around Sally when she
isn’t advocating, asking about or acting on something, or giving directions. It
seems to me that she has an in-built drive, and, thinking about what she said
moments earlier, a Kennedy-esque, “ask not what others can do for you, but
what you can do for others”, mindset. Indeed, I dig out from her a story from
when she was a teenager in Texas cotton country.
In high school, in my free time I found, through some
organization, a bunch of Mexican women. I was in Dallas, so there
were lots of Mexican women, and they were making and trying to sell
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crocheted blankets, or something like that ... So, I went down to try to

The present challenge is this specific transitional generation of

work with them — who knows who asked me, perhaps they would have

handloom weavers. We have, I would say, a window of five years, to

been delighted if I'd never shown up!

catch the heredity skills of the illiterate weavers of the former generations

I would sit with them, on weekends, over time, I was around 17 —
but now that you ask me, I loved it, because it was textiles for the body.

and translate them into remunerative skills for this generation and those
going forward. It's very clear. Now is the time.

If they had been making something else, even rugs, I don't think I would
have been that interested. It's something to do with the textile that touches
your body.

Holkar describes herself as a “coordinator person” who loves networking,
and the leverage that can come from networking. She admits she is “in some
sense a visionary” if that means someone with an “ability to see way down the
line what the potential is”. And that “involves a certain ability to research the
situation, imagine what the situation could be, and then refusing to give up.”
Sally, who started her working life as a food journalist, lets us know she has
also brought lunch from home. Jacqui and I are delighted because it will feature
a green leaf salad, otherwise unknown in Maheshwar.
As we drink more bitter tea good for something, it strikes me more vividly
than any time before, how distinctly feminist WW is. It is no secret that gender
inequality is pervasive in India. Though from the start THS set forth to teach
young women and men from across India to learn from one another. So far, has
not been culturally possible for women weavers to leave their home villages
to come to school in Maheshwar. In the classroom across from us, however,
is the first batch of female students. They are from in and around Maheshwar,
and receive a stipend for their nine-to-five study and fabric-making. Most are
up early in the morning to pull the household together, get kids to school, and
prepare meals. They work all day at school, and go home to reprise their roles as
mothers, daughters, sisters, and nieces. They are weaving yardage and swatches
for AWF and beyond. The weavers must be careful, as the fabrics are technically
different, often more complex, than what they have previously woven. Mamta is
working, for example, on an eight treadle, pink and cream wool crepe. In turn,
these fabrics will be represented by previous students, selected young men with
English skills, at the show in Delhi.
This leads our tea-talk back to the foundational purpose of WW to provide
dignified, sustainable livelihoods for women through craft revivalism. Sally
says the mission is no longer “only” about women.”
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It is quiet now around us, except for some birds’ occasional cawing, or a
goat’s whine. The ladies are in class. Umashankar is teaching them costing.
They are simultaneously learning how to use their smart phones, a tool that
is provided for them by the school. After lunch their weaving begins, and the
clacking of the looms will start bouncing around the courtyard.
Until 15 years after we founded Rehwa, I wasn't sure if it would
work. Every minute I would wonder why I got into it. Murphy's law —
everything that can go wrong will go wrong — ruled for a long time”
(Holkar in Dundoo 2012).

Illustration 24. Sally at the table at The Handloom School, 2017, with some of the
school’s staff.
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5.7 Sales Channels
WW’s sales channels are diverse. The domestic market includes walkin showroom sales, exhibition sales, and sales to Indian retailers. Off the
shelf sales from WW’s modest showroom accounts for just a small amount
of total sales, and those customers are typically younger developed-world
backpackers, or older posh-hotel-staying guests. Another cohort of in-person
clients is from WW’s network of friends of friends, friends, and advisors.
These people, usually women who are financially well-off, live in urban areas,
and are somehow connected with WW, or have heard of WW, for example
through shared work in social development and advocacy, interest in craft,
or friendships. It is not uncommon for a busload of people to visit WW. For
example, a group of American high school students participating in servicelearning; a group connected with water-rights; or an “elite” group on a textile
tour.
WW participates in exhibitions/pop-up shops at, such as the annual Jaipur
Literary Festival. Their location during that event is in an upscale mall. Another
venue is Artisans Gallery in Mumbai, which attracts fewer and more focused
customers. The founder of the gallery “wanted to provide an alternative to
the city’s malls, which mostly have Western luxury brands and look the same
anywhere in the world.” She says she wanted “to showcase the handmade
Indian luxury products that we need to support before they become obsolete”
(Parekh in Makhija 2013). According to Hemendra, such events are less about
on-sight sales of speculatively produced goods, and more about providing
opportunities for meeting existing and new clients, taking the pulse of the
market, and providing opportunity for staff and artisans (who would otherwise
not likely travel) to experience their product re-contextualized in a sales venue.
About half of WW’s cloth is destined for customers within, and about
half outside, of India. International sales are in twenty-five countries in North
America, Europe, the Middle East, and Asia. Most of WW’s products are
purchased by upscale boutiques, small private labels, and higher-end retail
chains through commissioned sales. dosa in New York and Bombay Electric in
Bombay were early venues. Anokhi, an Indian clothing and home furnishing
retail chain well-known for its woodblock patterned fabrics, buys fabric from
WW. Good Earth is another client and supporter of The Handloom School.
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The company claims an aesthetic that is “crafted by hand, inspired by nature,
and enchanted by history”.8
WW uses a pricing system that they believe fits the globalness of the
market. The price per unit nearly the same for a single customer who stumbles
into WW’s tiny showroom in Maheshwar as it is for a e-retailer who buys a
hundred. Sharma has (2014) explained that reasons for using “universal pricing”
reflect: a) the slow/artisanal mode of production that makes volume-discounting
inappropriate; b) removing the stress of managing downstream mark-ups in a
boundary-less market.
WW does not advertise, except through social media. About half of their
new business is the result of random electronic visitors. The other half of new
business comes through word of mouth.

5.8 Designing the Product
Though there are disagreements on Gandhi’s views about technology, it is
clear he believed in what Schumacher (1973) decades later called appropriate
technology. In India, that meant that people at any level of education or
privilege could use it. Appropriate for Gandhi meant that violent change to the
social setting in which it is placed would not take place, and as Illich (1973)
said, convivially, or within the personal power of the operator of the tool to
control it. It meant that the goals of employment, wealth distribution, and social
equity would take precedence over industrialization or modernization (Divya
2002; Kulkarni 2012; Ramagundan 2008; Roy 1993). In this adherence to
low technology, there is a Gandhian design principle underlying all of WW’s
products.
Other than the special consideration of the low-technology and mostly plain
skills of the weavers, the design process – prototyping with combinations of

8 Good Earth was the primary sponsor of the Victoria and Albert Museum’s 2015 -2016

exhibition The Fabric of India, a large exhibition that explored the multi-faceted world
of handmade textiles in India from the 3rd to the 21st century. A significant section of
the exhibition, was devoted to contemporary Indian fashion designers using handloomed and hand embellished fabrics. The museum describes the handloom in fashion
scenario: “The thriving culture of India’s major cities is now nurturing a new generation
of cosmopolitan designers, artists, consumers and patrons. From spectacular fashion to
provocative art installations, makers continue to explore and experiment with hand-made textiles. They live in an environment of new technologies and fast global connections
which affect how they interpret, use and interact with their heritage (V&A 2016).
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weight, fiber, yarn, color, pattern, denting, texture, drape, and hand — is normal.
It begins whenever WW’s leadership and management team decide a new
collection is needed to keep up customer interest, to stay fresh. For some recent
years this had been twice annually, following a spring and fall convention, but
that strategy has been left behind. Collections are designed to be woven either
in the Maheshwar units, or for the Dindori project, since the two locations
use somewhat different techniques, and so that there is variety of products. In
the early days, the designers were the board members or friends, like Jacqui
and Hema, but now WW works with freelance designers, all of whom have
shared their thoughts and feelings with me about working with the organization
– some at length and over many years, one just barely at Amazon Fashion
Week, where his designs were showcased. Though the designers differ in
background, age, experience, education, and innumerable other ways, they share
a similar dedication to WW or admiration for its mission, and love handloom:
the process, the products, working with the weavers, the idea of it. They are
sophisticated, aesthetically-sensitive, globally-minded, urban-living people.
They are, in a sense, their own customers. Three of the women involved in the
development of the product represent the core story of the enterprise’s product
design.
Hema Patel met Sally in the early 1990s while shopping for sarees for
wedding gifts for people in her wedding. She notes that she and her husbandto-be were appalled by the amount of money that would be spent on it, so her
mother-in-law-to-be brought her to Rehwa Society’s office in Bombay where
they could buy in a way that would direct the money usefully.
Hema and I lounge on a platform at Sally’s camp-like home. The mats
and cushions are covered with a grey ribbed cotton fabric that is here and
there patched, and everywhere faded and weakened from years of wear. Sally
bought a ton of it from FabIndia way back when. Likely everyone who has ever
designed WW’s fabrics, has sat on it at one point or another. That fabric – rather
the shared aesthetics, meal time discussions, and shared histories all that fabric
represents — is a crucial part of the design process, which takes place among
a small cohort of people with on-going personal relationships. She tells me
about her own handloom social enterprise, and how that evolved, before we
move on to talking about WW. She explains that the first few years of WW were
about finding their way, finding customers, and doing experiments like the 101
Looms project and exhibition they participated in along with nine other weaving

organizations. The fabrics were designed by WW board member Elana Dickson
to bring the products, from these various weaving centers spread across India,
into a cohesive collection. “It was all about the fiber”. And the fiber that is local
to Maheshwar is cotton (not the silk that Maheshwar has been known).

Rekha is another WW board member and friend. She is also the co-owner
and designer of an upscale handloom-using fashion brand called Kishmish. She
and I sit in her minimalist, stone floored, light-filled a/c-cooled living room
overlooking Bombay high-rises and the Arabian Sea. Around us are small pieces
of fine pottery and china, collected by her mother. We have a lovely tea with
Indian treats, and also talk about the early years of WW design process. Rekha
began working with WW in 2006 and reiterates that the design process has been
appropriately trial and error. That lead them to their hybrid-specialties which
include “pure” cotton khadi, khadi mixed with other fibers, and the naturally
dyed khadi fabrics.
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We then moved into the whole idea of using organic cotton
from across the river and giving women with no weaving background
employment. The penny dropped when Sally saw that organic cotton. She
said, “It’s stunning. It’s coarse. They don’t have to learn to weave at that
traditional Maheshwari level. We can just open up the reeds, move from a
90s weave to a 40s weave, make a base product with “flaws” that will be
desirable. That was the birth of the Gudi Mudi scarf.

We had to develop our own yarns, our own twist, our own
weaving, which we borrowed from Maheshwari looms and developed in
and around the technique of that area. So even that is a hybrid.
To take the fabric away, to try to replicate it somewhere else might
not be successful. It is what it is because it’s there.

Rekha remembers that the first collection they tried to weave was “not
evolved”.
I wove a few prototypes from their yarns. They had only started
spinning at that point. I took some of their yarns and dyed them in
my studio in natural indigo, so it was indigo and kora [natural or off-

white]. And we wove some prototypes out of it, and used them to weave
something real. There were all kinds of dabbling going on. Do we want to
make products? Only textiles? What kind of textiles? Things shifted. For
example, the sliver we did the sampling with, we could never get again,
so we had to adapt. A great journey.

Rekha, who studied at FIT in New York, stresses that a fundamental design
parameter has always been to make high quality — attractive, well-crafted,
durable – goods. She says she was very “pushy” for it, but was not alone.
“Hema is so much of a perfectionist. And Elana, Sally — a lot of the people
involved in the decision-making wanted the quality.” Importantly, she adds “all
this design depends on solving everything else”, like having “deep systems,
extensive training, and the commitment of the workers.”
I nibble on some namkeen puffs and mention to her that the fabrics look
like they have their own identity, that they are not trying to be on trend. “Yes,
they look that way, but we always look at trend, even if we don’t use it.” Color
is especially important she says and is always looking at color from high end to
Gap. “We are not just doing it out of the box, without looking at world trends—
we are.”
Now that the processes and aesthetic rules are established, the designers,
who come to Maheshwar to develop the fabric with the team, know what to do.
“We give them only the number of designs we need: how many for sarees, or
dupattas, or shawls … and they will do color ways within them, and eventually
we settle on those that will be offered.” Rekha stresses the importance of
continuity and variations.

The strategy has worked. “The market loves the product for two reasons.
One is that we’ve trained the market to like it, and understand it. Secondly, I
think the design has evolved so much that it is genuinely attractive.”
Neha Lad, represents the younger generation freelancers. She is credited by
everyone with designing the first collection that really said WomenWeave, i.e.,
set up the design grammar that has been used for the Gudi Mudi lines since. At
the time, she was a recent graduate from the textiles department at the National
Institute of Design, a school with a history of student-artisan interaction. The
last time we spoke was on Skype. She was at her apartment in Paris, having
moved there from India. I was in Borås. The weather both places was grey, and
the colors of India a memory for both of us. It wasn’t hard she said, putting
together that collection. It was a matter of playing with, and opening up the
denting and the spacing of the weft yarns. The yarns that had been spun in house
were bouncy, scrunchy, gudi mudi in Nimadi, the local language. Putting them
into a gauze like fabric gave them, and the wearer, room to breathe, creating a
light, but present fabric. The emphasis was on finding the right structures; many
yarns went undyed to save money, to be lower impact. Others, using natural
dyes, became a dirt brown, a dark indigo, a dry, yellow-green.

If there is a huge hit, we will offer it again in different colors. Or
if it had wool in it, maybe we don’t put wool in it, we put linen or some
other fiber. It took so long to come up with that first hit. There’s so much
R&D behind one good textile. So, it’s worth it to take it all the way until
you can’t think it through anymore.
So, it keeps evolving, but you don’t just keep jumping. Oh, now
let’s get something like this. Now let’s get something like this.” I think
that’s something that’s really important, and am glad WW does that. Even
classic things are constantly being reinvented. It goes on and on and on.
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5.9 Spinning
Not far from the white-washed stump in front of WW’s main building, on
the other side of the dusty concrete courtyard, is a brick house, where women
spin yarns to make what can be called their khadi fabrics are produced. The
front and side doors of the house are propped open, letting in air and light and
letting out a nearly constant drone of rotating gears and spinning shafts.

Illustration 26. The side door of the WW’ temporary spinnery, 2016.

Illustration 25. Some of the Dindori line drying on the roof. 2015.
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Inside, a dozen women, sitting on mats on the clean floor, are working
on hand-cranked ambar charkas, whose design, as mentioned above, has not
changed much since the middle of the last century. A couple of the women see
me standing near the doorway, and know that I am not a stranger. I pantomime
coming in to the space, and show them my camera to indicate I want to take
pictures. They are used to visits by WW’s clients, advisors, and funders, so my
request is not a surprise. Several wave not to bother taking off my shoes, but as
all of their shoes are, pro forma, placed outside, I take off my shoes too, and go
in. I feel too tall, too clumsy, too manly, though I am not particular “masculine”.
I say namaste, smile, look around, and crouch down to the floor, trying, in vain,
to be more like them, to be less invasive, more of a peer.
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The noise from the machines is not as loud as any of the production areas
in the Pratibha factory, where people are, for example, incessantly feeding
collars and cuffs through sewing machines, or monitoring huge, hundred spindle
spinning machines, but it is intrusive, unpleasant, and makes it hard for me
to think9. They seem focused however, and as they crank, they tend multiple,
usually eight, cotton slivers as they run through a mechanical journey that
transforms them into yarn. One woman, one of the few who makes eye contact,
bids me to come over to watch what she is doing. I notice that all the women
have stopped cranking and the room is silent. I turn to them and we smile at
each other, and say namaste several more times. When I turn back to the woman
who I am sitting next to, the room again fills with cranking and whirring sounds.
This woman seems happier than the others and wants to show me the details
of her machine. I understand how it functions only abstractly, while she, after
training and much practice, is an expert in operating.
She put in her palm a bunch of small metal rings used by the ring-spinning
technology of the charkas, points out how they function, and how she can
replace them when needed.

9 Previously these women worked in the main building, and are now together again
with, the weavers, quality control, and operations people in that larger, more open space
were the sound was not as intense. At the time of my visit, however, they were temporarily working in this house so as to accommodate more looms and more weavers in the
main space to meet the demand for their product.
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Illustration 27. Spinning scenes, 2016.

She demonstrates how her machine spins “singles” onto spindles and
simultaneously winds a previously completed spindle of yarn onto a skein
winder. The same machines can also be used to twist together two or more
single yarns to make plied yarns, and she opens a plastic bag that she keeps
beside her to show me six or seven twisted hanks of such plied yarn that she has
already made today. She has done so in this case with yarns of different colors,
giving them, and the fabric which will be made from them, a speckled or marly
appearance. She has completed enough yarn to twist another skein into hank.
Hanks are far less likely to tangle than skeins, and therefore making hanks is an
important step in the supply chain. She tosses the open skein around her big toe
and twists it with her hands to make a compact bundle.
I gesture for her to teach me how she does it. She advises me, with an
expression that seems to me she thinks I am not too bright, to take off my sock,
and hands me the skein. I loop it around my toe and start to twist. We, and
another woman next to us, count out loud in Hindi the number of twists. For me,
it is both a twisting and a language lesson. When I think I have twisted enough,
she shows me the next step of pushing one end through the other to keep the
whole in place. We look at my skein against hers. Mine is too loose, sad, not
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perky like hers, but she puts it in the bag anyway. I am sure she will re-twist it
before she delivers her work forward.
I go back to visit these spinners a few times during my extended time in
Maheshwar, to watch how they and their machines work. They work diligently,
and because their earnings are based on how much they produce, I am conscious
that I should not get in their way, though I also wonder if perhaps a foreigner’s
interest in what they are doing is a slight diversion for them, during a long,
effort-filled day. It is hard for me to imagine that such monotonous labor could
be what Gandhi had in mind when envisioning economic self-sufficiency
through spinning.
One day I take a potential client visiting WW to the spinning room. She,
like half a dozen others who I meet during my time in Maheshwar is part of
the recent influx — three or four every month — of young entrepreneurial
women scouting for an “ethical” producers of unusual fabrics. This woman is
in her early thirties, impeccably groomed, well-educated, and well-traveled.
She wears minimalist, black and white garments that look like they might have
been purchased at COS, H&M’s more upscale brand. She carries an enormous
purse and a large camera. Her day job is traveling the world, “curating” special
goods for a well-known American retailer’s experimental pop-up shops, but she
is at WW looking for fabrics for a micro-brand of her own that she is launching.
She has on the same style metallic gold Birkenstock sandals that Li Edelkoort,
a doyenne-diva of fashion forecasting, wore at a fashion trend seminar I
attended in New York some months prior. On that day, in Maheshwar, one of the
spinners is clearly annoyed with our being there. She angrily gestures for us to
get out, and we do. I am embarrassed by what seems at that moment to be our
voyeurism.

Rakesh works at a pharmacy, and earns about 5000 rupees per month.
Rinaji winds bobbins at GM for about 3,700 per month. He works more hours
than she does, but she counts on top of her wages help from WW toward paying
the 400-rupee monthly school fees for their (and all other WW parents’) kids.
She says, “It is good. At least half of the amount is paid.”
They used to rent a place to live, but three years ago, they spent 60,000
rupees they had saved for the materials and construction costs for a twentyfive-square meter brick and mortar house on the outskirts of town. The building
is strong, with windows gridded with metal rods that are spaced far enough
apart to let in things like light and lizards, but close enough together to keep
out things like unwanted people and goats. Unpainted sheet-metal shutters can
be open for sun and stars or closed against dust, monsoon and mosquitoes. The
kutcha floor was hand-applied and blessed by Rinaji and her mom.

5.10 Rinaji: Bobbin Winder at Gudi Mudi since 2009
Like two out of three women at Gudi Mudi, Rinaji dresses in sarees and
blouses daily. She estimates that she has ten or twelve sarees, the same number
of blouses, and one pair of sandals. She tends to wear sarees that have large
graphic patterns, and braid her hair into a three-ply bundle pulled tautly back.
Rinaji lives with Rakesh, her husband, and their two children, Harshan twelve,
and Nanvine eleven who are in the sixth and fifth standards (levels) at public
school.
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Illustration 28. When I asked Rinaji what I should take a picture of, she said her TV.
Rinaji’s kitchen. Her mud stove and wash-up area are under the shelter out back.

We tour the home. The interior design is frugal and clean. There is a
bed, covered with printed bed cloth. There is an old hand carved wood cot,
slung with white bands of cotton, is present. I wonder if it were my home in
Maheshwar, would I accessorize it with a few bright-plaid, powerloom, waffleweave towels that cost between 75 and 150 rupees on MG Road. They sing
great color, but bleed, at first profusely, and then continually. Hundreds of faded
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versions of them hang on hooks and over doorways around town, but washed
once to remove the stiffness, they will photograph well. The setting, including
the branded rice bag used for storage, perfectly suits the post-consumer
consumer (Goldsmith 2017) fashion aesthetic. I don’t tell Rinaji that the plain
cot would sell for a couple of thousand dollars in the right shop in a fashion
capital like London or New York.
Every morning she gets up at five. She bathes. She prays. On the mud
stove in the back of the house, she cooks enough food for breakfast, and the
lunches she spoons into everyone’s multi-tiered plastic tiffins. She wakes, feeds,
and gets the kids ready for school. She sweeps the house, does the dishes and
finishes the laundry. Until recently, she did all these things with fewer than the
ten buckets-worth of water that she collects from the once-a-day early morning
tanker. The remaining buckets the family used for hygiene, and other needs
throughout the day and night. “It took me about an hour to stand in line and get
the water every day.” Last year, her joined family managed to save 10,000 to
pay for pipes and a private tap into the city’s plumbed-water system. “Now we
have water whenever we want.”
Rinaji likes to cook, and has plenty of utensils, stocks of staples such as
dried peas, lentils, and rice. She buys these, and most of her vegetables on
Tuesdays. Tuesday, by local tradition, is weavers’ day off and the day of the
weekly and dazzling farmers market at which she buys most of her fruits,
vegetables, and spices. She and her peers unanimously agree. “The prices are
lower and the quality is higher than that available at the small, every day [but
Tuesday] markets.”
Rinaji’s family receives 200 kilos of wheat, the most relied upon grain in
the region, in an annual government subsidy. She brings her family’s wheat to
be ground by her neighborhood mini-mill man. She pays two rupees per kilo
for the service. She prefers not to get too much milled at once. Chapattis are
better if the flour is fresh. Flour spoils quickly. Rinaji says, “Except for some
older women like her mother, “hand-grinding is a thing of the past.” Rinaji says
however that she doesn’t need a refrigerator. She suggests that I wrap my fruits
and vegetables in a wet towel to keep them fresh.
Rinaji talks about her work history.
I have been winding bobbins since I was ten years old. My mother
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taught me. I left my study because my mother asked me to help with the
household work, but after I got married, I had nothing to do but cook and
sit idle.
Even my husband didn't have much work. He was teaching in a
private school and used to earn one to two thousand rupees per month,
but that wasn’t enough for food and clothes. We thought to go somewhere
else to work.
We came here near my mother. My mother told me to wind at
home, but I was not able to do the winding properly, because I needed
to prepare the children for school and cook. I was hardly able to get my
work done. I prepared bobbins for weavers working for master weavers.
Then my husband was in an accident. He had a rod placed in
his leg, and the rod could not be removed because we didn’t have the
required money, so he wasn’t able to work properly.
Then my mother told me to come to work at Gudi Mudi. When I
started working here, I was earning fifty rupees per day.

Rinaji now earns, like the other bobbin winders, a fixed rate of 150 rupees
per day. Eleven other bobbin winders are with her now at GM, but when she
started in 2009, there were just six or seven. She chose her uncontested spot
along the wall under a window, by herself. “I saw it, and I sat there.” Rinaji
also helps with other tasks, for example, she helps separate full warps into subsections. She explains that unlike spinning and weaving work, which are paid
per kilo or meter, counting bobbins or paying by the pace of quality control, is
not required for their operating system.
Rinaji is pleased to say that she, using her bicycle-wheel-based contraption,
is an expert winder. She generates 200 to 240 bobbins per day, dozens more
than the other winders. She says she needed about a month to learn and feel
comfortable at her job at GM. The easiest yarn to wind, according to her, is
Cora, undyed cotton. A bobbin of that takes five minutes to fill. Dyed yarns are
more difficult because they are not as strong. Tussah silk is the most difficult.
Its filaments are messy, and it snags up on itself. A bobbin of tussah can take ten
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minutes, sometimes fifteen.
Like everyone else at GM, she works six days a week. She takes unpaid
personal days occasionally, for example, to go to a wedding or to visit Indore.
She chooses to work on the few days per year when Tuesday-work might be
available to speed up production. She says she likes the money, and would
prefer to be at work than home those days. Gudi Mudi is closed for seventeen
other holidays, such as Republic Day, and religious holidays, like Narmada
Janti, the annual mass honoring of the Hindi river/goddess Narmada.
She says she likes to go to the monthly (or so) meetings at work, but does
not say a lot. Firstly, the issues are usually about weaving, and Rinaji worries
that she could say something wrong. She votes on the issues. She doesn’t
know what to think when she hears a proposal for a change from Hemendra or
Ma’am. Later, she talks with the other ladies, and they make a decision together.
Usually everyone agrees. She points out that she always has a chance to learn
weaving. She has been asked more than once, and she says she could learn it in
a month. “For now, I am comfortable. Weaving is very difficult. I don’t want the
stress. I like winding.”
Rinaji and I once saw each other at Narmada Janti. Thousands of people
jam together on the ghats. They pour milk into the murky water turning it,
milk-white aquamarine. They toss marigolds, chrysanthemums, and rose petals.
A kilometers-long symbolic saree gets tugged across the river and back, by a
crew in a small diesel-powered, smoke-spewing craft. They haul a piece of a
red, yellow and white, confetti-like printed synthetic georgette across the river
and back. Rinaji doesn’t know what happens to the fabric after it comes back. In
a less congested area of the ghats, poor and deliberately ascetic individuals, sit
side-by-side in long lines. They have placed an old cloth or piece of cardboard
in front of themselves. Others, including Rinaji, who are more fortunate, or
who are not living ascetic lives, deliver, walking from one person to the next, a
handful of grain.
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each other’s lives. Furthermore, the information they share is going to an
abstract realm that they will not encounter. My research is as distant to them as
their picking cotton is for me.
Devika, who is married to Hemendra, has just come back to work at WW
after taking a few years to take care of Abhimanyu. She says it was very hard
for her to visit the ladies during that time because she missed them too much.
Devika has a master’s degree in rural development from a university in Bhopal,
where she, like Hemendra, studied. She grew up in a middle class setting, and
decided to pursue rural development she felt, from an early age, that the poverty
she see in India is not ignorable. She worked alongside the ladies daily at GM
for more than two years in various roles. One of her management projects was
developing strict quality control procedures and standards. Devika remembers
how it was.
There were many problems when we started. It took a year, more,
to get the quality control in place. The wages were not enough either.
Illustration 29.Varsha, in white and green salwar kameez talking with Rajubai. Rinaji is
in the doorway of her family’s home with her two kids in front. A neighbor’s child joins
them.

5.11 Sameena: Spinner then Weaver, since 2005
It is thirty-nine degrees centigrade outside. The sun is torturous. Owing
to the intelligence of the architecture however, the room we’re in is somewhat
cooler. The ladies are wearing almost all polyester. They say they’ll switch
to wearing a bit of cotton when it gets hot. There is enough space for the
seven-plus of us: the five artisans, Devika, me, and Abhimanyu, Devika and
Hemendra’s three-year-old son. (There is a crèche he could go to, but Abhi
prefers sitting with mom in this moment.) The room is also a corridor that
provides air and light. We sit in a lopsided circle, pushed toward the wall to
allow people to pass from the street to the backyard where The Handloom
School is.
We’ve come together to talk about the ladies’ lives and what working at
GM has meant. I am the only person concerned about the privacy of what the
ladies will say. Devika, at my request, asks for the second time about privacy.
They look at me for what I am, a foreigner. They already know plenty about
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The ladies needed to learn to make defect-free fabric. They needed to
understand why that is important. It took a long time and lots of practice.
Today they do not get paid for defective fabric, but we do not have
defects. This helps raise wages.

Today the excellent quality and on-time delivery are top reasons clients
say they work with WW. The term people at WW use for their fabric is globalquality.
Everyone knows that Devika, who is interpreting for us, and the women
trust and care for each other. As a result, our conversation flows easily. Sameena
begins.
It is not enough to have only one person working. There was not
enough money. My husband is a hawker. His earnings were not sufficient,
so I took training on the charka.

Her husband, who sells biscuits and small utilitarian items from his bicycle,
earns about a thousand per week, compared to Sameena’s 1200 to 1500.
Sameena started at WW around 2005, when WW was finding its way.
About fifteen or twenty ladies were learning with her how to spin the semi147

automatic, hand-powered, charkas. The training was supported by a government
grant, but implemented by and at WW. The training took three months. She
went to Bhopal on a trip to see how pooni, roving, is made, how the cotton is
ginned and cleaned. All the steps before it reaches her hands. Sameena liked the
training. “It was easier than agriculture. It was cooler working inside.” Sameena
says, “I might have died by now, or soon, if I were still working in the fields.”
After a couple of years spinning, there was too much yarn. “Sally’Mam said,
‘We have to start weaving now’, and we started weaving.”

The fabrics are more interesting to look at. More colors, more
patterns. They are more interesting to weave.

Sameena wants us to know that she got married when she was seventeen.
She and her husband moved to Maheshwar in 2000. They have three children.
Her son is twenty-two. He finished twelfth standard. He is a construction laborer
now. Her older daughter is twenty-two. She is in eleventh standard. Her younger
daughter failed school in the ninth standard. She has been doing housework at
home, like stitching clothes for the family.

So, I got training to be a weaver. It was three months, but I learned
most of it in one month. It is easier [physically] than the charka. Usha,
who was our weaving teacher and Prahaladji taught me.”
I left my job here and worked for a master weaver for a few days,

The children got their school fees paid, most of the school fees,
since I started. One daughter is still in school.
If I didn’t work here, we would have had to take loans and
advances for their education. It would be a problem, yes, but we would

but I came back.

manage it.
It is a better environment here, and earnings. At the master weaver,
there are lots of pressures, because it was all men working there, and
the weavers perform all the other loom activities there, like warping,

We were saving six hundred rupees per month for five years in
Pariwar. We lost that money.

threading. That is a headache there.
Now I save with eleven other ladies. We give one thousand rupees
I can come alone to work, but other places we are afraid. Initially I
was afraid, but now I am unlocking the building and moving around and

each per month. Every month someone gets all the money. I used seven
thousands of one of my lump sums to get a water tap, two years ago.

working alone. It is a secure place.

Sameena says she is a strong weaver now. “|Better than average. I am not
the best.” She has been weaving about ten years; she says it took her some
months to become proficient. She says weaving is better than before.

She is eager for her daughters to get married, and will use her ladies’
savings plan toward the wedding costs. She adds thoughts about her own life.
Since I have been working here I am very satisfied. When I came
to work, I was in a mud house. Now I am in a pucca house. The earnings

I have no trouble weaving now. I weave mostly cotton. Silk is too
difficult now. My eyesight is not good enough. My glasses help, but they
don’t give me fabrics with fine silk now.
We earn more now than in the early days. We have better yarns,
better weavers, better earnings.
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go up, but I spend more and more. My daughters buy too many clothes.

5.12 Weaving
In much earlier times, factor (from Latin and Medieval Latin) meant doer,
maker, performer or, agent, and factory, the place in which such activities
happened. Like the synonyms, manufacture and manufactury, these words had
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been exclusively associated with the production or trading of handmade goods.
In one sense that is relevant to the centuries-long British trade in Indian textiles,
factor meant “an East India Company employee managing a trading post” and
factory, the place in which such managing and trading took place (OED 2016).
In the mid 1700s, however, in the early days of the Industrial Revolution, the
word factory came to mean a site in which people operated semi-automated
machinery designed to rapidly produce large quantities of goods (OED 2016).
The industrialization of textile-making, specifically cotton textile production
through the factory system, was a phenomenon that had a key role in
transforming agrarian and mercantile economic systems into capitalistic systems
(Beckert 2014; Polanyi (2001 [1944]). Polanyi describes it as
… the development of the factory system had been organized as
part of a process of buying and selling, therefore labor, land and money
had to be transformed into commodities in order to keep production
going. They could, of course, not be really transformed into commodities,
as actually they were not produced for sale on the market. But the fiction

used at WW, Hemendra and I walk through the rusty gates, the scary-looking
electrical panel, upstairs to see how the weaving is going. A safety railing has
been installed on the staircase, and rustic screens —made in a nearby village
from the stems of (delightfully flowering but invasive) lantana shrubs — have
been placed in the glassless windows to protect those inside from the oftenscorching sun. Sales have more than doubled and doubled again in the past
few years, and the space is now crowded. The looms are made with multipurpose angle irons, pipes, rollers, frames, heddles, string, and planks of wood
that serve as benches. Bags containing sand, pebbles and bits of concrete, are
used to control the tension on small sections of the warp. The tension must be
perfectly the same across the width of the fabric in order to produce high quality
fabric, but the weavers, almost all of whom are women from the community
who have been trained at WW to weave, are adept at adding or subtracting
weight to accomplish that. Unlike the older style pit looms built over a hole
dug into the earth or floor (which are still used by some weavers in Maheshwar
and elsewhere) these looms are relatively easy to move around, and can be
assembled and disassembled at will.

of their being so produced became the organizing principle of society.
Of the three one stands out: labor is the technical term used for human
beings, insofar as they are not employers but employed; it follows that
henceforth the organization of labor would change concurrently with the
organization of the market system. But as the organization of labor is only
another word for the forms of life of the common people, this means that
the development of the market system would be accompanied by a change
in the organization of society itself. All along the line, human society had
become an accessory of the economic system (Polanyi 2001 [1944] p 78
-79)

Because WW’s enterprise model is not about investing in capital-intensive
machinery; not about the economies of scale such machinery creates; not about
standardization nor mass production; and absolutely not about the capitalistic
accumulation of wealth by owners who employ labor, the word factory is in
most ways inappropriate for describing the places where the spinners and
weavers work.
With a thought that maybe the word factory can be redefined once again
so that it applies to the sort of low-tech, cooperative approach to making
150

151

We look at a newly installed loom. At seventy-two inches, it is almost
double the width of the others. It will be useful for producing interior fabrics
and larger garments, such as caftans that, as I will learn later, at least two tiny,
start-up, “ethical” clothing brands are interested in selling to large American
customers. We inspect a blue and white stripped cotton khadi; a black and white
checked cotton khadi. A super-plain, off-white, slightly-ribbed cotton khadi is
just thick enough to be a very thin table mat. It is a special order from-and-for
an American boutique, and reminds me of whipped cream. I want to touch it,
but my hands are dirty. Hemendra points to a sheer fabric. This one is made of
merino wool ranched in Australia, silk cultivated in China, and cotton grown
in India. It is designed by Geeta Patel, one of the textile designers periodically
hired to create new fabrics. It is mostly off-white but has thin horizontal stripes
of burnt orange and tan. The sunset makes its earth tones look especially warm,
though the air has become chilly. The fabric will make a good shawl.
This late in the day, around five-thirty in the afternoon, just a few people
are working. Most of the weavers and winders, almost all of whom are women,
have already gone home to tend to their families, but the metronome-like
clacking sounds of shuttles slamming into the looms’ shuttle boxes, the bicyclewheel whirring of the winding machines, and the little squeaks and stirs of the
waring drum, remain in the background.

5.13 Rajubai: Weaver at WW since 2008

Illustration 30. 10 scenes from the factory floor and offices, 2015.

Raju, or Rajubai with the feminine honorific suffix, was born in the late
1950s in Maheshwar. She started working in the fields when she was eight or
nine, or ten. Her name is usually a name for boys. She doesn’t know why her
parents gave her that name. Raju got married when she was around thirteen, and
a couple of years later went to live with her husband Dadagur. She says:
I was always in the house. If I required something from the market,
my husband or mother-in-law would get it for me. My husband expired
about fourteen or fifteen years after we were married. Before that I never
went out of the house.

Devika, who is translating and guiding, says:
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That I know. She was very afraid, fearful. She was saying that after

First of all, I was working at home and getting money as per my

such kind of thing—her job—her confidence level is boost up. Now she

work. When I was making a sari, I got 200 rupees. When I needed money,

is very confident. Earlier, her mother-in-law, some people in the house,

I could take a loan of 1000, 1500, or 2000 or 4000, whatever I required.

irritated or tortured her, but now she is able to plan for herself and for her

There was no security in the work, only at the moment. It was only for the

children, because she got the confidence.

money.

Rajubai has three daughters, including Ranaji, a bobbin winder at WW,
who, with her thirteen-year-old daughter and ten-year-old son, lives next door.
Like most of the weavers at WW, Rajubai is not from a weaving family. She
learned to weave in 1984 at the government-run weaving-training center,
situated along the highway to Dhamnodt and beyond. Rajubai says she learned
to weave because she didn’t like working in the fields. She confirms that most
of her colleagues also previously worked as agricultural day laborers.
Some years after she began weaving for Ganesh10, she came to WW in
2008. She was one of the first weavers to join, along with Girjaji, and Khairon.
She remembers that everyone worked upstairs in a space less than half the
current space. Mam worked on the phone a lot at a plastic table in the center.
There were about ten or twelve spinners, seven or eight looms, and, of course,
bobbin winders. It was noisier than now. Two ladies who started as bobbin
winders became weavers.
She liked being there, Rajubai explains, but it was difficult to weave, and
the work was not regular. The khadi yarns that the spinners spun kept breaking
and tangling so the weavers had to stop to repair yarns a lot. Later, ladies who
knew how to size them [paint them with water mixed with four different kinds
of starch] came to help us. “That made the yarns stronger and we could weave
without trouble.” Besides the technical problem, Rajubai’s hours were irregular.
There weren’t enough orders. She remembers that she earned about twohundred rupees per week. She says that “Everything became good” around the
time when Gita came to design fabrics and Hemendra started. There were more
orders, and everyone’s hours became regular.
Rajubai compares her old weaving job with her current weaving job.

Here I am in a group. We can spend for ourselves. We’re able
to talk to other people, like you [DG] and other people here [at WW,
including the staff, clients, and visitors].
Whatever money I was getting from the master, he gave as an
advance or loan and I was in working to pay the loan. Here whatever
work I’m doing, I’m getting money for the work. It’s a better feeling.
I like weaving at WW compared to my house. I have companions
to talk to and I can concentrate.
When clients are coming, we are able to explain what we are
weaving. With the master weavers, we only did the weaving. We were not
understanding the design, just doing the weaving. After coming here, I am
able to see the design.

These days, Rajubai earns between eight hundred and a thousand rupees
per week. She has a lot of expenses, but is, she says, earning enough to fulfill
her and her husband’s basic requirements. “I can save about one or two hundred
rupees per week. When I save enough I make improvements.
The area where we were living in before was not a good place.
We were living in a rented house. Four or five years ago, I encroached on
government land, made a boundary wall on the land, and constructed a
kutcha [cow dung, mud and straw] house.
She explains that she built her house herself. When I raise my

10 One of the local master weavers who has done well financially, and as Sally says,

has, “brought his weavers forward along with himself”. Holkar has known since founding the Rehwa Society in 1979. Ganesh, who was a teenager, his mom, and grandmother, were the first weavers the Holkars hired.
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eyebrows in surprise, she holds her hands out and demonstrates forming
the walls. She bought a corrugated steel roof for about eight or ten
thousand rupees with money she earned at WW.
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“Now I am paying the taxes for the land. Its two thousand every
year. On what I’m earning, I have a small house. People are asking me,
‘Why don’t you construct a pucca [reinforced concrete] house?”. But how
can I do that? First of all, I need to fill my own stomach. Then only can I
construct a concrete house.’”

She and her daughter’s family recently paid 10,000 rupees for the pipes and
fees for a water connection they share. She says she likes that she doesn’t have
to wait for the tanker anymore. She can get water whenever she wants. I remind
her that she told me two years ago that installing a tile floor and getting a water
connection was one of her home improvement goals. Ha! Ha! she says, bobbing
her head.
Rajubai did not go to school and does not read or write, but she is often one
of the first people to speak during group discussions about wages, or how to
deal with the cash crisis in India in late 2016, for example. She is also one of the
seven members of the board of artisans at Gudi Mudi that has been put in place
for a potential legal transition from a charitable trust to a producer company.
She says that she got her position on the board because she has been at WW so
long. She seems like a strong person to me, and I say so. She responds, “It is
important to say what you think, and not be afraid of anything.”
About fifteen or sixteen years after my husband expired. Before
that she never went out of the house. She was always in the house. If she
required something from the market, her husband or mother-in-law would
get it for her.

Illustration 31. In her daughter’s home, Raju sets the pace in a primary color, pop-patterned saree. A young neighbor, in brinjal and a white polka dot print, sits at her side.
The old cot and new braided-cotton strips were made locally. Rajubai remembers the
early khadi fabrics. She has woven many of them and likes the colors and the way they
feel. With a smile, she points out that they are not good for the kind of sarees she likes.
She wouldn’t choose such fabric for herself, even if she could afford it.

5.14 Jirja: Weaver at WW since 2008
Jirja was born in 1975 sometime in December. She seems to me to have
two main faces. One is silent, opaque, stable, the other is a huge smile. She is
from Barwaha, a village east of Maheshwar, and south of Indore. Jirja speaks
Hindi, and some Nimari, and a few words in English. She can write her name,
and read a few words that she learned from Devika, in Hindi. She can count and
do some arithmetic. She went to school until first or second grade. She worked
in the fields until got married when she was sixteen and moved to Indore to live
with her husband Kamal. He drove a truck and she worked at an NGO with
about forty other ladies making small clay toys. She did this for about eight
years, earning, at the time, about twelve hundred rupees per month.

156

157

Eventually they came to Maheshwar. They have three children now.
Varsha is 22, Deepa is 18, and Vicky is 15. In 2004, Jirja, like many of other
new weavers in Maheshwar, learned to weave in a six-month long, stipendincentivized, program run by the handloom training center. After her training,
she worked for a couple of months for a master weaver. Then Varsha, who was
seven or eight, broke her hand and needed more help than she could give while
weaving at the master weaver’s workshop. Jirja went back to working in the
fields and watched Varsha from there for a couple of months. She continued
working in the fields until she started, in 2008, weaving at WW. She is one of
the first few weavers to join WW, and seems confident in her work and being.

Illustration 32. Jirja wears a dusty red-grape color, cotton-poly blouse. Her saree, a
juicier orange red, is flocked with plastic gems and glitter. Gold repoussé earrings,
carefully applied puja dot, a nose ring, and a few bangles show her style. She buys her
clothes in Maheshwar or Indore. She does not like and does not use make-up.
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Girja keeps standard WW artisan hours, from ten in the morning to fivethirty in the late afternoon. Lunch is from one to two, with a tea break around
four o’clock. She, like most everyone at WW works everyday but Tuesday,
unless there are holidays or other celebrations like marriages. She earns about
1200 rupees per week.
Her husband used to drive long haul carrying agricultural products like
sugar cane and cotton, and earned between 2000 and 250 rupees per week.
There was trouble at work however, and he was stabbed in the stomach.
Luckily, he survived, but his doctor suggested, because of the stitches and other
issues to change jobs. Now he drives a school bus, but earns only half as much.
Varsha, who works part-time at WW, earns about 600 rupees per week. Their
total monthly income is around 3000 rupees per week. Jirja says that she and her
husband decide together how the money should be spent. They built their tworoom, outdoor kitchen home on government land some years ago. Three years
ago, they paid a fee of 10,000 rupees to the government. She thinks another fee
might come up again.
Jirja estimates she spends about a third or more of their income on food.
Everyone in her family is vegetarian. She says she doesn’t even like to say the
word meat. She and Varsha usually go together to the Tuesday market to buy
most of the week vegetables, fruit, and staples like wheat, rice, oil, spices and
sugar. She generally avoids the daily vendors because the prices are higher. Her
family used to grow aubergine, gourds, and other subzi (vegetables) but stopped
because their boundary wall couldn’t keep the goats out. She wants to grow
vegetables again, once they can afford a goat-proof wall. She says that after the
cost of food, the couple of hundred rupees they pay a week for electricity to run
a fan and a few CFLs, and other expenses, there is no money left to save.
It takes her seven or eight minutes to walk to work, when the river is dry
and she can take a shortcut. During the rainy season, she uses the bridge, which
doubles her walk time.
The looms where the ladies and few gents work are determined by what
is useful according to the artisans and the production team. Jirja often works
at the front of a line of looms. It’s more or less her spot, but she changes from
time to time, for example to work on sampling. From that bench, she sees a
large quietly revolving warping wheel. The woman propels it flawlessly (and
if mistakes are made with this technology they can always be corrected). She
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and the wheel measure and divide the yarns that will comprise the warp. In
the background, several more women in sarees finish, iron, tag, and check the
quality of their goods. Traces of steam from the pressing are in the air. The
fabrics the QC ladies are handling these days are mostly light, white, and beige
cottons with fluffy dry hands. Others are yarn-dyed with faded jewel-tones that
might be given names like dusty mango, mirth blue, or mutter (pea) green.
Girja’s daughter Varsha works part-time in QC just a few meters away. In this
spot, the light enters mainly from windows on the right and left sides of the
large room and from the fluorescent tube hanging in the loom.
I like work, I like hard work. I work hard to educate my children. I
want to become a good wife, mother, and good daughter-in-law, because I
am illiterate.

She says she likes weaving, and tries to learn more designs, more types of
fabrics. “The more complex the design, the more I like it.” She says the hardest
part of weaving is changing to a new design after working weeks on another
design. It takes a while to remember the counting, order and type of weft yarns.
She has helped do design sampling with Prahaladji, WW’s weaving expert, and
Geeta Patel, a textile designer often works with WW. She has a loom at home
that is now dormant, so she could, with her skills easily work again for a master
weaver, but she says she likes working “here”. In answer to the question, “What
do you think about while you are working?”, Jirja smiles with eyes open wide
and says, “I think I have to improve my speed so that I can earn more money”.
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Illustration 33. One of the organic undyed and dyed khadi and undyed tussah fabrics
Jirja worked on with Prahaladji and Geeta many years ago, and is still sold. She likes
textures of the yarns. She laughs and says she doesn’t want to estimate how many different fabrics she has woven.

5.15 Hemendra: A Briefing in the Showroom
Hemendra and I meet at nine, an hour or more before production gets
underway at WW. We sit in the showroom (and office and lunchroom) with
the interior wooden shutters open to the neighborhood’s goings-on. He gives a
status report on the WW’s entrepreneurial goings-on.
The showroom is painted with a violet-tinged, chalky white; the worn
floor tiles are grey-green and dull yellow. Two fluorescent bulbs provide bluish,
unshielded lighting. Chipped glass doors on the shelving units do not slide as
securely as they should. In the center is a round plywood table. It is covered by
a ghee-and-dust-spotted, mill-made, synthetically dyed orange cotton tablecloth.
We sit on cushions covered with failed and leftover pieces of WW fabric on
strip-woven iron, multi-purpose platforms. In this showroom, a fabric needs to
be brought to the window to see it properly. Hemendra laughs when I tell him,
again, that the tablecloth is wrong in every way and that it should be taken off
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the table immediately. It should be replaced of course, with one made from
the organic khadi being produced all around us. He seems sentimental about
keeping it, but promises to have a new one stitched together from their own
khadi soon.
Hemendra often says “I’m lazy. Unless I have to meet a client or have
a meeting, I don’t usually get to the office until ten”. He works however six
days a week until seven or later. After WW closes, he often meets with clients,
advisors, and other visitors. WW, he says, is with on his mind constantly.
His salary, ten times that of the weavers, is far less than most of his similarly
educated peers. He says neither he nor his wife Devika aspire to earn more
money. They are content with their level of material comfort. This includes a
clean apartment in a stable building on a nice street in the center of town. Indoor
plumbing, filtered water on tap. They own a second-hand car, a motorbike, a
fridge, and an a/c. They have plenty of food and clothes; the ability to go to a
private doctor and save a little money.
Hemendra, who is thirty-three, grew up in eastern Madhya Pradesh in
the forested region known for the rare white tigers. He recalls that their area
received electricity when he was around nine or ten years old, around the same
time that their family installed indoor plumbing. He says he got a college
education only because his father pushed him so hard. He earned a master’s
degree in rural development but claims he was a poor student, barely passing
English. After college, he worked in the agricultural sector. He worked two
years at his first post, teaching farmers how to increase their productivity and
earnings. This he and another on the ground colleague did this through teaching
better water management and sowing techniques, for example, by installing
wells, rebuilding long-disused holding fields to capture the monsoon, and
showing them how to plant seedlings and then transplant them set at optimal
distances, rather than just casting their seed randomly. The farmers’ earnings
increased about forty percent as a result. Not enough, he says, for them to have
in any way easy lives, but an improvement. A practical step. He had a couple of
similar other jobs in agricultural development afterwards. but felt alienated by
corruption and waste in the management of the government sponsored, NGOlead initiatives. “They were eating money. No benefits came through for those
who were supposed to be served.”
Hemendra found the job offer for the new position of Gudi Mudi Khadi
Project manager at WW in an advertisement Sally had placed on a website

devoted to employment in the development sector. Hemendra knew nothing
about textiles nor fashion before starting at WW in 2009, though he says years
earlier he had been moved by the (apocryphal) stories of Britishers cutting
off the thumbs and hands of spinners and weavers to accelerate Indians’
purchase of industrial fabrics from mills in the UK. He says that now he has
an appreciation for textiles, if that means he can help guide a designer, and
assure quality control, but that he still sees handloom primarily as a leverage for
economic development. “For Hemendra it’s all about livelihoods”, says Holkar.
He himself is convinced that “handloom is a sunrise, not a sunset, industry”.
It is, he is sure, an economic and technical system right for rural India and the
globalized era we live in.
When he started, the project had trained about 200 spinners and 50
weavers, though most of them had dissipated, back to working in the fields or
idleness, he supposes. Only a dozen or so spinners and about ten weavers were
employed and things were working on a project-by-project basis. He thinks
there were a couple of thousand kilos of unused yarn stockpiled. There wasn’t
a clear entrepreneurial or aesthetic direction. Systems were lacking. Sally too
often used her own money to keep things going.
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Illustration 34. Hemendra, wearing Gudi Mudi fabric as usual.

Hemendra Sir (as he is called by the operations staff) or Hemu (as he is
affectionately called by the staff when he is not around) usually wears one
of several khadi shirts he has had bespoke-tailored in Maheshwar from GM
yardage. One is a kora-cream khadi with a grid of pinstripe blue and red dots.
The printing of the fabric was a jugaad intervention to deal with a some too
imperfect plain yardage. It was decided to add value to it by getting it printed
by woodblock artisans in Bagh. Geeta Patel designed the new, non-traditional
patterns from old woodblocks. The results sold well, especially among younger
customers.
This morning, as usual, Hemendra is verbose and friendly. Hemendra is the
type of person who is comfortable talking with everyone. He launches into an
executive summary of the business. He is focused and factual. He explains in a
"see, it is all self-evident" manner: “Things are working. Livelihoods are being
created. You don’t need a degree from Harvard.”
I open a gold-plastic foil package of Britannia brand cashew biscuits.
Sugary hot tea that has been set before us by the lady who makes tea for
everyone. I ask him to tell me why, in his view, things are going well. He says
that the success of the demonstration projects, Gudi Mudi and the branch in
Itawdi, Dindori and the collaboration Bagh, is the result of things coming
together at the same time. He provides an accounting of some of them now,
others he will share later. Firstly, he says, through the combination of Sally’s
knowledge and network and the team’s putting in place well-defined and welloperating systems, they have developed a client base of fashion designers and
retailers who order regularly … as well as clients who come and go. These
clients, mostly women, have similar care-and-share approaches. Each of their
businesses is concerned with heritage-craft and, in some way or another, helping
to improve something about the world, for example: advance women’s rights,
support ethical production, protect the environment, increase prosperity, or refashion society.
WW follows a slower, steadier and collection centric offering, and many
of their clients take a similar approach. WW and clients regularly collaborate
on custom made fabrics. Their production schedule and quality control are
now excellent; clients report they are confident working with WW. They show
this by advance-payment of fifty percent of the value; some of them order
six or more months in advance, because their own business model allows it.
(Generally, a small order can be filled within about six weeks). This is to say,
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Hemendra says, WW has reciprocity-minded and stable relationships with
their clients. He notes the global market demand for handloom is growing, and
that the trend toward “ethical” and “slow” fashion is important, especially in
the long run, but that in India, clients are equally or more concerned with the
heritage and aesthetics.
WW’s products are popular at public exhibition and sales events, such
as one that takes place during the annual Jaipur Literary Festival where WW
hawks their goods annually11,. They regularly receive inquiries and are able to
be selective about taking orders. Almost weekly, a young woman with a startup “ethical and sustainable” fashion enterprise in the US or Europe arrives
(by previous arrangement) at the showroom doorstep. “I build relationships
with the clients. It’s not hard.” He stresses that connectivity and IT are the key
factors that enable the enterprise to function and work with clients in about
thirty countries. He adds that the software was co-developed (to redundantly
complement the still in use handwritten documentation) that tracks production,
sales, shipping, and earnings. “We know exactly where we are with our numbers
all the time.”
Hemendra is proud that the women like working at WW. He says they
should be, because it is a good place to work and believes that their wages are
sufficient for the time being, and better than most other weavers in town earn
in relationship to meterage woven. “WW pays for kids’ public-school fees. The
crèche for young kids.” Though he adds that when he first came onboard there
was a need to raise the artisans. wages. “Those issues were resolved. The ladies
tell me they are happy.”
Hemendra talks about the changes that are planned for the enterprise’s
physical plant. He wants to lease a floor, across the street, of an almost finished,
bright orange and blue painted-concrete building, the one with the new eggseller in the storefront. “We need a better showroom. I don’t have an office. The
spinners are working in a little building that happened to become available.” He
knows it is not ideal, but a practical decision. “We want to get everyone in one
building, but there are people living in the other apartments. We can’t fit in any
more looms”.

11 These pop-up events require extra mobilization, including planning, designing and

making samples and pieces. Sally, Hemendra, some of the management team, and some
of the artisans participate. The figures show that the sale of goods at the venue was
profit neutral against expenses of traveling, accommodation and the other costs, but
attending was important for networking, visibility and team building. At the 2017 fair,
however, sales were triple what they had been when Hemendra and I spoke.
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I question him about how he can call the wages sufficient. How can they
be fair, when the percent of the retail price paid that represents the artisans’
wages is under three-percent? Their daily wages equal a couple of handfuls of
Britannia cookie packages. “What if they want some ice-cream?” During the
past few years, ice-cream freezers have popped up for the first time in locations
around Maheshwar. A days’ wage would buy six small plastic cups of mango
kulfi. It’s economic slavery I say. The disparity seems to me like that between
the slave owner in Uncle Tom’s Cabin who believes herself generous because
she gave her house slave a piece of white sugar. Hemendra says “The ladies
are not thinking about ice cream. They can make rice pudding. It’s better. It’s
healthier. It’s local. It is important to protect the exploitable.” I say my notion of
fairness is my time for your time. “I am interested in creating livelihoods now,”
he answers. “David, you should not use your standards for what is sufficient for
them, and enables us to keep the organization going.”

The train’s rusty carriages are beaten and battered, imperfectly hand welded
together to start with, it seems. Pollution, dirt, and dust, have etched and marred
the windows so much, that they are no longer transparent. The crowded train
clanks and bounces and shakes on the tracks. It is at once too slow and too fast.
I had asked him to upgrade us, so we could talk, and he relented, so we are
now on a narrow sitting/sleeping bench in second class a/c. We’re talking and
playing gin rummy. It is a new card game for Hemendra. I learned it when I was
ten. I taught him just thirty or forty minutes ago, but he has won most of the
hands since.
Hemendra takes the meaning, not the title, of his job as chief operating
officer seriously. As the operations chief, he is a communicator, facilitator,
human resources expert, negotiator, strategist, educator, and social activist. He,
has, by everyone’s account, had the key role in bringing WW a leap forward
through the development of its enterprise model and improving operational
systems. Hemendra is, by constitution a business man and entrepreneur,
specializing in the creation of livelihoods. When he thinks about the handloom
sector, it is primarily through those lenses.
As we play, he talks about how logical it is for handloom to be used as a
means of creating livelihoods. Hundreds of millions of villagers are unemployed

or employed at or below subsistence. He likes handloom because it is village
based production. He says when he goes to his village, it’s not nearly as selfsufficient at it used to be. He likes that handloom is a location-appropriate
technology. It is slow and labour intensive. It complements an agrarian way
of life. It has low start up-costs. [More than a shoe-shine kit, but hundreds
of millions of dollars less than an industrial factor.] Hemendra thinks that
handloom is a commodity whose desirability will continue to grow. He repeats,
“Handloom is a sunrise industry.”
We share some oranges. We loosen and tighten the rules of our Rummy
game. He says he often thinks about our on-going discussions about Slow
Fashion. The words have become a tool for him, he says, to discuss what it
is WW does. It is, he says, easy to understand. He thinks they are not telling
their story well enough. He says one of the things that needs to improve is
their website. It’s been a lower priority. It functions. We don’t have the human
resources. There is never enough time. It is expensive. He knows the products
are hard to see, that the photography, which he does himself, is inadequate, that
a “better social face” is needed.
Hemendra rarely flies. He prefers trains. Sleeper Class, which despite the
luxurious-sounding name, budget-minded not comfort-conscious; it is a non-a/c,
open-shelved sleeping dormitory. He says he loves the interaction in the crowd,
being with “the people”.
We talk more about prices and strategies. He explains his idea of universal
pricing. It is unmanageable for them to sell with different prices for different
customers in different parts of the world. “Universal pricing protects us. Our
buyers are global. The retail price is not our responsibility.”
About eighty-percent of their clients are wholesale. It is basically a
wholesale business with exhibitions and salesroom sales. “We could potentially
earn a lot more money if we sold retail. When the logistics and staff capabilities
can be worked out.” However, the current minimum order is only ten thousand
rupees, in the range of ten meters of fabric or a half a dozen dupatta, so the
threshold for buying at wholesale.
“For now, it is best to keep the fabric prices where they are”, in the midrange of the upmarket-urban-contemporary-handloom niche. Though the
projects are financially stable, earning more than expenses, there is little margin
to play with. Before moving again to raise prices, he thinks it is smarter to
solidify and grow the client base. “More livelihoods can be created if the prices
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5.16 Prices and Wages

don’t get too high.” I understand the word marginalized differently than I did
before he and I got on the rattling train.
“And the artisans’ wages?”, I ask. The wages have gone up, he says.
“But what about a minimum wage? What about a living wage, a fair wage?”
“Minimum wage doesn’t apply”, he says, but he means, I think, “You don’t
understand”. There is no government-enforced “minimum” wage for the
handloom sector. It is part of the ninety or so percent of Indians who live in the
unorganized, largely ungoverned sector of the economy. Wages are determined
by going rates. Moreover, as a charitable trust, WW is exempt from the laws
that do apply to, for example, the giant Pratibha Syntax factory in Pithampur. A
living wage? A fair wage? He describes WW’s wages as aspirational.
We have a meeting with everyone. We talk about our overall
earnings and expenses, the need to save for reinvestment. The ladies
decide how much they want to earn for their time within what is
financially possible. They understand the idea, but not the details of the
economics.
Wages are sufficient now. They are based on what we all think
makes sense given the choices we have.
The wages the women earn here are helping to set a higher
standard. We are setting a mark.

5.17 Viability and Star Gazing
Hemendra and I have a tradition of fetching a few Kingfishers from the
alcohol place, an over illuminated, tiny jail of a building, on a worn edge of
town. We ride his motorbike from there back across the ravine and down river
to “our table” on the Narmada Retreat’s outdoor dining patio. It overlooks,
the wide Narmada, looking black with the banks glittering with streams of oil
lamps. Across the river, during the day, one would see crop fields. Nearer by
is a centuries-old carved-stone Hindu temple. It sits in the middle of the river,
has recently been restored with funds from Sally’s daughter and son-in-law. At
night, it is illuminated spring-green. We order some roasted papad, and a salad
of fried peanuts, chopped tomato, onion, and green chili to go with our beer.
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Hemendra tells me he is lucky. He is surprised by his journey from an
isolated village to working daily with people from all levels of Indian society
as well as with many other specialists from around the world. He says he never
questions his choice to work in rural development. He loves being in rural areas,
is committed to creating livelihoods for the people living here – and there — in
rural India. “These people have been left out of the economic model. They have
no choices. It is about earning money.”
The stars are endless in the black indigo sky above. “We are crossing into
a new phase.” he says. “The viability of the demonstrations project is known.
We have lighthouse examples”. I ask him why he calls the production units/
businesses, demonstration projects. He says it is … “because they demonstrate
that the model is viable.”
The three production units — Gudi Mudi in Maheshwar, the smaller Itawdi
unit, a twenty-minute drive from GM, and the Dindori cottage-production
project, near Hemendra’s family’s village, are all producing well and earning
enough to be self-sufficient. He relates that the artisans are earning, and that
is what is critical, but not a surprise. “It’s a very logical process” and they are
working with on-site managers who are dedicated. “If we find willing and good
project leaders and good opportunities, we can start more projects.”
WW is considering, for example, starting a spinning/weaving project in
Bagh, where they already collaborate with the native block printers. Another
project could be in Kota, an area in Rajasthan with clusters of weavers who
specialize in sheer, check-textured fabrics. One of WW’s high-end clients has
already promised a substantial, and likely on-going, order if WW can manage
to organize a reliable project there. “She cannot source well from there now. It’s
not organized. They don’t have systems.”
But building trust and proving the plan will work, he says, takes a long
time.
You should not expect them to trust you. They have seen too many
failures. Lots of organizations, NGOs, governments projects, have come
but have not benefited them. They should not trust us.

He talks about how WW established the Dindori area, where the Narmada
originates, 750 kilometers to the east. An assessment was made. They went and
looked, and decided to go forward. The project manager and his assistant spent
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months motor biking from home to home meeting with the “remnants” of the
weaving community, cajoling them visit WW’s field office so the project could
be properly explained. The culture and technology of the location, of course,
had to be planned for. Weaving is a cottage industry there, and many weavers
are off the grid, many kilometers away from one another. The relationships
and logistics are different than in Maheshwar, a metropolis by comparison, but
where most people at WW walk to work.
The design logic, he understands, must also be different. Dindori products
are branded as the Khat Kata collection. That requires a look to themselves,
which involved sampling with Sadhu, who is an-established, “global quality”
designer-entrepreneur, and agreed to work and contribute to the goal. The
first collection, which subsequent collections to date have all referenced used
synthetically dyed, acidic and tropical fruit colors. The fabrics feature parallel
lines of supplemental yarns. These yarns look like running stitches, but are
actually an indigenous weaving technique. Handloom was on the verge of
extinction in Dindori. Looms were in storage, covered in dust, or burned. The
Dindori area where the weavers live, was not listed on the government’s most
recent map of the 400 known handloom clusters in India. The same story, the
slow traditional economy was (eventually) lost to the fast-industrial economy.
Hemendra hopes to see Dindori having enough weavers to be counted in the
2019-2020 census. Establishing the Itawdi center, an outpost of the GM factory,
in a tiny village in the fields was relatively easy. “We are known here. We do not
have to build trust. Everyone knows Sally Ma’am and Gudi Mudi and Rehwa.
It does not take long to put up a simple brick building. Looms can be assembled
quickly. The infrastructure is not difficult to solve.”
He stresses still that every project, even those that so near each other as GM
and IT must be location-specific. At Itawdi, for example, an individual artisan
does her own warping, threading, and bobbin-winding. At GM, which is many
times larger, a classic division of labor is used, and people who have now-rare
skills, like warp-sizing, and warp-joining, perform these tasks exclusively.
Sanjay, for example, is one of the few joining men left. With a pinch of ash
on three fingers tips, he instantly connects the end of the ends of the nearly
completed warp to the beginnings of the ends of the new warp. He has been
doing this work since he was 15, more than 50 years ago. With six or eight or
more thousand threads to twist together, the process of joining the old to the
new takes most of a day. It is however faster than the alternative of rethreading

through the heddles, a slower but simpler method that anyone can do with
a little practice. We come back to the main point. Hemendra says, “We can
establish more projects. I want to handover my responsibility for production at
GM to a project manager. Then I will have more time for that.”
We have another beer and lament the fact that many of Maheshwar’s
wealthier handloom entrepreneurs and hoteliers are tearing down old buildings
and putting up much larger, much taller plate-glass windowed emporiums.
Some handloom entrepreneurs have opened hotels. Some hoteliers have opened
handloom shops. Maheshwar’s architecture could look like Indore’s before you
know it. Isn’t the architecture part of the unique selling point? How can tearing
down heritage buildings and replacing them with contemporary help a heritagebased brand identity? Hemendra says he has tried to talk about it with them. “I
cannot explain it to them. They cannot understand why it is wrong.”
Yet it is a weaver’s market these days, with weavers from other parts of
India still migrating here to find work. Could that be in part because of the
greater physical comfort the cooled-air, light-filled showrooms? The palak
paneer, my choice, and tandoori chicken, his, are served. The miserable
conditions of animals around town, filthy, sad chickens in little cages; goats
roaming about the storm and sewer gutter; plastic-bag eating cows, for example,
emotionally prohibits me from eating meat while I’m in India. Hemendra, who
is otherwise vegetarian, makes an exception for chicken at a restaurant.
“The first pillar of WW” he states, “are the demonstration projects.” The
second pillar is education: The Young Weaver intervention; The Handloom
School.

The third pillar is advocacy. For Sally handloom has been and will stay
a lifetime campaign. For Hemendra, advocacy means taking time to talk with
potential clients, taking time to make sure WW’s mission and model are clear.
It means organizing a three-thousand-person strong street protest in Maheshwar
against the Textile Ministry’s proposal, said by some to be put forth at the
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See David, one successful student, upon becoming a weaverentrepreneur, can provide work for about ten other weavers. We need this
if the handloom sector is to be saved. Look at FabCreation. Those guys
were thinking to leave weaving. They are employing many other weavers
now, and are an example.

request of the powerloom lobby, was to change the definition of handlooms
to include powerlooms. “power loom can make six saris in a day whereas a
handloom can barely finish one. If the amendment is passed the power looms
will be able to sell their goods at a much lower price. We just won’t be able
to compete.” Advocacy, for Hemendra, also means being part of a national
network of similarly-engaged people, speaking, for example, at an All-India
conference of practitioners and policy experts held in Delhi to consider the state
of handloom in light of the Ministry’s proposal. “It’s a ridiculous idea. Just
when the world wants handloom, the government, in these regulations, tries to
undermine it.”

This is a special property from Devi Ahilyabai Holkar built as a
Sanskrit school. It is on the river and near Raj Rajeshwar Mandir where
my family and many of our neighbors often pray. From the window, I can
see the river, the fort, and the mandir. Sanjay and his brother Suresh, the
barbers, were born here. Suresh’s family lives upstairs. They have more
space. The family who lives in the classroom across from us grows a lot
of plants. My cousin-brother’s family owns the new Raj Palace Hotel next
to the temples. We talk to them and the other neighbors daily.
We don’t have a tap in our home. My brother, now that he is old
enough, is the one who wakes up at five to get the water from a nearby

5.18 On the Operations Team

government tap. That tap is on from about five-thirty to six-thirty. Before
it was my job.

The scale of operations at WW ranges from the minute to the grand, and
from the most tangible to the most ethereal: from joining yarns with some
ash and a twist of the fingers to joining minds in a global electronic network.
Between these extremes, are operations that relate to the daily management and
running of the enterprise, as well as planning for the future. These operations:
sales, shipping, marketing, procurement, data management, accounting, and the
like, are carried out by full-time salaried employees. They have come to be able
to do their work through generational expertise, through on the job training, or
through formal education in development and business.
Through on-going meetings that we called information exchanges, four
people working on the OT talked with me about their lives and work. Nilesh
handles sales and related logistics. Manoji plans and manages the physical
production of the fabrics. Ajay is an MIS specialist and accountant. Umashankar
is the go-to guy for special projects. Nilesh is 23, the youngest of the four
colleagues.

I consider my family middle class now. We have a TV and a
motorbike. We can save some money, but not for long. We need it to do
things like pay for my younger brother’s school.
We are building a bigger home up the hill on land we own. It will
be two rooms and have a garden area in the back. It will have a tap in
the kitchen and the toilet and wash room will be outside. A friend from
Switzerland, Reny, has been living there and helping us construct it. We’ll
move when it’s ready.
My father decides how our money is spent. I turn over my
complete salary every month. My earnings at WW are a big part of our
finances. My sister is a teacher at a private primary school. She earns
2,500 rupees per month. My mother is a cook. She earns about 4,000 per
month. She has worked for the same family seventeen years. My father

I am from Maheshwar. My family has lived here many
generations. I live with my parents, older sister, and younger brother in an

is earning at Rehwa Society now. His salary is about four thousand. My
salary at WW is 7,000 per month.

interesting but very small home. It was built about two hundred years ago,
and is about twelve feet by twenty feet. We all sleep in this part of the

We talk about what we should do with the money, but my father

room on the floor. It is not comfortable. In the summer, my brother and I

makes the decisions. It is the Indian way. It is not a problem. He gives us

sleep outside.

money as required. I want to get an iPhone; it is a dream of mine, but it is
much too costly.
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He segues into his work life and education.

We have a new order from Vrisha — 50 meters of two patterns and
100 meters of two patterns.

I began working at WomenWeave in 2012, in the spring. I work
about fifty-four hours a week. I earn seven thousand rupees per month.
I think I was lucky to get this job, because I hadn’t been studying

We showed Rachel from Anokhi 120 different samples. She
ordered 2000 meters to be produced during the next year.

marketing. My favorite subject at school is English. I’m thinking about
getting a master’s degree in marketing.
I have one more semester before I take the exams to get my BA
degree. I am going to a private school sometimes to help me prepare for

We added ten or twelve potential new clients
Organic and natural dye remain popular. 100% of the big Anokhi
order is organic cotton and natural.

the exams. I work full-time, but attend to my school as necessary. I apply
for leave, for example, if I need to take an exam.

Nilesh found his job by walking around town and asking who needed
help. He asked at Gudi Mudi, and Hemendra hired him on the spot and trained
him for a new position managing the administration of sales, shipping, and
(some) marketing. Nilesh is the first person in line to tend to clients who come
into the showroom. He keeps track of all the sales, and is a key person on the
“WW on the Road” team that plans and works at the exhibitions in Bombay,
Bangalore, Jaipur, Coimbatore, Ahmedabad and Delhi, for example. At his desk,
he spends many hours entering data in the MIS marketing software, which was
developed at the same time as the accounting software. He says that part of his
job is tedious. He says his job can be stressful, and he can get impatient easily.
He, Praveen and Tarun keep track of the inventory and are responsible for the
packing. Tarun is a wire-strong, distance-learning high school student who
works full-time. He does a lot of the physical managing of the product. This
includes taking several trips on the public bus to deliver several boxes of white
poly-burlap wrapped boxes to WW’s couriers in Indore.
Nilesh is a man with an exuberant smile, and one of the things that triggers
his grin is a successful exhibition. Here’s what he had to report after the 2015
Jaipur Literary Festival show.

We have all the orders we can handle for the next year.

Illustration 35. Nilesh, on the left, and Manoji showing a writing describing the operations of the looms that determine the operations of the enterprise.

Total sales were more than three lakhs! The most we have ever
sold there.
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Manoji and I meet for a morning swim. The sun is low and gives everything
in sight –the dark water, the stone ghats, and especially the decoratively painted
boats an orange glow. There are twenty or so men, unclothed except for their
underpants or a thin towel. They are in the water and by the edge of the ghats,
praying, exercising, and bathing. There are women, but not where we are. They
are clothed, mostly in sarees, and congregate around the part of the ghats that is
popular for washing and hanging laundry. Women in Maheshwar rarely bathe in
public.
Locals typically says the water is clean (and I have swum in it a number
of times). But an inlet nearby is laden with litter and an ugly green, brown
and white scum. Wasim, a young weaver and engineer at the water filtration
plant, says he would not advise foreigners swim in it. Bhaumik et al. (2017)
describe the specifics of the decline in aquatic life and increase in pollution
from agriculture, industry, and sewage. Regardless, hundreds of thousands
come annually from all over India to bathe in and take home its sacred water.
For those lacking bottles to transport the water home, second-hand, corporatewater bottles, for example Coca-Cola’s McKinley brand, are available for a few
rupees each at Sanjay’s barber shop and other venues.
Manoji is forty-two and has been in this water the same number of years.
He says there is no risk of being drown in the underwater cavities where the
river has worn the stone away as long as we stay on the surface.

Most days, Nilesh gives me P.O.s, new orders for planning and
production. With this information, we know about the type and quantity
of fabric we need to make. I plan the production. How much roving and
much how yarn we need. How many weavers do we need to work on it?
How many weeks will it take, including shipping to and from Bio Dye for
natural color dyeing?
When we have received yarn from BioDye we have to check the
yarn quality and shade we used in the order is good, and then we start the
weaving process.
At full production, Gudi Mudi can produce between nine-hundred
and one thousand meters of fabric per week. We are very busy now with
orders and preparing for exhibitions. I go to the exhibitions in Delhi, or
Bombay, so I can help with selling and planning new orders.
I am also an active weaver. I come from at least three generations
of weavers. My father is a good and creative weaver.
My father and mother's main work is threading. They have worked
together about 35 years. They sit opposite each other, with frames and
heddles between them. My mother hands the yarns to my father, and he

I have been the production manager at Gudi Mudi for six years.

pulls them through the eyes of the heddles.

My day here starts at ten am. I check the plan, on paper, the current and
future production. I am good at math and I understand the timings, and we

There are five people in my family. Our daughter studies computer

have a lot of experience now, so usually we don’t have problems. Later,

science at college. My other daughter is in middle school, and my son

I go to check the weaving and the spinning. Every day I check every one

is in high school. My parents and my brother's family live in attached

of the forty looms and twelve spinning machines. I check all the work,

buildings. We live in the center of Maheshwar. It takes me ten minutes to

everything, and I talk to the workers.

walk to Gudi Mudi.

Then I talk with Vinod, the unit supervisor about any big mistakes

My wife, my son, and I continue to weave at our looms at home.

or problems. We work together to solve, for example, the wrong

I weave for two or three hours every morning, another couple of hours

threading. There can be a wrong picking, or the wrong yarn color. We are

every evening, and a full day on Tuesday, weaver’s day off. I do weaving

well-organized, so there are not many mistakes.

for master weavers. I get paid by the meter.
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Sometimes I make my own designs, weave them, and sell them.

After college, I started searching for a job — any job —

I would like to have a business designing and weaving, but I don't have

somewhere in the region. My uncle, who works at the Ahiyla Fort Hotel

enough money now. We earn about 55,000 rupees annually from my

suggested I look for a job at the hotel. I met with someone there who

weaving. That is about forty percent of my total earnings. I make about

referred me to WW. Hemendra and Sally’Mam interviewed and I got

five hundred meters of cloth per year. My wife weaves. She earns about

hired quickly.

half that, because she is taking care of our family. My son weaves a little
bit. He is busy at school.

My commute is forty-five minutes to an hour each away. My uncle
and I ride my bike here and back together.

Umashankar, or simply Uma, has done various tasks and projects, on an
“as-needed-now” basis since he started working full-time in 2014. We met in
Maheshwar, in Bagh, and then again in Maheshwar.

Uma discusses one of the first WW projects he undertook in 2013. Together
with Prahaladji, who besides being Sally’s assistant and weaving expert, is also
a well-connected presence in town, did social and economic survey of almost
one thousand weavers in Maheshwar, excluding those at Gudi Mudi.

I am from a family of farmers. We must be farmers from the
beginning, for unknown numbers of generations. My family name

We learned that a third of the weavers are female. A third are

[Patidar] is a name for agricultural people. We grow mostly cotton, wheat,

twenty-five or under. A third has a gas stove. A third has TV. About forty

red chilies, and chickpeas.

percent have a mobile phone. Two thirds are Hindu. One third is Muslim.
Three quarters are “other backward caste”. Three-quarters are married.

I have an elder brother. We live together with our parents. We built

One in one thousand is divorced.

a new fifteen-by-eighty feet house. It is brick and pucca with an RCC
roof. We needed a bigger house, because he and I will both be getting
married soon. Our parents have already found our wives. We are engaged.

I have been working as a project manager since 2013. I helped set
up the Dindori project. I am going to live in Bagh for a while.

We will have a double wedding.
I decided to get a two-year diploma in agriculture at college
in Indore, because it was logical and useful for a guy from a farming
family. At the same time, I did my BA through home-study and exams. I
decided to do social work instead of agriculture. It benefits everyone. I am
satisfied.

Uma and Hemendra and I meet in an unfurnished flat Umashankar has
moved to behind a small dyeing factory in Bagh, a two or three-hour drive from
Maheshwar. The two rooms and kitchen contain a table and a couple of chairs,
a stainless-steel bowl, a knife, a bar of soap and a small towel. Some cottonbatting mattresses are on the floor. Hemendra had suggested previously that
Uma make the place a little more comfortable. When asked about it, Uma shirks
his shoulders. He is not interested in such things.

I am still interested in farming. I am concerned about farmers’
health and our ways of farming. This is one reason I am interested in

Bagh is known for woodblock printing with red and black colors.

social work. Farmers don’t understand the correct use of pesticides and

In the old time, the tribal people used to come to town to buy the fabric.

fertilizers and seed. They waste a lot. Many people get ill. It impacts their

They don’t purchase it anymore. They buy mill printed cloth with similar

earnings. Crop yield is sometimes high and sometimes low. I give advice

patterns.

when I talk to other farmers. I try to help them.
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I am now assessing the situation to help decide if we will open a

Two years later, Umashankar explains his decision to settle at THS.

spinning and weaving unit here. We might set up a printing workshop. It
would be the first place in India with lady printers.

I was in Dindori, and Bagh. I was in marketing and production at
Gudi Mudi. I know how this organization runs. I was thinking “What is

The biggest challenge is motivating the artisans to adopt new
designs and procedures, but I am optimistic. There is a good feeling.

best?” Not what I want, but what is best.
I got married and we have a baby. There were five people in our
new house. Now there are ten.

Working here in Bagh is a good opportunity for me. I am
professional social worker.

I thought, WW needs someone like me with broad knowledge and
experience. I thought about what I can help with at THS and WW, for

Months later, back in Maheshwar to join The Handloom School, Uma
shows me his laptop’s screen saver. He says poverty is everywhere. It’s not
funny. It’s reality.

Sally'mam’s dream.
I’ve worked everywhere here. I know about our textiles I’m
teaching costing now. I help with marketing and communications,
management, and MIS. I do the inventory of the stock. Some of my work
is similar to Nilesh’s and Ajay’s at Gudi Mudi.

Umashankar looks, and says he is, healthier and happier than before. He
used to be very underweight, and got sick often. “This year is the best year. I
have the most challenging work with Amazon Fashion week.”
Ajay is twenty-eight. He is in charge of management information systems.
He is a gregarious person who looks directly at people when he talks. He shakes
or holds their hands when saying hello and goodbye. He hugs easily.
I am Ajay. I live in Itawdi, a village six kilometers from
Maheshwar. I am part of a farmer family. We know at least five
generations of our family have been farmers. There are nine people in
my family. My parents, my brother, his wife and their two daughters, my
wife, our daughter, and I are living in our three-story house. Each floor is
about twenty by twenty feet.
Illustration 36. Umashankar shows an unpopular, hand blocked mill-made cotton produced in Bagh. The fabric, which WW had nothing to do with, was purchased to veil
off part of The Handlooms School all-purpose room,and was selected because of its low
price.

My father is a farmer but he works a lot now in our small store.
It is next to our home. We sell provisions, such as oil, wheat, tea, candy
and potato chips, and things like that. My brother manages our farming
activities. We grow mostly cotton and wheat. We also grow papaya and
vegetables for ourselves.
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My day starts early, before five. I put the cows and buffalo out to
pasture, and do other farm chores. I help my father at the shop during the
morning busy period. Afterwards, I take care of my daughter for about an
hour, while my wife prepares our meals.
I began working at WW in May 2011. I start my daily work at
WomenWeave around 9:50. First I ride my motorbike to the Itawdi unit

Today the software functions well. It is designed so that the data from
Dindori and other projects can share one server. Ajay guides me through the
screens that show fabric inventory, specifications, orders, costs, and earnings.
Other screens display pricing details, time needed for production, and the
artisans’ weaving and earning rates.
During one of our information exchange sessions, Ajay and I worked
together to help him discuss in English a cotton scarf he likes.

to pick up their finished goods and give them to Manoji. I’m just the
delivery man.

The first reason I like this scarf is because WomenWeave is a
good business. WomenWeave provides livelihoods and helps people here

Before getting my job at WW, I got a B. Com, an M. Com, and
a D.C.A. Diploma in Computer Applications from MNDC College in

in rural India. People who work here need the money, but we also like
working together.

Dhamnod. I got practical training in Management Information Software at
WW.

I know about life in rural India. Planting, spraying pesticides,
spreading fertilizer, cutting crops, picking cotton and chilies is very hard
My job has many facets. I manage our software, and I also

work. If I had to choose agricultural labor or weaving or spinning for my

do the accounting for the Dindori project that has thirty looms. My

work, I would choose weaving. Weaving is more interesting and takes

administrative work includes verifying bills, preparing proper legal

more skill than spinning. Spinning is hard and boring, but I think working

documents, and keeping track of fixed assets, such as raw material, looms,

inside is better than working in the sun in the fields.

charkas, and storage trunks. I issue and do the data entry for production
books, like the yarn inventory book, finished products, and planning
books. I also keep track of the promotional materials.

The other reason I like this scarf is because I like the colors and the
pattern. It is from Dindori. The pattern is made with extra weft yarns that
create the dashed line.

I am a hard worker. I call my lunch dinner, because I eat lunch at
nine am. I have dahl, subji, and eight to ten chapatti.

Weaving this way is a special skill done in Dindori. We don’t do
this technique at Gudi Mudi or Itawdi. It is made with black, red, and

He explains that the production and accounting (which includes income,
expenses, forecast, sale, etc.) software WW uses was first developed in 2010
and with the on-site help of a volunteer software designer from the Dutch
organization SharePeople. In 2012, another software engineer from Bhopal
joined the effort. Ajay and he, worked on it remotely, a few hours daily for six
months, to test and improve it. It took four to five hours of daily for another six
months before all the data was entered. After they launched it, they discovered
an error. Ajay laughs and smiles when he says that all the data had to be reentered.
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white yarns. It looks good and feels good. I like the style.
People in India don’t worry about wearing wear light colors or
dark colors. I wear what I have and what I like.
I bought three, 80-rupee powerloom scarves from the market. One
was for my brother, one was for my father, and was one for me. We wear
these to work on the farm. They last a minimum of six months.
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This Dindori scarf is nice, but is too expensive for me. It costs
twelve hundred rupees, which is several days of my pay. I like it, but I
would not buy it. My brother, father, and I pool our money and decide
together how to spend it. Purchases like this are not part of our budget.

5.19 Varsha: Part-time Pom-Pom Maker and Student
Varsha sits on a regularly-cleaned but still-always a bit dusty carpet in front
of a low table padded with cotton cloth. She is working on a khadi scarf. Except
for one, free-hanging end where the pom-poms will go, it is weighted in place
with plastic-wrapped handmade bricks. The plastic protects the fabric from the
snagging and staining problems of the bricks.
She takes two groups of warp ends. Each group is one finger’swidth wide. She ties the groups together to make a loop.
She takes a large scissors and cuts a length from a slightly twisted,
thin hank of yarns. The length is equivalent to the last two digits of her
index finger. She will transform this length into a pom-pom.
She hangs the little red, black and white bundle of yarns through
the loop. She folds its two sides down. Two-thirds the way up from the
bottom, she ties, with a few black yarns, a knot. She does all this slowly
to help me understand, but usually she does a pom-pom a minute.
The tight-tying of the yarns causes the yarns to puff into the
required pom-pom bell-like shape. We laugh because we both think the
way if the pom-pom puffs up is hilarious. The pom-poms seem to me like
a silent, textile version of the hundreds of large iron, clanging bells in
temples around town.
She makes the next one, and the next one.
After she is finished embellishing the scarf with its new lines of
pom-poms, she reviews her work. No adjustments are needed beyond
snipping long ends of some yarns that slipped during the cutting, folding
and tying.
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Varsha says that it took her about a day to learn to make a perfect pompom. Gita, one of the textile designers who periodically work with WW, taught
her and some other girls and women how to make them. Gita, a young NID
graduate with a spark, was designing a new collection. She wanted to use pompoms, the making of which was something new for WW.
Varsha and I met in 2012. She was one of the first girls to join the boy
students in the on-going Young Weavers program. She came to the classes
through Sally’Mam suggestion to her mom, Girjaji. Varsha learned to weave
in 2009 when she was 12-years old. Her mother taught her at Gudi Mudi in the
late afternoon or early evenings, after most of the artisans had gone for the day.
Varsha says that “from that time, I was thinking about fabric design”. After her
experience in the Young Weavers’ training that she took with eight boys and
three other girls, which included classes such as color theory and dyeing, she
decided she wanted to go to design school.
By 2015, she had finished high school and was ready to apply to go to
a fashion college in Indore. Besides a cousin, Varsha, who has two younger
brothers, is the first female member of her family to learn to read and write.
She would be the first in her extended family to go to college, and it seems,
only the second weaver in Maheshwar to go to design school. (Parvez Ansari, a
few years her senior, will graduate with a degree in textile design from NIFT in
2017.) Varsha says that her parents are supportive of her desire to go to Indore
to study, more supportive, she says than her friends’ parents would be. But she
doesn’t know why they feel as they do, especially, she says because most of her
friends are already married.
Also in 2015, Varsha started working part-time at WW making pom-poms
on the finishing and quality control team. She earned, she remembers, 300
rupees the first week, and finished two or three pieces per half-day. During
my visit then, as a learning experiment for both of us, we did a small project
prototyping pom-poms for a couple of pieces of untrimmed WW fabrics I had
and wanted to make into extra-large, high-end gamchas. (Instead of the laborer’s
gamcha that is used to, for example, protect from the sun, to wipe sweat, dust
tiffins, or pick up a red-hot-coal-using pressing iron, this gamcha would rather
hang in a window, cover a table, or be used as a towel at a luxurious spa.
With the pom-poms, we wanted to both visually and physically finish the
ends of the fabric, and give the fabric a heavier drape. We brainstormed and
then Varsha made samples at home and at her pom-pom-making set up at GM
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after work. We agreed that I would pay for the materials, and pay Varsha the
rate paid by WW for her ten hours of prototyping and production time.
Varsha designed a long pom-pom for the first piece of fabric. The colors
had to be limited to whatever yarns were leftover at GM, which is usually not
much. She picked a rusty red khadi and twisted two other yarns into a black and
white corkscrew yarn for texture. With the pom-poms made and attached to the
body of the fabric, the gamcha seems whole. The eyes move across the solid
red and multi-colored fields of the fabric, down to the pom-poms and back. The
pom-pom’s dark value extends the line of the dark selvedge and adds a tidy
touch to the overall appearance. At the same time, the pom-poms are interesting
to look at all by themselves. The weight of the pom-poms functions as we had
hoped. The fabric does not sway quite as much in the breeze. It holds a crisper
edge around a table top, and empowers a wearer to easily toss it over a shoulder,
or onto the back of a chaise lounge.

Illustration 37. Some pom-pom prototyping with Varsha. The long one on the left is the
one we decided to use.
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The second fabric is a sparse pattern of red and undyed cotton ikat yarns
dispersed over a field of natural color cotton. For this fabric, Varsha increased
the length of the pom-poms and chose an orange-red that is juicier than the
red in the ikat. To me, this second experiment yielded a product that is a piece
of fabric with pom-poms, or pom-poms with a piece of fabric. I don’t see the
logic in the color and size. I don’t see the product come together as an elegant
gamcha, but Varsha does. She thinks the second is as successful as the first.
In 2017, Varsha and sit and talk in what used to be, before it moved a mile
away to Ahiyla Colony, the cooking and eating area of The Handloom School.
It is the now the new QC area. She is more confident and speaks more English
than a couple of years ago. She is still making pom-poms, but also does handstitching and occasionally helps Sally’Mam with taking pictures and other
digital tasks. She leaves work around two-thirty to participate a class to learn
Microsoft Office.
She hasn’t applied to design school. She explains that her father wasn’t
well, and she was needed at home. Her father is better now, and Varsha is sure
that her parents would do their best to help her with tuition. She ponders the
thought of getting a scholarship.
She is faster now with her hands than she was a couple of years ago. She
now earns fifty-four rupees for stitching two hems, or thirty-eight rupees for
adding pom-poms, to a scarf. This amounts to at least 470 rupees per week,
up to 600, if she takes some work home. Varsha says she wants to take work
home. I ask her why, and she says “for the money, but even without money
I want to work. I want to stay busy.” She also does piece stitching on a footpeddled sewing machine that the family purchased, second-hand, in 2013 for
2300 rupees. She mostly stitches simple garments for neighbors. She cuts and
sews a blouse in an hour; two hours if it has lining. She charges thirty rupees
for the former, and seventy for the later. Her rates are about half that of a local
tailor. As before, she lives with her parents and younger brother at home, Varsha
says things are going well, and that she is happy. She says she can keep her
dream to be a fashion designer. She can, she says, study business in Maheshwar
or Dhamnod, and learn fashion at WW. She says that people tell her “You are
a girl. You will get married and go some other place and stop weaving.” She
says she will not marry for at least a year, and declares that she will continue
weaving in any case.
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I ask her if she remembers when she broke her hand, when her mom
brought her to the fields. “I remember sitting. I watched my mom picking
cotton. I don’t remember how long I was there.”

6. Analysis: Through the AT Lens
This chapter starts with a reminder that the analysis of WW’s activity
system, and my discussion of what the outcomes of those activities come to
mean, are artificially constrained. I struggle because it is always present in
my mind that WW does not actually exist by itself. In the autumn of 2017, at
a top New York City fashion school eight thousand miles, and unmeasurable
social, economic, and cultural distances away from the people at WomenWeave,
about two hundred people, half or more students, are gathered in a comfortable
auditorium. We are here to hear representatives from three home and apparel
fashion brands talk about working with developing world artisans. The panelists
procure artisan-made goods and help develop artisanal systems. They said:
The products are beautiful.
They have a soul.
It’s what customers are asking for.
A woman sent her two kids to college.
This is a picture I show when I need to explain why there is a delay.
The electricity is not reliable.

Illustration 38.Varsha at home in front of the family’s slow-tech sewing machine. They
purchased the used Polite brand peddle-operated machine in 2013 for 2300 rupees.

The roads are poor.
Everyone has cell phones.
I’m obsessed with indigo.
We’re far from capacity.
Gives work to people in rural locations who otherwise have no work.
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I know a lot about them.
It’s supplemental income.
I don’t love it. He said he couldn’t get a girlfriend because he was an
artisan.
I want him to be able to get a girlfriend because he is an artisan.
We’ve learned it’s a luxury product.
Fashion as an agent of social change.
It’s less than one-percent of our business.
It’s all of our business.
Maybe if the pollutants are under control.
We work with many intermediaries, including NGOs and sourcing agents.
I work with artisans directly.
It’s a different supply chain. Different timings.
We have to wait for weeks or more.
We’re trying figure out what high quality artisanal products are.
We have to deal with irregularities.

artisan fashion flurry. Yet the appeal of the business model to the audience was
apparent. After the talk, at least forty students lined up to ask the speakers about
getting jobs.
This chapter looks at WW through the framework of AT, and addresses the
first question: How does the enterprise operate and create livelihoods through
(re)developing India’s handloom heritage? Without a framework that can
analyze how design and innovation initiatives operate, their effectiveness and
sustainability in the long-term, in any context, cannot be ascertained (Tjahja
et al. 2017). For this analysis, I adhered closely to the language of the WWAT
model that was discussed in the Methods chapter. The keywords of that model
are: Subject, Tools, Shared Object, Rules, Conditions, and Roles. Relationships
and the real-life human communities in which those relationships occur are the
assumed "background" for those points, and the locations in which Outcomes
happen. The main assumption of AT is that human needs are met by striving,
tool in hand, toward our objectives. We develop through our interactions with
our tools. Technology, in this view, is our past, present, and future. The collected
people in the case study are remarkably diverse, and use a remarkable diverse
range of types of slow-tech and more tangible and fast-tech tools. Personal
characteristics have been included as tools, because through my interactions and
discussions with the subjects, it was clear that they regard them as part of the
toolbox of “instruments” that enable them to achieve their objectives. “I wake
up at five in the morning to prepare the meals”, “I tried again and again”, “I
must pay attention”, “I have patience”, or “I have stick-to-it-ness” — as often as
they have answered: “with my toe”, “with my eyes”, “with this tiny ring I can
hold in between my finger”, or “with this software I co-designed”. Without the
subjects, the tools have no agency.
Their objects, goals, or motivations, are interconnected, but not the same
operative levels. In the Activity Theory sense, activities are what people do to
achieve their objectives. Synonyms for activity include action, deed, pursuit
and project, as well as fanciful phrases such as hustle and bustle, comings and
goings, and toing and froing.

The products arrive and they are not what we specified: They sold like
hotcakes.
Time constraints prevented a discussion about the actual ways in which
artisans’ work and details about the overall benefits and detriments of the
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Illustration 39. Praveen, part of the operations team for many years. She’s checking and
counting incoming Bagh prints.

6.1 The Founder through an AT Lens
Like the other women in the leadership group, trustees, board members
and other close associates, Sally has education, social privilege, financial
stability, a purposeful career, and international perspectives. These conditions,
her status as someone at the top of a power hierarchy, and her experience of
life, mean that she is in a remarkably different (yet overlapping) realm than the
people she works with daily. Sally’s lives in a vernacular glamp up river from
town. Around the property, once desertified but now well-tended and green,
are several simple brick structures for protection and plain comfort, and a brick
pavilion for larger gatherings. Working dinners often take place around a big,
round, cracked concrete table. A bowl of floating marigolds is usually in the
center. Her home is a place conducive to walking, talking, thinking, and being
in nature, and is one of many sorts of tools, she uses to promote her objectives.
As a subject under an AT lens, identity-forming events — like her
growing up in the cotton belt of Texas; being part of the Kennedy-era Stanford
experience12, and marrying and raising a family in royal Indian society – are
relevant. On a chilly night in January 2015 Sally and I sat outside by a wood
fire burning in a giant iron cauldron. We listened to Elvis Presley, enjoyed a
discreet cocktail along with some snacks, and per usual, talked about the world
and what that has to do with the survival of handloom/the survival of artisans.
People have asked Sally to write a memoir. When I asked her about it, she told
me she was not interested because she is not interesting. Sally has a plethora of
relationships, most of which, in some way or another, are part of the mission,

though her most frequent interactions are with members of the leadership team,
management, and the operations staff. She has noted that in order to function at
a higher level, she has had to remove herself from the very close relationships
she used to have with the artisans “back in the day”, when she knew the “all the
details” of their lives.
I see Sally as a change agent performing a variety of hands-on roles in and
with the activity system. These include visionary, rally-er, patron, advocate,
decision maker, saleswoman, “bully”, and mentor. She says that her main
function in the system is connecting people. I believe that is correct, as she
sometimes seems to me to be something of a bird: taking things from here
to there, looking from various perspectives, chirping praise, and hawking
instructions. Like everyone, Sally employs a variety of tools to achieve her
goals. She embraces electronic communication devices to call, text, email, and
post. She uses a car, and hops on flights to nearly all of WW’s sales exhibitions
and related events. At an abstract level, Sally says that her personal tenacity, the
lucky-leverage of her status, and a belief that change is possible, are the abstract
“things” that enable her to get things done. All these, and dozens of other
“tools” however, are just components of the encompassing “macro-tool”, WW
itself.

Illustration 40. Sally after an unplanned Holi celebration, 2016.

12 Stanford’s founding purpose is “to promote the public welfare by exercising an
influence in behalf of humanity and civilization”.
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Sally has explained that she is lucky enough to be in a position in which she
can dedicate herself to a cause she believes in. With this independence, and at
the highest level of power in the system, there are few systemic rules for her to
follow. Her activities within the system seem to be mainly bounded by her own
standards or ethos, and a sense of responsibility for the community, but beyond
that, as she has declared often, “wiggle room” and improvisation are essential
for the way she and WW work. Her office at GM is small and relatively quiet.
The walls were supposed to be plain white, but in error were painted a violettinged white made a bit more violet by the fluorescent lighting. There two layers
of WW fabrics, one sheer, the other thicker and denser, covering the doors and
window. There is a standard plastic lawn chair, a clunky salvaged desk, some
metal platforms that can be used for chairs or low tables. Shelves hold some
books, a short stack of orange plastic dishes, and a handful of inexpensive
stainless-steel knives, forks and spoons. The window looks onto the concrete
“piazza”, the tree stump, and the stump’s new outgrowth.

Hemendra and I are in the backseat of a car near WW’s Dindori project’s
office in far eastern Madhya Pradesh, not far from pristine spot where the
revered Narmada begins. He is going to check in with the project managers
and weavers to see and hear what is happening, and to recruit more artisans.
The area is almost entirely agrarian, has only been recently spottily electrified,
and some people here still mill grains with “DIY”, hardened-mud hand mills.
Weavers here, like everywhere, had been providing for their community’s cloth
needs for ages. Today the weaving culture here, except for this initiative, is
dormant at best, nearly dead at worst. Almost all garments people are wearing
appears to be industrially produced. Hemendra and I have been talking about
life in “unmodern” rural India and in “modern” consumer culture. Save for
some irrigated patches, the land is dry at this time of year. We pass disheveled
or dilapidated buildings along the road, and clusters of mud wall, thatchedroof homes in the distance. Before he started at WW, Hemendra worked in this
region guiding an agricultural cooperative. He says villages were more selfsufficient when he was growing up. Too many people are now unnecessarily
idle. I think of Zygmund Bauman’s term “human waste” to mean those people
in the world who are not needed by the global economy. I wonder if joining the

ever-spiraling-upward consumption economy is possible or even desirable. I ask
about his strategy for retrofitting artisanal production. It is a system that served
a different world, a system that evolved, in the main, to meet practical local
community needs, not international consumer trends. Won’t it lead to the same
obsession with stuff that afflicts the developed world? He says that could never
happen in rural India. “People here are not greedy, they just want a bit more.”
Hemendra is a true business man and his objective is clear: he wants the
enterprise he runs to make money. For Hemendra, WW is a money-making
tool, and the amount of money it makes — that is to say, in his view, the more
people the project (or projects) can safely (steadily and reliably) employ —
the better. He developed a shared interest in handloom only after he came to
WW, and came to believe that the activity could have a positive impact on
human development. Hemendra is distinct in the |top power tier” in that he
is one or two generations younger, and, unlike the others, grew up in a rural
village without electricity or plumbing. He is the only one formally educated
to become a social entrepreneur. Like those on the board, his goals are grand,
though his day-to-day focus is primarily managerial. Hemendra is in charge of
executing the daily operations and long-term plans made collaboratively with
Sally, board members, staff, and the artisans working at WW. He was hired
by Sally to bring order to, manage and take the enterprise forward, which he
appears, by everyone’s account, to do unusually well and naturally. Hemendra
has no office, partly because there is not enough space at the moment, but also
because, for the time being he says, he likes it that way. He has his cellphone
and an old laptop that he carries around to others’ stable work spots, such as
the accounting, marketing, production, and making areas of the enterprise, or
Sally’s office, and into the field. He is friendly, casual, transparent, methodical,
and sure about what he thinks needs to be done. He works side by side with
everyone daily, and is there, in the WW space, physically or virtually most of
his time. When he needs to work alone, or talk with clients, he usually chooses
the showroom. Relationships with the artisans, staff, board, and external
partners, he says, and it seems, are for the most part, smooth and cooperative.
The tools that he uses to make things happen and work toward
improvements are, of course myriad, with mediating, and communication
tools, like email and What’s App in constant use. But more particular are
his education, his experiences and the position he holds that he calls Chief
Operating Officer. But “anyone”, as he is, good at planning, collaborating,
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6.2 The COO through an AT Lens

empathizing, explaining, and juggling multiple types of demands, might be
a good COO for WW. At his level of power, as it is with Sally with whom he
shares probably the key relationship in the system, personal characteristics
have more impact of the goals and eventual outcomes of the system than
do the mediating instruments themselves. Like Sally regarding her tenacity,
status, and belief system, Hemendra says his openness, his background,
and his belief system carry him through the day and determines the way he
plans, collaborates, empathizes, explains, and juggles. Hemendra has a core
motivation that animates him as much as Sally’s motivation of saving handloom
and helping women animates her. He is convinced not just that WW works,
but that the model works. He is certain life in rural India can be made better by
developing the artisan and village-based systems of production.

6.3 The Operations Team through an AT Lens
One of the most enduring images of my interactions at WW is the Ajay
Fashion Model Moment during which he demonstrated a variety of ways
to wear a shawl. He picked his favorite, a black, naturally-naturally dyed
cotton khadi number and proceeded to give a demonstration of how it could
be manipulated for work in the field, on a bike, at a party. He was gleeful,
obviously proud, to show it off, to “sell” it to the team gathered for one of our
information exchanges.

Illustration 41. Hemendra leading a planning meeting 2012. “See, it’s very simple.”
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Illustration 42. Ajay demonstrates just three of the many ways he would wear this scarf,
if he owned it. He details the advantages of the various wrappings with regard to protecting oneself from the sun, heat, dust, wind, whether in the fields or on a motorbike.
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Ajay, likes the visual and tactile aesthetics of the product. But, like the
others on the team, they are more important to him as means of fulfilling their
objectives of livelihoods for themselves and those around them. Indeed, they
seem to have guiding, elder-sibling-like roles within the system in relationship
to the artisans, have a close rapport with others at their level in the system
and Hemendra, and a careful and respectful with Sally’Mam and the others in
leadership roles.
The guys on the OT team work hard and like their work. They like the
family feeling, and believe WW is doing something valuable. They have more
knowledge and power than the artisans and are counted on within the activity
system to organize and execute. The operations team uses a variety of not
special and special tools to achieve their goals. These range from simple things
such as pencils, ledgers, rolling racks, to more complex instruments such as
phones, computers, custom software, the Internet. They use particular abstract
mediations such as unique experience, knowledge of the community, and
specialized education.
The co-workers on the operations team share similar rules and live in
similar conditions. Like people at other businesses, they must show up, get
along with others, and do their jobs effectively. Like others on the operations
team who I have not written about (such as those who manage the yarn stock
and do the financial accounting) are salaried employees who earn several times
more and work longer hours than the artisans. It is not by chance that, at the
time of research, all were men. It is rare to see a local woman in a position not
at the low end of the economic and social hierarchy. Firstly, they currently lack
the mobility, education, and therefore capabilities needed to take on the kind of
work the operations team does. Moreover, is a cultural norm, and the women’s
stated need and desire to take care of their children and the domestic life of their
families. (In fact, the enterprise has been designed to support that, for example,
their working about a third fewer hours than the norm for town’s men weavers.)
The material conditions in which the OT colleagues live, are therefore similar to
one another. People on the operations team (as part of their families’ economies)
are generally financially better off than the artisans. This means they have larger
or otherwise more substantial, homes, a bit more savings, possibly a few more
physical comforts. They each own a smart phone and a motorcycle. Manoji
and Nilesh have lived their whole lives with their families and neighbors in the
center of town, while Ajay and Umashankar live with their extended families on
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farms and commute to work by motorcycle. Three of them, with their families,
have built new homes with electricity, running cold water, and good hygienic
facilities. Nilesh’s family, with four adults working, recently decided together to
buy a used air-cooler, a fan and water tank housed together in a steel box.

Of all the people observed in this research, the textile designers are the
most familiar to me. We have, given my own training and experience as a textile
designer, common sensibilities, processes, and goals. When we say khadi, or
silk by cotton, or pomegranate to each other, I have the impression that we
convey more meaning than non-textile designers do. We have comfortable
relationships with one another and live and work, relative to those employed on
the ground at WW, in more or less privileged conditions and places and share
similar or the same objectives.
With Rekha and Sally, Hema is one of the three close friends who most
actively oversee the design direction. The first time Hema and I met, on the
concrete outside of GM, we felt like we already know each other, and soon after,
we sit at Sally’s place overlooking the river on a platform bed and cushions
covered with patched and faded striped grey and black fabric from WW’s early
days. She tells me that when she swam with Sally across the Narmada to the
banks of Maheshwar for the first time, it was like coming home. “I started
working with Rehwa then and have worked in Maheshwar ever since.” As with
the other board members, Hema works for WW pro bono. Hema also has her
own human development-oriented, fine handloom fashion enterprise called
Amba that sells through trunk shows and a network of aficionados. She and her
family live in a comfortable, elegantly furnished apartment in what the travel
guide Lonely Planet calls Mumbai’s “most exclusive neighborhood”.
Rekha lives and works near Hema. We connected in 2006 through both
Sally and our mutual friend, and, for Rekha and I, our design school weaving
teacher and textile historian Desirée, who herself had worked in India in the
1970s at a women’s economic empowerment-directed weaving project. The day
Rekha and I met at Mosaic, her small handloom-based business in the Colaba
district of south Mumbai, I wore a long eucalyptus-dyed scarf she had given
years earlier to “Desi”, who had re-gifted it to me as a talisman for the occasion.
When Rekha and I talked in 2016 about WW’s history, purpose and product, it

was in her minimalist, dark wood-floored, light-filled living room overlooking
a mass of new apartment buildings and the Arabian Sea. Tea and snacks were
served in and on antique pottery. She spoke about WW’s strategy, business,
and aesthetics. Rekha is devoted to the beauty of handloom, and to using it as
a vehicle for women’s development. Besides her pro bono work with WW, she
is a co-owner/designer of the upscale handloom-using fashion brand called
Kishmish.
Sadhu and I sit in his office and tour in a newish building on the outskirts of
Delhi. Sadhu is the designer-owner of Sadhu Handmade Naturals, a small brand
producing high end handwoven cashmere scarves. We talk easily for a couple
of hours about his brand’s revivalist mission to transform “ethnic weaves” into
luxury offerings. He has lent a hand to several “NGOs”, including designing
products for WW’s Dindori project. During his exploratory visit there, he was
taken by the local weaving technique that appears to be stitching, but is, on
closer inspection a discontinuous weft insertion. He applied a bright, clashingcolor blocks, visual grammar to the build the new Dindori style. The line has
been popular, especially with younger WW clients.
Neha and I were introduced and met electronically when she was looking
for a graduate school to follow her textile design education at NID. Like
other design schools promoting working with artisans, nearly all the students,
including Neha, are from financially stable and educated backgrounds. She is
the person who set the design bones for the GM naya khadi look by playing up
dentings and densities that show off the crêpey, scrunched up gudi mudi yarns.
Neha, who has since moved to Paris and is designing for industry, is one of a
small cohort of younger designers who are or have been part of WW’s activity
system. Like Neha, Gita, who has designed some of the recent collections,
studied textiles at NID. She and I shared an apartment for a week at Ganesh’s
family’s home in Maheshwar, and I came to understand during that time, that
like all the other designers, she has a love for handloom and working with the
women and team at WW. Gita has an upbeat personal style and brings that to
her colorful designs, that reflects a mishmash of influences and has extrapolated
from Neha’s structural outlines. Both have put their hearts into designing
collections not just to express their own creativity but to meet the objective of
nudging the aesthetics of WW’s products forward.
Save for the fact that the designers either donate their time or offer their
service rates that are WW can manage, there are no unusual rules about what
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6.4 Textile Designers through an AT Lens

they can or cannot do or be. There are however expectations met by the
designers to be cooperative and work in ways that involve planning, on-loom
prototyping and discussion with board members, expert weavers, the production
team and the artisans. A similar given is that the designers respond to the
limits and opportunities of the artisans’ skill sets, the mechanical aspects of the
devices, and the imperative to make things of use and beauty that will sell.

6.5 Artisans through an AT Lens

Illustration 43. Neha Lad and I skyping about her experience designing for WW. “I had
to adapt my designs, and at the same time push the weavers beyond what they can do.”

Illustration 44. Around the neighborhood where many of the artisans live, a few minute
walk from Gudi Mudi.

The designers, with the help of the artisans, use a variety of hand tools
to visualize designs, but also employ “soft mechanisms” that go with “the
textile designer typology”. These include sensitivity to and ability to interpret
materials, style, trend, and the broad cultural forces that influence taste, and the
emotional intelligence to work collaboratively with a range of individuals.
Although only some of the textile designers have been spotlighted in the
telling and analysis of the case, in terms of an AT the designer-subjects, share
enough fundamental characteristics to consider them representative of a type.
They are well-educated, aesthetically sensitive, technically skilled, helpful,
global individuals leading “first world”, urban-centered, mobile lives. Each has
a passion for weaving and promoting India’s craft heritage, and have formed, in
many cases, close, long-term relationships with each other around their shared
creative and social objectives.

One could question if they put on a “best face” for an outsider, me, or if
they were swayed by the fact that someone in a more powerful position, Devika,
facilitated the discussions about what they do and how they live, and what they
aim for. But I trust that what the artisans said is true. We are friendly and they
are part of a cooperative, protective enterprise. What the ladies shared about
their lives (before and after WW included) was interesting and compelling, and
gave color to my view of their work activities as well as their lives at home and
in the community.
It startles no one to learn that the all-important reason the women have
come to work at WW is to earn money to stabilize their family’s and selves’
lives. Many of their objectives are immediate and concrete convenient water,
plenty of food, meaningful shelter, good hygiene, for example, but they also
have long term and abstract goals. I have come to understand what they say
about why they participate in the system in terms of their desire to move away
from something toward something else: Away from a life with little or no
economic inclusion toward a life with economic stability and self-reliance.
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Away from grueling field work toward work with more physical comfort. Away
from being isolated and fearful toward being part of a community beyond
home and family. Away from generationally uneducated toward generationally
educated. Away from one or two sarees and a pair of shoes, towards several
sarees, perhaps some more bangles, and another pair of shoes.
The artisans realized goals, outcomes, are closely related to the conditions
in which they live and work have been illustrated in the empirical chapter.
According to what the women and others say, and what I observe, these
conditions are good enough to make them feel they are progressing well, and
certainly better than circumstances they would otherwise likely be in even if
their earnings (therefore level of wealth) are, for example, just half, a third,
or a tenth of the salaries of the educated and specialized (management and
operations level) people at WW. The roles that the artisans at Gudi Mudi
have relate to the part or parts of the production processes they contribute to.
For example, one is a winder if winding, a spinner if spinning, a weaver if
weaving. Occasionally, an artisan will change or expand the nature of what she
does, but their jobs are normalized, stable and clearly defined. There are also
cooperatively agreed upon rules that the women follow. They must commit to
working regularly and reliably and together with the production team, they must
keep track of what they make. Everyone expects everyone, as far as can be seen,
to participate in group decisions and events, which they do with focused interest
and pleasure. Whether filled bobbins, hanks of yarn, woven fabric, or cleaned,
inspected, and ironed goods, what the handworkers produce must be close to
perfect. They have close, seemingly supportive and friendly daily relationships
with each other, the staff, and, like to greet or meet the many visitors who come
to see their work.
The tools the artisans use, are like everyone else in the system, physical,
emotional, and intellectual. The visible tools they use include the spinning
machines, winding devices, warping wheels, shuttles, and looms, as well things
like snipers, scissors, bricks, brushes, tables, irons and dozens of other simple
and complex, analog devices. For better or worse, the operators are at one with
these tools in time. That is to say, their training, their bodies, and instruments
are synchronized and take place in real time. The workplace, the environment
in which things happen, seems also itself to be a tool that helps them achieve.
They are productive, keep their work place a nice place, enjoy their tea and
lunch breaks, and work diligently and carefully alongside their peers. They

come to work well-dressed and groomed. They are proud of what they make
together and believe what they do makes their and their families lives better.
From my point of view, personal characteristics, what I would fortitude and
hope seem to carry them. Sally says that patience, something she equates with
serenity, is key to their being able manage and develop. Hemendra says that
they share a willingness, a need, to learn and prosper and that those aspirations
are what enable them. The ladies themselves have not articulated these sorts
of abstractions, but no doubt, a sense of worthiness also propels, mediates, and
remediates their effort.

Activity Theory proposes that “a system” is in reality only a part of
multi-dimensional never-ending network of systems. As such, a summary of
the characteristics, power structure, and outcomes of a case can only be made
if we imagine, as I have, artificial delimitations. Left out of this analysis of “the
supposed whole” are, for example the majority of people working daily at WW,
not to mention partners, suppliers and customers, even though everyone knows
that “WW’s system” would not function without all of them. Nonetheless, as
many have pointed out, see Komatsu et al., 2016; Mulgan, 2014; and Nicolini et
al., 2003, cited in Chatzakis; 2014; Tjahja et al., 2017, AT is an appropriate tool
to study social innovation initiatives because it recognizes that human activities
are themselves, inherently social, i.e., connected with others and provides
a means to look at an initiative, as has I have here, from multiple “internal”
perspectives, as well as from “the outside”.
Two key features of the system can be extrapolated from the sampling:
the overall characteristics of the system including its power structure, and the
system’s outcomes. Firstly, WW is a network composed of obviously diverse
people with radically different goals and profoundly disparate levels of agency.
The cloth they make together might be seen as an apparent shared object, in as
much as everyone is somehow involved in its production. But the only shared
object that truly encompasses all the subjects’ diverse individual objects can
only be found in a verbal generalization. They are united by the need, desire,
or passion to develop their own and/or others’ human conditions. This involves
immediate and clear goals, such as repairing a floor, finding a new source for
fiber, or figuring out pricing, as well as long-term aspirations connected with
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6.6 WW through an AT Lens

the mechanics of economic, gender, and aesthetic development. Seemingly
due to this grand shared object of “making things better”, and facilitated
by leadership and management’s styles, standards, and inclusive approach,
relationships between people are, purposeful, organized and family-like. Even if
there are occasional disagreements or stresses, relationships are friendly, and a
cooperative spirit is present. It is important to understand that the relationships
between those higher in the hierarchy and lower in the hierarchy are not
adversarial, but open, trusting, and inclusive with, for example, the artisans
participate in decision making about working conditions, hours, and wages.
Roles are particular and rules are in place. Several women have on roles of
speaking up with their ideas or speaking on behalf of others. The system has
evolved so that everyone knows what their rules, their responsibilities, are. New
roles and rules spring up as the enterprise develops. It is a living system that
learns, relearns and evolves.
Tjaha et al. (2017) describe AT as useful for analyzing modes of operations
and stakeholders’ motivations in order to show the “underlying power
structures” of a system. In this case, at least as far as it has been circumscribed,
AT has helped articulate, but not reveal, levels of power, as these levels
of power are plainly manifested. Indeed, people in the WW system tackle
their work at various levels of power. Their level of power has a one-to-one
relationship with the tools they use, which range from muscles and wheels
to state of the art software and “big tools” such as foundations, government
programs, and the global fashion market. WomenWeave is driven by powerful
and charismatic individuals with entrepreneurial personalities. Less powerful,
but fully incorporated, are the people working in management and production
who have come to understand and share the mission of the “make things better”
enterprise. Personal conditions and characteristics can be tools that also have
a relationship with levels of power, or may transcend levels of power. Need,
tenacity, privilege, hope and vision are some of the many “things” that are put
into service daily by people at all levels of the system in order to reach their
objectives.
A second main feature of the system is that it produces, or transmits, a
crowd of butterfly-effect-like outcomes. can be simplistically attributed to
people or groups at various levels of power and affect people in personal,
family, local, or global contexts. Someone uses a loom for many years to make
cloth to earn money to pay for bricks to build a house. She is proud of her

accomplishment, and she and her family are more secure. A big step up in the
hierarchy, someone who has worked hard to get through university co-develops
and implements the use of software to improve the efficiency of the system. He
gains money and satisfaction from his work, and pushes high-tech further into
the low-tech artisan sector. Someone else channels his drive and personality
to prove that livelihoods, including his own, can be gained via an artisanal
textile production system. This is noticed in the community as well as by others
operating at similarly high levels in the handloom sector. Another group of
people apply sensitivities to bring into being products that embody a particular
aesthetic, provide some brand identity, and therefore creates sales. They are
influencing (and influenced by) global perceptions of handloom and fashion.
An outcome of the decades of envisioning, pushing, and networking by those
at the top level of WW is that the enterprise has become a thing on its own,
theoretically operably-independent from any one particular person or persons.
In sum, the outcomes could be said to fall into three overlapping
groups. From a small wobbly start to a stable enterprise of more than two
hundred people, the system provides a way for people, most of them women
with limited or non-existent alternatives, to gain some financial stability and
economic empowerment that is primarily used to improve shelter, food, water,
hygiene, education, savings and purchase a small number of consumer goods.
A second type of outcome might be gathered under the banner of individual
and community development. In this category would be the feelings of selfworth and meaning that go along with having a livelihood, for providing for
one’s family, and participating in projects that strengthen relationships between
people and the people around them. A third category of outcomes relates to
WW’s mission to keep handloom relevant. By design developing products
that are appealing to fashion consumers, and creating a functioning system of
making and managing, WW has increased the both number of people making
and buying handloomed cloth, and given more evidence that a global market for
“artisan fashion” exists and can be developed.
Logically there are negative outcomes of the case’s activities, but within the
parameters of this limited view of a network within a network, I have not been
able to discover them, beyond some complaints of physical aches from people
working on charkas, looms and computers, and of emotional and mental fatigue
from those higher in the hierarchy. Activity Theory does however provide an
opportunity to consider real or potential events that are described in the AT
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literature as breakdowns, or positively as moments where (re)learning becomes
necessary. Such breakdowns can occur with any of the components, in the
relationships between them, and of course from external influences. While WW
functions smoothly these days, its activities could be disturbed, reformulated,
or halted by any number of causes. High on the list is the fact that WW has
been very much determined by Holkar’s and the board’s vision and, during the
past five years, Sharma’s execution. It has been a successful team, but as with
any enterprises led by charismatic and powerful individuals, how the enterprise
would function in their absence is unknown — even if their approaches and
methods for carrying forward the ethos and methods seem to be generally
ingrained in the way people go about their activities. Furthermore, it is difficult
to find qualified people who want and are able to work at the managerial and
operational levels at rural organizations such as WW. The system’s outcomes
expressed as earnings are stable and sustain the current aspirations of most of
the earners, but they are not guaranteed to remain so. From my point of view,
the weakest points in the system relate to poor consumer-facing communication
and the corresponding threat of fashion consumers’ eventually losing interest or
trust in the idea and aesthetic of the enterprise. Unknown new outcomes might
be achieved by activating the content, visual appeal, and function of the website
and collateral (hang tags, labels, bags, etc.) and by exploring B2C sales. To date,
there has been a lack time and money for such projects.
In this analysis, AT has proved to be a methodological tool for organizing
information and summarizing some of what takes place at (and a little bit
around) this “artisan fashion” enterprise. It proves to be useful as an exploratory
and explanatory device, even if it flattens and falsely limits the reality it is
meant to represent. I wonder how many people, activities, goals and outcomes
would be needed to “tell the truth”.

Illustration 45. Touring shoppers chatting and exploring the finishing and pressing area.
The women standing are obviously tourists from the city. One is sleeveless and is carrying a big purse; the other is wearing pants.

6.6.1 More Outcomes
Many hundreds of meters of that new pink and yellow fabric were made and
sold. It moved into the ranks of all-time bestsellers.
Some clients stopped buying from WW, others started. Why?
The artisans and staff earned more money than last year.
She put new cotton bands onto a hand-carved cot she owns. She has no
idea it could sell at retail in a New York furniture boutique for several times her
yearly earnings.
Years ago, it was decided that because we live in a world of universal
communication and shipping, universal pricing makes sense. Does this tool still
work?
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Ganga bought his first motorcycle. He says that it is partly a result of the
training he got through WW’s Young Weaver’s program. Have the weavers he
employs benefited?

She bought a small used refrigerator to use for special occasions.

Local handloom commerce is leading to the destruction of historic
wood and brick buildings and the proliferation of modern concrete and glass
buildings.

She finally learned how to weave.

She lost years of savings from her earnings at WW in a scam that promised
to yield earnings. Many ladies participated in friends-based savings clubs, but
earned no interest.

Her eyesight has gotten worse.

The town’s water runs through a new filtration plant, but I still cannot drink
from a tap without becoming ill.
Silk, including the tussah products, continue to sell well and at higher
margins than cotton.
Varsha experimented with new pom-poms and practiced stitching on fine
muslin.

They spent a lot of her money on their daughter Lalee’s wedding.

Her daughter is the first to get an education.

They got married and moved into a modern house six times bigger than the
one in the colony.
Sales continue to increase and they are nudging the pricing higher.
They met them through Carol, the young woman selling her line in
Brooklyn.
I learned that the designers follow trend more than I thought.
It was determined not to move to a different legal model — for now.

WW took on an order that was too monotonous with partners who wanted
them to conform to a mainstream pace. They decided to never again get into a
relationship like that.

Upon reflection, some ladies said that the wages had been too low, but they
are good now.
He learned to pack and take the packages to the shipping agent in Indore.

He developed better software.
The town’s air is dirtier. The streets have become dangerously crowded
and chaotic. Will this have an impact on the product design or the meaning of
heritage fabric?

Amba, Hema’s company, awarded Wasim a trip to BioDye near Goa. We
went together – by plane, he for the first time – to see the natural dye guru.
As a result of a bottleneck, they decided to try a different supplier.

Sally went to Ahmadabad to meet with young textile designers who might
work with WW.
Products made with naturally dyed organic fiber are now the majority of
their business, but years ago, Sally said most clients were not interested or
cared to pay the premium.
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A group of American high school students learned how, and by whom, such
cloth is made.
She feels happy that she can give her kids money for little things like
biscuits or pencils.
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Yet another customer said she likes these patterns and those colors.

I came to understand that access to ice cream is not a good measure of
wealth.

She showed us her family’s sewing machine.
They don’t want to wear the WW fabric they make.
Her husband earns more than she does.
They came further along in trusting that the model is viable.
She earns more than her husband does
Ajay was identified as one of the people to handle legal issues if the
enterprise becomes a producer company.
He came up with a provocative palette that to my taste staggers between
ugly and beautiful.
We learned that we use the same analgesic for our body aches.
Plastic bags are banned now during the religious holidays that bring
hundreds of thousands of pilgrims to the river. It looks like some of them wear
khadi.
On other days, plastic bags are ok.
He met with clients who flew in from Texas. They talked about ethics and
caftans.
The father was killed in yet another motorcycle accident.

The local dyer installed a water purification system. No one at WW is sure
how or if it works.
The Gudi Mudi weavers asked to learn how to join an incoming to an
outgoing warp so they don’t have to loose time waiting for the joiner.
Some ladies are learning to weave a complicated double cloth. It could be
sold at a higher price.
She said she really doesn’t care about weaving. She just wants the money.
Moving the school to another site allowed the crèche and quality control to
be move to a better and move visible location. The kids seem happier there.
Like in the industrial fashion sector, their collections are not so hitched to
seasons as they were.
Some clients are now able to order more than a year in advance, which
Hemendra thinks is ideal.

She goes to the market now on her own or with her daughter.
She bought another saree and a pair of shoes. She now has several sarees
and two pairs of shoes.

At least one curator for a big brand’s pop up appeared on the streets of
Maheshwar wearing golden Birkenstocks
She gained some respect from her mother-in-law.

Most of the women have become comfortable interacting with visitors who
come to see what they are doing.

The kids are in school, but what is the quality of their education?

She seemed irritated by my intrusion into her work place.
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7. “Artisan Fashion”
as “Slow and Sustainable Fashion”
Activity Theory provided a tidy way to state how WW operates and what
it produces. But AT has not, insofar as I have used it, been a good tool for
answering my more abstract and value-laden research questions: What does
slow and sustainable mean at WW? and What does the production of “artisan
fashion”, at large, have to do with the creation of “slow and sustainable
fashion”? To answer these questions in a way that relates particularly to WW,
but at the same time potentially applicable to different situations and contexts,
I use a social business depiction from Stanford University’s Center for Social
Innovation based on Osterwalder and Pingeur’s (2010) Business Model Canvas.

Illustration 46. Via Stanford’s Center for Social Innovation: simple, but helpful to sort
out how the knowledge gain could be made more practicable.
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The model begins with the notion of social business, or as it is more
frequently called, social enterprise, and the mission or vision of the socalled social entrepreneurs. Three fields: value proposition, market, and
implementation are given in the model and perform here as a structure to
consider the “fast versus slow” economics, aesthetics, communication, and,
eventually, meaning of the case.

Using the fashion business, as WW does, to try to improve socio-economic
conditions is nothing new and not unique in either industrial or artisanal
situations. Philanthropic and “embetterment” missions within the realm
of textile manufacturing have a long history globally. In the context of the
industrializing west, the early 1800s cooperative-utopian “millville” of New
Lanark, Scotland founded by Robert Owen is one example. This commercebased response came about in response to Owen’s management experience in
the famously exploitive and horrible Manchester cotton mills. (See Owen’s
“A New View of Society, 1813). In “India”, Empress Mill was established in
Nagpur in 1874 by the industrialist Jamsetji Tata, who is lauded to have set
“high standards in worker benefits and welfare with facilities such as sanitary
hutments and filtered water for workers, at a time when such humanitarian
concern for workers was unheard of, even in the west” in the words of the
philanthropic trusts his wealth begat (Tata Trusts, nd).With the late eighteenth
century swaraj movement, Gandhi’s grand narrative of the need for the
emerging nation to cloth itself, textile-making became a socio-economic
strategy, a “business model”, for uplifting the masses and has remained a
strategy ever since. WW is one of the 4 million NGOs and self-help groups that
are operating in India, a significant portion of which use artisanal textile-making
as a means of human development (British Council 2015).
This discussion of value, in the big discussion about fashion and
sustainability, hangs on the fact that WW is a grant-seeded organization. It got
going partly because of a government-funded training program, and through
the social and monetary currency of its non-profiting leaders. Putting aside
management salaries far above what artisans earn, no one in the organization
profits from the work of others. It has no kingpin shareholders like those on top
at corporations such as H&M, Zara, or Kering.

There is a consensual belief that all business models are embedded in
their macro-economic cultures. The social business model of today represents
two extremes of the imagination at once: the happy cooperative spirit of the
colorful dolls in the Disney ride “It’s a Small World After All” and a dark,
transactional, efficiency-obsessed society in which everybody is a business.
Austin et al. (in Certo and Miller 2008) discuss two actual orientations of
entrepreneurship. Commercial entrepreneurship represents “the identification,
evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities that result in profits”. In contrast,
social entrepreneurship refers to “the identification, evaluation, and exploitation
of opportunities that result in social value” and aim to meet “the basic and
long-standing needs of society”. “Social value” they go on to explain, has
little to do with profits, but instead involves the fulfillment of basic and longstanding needs such as providing food, water, shelter, education, and medical
services to those members of society who are in need”. In reality however, all
enterprises rely at least partly on both “greed” and “altruism” and definitions
of social enterprise are as ubiquitous as other buzz words like artisanal and
sustainable. Indeed, a mini-body of scholarly research is devoted to various
ways in which social business is defined. Peredo and McLean (2006) relate that
there “is a range of use with significant differences marked by such things as
the prominence of social goals and what are thought of as the salient features
of entrepreneurship”. They propose, that “a suitably flexible explication” of the
concept of social entrepreneurship requires actions that “exclusively or in some
prominent way … create social value of some kind, which frequently involves
“recognizing and exploiting opportunities to create value” through “employing
innovation”, “tolerating risk”, and refusing “to accept limitations in available
resources.
Crediting Dey and Steyaert (2010), Teasdale notes that since the turn of the
twenty-first century “social enterprise has been associated with a neo-liberal
discourse promoting the power of business to achieve fundamental social
change through the notion of a single hegemonic social enterprise discourse”.
They argue together that this misconstrues social enterprise, which in fact
occurs through a range of actors performing in different cultures, practices,
and political beliefs. The range of types of social enterprise, and the on-going
aspects of its development, is important in general. In the case of WW, it has
evolved from a somewhat ad hoc project sponsored by private foundations,
assisted by the government, and lead by volunteers, into a financially self-
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7.1 The “Social” Enterprise

sustaining, more formalized, enterprise run by people trained in management.
Indeed, it is now (2018) further evolving its form so that the production projects
(Gudi Mudi, Dindori, and others) move a step further toward commercial.
The need for new organizational structures to meet basic human needs
that now go unmet by existing commercially-oriented markets and charityoriented institutions is obvious, and these new structures must be envisioned and
tested by human beings. Ashoka, the most visible global organization promoting
social enterprise, looks at the people who lead social enterprises as visionaries
who see “solutions to society’s most pressing social problems”. They “find what
is not working and solve the problem by changing the system, spreading the
solution, and persuading entire societies to move in different directions”. Has
Sally Holkar persuaded an entire society? She certainly has had the leading role
in changing a part of the local society. As mentioned earlier however, she is
reluctant to call herself a social entrepreneur. She says simply that she stumbled
on a problem and thought an opportunity existed for improvement, but her
strategy has always been to lift up the economically disenfranchised through
commerce, even if the commercial necessity has been softened by charitable
and governmental underpinnings. On the other hand, Hemendra has no problem
being identified as an SE. He went to university to learn to be one, and more
than Sally has pressed for commercially-generated financial independence for
WW. If asked to describe them in terms of being fast or slow people, I would
first say fast. They both think and act quickly. Both fundamentally rely on hightech instant communication, and though they are both interactive and inclusive,
their management methods are absolutely hierarchical. Yet they both have, by
nature or necessity, slow mindsets. They operate contingently, flexibly, and
hopefully to achieve long-term goals. They demonstrate daily through their
actions their belief in small scale business models that are closely associated
with local time and place. They insist on community ownership and call for
slowing down the global volume and pace of consumption. A core part of each
of their very different identities is the internalized knowledge that handloom can
be a driver of economic, social, and aesthetic value-creation.

7.2 Mission/Vision
The revivalist artisanal economy that is driven by WW is seen on the
ground by those who are creating it mostly in terms of practicalities, for
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example: How will we support ourselves? How many looms are needed for
that order? What should our offer look like? But the case should also be seen
as an illustration of the Small is Beautiful, Transitional, Slow and No and DeGrowth economic theory that argues, in the name of life on earth, for dropping,
especially in the materially obese strata, current consumeristic economic and
business models. Fashion as we know it would likely come to a dead stop if
Jackson’s calculations (showing that carbon intensity per dollar would need to
be 130 times lower than the average today to potentially live within planetary
boundaries) were taken seriously. The mostly-wants, rarely-needs based
industrial fashion economy would crash and throw millions of people out of
work. In this scenario, the consumer ablest to use the least amount of clothes
would be fashion’s chicest. (See for example Hawken’s inverted economic
logic 1999, 2010 in which the least polluting services and products are the
least expensive.) This economic orientation would open the door for very slow
products at very high prices. Such a steady state or very slow sort of fashion,
what we wear, is not difficult to imagine. Indeed, it pertains to almost all “dress”
(fashion) for almost all of human history. Recent showings include the rise
of “modest fashion” and the aesthetically-steady-ish, uniform-like fashion of
Mao, Gandhi, and Jobs, and in the “costume” (fashion) driving the current hit
series The Handmaids’ Tale. If universally adopted, slow, artisanal production,
such as WW uses, would artificially and deliberately increase employment
and decelerate production and consumption. An artisanal economy also favors
people working together locally, and therefore also, in theory, take a step into
Cato’s concept of a bioregional economy. Such an economy a contemporary
re-envisioning of Gandhian village-based self-sufficiency, defies the prevailing
logic of globally competitive nation-states, an approach that is to be shed as
archaic. Instead, people choose to live within the capacity of the bio-region in
which they live and develop technologies and social systems to support that.
At WW, artisanalism is not a theory. Making things with human-powered
machines at a pre-industrial pace is a way of operating that has been harnessed
for technologically appropriate reasons. They are learnable and do-able by
the population the enterprise is meant to empower. It works well within the
infrastructure. It creates an artisanal product that fits a consumer-want and
emblematizes an ideal of consumption for transformation, the ideal that we
humans can shop our way to well-being. It is a slow model however, beyond the
mechanical. The mission has always been about both immediate relief as well as
long-term development.
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In fast fashion, products are said – and as the massive waste encountered in
that realm proves – to be “ends in themselves”, words that fall on the dark side,
to be equated with vanity, ownership, gluttony and greed. Slow fashion thinking
says material culture should be a means to an end, presumably a better end than
the dead end of fast fashion. What is that end? In this case, the enterprise has,
slowly, used the material culture of heritage handloom as a means to advance
women’s economies and social lives. In this way WW is on a slow fashion
mission.

7.3 Value Proposition
The Wikipedian consensus states that a value proposition (VP) “is a
promise of value to be delivered, communicated, and acknowledged by a
business … and a belief from the customer about how value (benefit) will
be delivered, experienced and acquired.” Stanford’s model says the value
proposition is an explanation of the how a social enterprise's beneficiaries are
being solved.
Nivedita Rai, following Hemendra’s move to his own social venture in
2017, is now COO of WW. Like Sally and Hemendra and others in the network,
she sees financial and social gain (solving the problem of poverty) for women as
the core (internal) value proposition. The failure of the market, the moment of
opportunity, is two-fold. First is the fashion failure (opportunity) is the shortfall
(demand) for “sustainable and ethical” fashion textiles. The bigger failure is the
financial failure of the global economic system to meet the needs of the global
population.
The biggest problem that India is facing is that people are
underpaid in all aspects through the supply chain. Weaving is traditionally
a family business, and people are only paid for the weaving portion, they
do not get paid [typically or always] for the yarn spinning, or bobbin
winding, warping, sizing, dying, or any of the other pre-work needed
to be done before the actual weaving of fabric. Traditionally men are
weavers, and the women in the family are made to work for free to
support them. This system leaves women endowed to their husbands for
their livelihood.
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She continues to say that WW is delivering on that promise, and is
“changing the culture of handloom so people are being paid for every step of
the process. The money is going directly to the women.” Rai notes that “most of
the women at WomenWeave are making more money than their husbands” and
that “has increased their respect in their families and in society, and people are
valuing them more (Rai in Bonime 2018).
Though the above value proposal – and value delivery — is of utmost
importance from the point of view of the producer trying to solve a so-called
local socio-economic problem — there are other offerings (VPs) in place. There
is the value proposition relating to keeping human heritage craft knowledge and
skills alive, for example, even if those unmeasurable ripple effects may flow to
unspecified individuals and populations, and have little to do with WW’s daily
goings on.
Even if this research has not focused on buyers’ and consumers’ points
of view, it is clear that the value proposition of WW’s offer goes beyond the
product itself, even if the product design is paramount in the transaction. To
the novice, the fact that the cloth is made by people using hand-powered tools
is often surprising; those more experienced with handloom, understand them
more deeply, but in all cases, it is safe to assume that the production process/
the narrative attached to that process is the most important selling points after
the product itself. That narrative is more or less explicit in various venues. One
could say, in a boutique, for example dosa in New York, the shop tells the “this
is unique” story discreetly. The opposite of a fast fashion emporium stuffed with
loud piles and racks of mass-market product, in this niche, the merchandizing,
placing just a few items on a big shelf, does the talking. The handmadeness is
described, in a somewhat garbled way, on WW’s website, and more clearly at
exhibitions, where a traveling team of “WomenWeavers”, relates the VP. The
story is most effective, no doubt, in Maheshwar where customers see and meet
the people who are the organization.
Any fashion offer is an opportunity to sartorially express a set of aesthetic
values. In this case, those values show slow. Even if not everyone understands
the tangible basics (much less the fine points) that define them (technique, color,
texture, density, etc.), everyone senses that they are not normal, e.g., that they
are not industrial textile products. Though hundreds of units of the same style
might be produced and are almost flawlessly interchangeable, each is slightly
different from the others. This hallmark of artisan fashion can be seen “here”
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in a stripe that is a millimeter narrower than another, or “there”, in a slight
bump or slump on a selvedge, for example. These variances (often oddly called
“imperfections” in the marketing of handloom) have occurred at particular
moments of time in the maker’s life. Is it perhaps that link to a moment in
human-paced time that provides a route to empathy, or a sense of intimacy, that
products made in non-human time lack? WW customers, students, colleagues
and friends who examine the fabrics virtually always mention “how much time
it takes” to make these things, as if they value time itself.

7.4 Market
Without a market, a value proposition is useless. The Stanfordized-canvas
model includes three aspects: the macro-economic environment, segments, and
competitors. For the first aspect, the model asks for the identification of “the
economic, social and technological changes taking place that affect your market
now and in the future”. A casual look at fashion business publications such as
WWD (WomensWear Daily), BoF (Business of Fashion) or SJO (Sourcing
Journal Online) as well as mainstream news, reveals that “the industry” is, like
so many contemporary systems, in a tumultuous, perhaps transformational time
of decay and innovation (BoF and McKinsey 2018). One of the ways in which
fashion is changing is by re-exploring artisan systems, in the way that WW and
myriad other producers are. This artisan macro market has been described in the
beginning of this thesis and includes a number of propositions. Some are in one
or more ways faux or false: industrially made but look-something-like-artisanmade frocks; McDonald’s artisanal chicken sandwiches; and powerloom-made
fabric marketed as handloom. Other offers are questionable. They are, for
example, products and processes that are more or less artisanal, or of uncertain
origin. Perhaps the fashion moment is misunderstood, as shown in the piles of
unsold khadi at KVIC. Questionably artisanal fashion also comes about when
the spirit of the other goes missing, as in the story of the “Woven Tote”, below.
For slower and truer artisan fashion brands, the unspoken and spoken rules
include emphasizing the human value of the artisan and spotlighting the humanheritage/contemporary-market value of the craft itself. In this segment, it can be
assumed that customer mindsets are built upon thoughts that are possible from
their position of power. “We’ll buy things that are organic, because we can, and
we all will benefit”, and “We’ll help you economically, therefore socially, if you
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can provide us with interesting and meaningful goods.” In this market situation,
where WW is located, relationships between producers, interlocutors, and users
are pictured as operating in harmony, in a beneficial space shaped by sustainable
and ethical values.
Of particular relevance to the evolving market landscape are the “new”
communication technologies that have not only changed the structural logistics
of production, but are mediating what fashion means. Into this as seen on
Instagram flat world, have come influencers and the influenced, the boring,
the bizarre, the corporate and the craft. If Internet, et al. have astronomically
propelled celebrity-commodity-worship – consider just three born in the USA
global fashion phenomena: Kardashianistic consumption, Met Galamania, and
Ivanka Trump’s popularity in China. The IT revolution has also allowed other
voices and other choices, the example in this thesis being “the artisan other”,
into the published and available to billions fashion forum. Though at absurdly
different levels of power to control the discourse, the biggest corporate brands
and the smallest private brands play in the artisan fashion field. H&M’s brand
& other Stories presents an interesting example of how, in such a boundaryless market, fast and slow mindsets can operate in the same space. With pixelperfect images, we see a “nosize” “Pom Pom Woven Tote”. DESIGNED IN
PARIS is still deemed important, as if where it was “designed” had meaning in a
globalized and corporatized fashion system. Though not given much (any) voice
here, the other is at least present in the profit. The 50-euro retail price is just a
straw shy of Varsha’s monthly earnings making pom poms in Maheshwar.
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Illustration 47. From H&M’s & Other Stories story, the “Pom Pom Woven Tote” is not
woven, but done with a technique single yarn technique like crotchet.

WW sells in a year approximately two hundred and a fifty thousand
dollars’ worth of goods, compared to H&M’s 22 billion. WomenWeave’s
clients and customers, what the business model calls market segments, have
been discussed above in relationship to the value proposition. It can be added
here that simply observing and listening to some business clients and retail
customers, as I have been able to do, indicates a diverse group of people are
interested enough in the WW’s VP to purchase their goods. They include
rupee-saving young backpackers who wander into the Maheshwar showroom
and members of the one-percent shopping a pop-up in a luxury hotel. Some
customers are surprised (or bored) by the textiles and others are world-renown
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connoisseurs who examine the merchandize with extra care. As with nearly
everyone else in the world, these customers wear almost only industrially made
textiles, though there is a group that only or nearly only wears handwoven
fabrics. The ready-to-wear shawls and scarves and sarees are designed primarily
with women wearers in mind, and sized generously for a voluminous drape.
Smaller or narrower pieces are good for those who choose not to wear “too
much fabric”. Wholesale buyers often customize their orders for particular
markets. A well-known brand in Vancouver, Canada, for example, may choose
thick unbleached and undyed handspun cotton yardage; a designer from a
Kyoto-based brand, might specify a discreet check.
With regard to the preceding descriptions of what makers make and
buyers buy, can the marketplace be claimed to be quantitative (fast) or
qualitative (slow)? Once again, reality is complicated. Fast fashion producers
and consumers pledge allegiance to quantity over quality, but fast fashion
systems produce astonishingly high-quality products if those garments are seen
strictly in relationship to the out-of-purse-and-pocket expense to the consumer
(Carbonaro and Goldsmith 2014; Shell 2009). As has been discussed, WW
sells fabrics with qualities that are apart from the norm and appeal to particular
senses and sensibilities. If measured in terms of the quality of the fabric in
relationship its purpose, it is no better or worse in quality than fast fabrics, just
different. From our slow fashion producer’s place in the market, selling as much
as it can make is of utmost importance in achieving its social goals.
What unites the customers I have interacted with, and presumably those
that I have not, to make them a definable segment? They are all people of
privilege: all have education, mobility, and connectivity. For them these
garments are niceties, not necessities. A few scarves bought from the showroom
(or “half” of a scarf if bought from a first world boutique) would cost these
customers about the same they would need to pay for a couple of glasses of
wine and a plate of charcuterie at a Paris café. That amount, again like the &
Other Stories tote, is roughly equivalent to Varsha’s monthly earnings.
If scrutinizing and modeling the garments before buying them is evidence,
then everyone cares about how the fabrics feel and look, not just on the shelf,
but on their and others’ bodies. The material goods, no surprise, are firstly and
obviously something for WW’s customers to wear. Never have I heard, “Oh,
I don’t like this scarf, but I will buy it because I want to support the cause”.
Surely the social benefit and artisanal approach that are part of the VP are
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7.5 Implementation

meaningful to them, as statements from wholesale buyers and casual comments
from retail shoppers are indicative, but the relative importance of those factors
on buyers has not been looked at here.
No one but a great and powerful fashion goddess like … could predict
the exact future of artisan fashion. The design of the world, and the design of
the fashion of the people who inhabit it, is set to be ever more determined by
automation and high technology. In 1999 futurist John Naisbitt theorized a
high-tech/high-touch duality: the more we move into artificial existence, the
more we will wish to escape it. If this idea is true, artisan fashion, paradoxically,
will be helped by the forces that historically have been its downfall. Indeed,
there are clear signs that today’s popularity of slow processes and products are
tomorrow’s permanent and expected means of value creation.
The economic viability of artisanal business models is not in question.
Foundations for an expansive, globally-relevant “new artisan economy”
have been in place for some time and the sector is expected to gain ground as
millennials’ and younger generations’ tastes for handmade goods encourages
expansion. Sales of artisanal goods are still soaring as consumers shift to
investing in perceived as better-quality products (Goller 2017; Pouls 2013).
At the same time, fashion brands’ sustainability missions have never
been such an important part of their customer-facing VP. In the event that
catastrophic collapses do not make sustainability efforts futile, these missions
can only become even more important. Yet another indicator of the possible
future trajectory of artisan fashion is of course seen and heard in classrooms and
academic forums where students, faculty, and institutional leadership and are
also questioning the status quo and exploring alternative functions of fashion.
Together, these factors point to the theoretical potential for almost unlimited
sales growth and the adoption of similar enterprise models by others.
Asked by Parsons students about competition, Nivedita, in early 2018,
pointed out that WW’s fight is not with other producers. Indeed, there is a
shortage or bottleneck, as has been described in the earlier section on problems
in the handloom sector, weavers who are capable of working with “the
industry”. The challenge, she says and is at this point self-evident, one that their
partners and other producers take up to change a fashion paradigm that is cheap
and fickle. The model aims to win ground against a mindset and way of living
that is reflected in the fast structure and expectations of the fashion marketplace
at large.

Yet another way in which this social enterprise has exemplified both fast
and slow ideologies is in the implementation of its vision. The Stanford model
spotlights partners, sales and marketing, and resources and activities. These
implements have been covered in the narrative. They include long-term, likeminded partnerships and co-operations with government, private foundations,
customers, and other NGOs. Sales and marketing take place through diverse
channels (exhibitions, showroom, Internet and Instagram) and old-time word
of mouth. Top and obvious resources are the vast number of eager to work
and develop unemployed and minimized people, cotton, low technology, high
technology, heritage knowledge, entrepreneurialism, consumer desire and social
capital. Activities have been carefully articulated in the AT analysis. What is
more useful to discuss here is the approach to implementation. As the research
has shown, WW’s coming into being and evolution has been time-tied to the
trajectory of an individual’s life. Like the technology that is used to make the
product, the process of making the model/building the business, has also been
slow. One of the more startling lessons this research has given is that although
change is urgently needed, the implementation of that change need not, perhaps
should not, be fast. I think often of Sally’s warning not to drown or maim
the poor with too fast an increase in wealth or too many “good intentions”.
Hemendra’s suggestion to leave behind my judgements about what fair wages
are (as heard during my complaint to him that the ladies could not afford a
cup of ice cream) continue to remind me of their belief that the pace of human
development must be linked to the pace at which people learn.
Other than “external” deadlines, such as those embedded in grants and
negotiated with customers, the pace of implementation has been made mostly
in accordance with the personal drive of the enterprises’ drivers. Gestating the
idea, finding funding, figuring how to use the technology, designing a relevant
product, and slowly collecting customers, for example, have all occurred more
according to personal time lines than typical fashion business timelines. The
model is slow because the implementation is centered in a community, and built
upon generational skills, cooperation, inclusion, and trust. Especially in its early
days it was contingent, grabbing at a potential for change and figuring it out, as
Holkar has said, in the wiggle room. While it has been running fairly smoothly
for years, WW works in ways that would be considered non-professional: i.e.,
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not profit-driven, not well-capitalized, not ad hoc, and not needing the pro bono
efforts of “professionals” to help push it along. In other ways, implementation is
quintessentially fast. As has been detailed earlier, networking, management, and
communications are utterly reliant on high technology. As The Institute for the
Future (2008) described years after WW began, “The new generation of artisans
will be amplified versions of their medieval counterparts. They’ve be equipped
with advanced technology, able to access global and local business partners and
customers and be capable of competing in any industry”.

7.6 Costs and Revenues

time and expertise. This skimpy aspect of the model, is slow because it is not
wasteful, but it is not a chosen mindset as much as a technique of survival.
The biggest “cost” WW handles, which in the logic of social business
should be understood as investment in human development, are salaries, wages.
Management’s salaries (low compared to those of people with their education
and skills working in other fields) and the artisans’ wages and benefits (which
are something better than the local norm for similar work) and include financial
support for children’s education through high school.
The revenue streams picture has changed over the years. At the beginning,
the Sir Dorabji Tata Trust and other sources provided the funding, but reliance
on that gradually declined from 2009 forward. Soon after ninety percent of
expenses were covered from money received through sales. By 2012 WW held
a three-month cost-covering reserve of cash. As of Spring 2018, WW’s running
margin was about five percent. Sally continues to invest behind the scenes, for
example, for her travel, incidentals, and the costs of hosting a stream of WW
visitors to her home. The most significant aspect of the cost/revenue relationship
is that there are no financial returns to financial investors. This puts the model
radically apart from the notion of fashion as the epitome of capitalism.
It is interesting to try to define those funds as fast or slow. The rubric
suggests that institutional and charitable sponsorship is slow, but let us
remember that the Tata Trusts are powered by one of the world’s largest
corporate conglomerates, one founded by a textile industrialist. “Non-revenue
revenue”, in the form of the government’s training program, Holkar’s and
others’ social capital, the pro-bono help was essential in the start-up phase,
and continues to be tapped. The model surely has also benefitted from a bit of
goodwill and cooperative planning from wholesale buyers, who, for example,
have been able to order goods as much as a year in advance, or as Rekha
mentioned, who perhaps because of their non-profit status gave them extra
leeway with early missteps. Nivedita, in correspondence from October 2018
however, describes the business environment now however as much more
competitive, more professional, and with almost no leeway.

WomenWeave has costs that are like any other textile producer, particularly
in that they pay for facilities, tools, materials, product development (simple as
it is), marketing and “labor”. Overhead includes maintenance and modifications
of the buildings they rent and the small brick one they put up and own in
Itawdi. Spinning machines, mats, looms, benches, computer, chairs, and other
tangible assets are part of the constellation of real matter that has been rented
and purchased incrementally as the organization has grown. The electricity
must be purchased to power the Internet, electronics, lighting, small fans, the
washing machine and a few irons. Cotton sliver and bought-in yarns (generally
made with expensive fibers like organic cotton and silk), dyeing, packaging,
office supplies, and miscellaneous things from starch to stickpins that keep
the process of making and selling fabric going, all must be paid for. None
of this is remarkable. What is critical to understand however is that in this
model costs have been kept to the bare-bones minimum. All businesses want
to watch costs, but the frugality exercised here is one striking way in which
this model diverges from more capitalized models in wealthier contexts. In
order to maximize the artisan’s earnings (rather than investors’ bank accounts)
and stay within the confines of a tight operating margin. An image stays in
my mind from around 2012 of a white board filled with plans. Circled in the
upper right-hand corner: “and do this with no money”. It took a few years of
doing business, for example, before installing a railing on an open staircase was
deemed a reasonable expense. Upgrading to an amenity such as air condition
against the extreme heat that everyone endures is out of the question. Frugality
is a constant mantra that pervades decision-making and is also chanted by the
textile designers and other external advisors, who contribute (or discount) their

The chapter was intended to complement the preceding AT analysis, which
showed the operational realities and idiosyncrasies of WW, but lacked an

228

229

7.7 Summary

indication of how the social (thereby implicitly “sustainable”) business model
could apply in other situations. The concept of social enterprise was introduced,
and the case was related to Osterwalder and Pingeur’s (2010) Business Model
Canvas as adjusted by Stanford’s social innovation center. At the same time, I
questioned the language that frames a fast mindset as unsustainable, and a slow
mindset as sustainable. A number of important characteristics of this social
enterprise model/case have been found that could inform others’ decisionmaking about what “slow as sustainable” (fashion) systems really are and might
be in the future.
The WW Model of Social Enterprise comes about through a modern
eclecticism that combines (supposedly) countervailing conditions and social
forces. Key among them are: poverty and wealth; heritage and innovation; lowtech and high-tech processes; amateurism and professionalism; local and global
perspectives; philanthropy and commerce. It has been illustrated throughout that
whatever WW’s contribution toward sustainability may or may not be, that its
specific version of a social enterprise confirms and in other ways denies the easy
assumptions of the oppositional mindset itself.
This particular social enterprise was designed, from the top down and
inside out, as a means to transfer power (in the form of economic and social
gain) from more powerful people to less powerful people. Investors receive no
financial returns. In this regard, the model is as far apart as possible from the
large scale fast fashion model, whose core purpose at this point in history seems
to be to enrich the rich. It is by a confluence of fates and chance that the conduit
for the transfer is fashion. Remember Sally’s stumbling into an unknown world
of handloom; Hemendra’s coming from the domain of agriculture; Hema’s
mother-in-law suggesting Rehwa wedding saris, and turns of fate in the lives of
others in the network.
WW’s mixed-methods approach delivers a value proposition that is like
all other consumer goods’ VPs: tangible and intangible. The VP — or what
otherwise might be called “the total offer” –what the business model offers to
the world — has been developed cooperatively, experimentally, and slowly. The
VP exists as an internal offer of financial and social gain for the makers, and as
an external offer, a product for customers. The results of the execution of the
proposition between the producer and consumer (the transaction), as seen from
the producer’s point of view, has been discussed throughout this dissertation.

“The WW thing” makes real, on-going, positive impacts on the ground in terms
of women’s well-being, and the well-being of their families and community.
Like a “true social enterprise”, the model blends charitable and capitalistic
approaches. WW’s customer-facing offer has been manifested in a product
line and narrative with a specific set of aesthetic markers. Key among these
markers is the physical attractiveness and wearability of the stuff, e.g., the
good product design. Even if the brand is targeted to a niche-market that is
somewhat sensitive to the sensorial characteristics and politics of handloom,
the cloth appeals to a range of customers. Other, fuzzy, difficult, or impossible
to define (aspirational) values are attached to the material product by the
enterprise through the performance of its mission, its communication, and by
the sustainable fashion and sustainable development discourse at large. These
values, like an iridescent or damask cloth, change appearance according to
one’s perspective, but are nonetheless visible: “tints” of chic; “hues” of ethical;
“shades” of slow; and “tones” of sustainable.
The case/model holds another proposition. Should we as a global
civilization develop this alternative artisanal route to making fashion?” My
answer is not if we do so because we imagine it to be ipso facto sustainable
fashion no quotation marks. As, a sustainable fashion state could only logically
be declared after we see that our sustainable fashion strategies have restored
the environment to a safe zone; ended multi-dimensional poverty; and reduced
consumption to a fraction of what they are now. If we understand sustainable
fashion as improvement-oriented, then the model succeeds locally and beyond.
As Hemendra says, WW is a demonstration project. It shows that an artisanfashion-social-enterprise is socio-economically viable. It shows that its slow
technology, its generational learning, its intangible cultural property, can be
practical, beautiful, and valuable.
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8. Conclusions and Future Research
Sustainability is the possibility that human and other life can
flourish on the planet forever.
(John Ehrenfeld)
Sadhu’s collections are entirely handmade, making them 100%
sustainable.
(email-ad for the Maison & Objet trade fair, 2018)
Change your words into truths, and then change that truth into love,
and maybe our children's grandchildren, and their great grandchildren will tell.
(Stevie Wonder)

It may first be useful to highlight the main contours of the dissertation.
The research was situated between two global and complex problems: the
unsustainable practices and mindset of fashion as usual, and the fact that two
billion people worldwide live on the edge or in a state of multi-dimensional
poverty. A case was selected that is trying to forge these two problems into a
solution. I began the narrative, grounded in previous research and personal
relationships with WomenWeave, with a glimpse of a khadi-wearing wax effigy
of Gandhi in the new Mumbai International Airport. I presented a belief that
in the face of current life-threatening environmental and social conditions, that
imaginary distinctions between “fashion” and “clothing” are untenable, and that
fashion should be understood simply as “what we wear” … and how we make,
use, value, and assign meaning to what we wear. I wrote that artisan fashion is
a cultural phenomenon materialized in the form of garments produced by hand
using heritage techniques with processes that are called slow and sustainable
– and like normal industrial fashion, is most often produced by poorer-off,
less-advantaged people to be used by better-off, more-advantaged people.
Following, I described the handloom sector, the venue in which the case plays,
as an important but problematic and endangered part of the economy, as well
as a fixture of Indian politics, identity, and contemporary fashion. Stories were
told about a group of people working at and networked through artisan fashion
social enterprise in rural India. The evidence was analyzed and discussed
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through two different frameworks. First as a community-based activity system
encompassing individuals, tools, objectives, and outcomes; and next, as
fashion-leveraging social enterprise. After many periods over many years of
hands-on involvement with this case, and many, many hours trying to write
that “empirical experience” up into a document of scientific value, I come to
conclusions that would probably be self-evident to anyone stepping, with shoes,
sandals, or barefoot, into the same time and place.
Conclusions fall, as do the research questions, into two overlapping camps:
those that are more about the real, substantive work and others that are more
symbolic. It was found again and again that the case (maybe better called “the
thing”!) operates well in terms of its core purposes. The organization has to be
applauded for bringing livelihoods, fostering personal growth and gender equity,
building community. These changes to reality are wrought by bringing new
material with physical impacts, commercial value, and, presumably, aesthetic
reverberations into the world.
The handloom sector is known to have many problems. Generational
weavers are typically under the thumb of (not necessarily but often exploitive)
master weavers. “Every day weavers” and entrepreneurial weavers have had
little chance to synchronize their practice, their way of living with the global
fashion market opportunity that is the presumed savior of India’s heritage
handloom ecosystem. Insufficient and broken supply chains, lack of business,
design, and marketing capabilities, cultural beliefs, and more, are all thought
to hinder handloom weavers across the country from earning enough for the
occupation to be attractive. Contrarily, WW’s earnings continue to grow, and
within locally-limited expectations, those earnings sustain those working there.
For the most part, WW has overcome or avoided common hindrances
through the power, knowledge, practice, and experience of its leadership and
management. Almost all of the work that requires education has been handled
by (non-artisan) specialists and “intelligent experimentalists” with good, or
good enough, skills and experience. The project would have been undoable, if
not unimaginable by the artisans/women themselves. There are however plenty
of indications that women of the next generations are gaining such capabilities
for themselves, the go to example in this account being Varsha, who is educated,
digital, willing, and able to explore the world in a way that is different, more
independent, way than her mom Girjaji.
It should be reiterated that the management style at work in this

case is incremental and “organic” in terms of goals; empathic and protective
with regard to people; systematic, aspirational and experimental. It is a
personalized approach that seems to fit the small is beautiful, work should
be convivial, sharing economy that Holkar et al. want to see. Otherwise, the
quotidian activities of the enterprise are “uninteresting” – that is to say, they are
normalized, habitual, and reliable. Of course, idiosyncrasies exist in terms in
terms of people, process, and product: Isn’t Sally a rare bird? Can you hear the
click of the double-shuttle box? Do you like the multi-color pom-pomed khadi
collection? And every day brings a new challenge or surprise. But tools like
spinning machines, looms, and irons are accessible, inexpensive, transferable,
and most anyone can learn to use them. Accounting, scheduling, selling,
shipping, may be specific, and WW does a good job with those things, but they
are not special. WW is not the only fashion enterprise that uses the What’s App,
Instagram, email and global couriers, and although the product design is strong,
so is a lot of other product design. This is to suggest that what distinguishes
the example case is not the activity system, nor the business model, but the
individuals who animate it.
Maheshwar today has a healthy weaving community that has grown back
from near extinction at the time Sally and Richard initiated the Rehwa Society
in 1979, with a grant from the Central Welfare Board. With her cofounding and
running the Rehwa Society, and proven capability of putting people together,
Sally and her key collaborators knew in their bones what is needed to build up
a handloom social enterprise from scratch. This is not say there were not – and
still are difficulties — financial strains, market pressures, facility problems,
and more — but this was not Sally’s first time bringing a handloom enterprise
to life. By chance or destiny, Sally, (let us imagine her now as an example)
was given, back in the day an exotic challenge and privilege. She used those,
and perhaps an innate sensibility for fabrics, to become a change maker. But
she came to and developed her work with an inbuilt desire “to be part of the
solution”. Hemendra (let us also imagine him as an example) is someone who
grew up in a small village and has a passion to help “his” India. He learned
theory and gained experience running a social enterprise, before he ever
thought about handloom or fashion. If others are less powerful, all the people
represented in this dissertation, and likely all at WW, share a desire to work
together to do what they can to develop. The moral of the work story may be
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that “all” that is needed for a social enterprise is people with social orientations.
Any artisan fashion producer brings new stuff into the world. Like any
other sort of fashion, apart from its physical objectness, the stuff has a symbolic
and aesthetic life. The AT analysis showed, what we could have guessed at the
get go about the symbolism of the artisan product. It means different things to
different people: a thing we make; an income; a social place; our brand’s goods;
a nice thing to buy and wear; a tool for social change; a thing of interest and
beauty; a belief in keeping craft heritage alive; a fashion system.
With regard to the fashion aspect of the system, I have argued that the naya
khadi design grammar (plain weave, attention to denting, charka spun yarn,
natural dye, etc.) that brands WW combines low technology and apprehendable
handmadeness, with complex, highly technologized global fashion culture. And,
for those in the know, the textiles hold particular associations with Gandhian
values including frugality, equity, self-reliance, and political identity. Through
most of this research, I wondered if the fast/slow mindset matrix of vocabulary
words, that I used was (in addition to being seductive) important or irrelevant.
Indeed, most of the terms loose meaning upon inspection; eventually dull
adjectives like “slower”, “not so fast”, or “blended modes” must be employed to
sign in for reality. However, in the age of Instafashion, when the Zaranic koan
“I really don’t care. Do you?” beams from the back of Melania Trump’s jacket,
and Twitterization threatens to evacuate meaning from words, critiquing word
choice (even in the romanticized fashion system) seems urgent.
A quip from Jacqui in “Tea with Sally and Jacqui” stays with me. With
regard to human rights, economic justice, and gender equity, and she said what
we know: “it’s all about who gets to make the definitions.” With this research,
I hope to have come to understand something of what the words/symbols
“sustainable fashion” mean through the eyes of most of the people at WW: a
pleasant, decent, or at minimum, better-than-before livelihood that sustains the
flow of (a family’s) basic needs for food and water, fashion, shelter, hygiene,
and education; and a supportive community of other similarly-minded people.
This particular artisan fashion micro-system incrementally moves hundreds
of people into living within the ideals of the UN’s sustainability goals. As
highly valuable as that may be, in light of dire earth science demanding radical
economic restructuring, it does not make sense (is perhaps now even Trumpian)
to say that artisan fashion is, no quotations marks, sustainable fashion. Has it
cut down on fashion consumption? (Probably not.) Has it solved economic or
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gender inequity? (A long road ahead.) Has it shifted the function of fashion?
(Yes, a tiny nice drop’s worth in a monsoon of trouble.) Is it a new paradigm?
(Not really.)
Khadi scholar Peter Gonsalves (2012) details, in “The Gandhian Fashion
System”, the fashion system Gandhi put into place nationally (though not
ubiquitously) to overthrow British rule. The “GFS” was an entirely artisanal
and local system designed by Gandhi to be, in his view, at one with the ideals of
village and national self-sufficiency.
Gandhi’s Swadeshi movement was founded on the real garment.
He initiated a programme where cotton cultivation was followed by
picking, ginning, carding, combing, spinning and weaving – processes
undertaken chiefly through the manual labor of peasants and their families
in distant villages and towns of India. (Gonsalves 2012 p 62).
The charkha was reintroduced and promoted through training
programs. [The cloth] was to be the alternative to industrialized mass
production affected through English and Indian mills.

Gonsalves details the competing ideals of the existent British Imperialistic
Fashion (BIF) system and the real and symbolic GFS that replaced it. The
comparison concerns a period in the first half of the twentieth century, but it
is relevant to today’s artisanal fashion in that it is oppositional. With regard to
production, for example, in the BIF it was centralized, industrial, and violent;
in the GFS it was decentralized, handmade; and non-violent. Regarding
distribution, for example: in the BIF, foreign cloth was fashionable, and the
wealthier had better cloth; in the GFS foreign cloth was evil, and there was
one type of cloth for all. Fashion consumption under the BIF was British,
profit-driven, and imported, among other characteristics colonial capitalism.
Under GIF, it was Indian, equity- and freedom-driven, and in the idea of a new
united multi-cultural nation (p 66). Many Gandhi scholars (see Brown 2010;
Ramagundan 2008; Tarlo 1991, 1996; Trivedi 2007, for example) believe that
one of Gandhi’s most ingenious realizations was understanding the potential of
clothing’s power to subjugate. This “power lay at the same site over which the
Empire had earlier presided: the technological processes of cloth manufacture”
(Gonsalves 2012 p 62). The Gandhi “brand” no longer indicates, as it did
back in the days of Gandhi-topi-a, the formation of a nation state of equals.
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Nonetheless some of values and mystique endure, and contribute something
to WW’s, or any Indian handloom textile producer’s identity. Artisan fashion
however is not trying to overthrow a colonial power, nor topple the industrial
fashion that is grew from colonial power. Unlike its widely adopted antecedent
GFS, artisan fashion operates in a higher-end, capitalistic niche-market. It has
leverage, but not necessary subversive power. It is within a fashion system, not
a fashion system unto itself. No one at WW has ever claimed to be the legend
of Gandhi incarnate. Sally once told me Gandhi would roll over in his ashes if
he heard the WW product being called khadi. Indeed, it’s not khadi. It’s naya
khadi.
As artisan fashion will become further institutionalized as part of the
sustainable fashion agenda there are numerous issues that ought to be studied.
One of the first questions I would like to see addressed is what equity in the
artisan fashion supply chain is supposed to mean in the globalized world,
especially with regard to the vast (colonialistic) socio-economic differences
between producers and consumers, not, as it is, between producers and
their physical neighbors. Littrel and Dickson’s (2010) Artisans and Fair
Trade: Crafting Development, which looks at many of the issues concerning
certification schemes, is a good starting point. If there is an aim to strengthen
the sector, a host of issues ought to be studied. On the production side, there
are all the problems detailed in Chapter 3, including logistics, business
models, and capacity-building. There are many areas to investigate in terms
of what’s happening in various sales channels and in relationship to consumer
perceptions. It will be interesting to see what happens with the on-going
movement (see NEST.org) to formalize and set standards for the “new” artisan
economy.
I would particularly like to see study on how transparency and
communication (marketing) could emerge throughout the system. Now,
especially from a customer’s point of view, it is generally opaque and hard to
understand. The design and aesthetics and meaning of this modern form of
artisan fashion are just beginning to be looked at from an academic point of
view.
There is a consensus that one of the biggest obstacles facing the Indian
handloom sector is the fact that artisans lack the capacity to meet the needs of
the market. There is therefore an assumption that artisans need business and
design education and skills development to help them cope in the new artisan
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economy to which they are being invited. Several programs and educationoriented development programs exist at the grass roots level, and should be
studied. (See Clifford 2018, for an example). How long will such education
take? What will it yield?
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Epilogue: On The Handloom School’s Steps
Where did we leave off? What is happening now? The Gudi Mudi factory
and headquarters look good. The office were moved into the re-repurposed old
bus depot/old school room; the spinners are in a better space; the QT Team and
crèche are now where the makeshift kitchen was. More people are working
there on staff, and four or five looms have been added under a tarpaulin in the
courtyard where white bougainvillea flowers have taken over a wall, and flatpruned almond trees have grown up enough to supply some shade. Nivedita
Rai, who like Hemendra is dynamic and passionate about this kind of work, has
taken the management lead. She seems to be impressively tackling “next level”
challenges, like building a brand-identity, like trying to move also into producer
to consumer e-commerce, like increasing benefits and further stabilizing the
enterprise’s financial grounding, which is predicated on getting clients to pay
more. A project was launched in Balaghat, in south-east MP, where they make
a lightweight, soft, plain, natural color cotton muslin with spots of delicate
weft-inlayed yarn. It seems to me this line will do well. A right product at a
right time. It says, “I'm plain but I’m fancy”; it is an aesthetic cousin to the “I’m
rich but I’m poor” look that has done so well. Hemendra and Devika started
their own social enterprise, and are working and earning with several artisan
groups, reviving and repositioning handloom for the global fashion market.
The other players in the narrative are, for the most part intact and carrying on
with their activities. The whole place is cleaner and more physically organized.
The showroom, with its old glass bookcases and old table with a new tablecloth
looks lovely, more gracious in its new spot in the center of the big, dung and
mud floored, communal office. The sound is better, the light is better, it is more
integrated into the work space. It feels happier.
I am back now to the prologue with Gandhi, and thinking about how
handloom, the economy, fashion, and the global political turn to the right,
all peculiarly overlap, are felted together with the local, the self-sustaining
ideological missions of nationhood, place, community, and person. I am
wondering about the younger generations of weavers and want-to-be weavers,
like the ones who are being trained at The Handloom School. A big change
at WW is the development of The Handloom School, which is betting that
the future of handloom is in educating and training weavers for the artisan
fashion economy. Sourodip Gosh, yet another smart, ambitious, hard-working,
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of syllables; to learn the melody; to learn to say it; to learn the meaning of it;
and then to sing it. Madhu, an expert weaver, was joyful and hilarious showing
us the particular cotton-picking technique she had mastered working in the
fields. In the picture, she is shielding her eyes from the sun, but also, I think,
Madhu is saying to herself, “this is hard work”. I think about that work, the eons
of time, really the love, that goes into a mission, into learning, into trying to
make the world over, to refigure one’s way into a new way of life, a brand new
me or a brand new you.

Illustration 47. From left to right, Mamta, Swarna, Savitri, and Madhu.

compassionate person, has taken the directorship of that project, which seems
to have generated more business for its graduates than they had before, and the
agendas of both the production and sales projects and the educational project are
now working more closely together.
Mamta, Swarna, Savitri, and Madhu are four of fifteen earnest, intelligent,
hardworking, and hopeful women, the first batch of women to go through the
whole THS program, and who I taught during my 2016/2017 trip. They, and
everyone in the support system around them, believe that their economic future
is in handloom. Putting my findings, my predictions from this research aside for
a moment, I wonder what the future fashion economy that actual comes will do.
Will it kill this craft or delight in their dreams? What values will be assigned to
weavers and what they make? What values will weavers assign to themselves
and what they make? The photograph shows them at the end of a hot afternoon,
March 2017, on the concrete steps outside of the classroom at The Handloom
School. They are practicing our new lyrics to the old English melody “Row,
Row, Row Your Boat”. They now describe the supply chain, highlighting verbs,
action-words, like plant, pick, clean, spin, wind, weave, wash, sell, and the allimportant earn. It has taken us hours to figure out the pacing, stress, and number
242

243

References
Agyeman, J., R. Bullard, and B. Evans (ed.) 2003. Just Sustainabilities:
Development in an Unequal World, London, Earthscan.
Akbareian, E. 2013. Founded four decades ago, Monsoon was inspired by a
trip across Asia, making it just the ticket for your holiday wardrobe.
Independent.
American Anthropological Association 2004. American Anthropological
Association Statement on Ethnography and Institutional Review
Boards.
Anderson, E. 2018. Dewey’s Moral Philosophy [Online]. The Metaphysics
Research Lab. Available: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/deweymoral/ [Accessed 2 October 2018].
Artisan Cosmetics. nd. Artisan Cosmetics [Online]. Available: https://artisancosmetics.com/ [Accessed 3 July 2017].
Aid to Artisans. 2009. Building Profitable Craft Businesses: Notes from the
Field #4. Hartford, Aid to Artisans.
Alliance for Artisan Enterprise. 2012. Concept Paper: Bringing Artisan
Enterprise to Scale. Aspen, The Aspen Institute.
Barthes, R. 1990 (1967). The Fashion System, Berkeley, University of
California.
Bauman, Z. 2003. Wasted Lives: Modernity and Its Outcasts, Cambridge, Polity.
Beckert, S. 2014. Empire of Cotton: A Global History, New York, Knopf.
Berry, W. 2010. What Matters? Economics for a New Commonwealth, Berkeley,
Publishers Group West.
Bhaumik, U., et al. 2017. A case study of the Narmada River System in India
with particular reference to the impact of dams on its ecology and
fisheries. Aquatic Ecosystem Health and Management, 20, 151-159.
Black, S. 2008. Eco-Chic: The Fashion Paradox, London, Black Dog.
Blackler, F. 1993. Knowledge and the Theory of Organizations: Organizations
as Activity Systems and the Reframing of Management Studies. Journal
of Management Studies, 30, 863-884.
Blossom, E. 2011. Material Change: Design Thinking and the Social
Entrepreneurship Movement, New York, Metropolis Books.
Bonime, W. 2018. Women in India Are Putting a Face To Your Clothes, Is It
Sustainable Fashion’s Answer? Forbes. Jersey City, Forbes.
Brown, R. 2010. Gandhi’s Spinning Wheel and the Making of India, London,
Routledge.
Carbonaro, S., and D. Goldsmith 2013. Fashion and The Design of Prosperity.
In: Black, S., et al. (ed.) Fashion Studies Handbook. London, Berg.
Carbonaro, S., and D. Goldsmith 2014. Branding Sustainability: Business
Models in Search of Clarity. In: Fletcher, K., and M. Tham (eds.) The
Routledge Handbook of Fashion and Sustainability. Oxford, Routledge.
244

245

Carr, N. 2010. The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to Our Brains, New
York, W. W. Norton & Company.
Cataldi, C., M. Dickson, and C Grover. 2010. Slow Fashion: Tailoring a
Strategic Industry Approach towards Sustainability. Blekinge Institute
of Technology.
Cato, M. S. 2013. The Bioregional Economy, London, Routledge.
Certo, T. a. T. L. M. 2008. Social Entrepreneurship: Key Issues and Concepts.
Business Horizons, 51, 267-271.
Chablani, N. 2016. 16 celebrities that lit up the Lakmé Fashion Week S/R 2016
runway. Vogue India. New Delhi, Condé Nast.
Chapman, J. 2005. Emotionally Durable Design: Objects, Experiments and
Empathy, Oxford, Earthscan.
Chen, M. 2012. The Informal Economy: Definitions, Theories and Policies.
WIEGO Working Papers. Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing
and Organizing.
Chishti, R. K. E. A. 1989. Saris of India: Madhya Pradesh, Seattle, University
of Washington Press.
Clandinin, D. J., and F. M. Connelly. 2004. Narrative Inquiry: Experience and
Story in Qualitative Research, Jossey-Bass.
Clandinin, D. J., and J. Huber 2010. Narrative Inquiry. In: B. Mcgaw, E. B., and
P.P. Peterson (ed.) International Encyclopedia of Education. New York,
Elsevier.
Clark, H. 2008. SLOW + FASHION -- An Oxymoron -- Or a Promise for the
Future ... ? Fashion Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body, and Culture,
12, 427-446.
Clifford, R. 2018. Learning to Weave for The Luxury Indian and Global Fashion
Industries: The Handloom School, Maheshwar. Clothing Cultures, 5.
Cline, E. L. 2012. Overdressed: The Shockingly High Cost of Cheap Fashion,
New York, Penguin Portfolio.
Clingingsmith, D., And J. Williamson 2008. Deindustrialization in 18th
and 19th century India: Mughal decline, climate shocks and British
industrial ascent. Explorations in Economic History, 45, 209-234.
BoF. 2017. The State of Fashion 2017 [Online]. The Business of Fashion and
McKinsey & Company.
British Council. 2012. Social Enterprise: An Overview of the Policy Framework
in India.
CRADL. 2018. Center for Research on Activity, Development and Learning
[Online]. University of Helsinki. Available: https://www.helsinki.fi/
en/researchgroups/center-for-research-on-activity-development-andlearning [Accessed 5 May 2016].
Czarniawska, B. 2004. Narratives in Social Science Research: Introducing
Qualitative Methods, London, Sage.
Daly, H. 1991. Steady State Economics, Washington, Island Press.
Daly, H. E., And K. N. Townsend, Eds. 1993. Valuing the Earth: Economics,
Ecology, Ethics, Cambridge, MIT.

Daly, H. E. 1996. Beyond Growth: The Economics of Sustainable Development,
Boston, Beacon Press.
Dasra and the Edmund De Rothschild Foundation 2013. Crafting a Livelihood.
Mumbai.
Dey, P. and C. Steyaert. 2010. The Politics of Narrating Social Entrepreneurship.
Journal of Enterprising Communities, 4.
Entwistle, J. 2009. The Aesthetic Economy of Fashion: Markets and Value in
Clothing and Modelling, Oxford, Berg.
Farrington, A. 2002. Trading Places: The East India Company and Asia 16001834, London, British Library Board.
Fletcher, K. 2007. Slow Fashion. The Ecologist. June.
Fletcher, K. 2008. Sustainable Fashion and Textiles: Design Journeys. London,
Earthscan.
Florida, R. 2003. The Rise of the Creative Class, New York, Basic Books.
Flyvbjerg, B. 2006. Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research.
Qualitative Inquiry, 12, 219-245.
Ford, T. 2016. Tom Ford Wants to Change the Way We Shop. In: Foxman, A.
(ed.). http://time.com/4217076/tom-ford-fashion-design/: Time Inc.
Gandhi, M. 1999. CWMG. The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi. New
Delhi: Government of India.
Geertz, C. 1972. Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight. Daedalus, 101,
1-37.
Ghani, E., et al. 2013. Female Business Ownership and Informal Sector
Persistence. Policy Research Working Paper. The World Bank.
Giddens, A. 1982. Profiles and critiques in social theory, Berkeley, University
of California Press.
Goldsmith, D. 2012. The Worn, The Torn, The Wearable: Textile Recycling in
Union Square. Nordic Textile Journal, 1.
Goldsmith, D. 2014. Local Fashionalities: Växbo Lin and WomenWeave.
Licentiate Thesis, University of Borås.
Goldsmith, D. 2013. High-Tech and Hand-Loom: Can Communication
Technology Empower Traditional Weavers with a Means to Prosperity?
International Conference on Technology, Innovation and Social Change:
Tata Institute of Social Sciences, 2012. Unpublished onference paper.
Goller, L. 2017. Artisan Sales Soar as Consumers Invest in Quality [Online].
RangeMe. Available: https://www.rangeme.com/blog/artisan-sales-soaras-consumers-invest-in-quality/ [Accessed 25 September 2018].
Gonsalves, P. 2010. Clothing for Liberation: A Communication Analysis of
Gandhi’s Swadeshi Revolution, New Delhi, Sage Publications India.
Gonsalves, P. 2012. Khadi: Gandhi’s Mega Symbol of Subversion, New Delhi,
Sage Publications India.
Hardy, M., et al. nd. Activity Theory [Online]. Wikipedia. [Accessed 23 August
2015].

246

247

Hartline, N. et al. 2016. Microfiber Masses Recovered from Conventional
Machine Washing of New or Aged Garments, Environmental Science &
Technology. 50, 11532-11538.
Hawken, P., A. Lovins, and L. Hunter. 1999. Natural Capitalism: Creating the
Next Industrial Revolution, New York, Back Bay Books.
Hawken, P. 2010. The Ecology of Commerce (Revised Edition), New York, First
Harper Business.
Indo-Asian New Service.2015. Amazon India Fashion Week kicks off today
[Online]. New Delhi: The Indian Express. [Accessed 20 March 2016].
International Bank for Reconstruction and Development/the World Bank 2008.
Approaches to Urban Slums. Washington: The International Bank for
Reconstruction and Development/The World Bank.
IFTFF. 2008. Intuit Future of Small Business Report: The New Artisan
Economy. Available: https://http-download.intuit.com/http.intuit/CMO/
intuit/futureofsmallbusiness/SR-1037C_intuit_future_sm_bus.pdf
Jay, P. 2017. The Ethical Indian Designers Determined to Make a Difference
[Online]. BBC. Available: http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20171127the-ethical-indian-designers-determined-to-make-a-difference
[Accessed 23 August 2018].
Jay, P. 2018. Indian Khadi Cloth, London, Bloomsbury.
Jonassen, D. H. a. L. R.-M. 1999. Activity theory as a framework for designing
constructivist learning environments. Educational Technology Research
and Development, 47, 61 -79.
Jonassen, D. H. a. L. R.-M. 1999. Activity theory as a framework for designing
constructivist learning environments. Educational Technology Research
and Development, 47, 61 -79.
Jones, O. a. R. H. 2008. The Creation and Evolution of New Business
Ventures: An Activity Theory Approach. Journal of Small Business and
Enterprise Development, 15.
Joshi, D. 2002. Ghandhiji on Khadi: Selected and Compiled with an
Introduction, Mumbai, Gandhi Book Centre.
Kaptelinin, V. & A. Nardi, B. 2006. Acting with Technology: Activity Theory
and Interaction Design.
Kaushik, N. and M. Raj Jain. 2015. Impact of Government Schemes on
Handloom Weavers at Maheshwar, M.P. International Journal of
Management Studies, II.
Kebede, L. nd. About the brand [Online]. LemLem. Available: https://www.
lemlem.com/pages/about-the-brand [Accessed 5 November 2016].
Khaire, M. 2011. The Indian Fashion Industry and Traditional Indian Crafts.
Harvard Business History Review, 86.
Kulkarni, S. 2012. Music of The Spinning Wheel: Mahatma Gandhi’s Manifesto
for the Internet Age, New Delhi, Manjul Publishing
KVIC. 2018. About KVIC [Online]. Khadi and Village Industries Commission.
[Accessed 2017 2 January].
Lanier, J. 2010. You Are Not a Gadget: A Manifesto, New York, Knopf.

Latouche, S. 2010. Farewell to Growth, Cambridge, Polity.
Lecomte, M., and J Schensul. 1999. Designing and Constructing Ethnographic
Research, Walnut Creek, CA, AltaMira.
Liebl, M. and T. Roy. 2004. Handmade in India: Traditional Craft Skills in a
Changing World. Washington: World Bank.
Littrell, M. A., And Marsha A. Dickson 2010. Artisans and Fair Trade: Crafting
Development, Sterling, Virginia, Kumarian.
MAFW. 2015. All India Report on Agriculture Census 2010-11 New Delhi,
Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare.
Makhija, P. 2013. Craft Call: With Her Art in the Right Place [Online].
LiveMint. [Accessed 5 March 2016].
Mamidipudi, A. et al. 2012. Mobilising Discourses: Handloom as Sustainable
Socio-Technology. Economic and Political Weekly, 47, 41-51.
Mauss, M. 2009. Manual of Ethnography, New York, Berghahn.
Mcdonough, W., And Michael Braungart 2002. Cradle to Cradle: Remaking
the Way We Make Things, New York, North Point Press.
Menkes, S. 2011. In Praise of Slow Fashion at Hermès. The New York Times, 6
March.
Miller, D., And Sophie Woodward, Eds. 2011. Global Denim, Oxford, Berg.
Ministry of Textiles Government of India 2013. Annual Report 2011-2012.
www.ministryoftextiles.gov.in.
Mohile, S. S. 2016. Govt plans 50 new airports in three years to boost
connectivity [Online]. LiveMint. Available: https://www.livemint.com/
Politics/gipL3PA4ShgRmHQEIiCn0J/India-to-get-50-new-airports-in3-years-says-Ashok-Gajapati.html [Accessed 4 June 2017].
MoT. 2011. Indian Textile and Clothing Exports. New Delhi, Ministry of
Textiles Government of India.
Victoria and Albert Museum. 2016. The Fabric of India: At the Cutting Edge
[Online]. London. Available: http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/
the-fabric-of-india/at-the-cutting-edge/ [Accessed 17 September 2016].
Nadh, R. et al. 2013. Handloom Market: Need for Market Assessment,
Problems & Marketing Strategy. International Journal of Emerging
Research in Management and Technology, 2.
Nardi, B. A. (ed.) 1995. Context and Consciousness: Activity Theory and
Human-Computer Interaction: MIT Press.
NCEUS. 2010. National Commission for Enterprise in Unorganised Sector
[Online]. Ministry of Labour and Employment. Available: http://pib.nic.
in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=68099 [Accessed].
Nimmo, R. 2011. Actor-network theory and methodology: social research in a
more-than-human world. Methodological Innovations Online, 6(3), 108
– 119.
Niinimäki, K. (ed.) 2014. Sustainable Fashion: New Approaches, Helsinki:
Aalto.
Now, N. Artisan Resource™ At NY NOW™ [Online]. NY NOW. Available:
http://www.artisanresourceny.com/ [Accessed 4 December 2013].

248

249

OECD. 2008. Gender and Sustainable Development: Maximizing the
Economic, Social, and Environmental Role of Women. Paris, The
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development.
OECD 2011. Divided We Stand: Why Inequality Keeps Rising. Paris, The
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. Paris, The
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development.
OECD. 2014. OECD Better Life Index [Online]. Available: http://www.
oecdbetterlifeindex.org/ [Accessed January 14 2013].
Oxfam International. 2018. Richest 1 percent bagged 82 percent of wealth
created last year - poorest half of humanity got nothing [Online].
Oxfam International. Available: https://www.oxfam.org/en/pressroom/
pressreleases/2018-01-22/richest-1-percent-bagged-82-percent-wealthcreated-last-year [Accessed 24 February 2018].
Patel, A. 2016. India won’t benefit from demographic dividend: Mass
unemployment, unrest looms ahead [Online]. FIRSTPOST. Available:
https://www.firstpost.com/india/india-wont-benefit-from-risingpopulation-mass-unemployment-unrest-looms-ahead-2980040.
Paulicelli, E., And Hazel Clark 2009. The Fabric of Cultures: Fashion, Identity,
and Globalization, London, Routledge.
Peck, A. E. A. 2013. Interwoven Globe: The Worldwide Textile Trade 15001800, New Haven, Metropolitan Museum of Art.
Peredo, A. M. a. M. M. 2006. Social Entrepreneurship: A Critical Review of the
Concept. Journal of World Business, 41, 56-65.
Polanyi, K. 1994 [2001]. The Great Transformation: The Political and
Economic Origins of Our Time, Boston, Beacon.
Poozier-Levine, T. 2015. In Search of a Ham Bone. Collected Poems of
Poozier-Levine.
Postman, N. 1993. Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology, New
York, Vintage.
Pouls, T. 2013. Local, Authentic, Sustainable: The Style of The New Artisan
Economy. The Economist 1843.
Pratibha Syntex nd. The Pratibha Way: Our Way of Working. Mumbai: Pratibha
Syntex.
Ramachandran, K. 2013. Maheshwaris Sari and Fabric. Ramachandran, K.
Ramagundam, R. 2008. Gandhi’s Khadi: A History of Contention and
Conciliation, New Delhi, Orient Longman.
Ramaswamy, V. 2008. The Genesis and Historical Role of the Masterweavers in
South Indian Textile Production. Roots and Routes of Development in
China and India, Brill.
Ranjan, A., And M.P. Ranjan (ed.) 2007. Handmade in India: Council of
Handicraft Development Corporations.
Rivoli, P. 2005. The Travels of a T-Shirt in the Global Economy: An Economist
Examines the Markets, Power and Politics of World Trade, Hoboken,
Wiley.

Rockström, J., et al. 2009. Planetary Boundaries: Exploring The Safe Operating
Space for Humanity. Ecology and Society, 12, 32.
Ross, R. J. S. 2004. Slaves to Fashion: Poverty and Abuse in the New
Sweatshops, Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press.
Roy, T. 1993. Artisans and Industrialization: Indian Weaving in the Twentieth
Century, Oxford, Oxford University.
Roy, T. 1999. Traditional Industry in the Economy of Colonial India,
Cambridge, Cambridge University.
Sangiorgi, D. and B. Clark. 2004. Toward a Participatory Design Approach to
Service Design. Participatory Design Conference, October 2004. p. 148151.
Schwartz, B. 2004. The Paradox of Choice: Why More is Less, New York, Ecco.
Shah, S. 2017. From the Land of Shiva — the Maheshwari. Passage. Singapore.
Shell, E. R. 2009. Cheap: The High Cost of Discount Culture, New York,
Penguin Press.
Siegle, L. 2011. To Die For: Is Fashion Wearing Out the World? London,
Fourth Estate.
Sisson, P. 2017. The ‘Retail Apocalypse’ Might Just Mean the Reinvention of
the Shopping Experience [Online]. Vox Media. Available: https://www.
racked.com/2017/6/28/15841744/b8ta-popuphood-kolony [Accessed 20
July 2017].
Soundarapandian, D. M. 2002. Growth and Prospects of Handloom Sector in
India Mumbai: National Bonk for Agriculture and Rural Development.
Srinivasulu, K. 1994. Handloom Weavers’ Struggle for Survival. Economic and
Political Weekly, 29, 2331-2333.
Stringer, E. T. 2007. Action Research Third Edition, London, Sage Publications.
Synder, R. L. 2009. Fugitive Denim: A Moving Story of People and Pants in the
Borderless World of Global Trade, Norton.
Tan, S. and G. Melles. 2010. An activity theory focused case study of graphic
designers’ tool-mediated activities during the conceptual design phase.
Design Studies, 31.
Tarlo, E. 1991. The Problem of What to Wear: The Politics of Khadi in Late
Colonial India. South Asia Research, 11.
Tarlo, E. 1996. Clothing Matters: Dress and Identity in India, Hurst and
Company.
Teasdale, S. 2011. What’s in a Name? Making Sense of Social Enterprise
Discourses. Public Policy and Administration, Joint University Council.
Thackara, J. 2006. In the Bubble: Designing in a Complex World, Cambridge,
MIT.
The National. 2015. 100 designers to show at Amazon India Fashion Week
[Online]. The National. Available: https://www.thenational.ae/artsculture/100-designers-to-show-at-amazon-india-fashion-week-1.13611
[Accessed 20 March 2016].
The World Bank 2016. Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2016: Taking on
Inequality. Washington: The World Bank.

250

251

Thorpe, A. 2007. The Designer’s Atlas of Sustainability: Charting the
Conceptual Landscape through Economy, Ecology, and Culture,
Washington, DC, Island Press.
Timmerman, K. 2009. Where Am I Wearing? A Global Tour to the Countries,
Factories, and People That Make Our Clothes, Hoboken, Wiley.
Tjahja, C. et al. 2017. Objects of Design: Activity Theory as an analytical
framework for Design and Social Innovation. Design Management
Academy Conference. Hong Kong, DMA.
Trivedi, L. 2007. Clothing Gandhi’s Nation: Homespun and Modern India
Bloomington, Indiana University Press
Twomey, M. T. 1983. Employment in Nineteenth Century Indian Textiles.
Explorations in Economic History, 20, 37 - 57.
UNDES. United Nations. 2015. Department of Economic and Social Affairs,
Population Division, Population Division 2015. World Population
Prospects: The 2015 Revision. Working Paper No. ESA/P/WP.241.
UNMDG. 2014.United Nations Millennium Development Goals India Country
Report 2015. New Delhi, United Nations.
UNDP. nd. United Nations Development Program. Available: http://www.undp.
org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals.html
Verner, A. 2016. Rahul Mishra: Spring 2017. Vogue. Paris: Condé Nast.
WCC. nd. About [Online]. World Crafts Council. [Accessed 1 May 2017].
Wells, G. 2005. Reevaluating the IRF sequence: A proposal for the articulation
of theories of activity and discourse for the analysis of teaching and
learning in the classroom. Linguistics and Education, 5, 1 -37.
Williams, L. 2015. Revealed:10 Slow Fashion Values [Online]. Salt. Available:
https://www.wearesalt.org/10-slow-fashion-values/ [Accessed 23 March
2017].

252

253

254

