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II. Executive	summary

Introduction

	 	The	Handloom	Reservation	Act	of	1985	is	a	
serious	 attempt	 by	 the	 State	 to	 protect	 the	
interests	of	 the	Handloom	sector.	There	have	
been	several	attempts	in	the	past	to	undermine	
the	Act	and	repeal	the	provisions	by	powerful	
powerloom	 lobby	 groups.	 Though	 the	
implementation	of	the	Act	is	far	from	ideal,	its	
existence	 provides	 a	 genuine	 platform	 for	
opposing	 the	 powerloom	 imitations	 of	
handloom	products	and	buttresses	the	survival	
struggle	of	handlooms	in	these	changing	times.
		
	 	 The	 neglect	 of	 the	 industry's	 crucial	
requirements	like	absence	of	adequate	credit	at	
reasonable	 interest	 rates,	 unregulated	 and	
ever‐increasing	 yarn	 prices	 have	 adversely	
affected	 the	 growth	 in	 the	 sector	 and	 led	 to	
large‐scale	migration	of	weavers.	

	 	 Rather	 than	 addressing	 the	 essential	
requirements	 that	 can	 boost	 growth	 of	 the	
handloom	industry,	the	State	seems	to	be	keen	
on	 initiating	 measures	 detrimental	 to	 the	
sector.	The	need	of	the	hour	is	not	devising	new	
schemes	and	measures,	but	lies	in	focusing	on	
proper	 implementation	 of	 the	 existing	
schemes.	 The	 Reservation	 Act	 properly	
implemented	will	ensure	that	the	consumer	is	
not	cheated,	 improve	handloom	markets,	and	
increase	 the	 share	 of	 'genuine'	 handloom	
products	in	textile	production.

	 	 The	 State	 sought	 to	 alter	 the	 definition	 of	
'handloom'	 in	 2014,	 with	 the	 intention	 of	
reducing	 the	 drudgery	 in	 the	 sector	 and	
promoting	the	interests	of	weavers.	Changing	
the	definition	in	this	manner	would	be	directly	
contradicting	 the	 Handloom	 Reservation	 Act	
which	 was	 constituted	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	
protecting	 that	 which	 is	 exclusive	 to	
handlooms.	 Ensuring	 protection	 for	 the	
handlooms	 necessitates	 delineation	 of	 the	
term.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 the	with	 a	
definition	of	what	 is	handloom;”	handloom	is	
any	loom	other	than	powerloom”.�

 It	is	also	significant	to	note	that	from	its	very	
incept ion , 	 th is 	 Act 	 could 	 never 	 be 	
implemented.	There	was	more	than	a	decade	
of	 suspense	 as	 the	 power	 loom/mill	 lobby	
obtained	a	stay	in	the	court	and	prevented	the	
Act	 coming	 into	 force.	 By	 the	 time	 the	 court	
vacated	the	stay,	the	Act	was	modified	and	the	
earlier	22	items	reserved	were	reduced	to	an	
exiguous	11.	The	Act	 finally	 came	 into	being	
with	a	meagre	allocation	and	skeleton	staff	to	
enforce	it.	

	 	Against	this	backdrop,	it	becomes	important	
to	ask	why	the	Act	is	important	to	the	sector.	
The	main	threat	to	handloom	products	today	is	
from	imitation	by	power	loom.	The	danger	is	
not	from	power	loom	production	as	such,	but	
from	 production	 of	 cloth,	 sarees,	 and	 dress	
materials	in	handloom	look	alike	designs	being	
sold,	fraudulently,	as	'handloom'.	It	is	pertinent	
to	 ask	 at	 this	 point	 in	 time	 what	 stops	
entrepreneurs	 from	 selling	 the	 products	 as	
'power	 loom'?	 This	 practice	 has	 gravely	
affected	 products	 like	 Pochampally,	 Gadwal,	
Mangalagiri	 etc.	 Government	 sponsored	
handloom	exhibitions	are	regularly	witness	to	
a	 mix	 of	 powerloom	 and	 handloom	 in	 the	
display	to	which	officials	turn	a	blind	eye.

					In	 order	 to	 highlight	 these	 issues	 a	
Federation	 of	 Handloom	 organisations	 was	
formed	 by	 like‐minded	 groups	 and	 protests	
were	 launched	 in	 the	 form	 of	 meetings,	
satyagrahas	 and	 padayatras.	 The	 meetings	
highlighted	 the	 attitude	 of	 the	 Government	
which	 has	 always	 shown	 a	 preference	 for	
mechanization,	 perceiving	 it	 as	 a	 mark	 of	
progress.	 All	 the	 Planning	 Commission	
documents	stand	testimony	to	this	outlook	of	
the	State.	The	various	committees	constituted	
to	look	into	the	issues	affecting	the	sector,	like	
the	Satyam	committee,	Mira	Seth	Committee	
etc.,	 indirectly	suggest	moving	 to	mechanical	
modes	of	production.	There	is	an	inevitability	
in	all	these	articulations	that	bodes	ill	for	the	
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handloom	sector.	The	culmination	of	all	these	
policies,	 of	 course,	 is	 the	 recent	move	 to	 re‐
define	handlooms.	 It	was	dropped	due	to	the	
timely	 intervention	 of	 institutions,	 but	 this	
move	indicates	the	State's	attitude	toward	the	
sector.

 The	 State	 rhetoric	 that	 handlooms	 is	 a	
subsidy	 dependent	 industry	 and	 has	 poor	
demand	in	the	market	has	encouraged	a	large	
black	market	for	khadi	and	handlooms.	Power	
loom	 imitations	 flood	 the	 market	 and	 are	
destroying	the	handloom	market.	Today	70%	
of	 all	 the	 fabric,	 readymade	 garments,	 and	
upholstery	sold	as	'handloom'	and	'khadi',	(in	
the	domestic	as	well	as	the	export	market)	are	
power	loom	products.	 	The	power	loom	lobby	
is	so	powerful	that	it	has	taken	control	of	most	
autonomous	 institutions	 concerned	 with	 the	
development	of	handlooms.	Indians	are	being	
cheated	 at	 the	 market	 place	 with	 the	
connivance	 of 	 government	 agencies . 	
Successive	 Governments	 have	 ignored	 this	
situation.	

 In	order	to	save	handloom,	there	is	no	need	
to	 introduce	 a	 new	 legislation,	 or	 incur	 new	
expenditure.	 It	 only	 needs	 the	 concerned	
Department	 (the	Enforcement	wing)	 and	 the	
officials	 therein	 to	 implement	 existing	
legislations	in	letter	and	spirit.	The	problem	is	
not	 a	 small	 one,	 since	 we	 are	 debating	 the	
validity	 of	 constitutional	 provisions.	 What	
matters	in	law	is	not	what	is	said	but	that	which	
is	 defined.	 For	 instance,	 the	 definition	 of	
embroidery	 –	 computer	 generated/aided	
embroidery	 is	 not	 clearly	 defined;	 printing	
again	consists	of	many	types	–	screen‐printing,	
computer	aided	printing	etc.	All	these	must	be	
differentiated.	 The	 constitution	 has	 clearly	
given	 reservations	 for	 the	 handloom	 sector.	
Why	 should	 a	 breach	 of	 the	 same	 not	 be	
punishable?	It	is	a	clear	case	of	lack	of	political	
will.

	 	 We	 should	 stop	 believing	 that	 large	 scale	
production	of	pure	handlooms	in	India	is	just	
an	 emotional	 idea.	 If	 we	 observe	 handloom	
businesses	across	the	country	we	can	see	that	it	
is	 a	 good	 business	 proposition.	 There	 is	 a	
growing	 demand	 for	 pure	 handlooms	 (in	
cotton,	 silk	 and	wool)	 at	 the	 international	 as	
well	 as	national	 level.	No	other	nation	 in	 the	
world	is	able	to	meet	this	demand.	Because,	no	
other	nation	has	as	many	working	handlooms	
as	 we	 have.	 Instead	 of	 destroying	 this	 rich	
heritage,	 let	 us	 build	 it	 as	 a	 proud	 national	
industry.

Objective of the Workshop

 The	main	aim	of	the	workshop	was	to	garner	
support	for	the	cause	of	handlooms	from	new	
quarters.	The	Act	reserving	certain	articles	for	
exclusive	 production	 by	 handloom	 provided	
the	 backdrop	 for	 the	 deliberations.	 The	
legislation,	 though	 unique	 in	 nature,	 invokes	
mixed	 feelings	even	with	 strong	advocates	of	
handlooms.	 Some	 feel	 that	 accepting	
'reservation'	tarnishes	the	image	of	handloom.	
The	sector,	 if	 it	 is	 to	 sustain,	 should	 invest	 in	
design	 and	 adapt	 to	 contemporary	 market	
needs.	 But	 this	 hypothesis	 leaves	 out	 a	 large	
chunk	 of	 weavers;	 those	 who	 are	 medium	
skilled,	using	cotton	yarn	in	thicker	counts,	or	
making	 products	 for	 everyday	 use.	 These	
weavers	are	 losing	 the	market	 to	powerloom	
imitations	and	facing	the	danger	of	working	at	
unviable	 wages	 or	 migrating	 out	 of	 the	
profession.	The	latest	measures	adopted	by	the	
State	 seek	 to	 withdraw	 even	 the	 meagre	
protection	 offered	 by	 a	 half‐hearted	
enforcement	 of	 the	Act.	 	We	 believe	 that	 the	
presence	of	an	Act	that	asserts	the	meaning	of	a	
handloom	 product	 is	 essential	 in	 a	 scenario	
where	handloom	is	facing	a	barrage	of	attacks	
in	 the	 name	 of	 low	 productivity,	 lack	 of	
innovation	in	design,	and	poor	quality.	
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Structure of the Workshop

 The	workshop	was	 planned	 in	 the	 regular	
format	 with	 an	 introduction,	 presentation	 of	
different	 perspectives,	 debate	 over	 various	
pertinent	 issues,	 and	 finally	 chalking	 out	 the	
way	forward.	Day	one	began	with	a	laying	of	the	
background	to	the	meeting.	After	the	opening	
statements,	 there	 were	 presentations	 from	
different	 States	 about	 their	 specific	 exp‐
eriences	with	the	Act.	The	participants	were	a	
mix	 of	 academics,	 organisations	 marketing	 	
and	 strongly	 advocating	 the	 cause	 of	
handlooms,	 weaver	 co‐operative	 represent‐
atives	and	activists.	The	second	day	was	largely	
dedicated	to	discussing	a	future	programme	for	
advocacy	 and	 promotion	 of	 the	 handloom	
sector.

	 	The	introduction	to	the	workshop	had	CSDS	
explicating	 their	 association	 with	 such	 a	
workshop.	 CSDS	 has	 a	 history	 of	 engaging	 in	
debates	 on	 sectors	 where	 basic	 rights	 to	
production	are	threatened.	Discussions	which	
support	narratives	from	the	field	and	enable	a	
macro	 perspective	 which	 lays	 out	 the	
significance	of	 different	modes	of	 production	
for	growth	in	general	will	be	useful	in	opening	
up	new	points	of	intervention	and	advocacy.

Issues that emerged and Insights

a) The Act and the general context of origin

	 	 As	 has	 been	 pointed	 out	 previously,	 the	
Handloom	Reservation	Act	 is	 a	 law	which	 is	
supposed	to	protect	the	interests	of	handloom	
and	strengthen	rural	productivity.	In	the	initial	
years	after	Independence,	the	Textile	industry	
was	 not	 viewed	 as	 competition	 to	 the	
handloom	 sector.	 It	 was	 meant	 to	 be	 a	
complement	 to	 the	 handloom	 sector,	 and	
hence	all	the	three	sectors	‐	mill,	powerloom	
and	handloom	‐	were	grouped	under	one	head	
‐	Textile	Ministry.	But	in	later	years	this	move	
proved	counter‐productive	to	the	interests	of	
the	handloom	sector.	

 	The	reasons	behind	the	constitution	of	the	
Reservation	Act	were	to	support	the	inherent	
technical	 handicap	 that	 results	 in	 low	
productivity	 in	 handlooms.	 Due	 to	 this	 low	
productivity,	 handloom	 cannot	 survive	
without	 protection.	 But	 this	 premise	 places	
non‐mechanical	production	at	a	disadvantage,	
always,	 when	 compared	 to	 mechanical	
production,	 resulting	 in	 a	 flippant	 attitude	
towards	 the	 implementation	 of	 the	 Act,	
thereby	effectively	defeating	its	purpose.	

 Before	 the	 Act	 formally	 came	 into	 being,	
there	were	several	committees	constituted	to	
study	the	status	of	handloom	weaving	and	to	
devise	 ways	 in	 which	 to	 face	 the	 challenges	
before	 the	 sector.	 All	 the	 reports	 by	 these	
committees	 cite	 the	 low	 percentage	 of	
production	 in	 handlooms	 (compared	 to	
powerloom)	as	the	cause	of	the	problems	faced	
by	 the	 sector.	 From	 the	 1950s	 onward,	 after	
assessing	 the	 state	 of	 affairs	 in	 handloom,	
recommendations	 from	 various	 committees	
opined	that	a	gradual	conversion	of	handloom	
weavers	to	power	loom	must	take	place.		
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b) Challenges before the sector

	 	 One	 of	 the	 main	 challenges	 before	 SMEs	
(Small	 and	 Medium	 Industries)	 is	 the	
increasing	 difficulty	 in	 accessing	 inputs	 for	
production.	 In	 the	present	growth	model	 the	
emphasis	 is	 on	maximum	returns	on	 a	 given	
investment	 and	 mechanisation	 becomes	 a	
handy	 tool	 for	 achieving	 this	 objective.	 If	we	
take	 the	 case	 of	 the	 handloom	 industry,	 the	
production	 processes	 continue	 to	 be	
decentralised.	However,	the	input	sources	have	
become	 centralised.	 For	 instance,	 yarn,	 the	
critical	 input	 that	 fuels	 the	 loom	 is	 available	
only	from	centralised	spinning	mills	which	are	
run	 according	 to	 the	 growth‐productivity	
paradigm.	 The	 travails	 of	 a	 weaver	 or	 a	 co‐
operative	in	purchasing	yarn	from	these	mills,	
especially	in	the	last	two	decades	have	been	the	
major	causes	for	the	decline	in	the	industry.	

 The	other	major	challenge	for	the	SMEs	is	the	
market,	which	is	fashioned	on	the	high	growth,	
capital‐intensive	model.	Making	space	for	hand	
processes	in	this	background	is	tough	and	has	
pushed	handloom	and	handicraft	products	to	
exclusive,	 niche	 outlets.	 While	 many	 may	
accept	 the	 argument	 that	 capital	 led	 growth	
deepens	inequalities,	the	alternative	route	for	a	
development	 paradigm	 where	 labour	 is	
rewarded	 on	 par	with	 capital	 has	 to	 contest	
many	factors	that	shape	and	foster	growth	in	
the	 mainstream	 model.	 It	 has	 to	 initiate	
ground‐level	 action	 to	 create	 alternate	
infrastructure	 that	 can	 support	 and	 sustain	
SMEs.

c) State Interventions and drawbacks
	
			Instead	of	implementing	the	law	and	offering	
legal	 protection	 to	 prevent	 handloom	
imitations,	 successive	 governments	 have	
offered	financial	incentive	to	weavers	to	shift	to	
power	looms.	While	consecutive	governments	
(both	Central	and	State)	announced	schemes,	

		
financial	packages	and	welfare	measures	to	the	
handloom	weaver,	they	did	not	take	sufficient	
care	to	improve	the	delivery	systems.

			Take	for	instance,	the	3,000	crore	loan‐waiver	
package	that	the	State	announced	in	2010‐11.	
It	has	not	reached	the	weaver	even	after	three	
years.	The	same	goes	for	the	market	incentive	
scheme	 which	 has	 not	 reached	 weavers	 in	
many	 States	 in	 the	 last	 two	 years.	 The	
insurance	 scheme	 for	 the	 weavers	 (ICICI	
Lombard)	is	in	a	complete	mess.	The	flagship	
scheme	 of	 handloom	 department,	 i.e.	 The	
Integrated	 Handloom	 Development	 Scheme	
(Cluster	Development	Programme)	 is	 lagging	
hopelessly.	The	move,	currently	in	the	works	to	
scrap	the	Handloom	Reservation	Act,	1985	is	
unnecessary	and	dangerous.	The	irony	is	that	
the	powerloom	imitations	are	proliferating	as	
they	 cash	 in	 on	 the	 demand	 for	 handloom	
products	even	as	the	State	says	that	handloom	
is	a	declining	industry	and	needs	to	be	given	a	
decent	burial.		
		
 The	powerloom	imitation	might	be	cheaper,	
but	 it	 is	 not	 the	 real	 thing.	 There	 is	 also	 a	
responsibility	 that	 the	 customer	 should	 be	
taking;	to	find	the	genuine	handloom	product	
and	 not	 be	 swayed	 by	 the	 concerns	 of	 price	
alone.	 The	 handloom	 is,	 in	 fact,	 the	 genuine	
'Make	in	India'	product,	though	that	is	not	the	
only	 reason	 it	 should	 be	 supported.	 It	 is	
simultaneously	 a	 diverse	 and	 decentralized	
mode	of	production	that	involves	considerable	
skill	and	provides	substantial	livelihoods.	It	has	
been	and	continues	to	be	an	important	part	of	
the	economy.	Finally,	and	most	importantly,	the	
different	traditions	of	handloom	have	been	an	
integral	part	of	the	heritage	of	this	country.	

d) Future directions

	 	It	is	clear	from	all	that	we	have	experienced	
from	 these	 past	 months	 that	 while	 Gov‐
ernment's	role	is	critical,	the	future	cannot		be	
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left	in	the	hands	of	Government.	It	will	depend	
on	mobilizing	civil	society	and	market	players.	
The	 real	 enemy	 is	 the	 view	 which	 sees	
handlooms	as	representing	a	sentimental	past,	
rather	 than	 as	 a	 powerful,	 futuristic	 strategy	 	
that	 addresses	 the	 most	 critical	 issues	 of	
human	 development	 in	 our	 time.	 It	 is	 this	
attitude	that	we	need	to	help	change	if	current	
efforts	 are	 to	 last	 beyond	 the	 tenures	 of	
bureaucrats	and	politicians.

 Simultaneously,	 we	 have	 to	 push	 for	 a	
national	 campaign	 that	 educates	 consumers	
about	 handloom	 advantages	 and	 how	 to	
identify	 this	 great	 product	 from	 imitations.	
Unless	demand	for	genuine	handloom	cloth	is	
created	 and	 sustained	 through	 professional	
marketing	 expertise,	 all	 efforts	 at	 the	 policy	
level	 will	 be	 threatened.	 	 The	 market	 is	
demand‐driven	 and	 will	 always	 be	 so;	 the	
Government	has	done	nothing	of	significance	in	
this	area.		

Conclusions

	 	 The	 consistent	 policy	 push	 to	 alter	
technologies	 of	 production	 needs	 to	 be	
challenged	 by	 deconstructing	 the	 policies	
surrounding	Handloom	and	Handicraft,	as	well	
as	 policies	 on	 labour,	 finance,	 trade	 and	
technical	 education.	 Policy	 is	 not	 confined	 to	
the	Government	of	India	and	its	plans	via	the	
Planning	 Commission,	 but	 includes	 the	 push	
and	pressure	exerted	at	the	state	level.	This	is	
an	 area	 that	 needs	 urgent	 focus.	 Building	 a	
Centre	peopled	by	practitioners	 and	activists	
with	 producers	 sharing	 their	 knowledge	 is	
perhaps	the	best	way	forward.	It	is	the	absence	
of	such	a	space	for	research	and	advocacy	that	
has	led	to	consistent	and	deliberately	devious	
moves	 to	destroy	 the	handloom	sector,	while	
many	 of	 us	 have	 innocently	 assumed	 that	
handloom	protection	was	indeed	official	policy.

	 When	 Government	 organises	 training	 for	
weavers	 now,	 the	 training	 is	 invariably	 for	
moving	 to	 power	 looms.	 So	 even	 if	 the	
definition	of	Handloom	remains	unaltered,	the	
thrust	 of	 policy	 implementation	 contradicts	
the	 assurance	 that	 definitions	 remain	
unaltered.	 An	 exclusive	 Handloom	 policy	 is	
imperative.	Re‐defining'	handlooms	may	have	
originated	from	some	craft	certification	notion	
in	which	there	was	an	attempt	to	claim	that	if	
there	 was	 any	 component	 of	 hand	 emb‐
ellishment,	the	product	should	be	certified	as	
'handmade'.	 	Similar	pressure	was	exerted	 in	
the	Working	Groups	when	 exporters	 tried	 to	
get	 goods	 certified	 as	 'handmade'	 during	 the	
12th	 Plan.	 All	 this	 underlines	 the	 critical	
importance	of	robust	definitions.	Definitions	of	
'handmade'	 are	 never	 going	 to	 be	 easy.	 Yet,	
introducing	 rigour	 into	 our	 own	 advocacy	 of	
'handmade'	 is	 vital,	 so	 that	 consumer	
education	and	policy	directions	can	have	a	logic	
that	 all	 stakeholders	understand	even	 if	 grey	
areas	persist.
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 There	are	other	issues	like	GI	and	Handloom	
Mark	that	need	to	be	addressed.	There	is	a	great	
belief	 that	 certification	 will	 help	 distinguish	
genuine	 craft	 products	 from	 machine‐made	
products.	This	is	also	thought	to	increase	the	
market	 share	 for	 such	 products.	 A	 strict	
implementation	 however,	 requires	 as	 a	 first	
step	 detailed	 documentation	 of	 production	
processes	and	putting	this	information	in	the	
public	domain;	publishing	commercial	product	
catalogues	 to	 connect	 the	 producers	 to	
commercial	 buyers.	 There	 have	 to	 be	 post‐
verification	 visits	 to	 check	 if	 production	
processes	 match	 the	 documented	 process	
including	 information	 on	 raw	material,	 tools	
used	etc.	All	processes	right	up	to	the	finished	
product	 should	 be	 physically	 verified	 and	
documented.	 Only	 then	 the	 certificates/tags	
should	be	issued	to	provide	an	identity	to	that	
particular	 product.	 While	 this	 is	 being	 done	
there	has	 to	be	 a	parallel	 process	 for	 raising	
awareness	 about	 the	 certificate	 with	 the	
customers.	 The	 enforcement,	 both	 for	 post‐
verification	 and	 expiry	 of	 the	 certificate,	
presents	a	huge	challenge.	
		
	 	While	the	State	has	a	critical	role	to	play	in	
policy	 making	 and	 addressing	 issues	 in	 the	
sector,	everything	cannot	be	left	to	the	State.	All	
that	 is	 being	 experienced	 through	 the	
handloom	crisis	reflects	attempts	to	dilute	the	
definition	 of	 what	 is	 handmade	 in	 order	 to	
benefit	 mechanized	 production.	 Civil	 society	
mobilization	 is	 crucial	 and	 so	 is	 the	
engagement	of	and	by	 the	academe.	The	 fact	
that	 protecting	 handlooms	 is	 not	 a	 mere	
emotional	decision,	but	the	need	of	the	country	
has	to	be	highlighted.	In	the	light	of	the	fossil	
fuel	 crisis,	and	 the	resulting	crises	 in	energy,	
handlooms	 ‐	 with	 zero	 energy	 consumption	
and	 low	 overhead	 costs	 (hence	 low	 capital	
investment)	 –	 offer	 a	 viable,	 sustainable	
alternative	path.	Handloom	is	the	industry	of	
the	 future	 with	 prospects	 for	 positive	
contribution	 to	 the	 economy	 and	 has	 to	 be	
promoted	as	such.		
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III.	 Workshop	report

Day I ‐ Inaugural Session

	 	 The	 meeting	 opened	 with	 introductory	
remarks	 by	 the	 Director,	 CSDS	 and	 Project	
Director,	 Publics	 and	 Policies	 Programme	
(PPP).	 	The	need	for	changing	the	rhetoric	of	
negativity	 surrounding	 the	 handloom	 sector	
was	specifically	mentioned	by	both	speakers.	
In	order	to	bolster	the	case	for	handloom,	there	
is	 a	 need	 for	 evidence‐based	 substantiation.	
Both	 the	 speakers	 felt	 that	 this	 improves	 the	
prospects	for	handlooms.	They	further	argued	
that	 the	 existing	 policy	 course	 cannot	 meet	
livelihood	 security	 challenges;	 and	 that	 the	
availability	 of	 handlooms	 as	 a	 skilled	
employment	 option	 has	 to	 be	 strongly	
represented	 in	 public	 spaces.	 While	 high‐
lighting	 the	 facts	 of	 the	 matter	 such	 as	
contribution	by	handloom	to	the	GDP,	one	also	
needs	to	engage	with	emerging	dialogue	about	
knowledge	 ecologies,	 and	 explore	 different	
dimensions	 of	 handloom	 that	 bring	 out	
multiple	nuances	of	hand‐weaving	to	the	fore.	
They	 opined	 that	 strengthening	 handlooms	
will	 provide	one	way	of	 energising	 the	 rural.	
Today,	the	concept	of	rural	is	beset	by	negative	
connotations	 and	 weakened	 by	 bad	 policies;	
the	rural,	both	as	an	idea	and	reality,	pales	in	
comparison	 to	 the	 bustling,	 energetic	 urban.	
The	 vitality	 of	 a	 traditional	 industry	 like	
handlooms,	mostly	based	in	the	rural	villages	
will	 contribute	 positively	 to	 the	 narrative	 on	
rural	 and	 boost	 the	 morale	 of	 the	 rural	
population.	 The	 project	 Director,	 PPP	
concluded	that	developing	a	strong	argument	
for	handloom	can	be	made	in	the	PPP	space	by	
producing	 an	 alternative	 document	 that	
validates	 handloom	 ‐	 both	 economically	 and	
socially.	This	can	be	further	enriched	through	
dialogue	in	the	PPP	space.
	
		This	was	followed	by	a	presentation	by	Syama	
Sundari	from	Dastkar	Andhra	(DA)	giving	the	
background	 for	 the	 current	 debate	 and	 the	
current	 collaboration	 with	 CSDS.	 She	
underlined	the	fact	that	the	decision	by	DA	and	
like‐minded	organisations	to	bring	the	

discussion	on	a	specific	issue	in	handlooms	to	a	
broader	platform	like	CSDS	substantiates	their	
objective	of	widening	the	scope	of	the	debate.	It	
is	 also	 a	 means	 to	 gather	 new	 partner‐
ships/alliances	 to	 further	 the	 cause	 of	
handlooms.		She	gave	an	overview	of	the	policy	
engagement	in	Independent	India	with	regard	
to	the	handloom	sector,	highlighting	the	policy	
tilt	 towards	 modern	 industries,	 categorising	
traditional	modes	of	production	as	inefficient	
and	as	insignificant	contributors	to	economic	
growth.

	 	There	is	a	tendency	to	ignore	the	advantages	
of	a	sector	like	handlooms	which	adds	nothing	
to	carbon	emissions,	is	not	dependent	on	non‐
renewable	 energy,	 and	 requires	 low	 capital	
investment.	 The	 innate	 strengths	 of	 the	
industry	 such	 as	 availability	 of	 skilled	
manpower,	creating	a	viable	rural	employment	
opportunity,	and	producing	a	unique	product	
that	has	the	potential	for	global	recognition	are	
never	brought	to	the	table	for	discussion.	These	
factors	 do	 not	 constitute	 the	 backdrop	 on	
which	 policies	 are	 made	 and	 schemes	 are	
designed	for	the	sector.	She	concluded	that	the	
label	 'crisis'	 is	 constantly	 attached	 to	 the	
debates	on	 the	 issue	of	 growth	 in	 the	 sector.	
This	negative	mind‐set	has	shaped	perceptions	
that	 have	 guided	 the	 State	 intervention	 and	
also	 contributed	 to	 the	 collective	 amnesia	
pervading	 civil	 society	 since	 independence.	 	
She	 emphasized	 the	 need	 to	 change	 these	
attitudes	 and	 bring	 in	 positive	 energy	 to	 the	
discourse	around	handlooms.

	 	This	was	followed	by	a	historical	overview	of	
the	circumstances	leading	to	the	formation	of	
the	 Reservation	 Act.	 The	 presentation	 was	
done	by	Siddharth	Joshi,	doctoral	student	from	
the	 Indian	 Institute	 of	 Management , 	
Bengaluru.	The	paper	traced	the	origin	–	right	
from	 the	 colonial	 period	 ‐	 of	 reservation	 of	
certain	 articles	 for	 handloom	 to	 protect	 the	
sector	from	the	onslaught	of	mechanical	
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production.	 The	 slow	 progression	 to	 mill	
production	 in	 India	using	 second	hand	 (read	
outdated)	 machines	 from	 Britain,	 especially	
after	independence,	was		outlined	in	detail.	The	
systematic	manner	in	which	the	interests	of	the	
handloom	 sector	 were	 compromised	 by	
consecutive	 policies	 devised	 under	 the	 Five	
Year	Plans	was	explicated.	It	was	interesting	to	
note	the	dual	approach	of	the	State,	which	on	
the	one	hand	crafted	policies	for	encouraging	
powerloom	 and	 on	 the	 other,	 came	 up	 with	
legislations	 like	 The	 Handloom	 Reservation	
Act.

Session I – Reservation Act: A Perspective 
from the States – Chaired by Peter D' Souza

 Then,	 after	 a	 brief	 discussion,	 the	 first	
session	 which	 had	 three	 presentations	
highlighting	 specific	 experiences	 from	 the	
States	 commenced.	 	 The	 first	was	 by	Gunjan	
Jain,	Founder,	Vriksh,	from	Orissa.	

Odisha experience by Gunjan Jain
 She	gave	examples	of	the	bazaars	of	Orissa,	
the	 traders,	 and	 their	 inclination	 to	 mix	
powerloom	and	handloom.	According	to	her,	in	
the	haat	‐	 the	 local	 trade	center	‐	business	of	
about	 one	 crore	 in	 handloom	 sales	 was	
reported	 in	 a	 single	 day	 before	 powerloom	
imitations	arrived	on	scene.	The	product	from	
about	 a	 hundred	 weavers	 was	 sold	 by	 400	
sellers	 before	 a	 few	 (10‐12	 traders)	 among	
them	 started	 mixing	 powerloom	 cloth	 with	
handloom.	 Sarees	 worth	 Rs.5000/‐	 suddenly	
began	selling	at	Rs.500/	with	the	result	that	the	
100	 weavers	 are	 now	 facing	 the	 danger	 of	
losing	a	lucrative	neighbourhood	market	to	12	
traders	bringing	in	powerloom	imitations	from	
neighbouring	States.

	 	The	chair	wrapped	up	the	central	issue	that	
emerged	from	the	paper,	namely,	the	threat	of	
powerloom	product	from	outside	the	State	

affecting	the	local	livelihood	of	the	handloom	
weavers.	This	highlights	 the	need	 for	a	 strict	
implementation	 of	 the	 Reservation	 Act.	 The	
argument	about	undermining	the	local	product	
which	 signifies	 the	 native	 culture,	 can	 be	 	
brought	 to	 bear	 on	 the	 case	 for	 protecting	
handlooms	in	this	particular	example. 

Karnataka Experience by Prasanna
 The	 next	 presentation	 was	 by	 Prasanna,	
DESI,	Bengaluru	who	related	the	experience	of	
the	State	of	Karnataka.	He	said	this	was	one	of	
the	States	where	handloom	weaving	has	been	
systematically	 destroyed.	 The	 influx	 of	
powerloom	 imitations	 of	 Karnataka	 sarees	
from	the	neighbouring	State	has	earned	them	
the	label	'Maharashtra'	sarees	which	are	 	sold	
in	 the	 local	 markets	 of	 Karnataka.	 The	
condition	of	both	the	powerloom	weavers	and	
the	handloom	weavers	 is	bad.	To	combat	 the	
situation,	 Prasanna	 started	 a	 women's	 Co‐
operative	to	work	with	handloom	weaving.	The	
co‐operative	 Charaka,	 now	 700	 strong,	
produces	20,000metres	of	cloth	every	month	
which	is	then	marketed	by	another	association,	
DESI,	which	was	started	to	promote	handloom	
marketing.	DESI	has	grown	to	15	retail	outlets	
across	 Karnataka	 and	 has	 not	 suffered	 even	
during	the	worst	periods	of	recession.	In	fact	
Charaka	 is	 now	 struggling	 to	 meet	 the	
increasing	demand	from	DESI.

 He	 detailed	 the	 journey	 of	 advocacy	 and	
lobbying	on	behalf	of	the	handloom	sector	by	
DESI	and	other	like‐minded	organisations	for	
the	past	ten	years.	He	said	we	had	not	been	very	
effective	 as	 we	 remained	 rigidly	 within	 the	
interests	 of	 the	 sector.	 He	 said	 we	 were	 so	
immersed	in	the	technical	aspects	of	the	sector	
that	 we	 ignored	 other	 realities	 and	 failed	 to	
build	mutually	beneficial	networks	with	others	
struggling	similarly.	He	felt	the	policy	direction	
has	only	been	directed	towards	Delhi,	and	the	
consumer	 ‐	 the	 most	 important	 link	 in	 the	
chain	‐	was	largely	forgotten.	He	was	
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uncomfortable	with	the	policy	direction	for	the	
past	 five	years	and	 felt	 this	 reached	 its	nadir	
when	the	Government	tried	to	ruin	the	sector	
by	 	 attempting	 a	 re‐definition	 of	 handlooms.	
This	 was	 the	 juncture	 at	 which	 a	 few	
organisations	 came	 together	 to	 form	 the	 All	
India	Federation	for	Handloom	Organisations	
and	a	satyagraha	was	launched	in	Karnataka.	A	
Banashankari	padayatra	was	undertaken	and	
after	 two	 hunger	 strikes,	 the	 Karnataka	
Government	 conceded	 to	 all	 the	 demands.	 	
Later,	the	State	Government	called	the	agitating	
handloom	 activists	 for	 further	 talks	 while	
simultaneously	organising	a	strong	contingent	
of	powerloom	traders	to	be	present	at	the	talks.	
This	concluded	with	 the	meeting	becoming	a	
battle	 between	 handloom	 and	 powerloom	
weavers,	following	which	the	Karnataka	State	
Government	reneged	on	all	its	promises.

 Prasanna	 said	 it	 was	 at	 that	 point	 that	 he	
realised	the	weakness	of	the	movement	when	it	
limited	itself	to	the	issues	in	handloom	sector.	 	
He	 started	 looking	 at	 other	 struggles	 for	
sustainability;	 for	 instance,	 the	 ecological	
movement	 in	 the	 Western	 Ghats	 and	 the	
wonderful	 supportive	 report	 produced	 by	
Madhav	 Gadgil,	 which	was	 brushed	 aside	 by	
the	 Government.	 He	 said	 even	 evidence	 and	
scientific	reasoning	will	not	help	if	the	people	
of	 the	 region	 (Western	 Ghats)	 are	 not	 taken	
into	 confidence	 and	 integrated	 into	 the	
struggle.	

 	He	said	more	power	has	to	be	vested	in	the	
local	 panchayats	 and	 the	 community	 has	 to	
own	 up	 to	 the	 struggle.	 In	 the	 absence	 of	
community	support,	the	State	was	able	to	turn	
the	whole	movement	to	protect	the	ecology	of	
Western	Ghats	into	an	anti‐peasant	movement.	
This	experience	offers	some	lessons;	that	any	
future	move	to	protect	handlooms,	unless	it	is	a	
part	 of	 the	 larger	 debate	 on	 sustainability,	
cannot	win	any	battles.	To	this	end	he	declared	
that	DESI	and	

Charaka	are	getting	ready	to	launch	a	national	
movement	 for	 sustainability	 in	 the	month	 of	
March,	to	be	held	at	Badanwal,	a	place	which	
Mahatma	Gandhi	visited	and	which	was	once	
famous	 for	 khadi	 production.	 The	 consumer	
who	forms	the	backbone	for	any	argument	on	
sustainability	 should	 become	 part	 of	 the	
movement , 	 Prasanna	 opined. 	 Gandhi	
succeeded	 because	 his	 intervention	 always	
looked	at	the	unit	of	producer	and	consumer	as	
one	and	included	them	both	in	the	struggle	for	
protecting	the	handloom	industry.

 The	 chair	 for	 the	 session,	 Director,	 CSDS,	
concurred	with	Prasanna	saying	that	the	future	
of	 handloom	 movement	 has	 to	 be	 about	
sustainability;	 the	 “cloth	 of	 the	 future”.	 Big	
industries	 are	 already	 giving	 money	 to	
alternative	 energy	 sources.	 The	 minute	
petrochemical	 energy	 declines,	 powerlooms	
will	collapse.	The	rhetoric	has	to	be	to	project	
India	as	the	country	with	the	largest	number	of	
working	 handlooms.	 Handlooms	will	 survive	
only	 if	 it	 is	 invested	 in	as	 the	 industry	of	 the	
future.	He	said,	it	does	not	deserve	to	survive	in	
its	present	'sob‐story'	status.	
 
 After	the	comments	by	the	chair,	a	discussion	
followed,	bringing	out	the	disparate	narratives	
around	 handlooms.	 	 There	 are	 powerful	
success	 stories	 jostling	 for	 space	 next	 to	
equally	 strong	 accounts	 of	 failure	 and	
migration	of	weavers.

 One	of	the	issues	that	emerged	was	if	there	
was	 a	 need	 for	 a	 legislation	 like	 HRA	 when	
organisations	 like	 DESI	 and	 Dastkar	 Andhra	
and	scores	of	others	have	proven	the	viability	
of	handlooms	through	their	marketing	success.	
Prasanna	 argued	 that	 the	 problems	 facing	 a	
sector	 like	 handlooms	 are	 those	 that	 can	 be	
expected	in	any	system	of	natural	production.	
Instead	of	recognising	this	fact,	the	sector	has,	
until	now,	been	begging	favours	from	the	State.	
The	fact	that	handloom	can	be	sold	as	product	
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of	pride	is	only	slowly	being	realised	now.	He	
further	 argued	 that	 if	 powerloom	 is	 a	 viable	
industry	and	has	not	been	declared	sick,	there	
was	 no	 need	 for	 them	 to	 be	 imitating	 the	
handloom	 aesthetic.	 Mr.	 Vishesh	 Nautyal,	
Deputy	 Director,	 Weavers	 Service	 Centre	
contended	that	ultimately,	powerloom	traders	
are	 business	 people,	 i.e.,	 they	 will	 imitate	
handloom	if	it	is	profitable,	otherwise	they	will	
move	 to	 whatever	 is	 the	 market	 preference.	
Powerloom	will	increase	their	business	with	or	
without	the	backing	of	the	Government.

 Rajni	Bakshi,	writer	and	social	activist	while	
agreeing	with	 the	 futurist	 approach,	 pointed	
out	that	there	is	a	mountain	of	work	that	needs	
to	be	done	before	we	can	project	handloom	as	
the	“fabric	of	the	future”.	She	quoted	the	work	
of	 Shambu	 Prasad,	 a	 scholar	 who	 worked	
extensively	on	cotton	varieties	in	India.	There	
is	 a	need	 for	more	 such	 studies	 for	 example,	
one,	which	details	the	advantages	of	handloom	
at	every	stage	as	compared	to	powerloom.

 The	debate	indicated	the	fact	that	there	are	
two	ways	to	perceive	handlooms‐	as	they	exist	
today,	or	as	one	wants	to	see	them	in	the	future.	
The	role	of	satyagraha	is	to	begin	to	change	and	
impact	public	discourse.	As	a	support	structure	
for	 this,	 studies	 are	 needed	 to	 establish	 the	
strengths	of	handloom.	As	part	of	the	change	in	
attitude	and	the	new	awareness,	the	language	
of	 discourse	 has	 to	 be	 carefully	 chosen;	 for	
instance,	the	phrase	“fabric	of	the	future”	is	a	
marvellous	 way	 to	 begin	 the	 journey.	 One	
should	 not	 underestimate	 the	 value	 of	
advertising	in	creating	demand.	

 Peter	deSouza(CSDS)	emphasized	that	from	
the	discussion,	 it	was	clear	that	marketing	 in	
terms	of	the	natural	market	reveals	two	levels	
of	 consumers	 ‐	 the	 lower	 middle	 class	
identified	with	utility	value	and	the	upper	class	
market	not	necessarily	linked	to	utility	value.	
This	clear	brief	has	to	be	put	into	practice	with	

support	 of	 designers	 from	 institutions	 like	
NIFT	and	NID.	Catering	to	a	specific	market	will	
ensure	 that	 gradually	 the	 benefits	 will	
percolate	downstream.		

Madhya Pradesh Perspective by Hemendra 
Sharma 
	 	The	next	session	began	with	a	presentation	
from	Maheshwar,	Madhya	Pradesh	(MP)	by	the	
organisation,	 Women	 Weaves.	 Hemendra	
began	by	 saying	everyone	 in	Women	Weaves	
agree	that	demand	creates	its	own	supply;	and	
demand	 is	 rising	 everywhere.	 In	MP,	Women	
Weavers	involvement	extends	to	two	clusters;	
Maheshwar,	Chanderi	and	a	third	cluster,	Kota	
in	Rajasthan.	He	began	by	giving	an	account	of	
the	 journey	of	weavers	 in	 these	areas.	Thirty	
years	ago	Chanderi	in	Maheshwar	had	around	
200	 weavers.	 Today,	 the	 number	 stands	 at	
more	than	3000.	Weavers	are	migrating	from	
all	over	West	India	(Barabanki	 in	UP,	Nagpur,	
Chinwada	 and	 Balaghat	 the	 tribal	 areas	 of	
Madhya	Pradesh)	to	weave	at	Maheshwar.	This	
change	 is	 largely	 due	 to	 the	 intervention	 by	
Women	 Weaves.	 Ten	 years	 ago,	 50%	
production	in	Maheshwar	was	plain	white	silk	
cotton	fabric	which	was	then	printed	in	Bagh	
(100	 km	 from	 Maheswar).	 As	 the	 prices	 of	
cotton	 and	 silk	 started	 to	 go	 up,	 weavers	
decided	 not	 to	 produce	 the	 printed	 textile.	
Then,	powerlooms	from	Burhanpur,	Malegaon	
and	 Bhiwandi	 stepped	 in	 and	 started	
production	of	the	printed	textiles,	selling	them	
as	handloom	from	Maheshwar.	The	handloom	
weavers	migrated	to	high	end	products	using	
jacquard	and	pure	zari	and	moved	away	from	
the	 threat	 of	 powerloom.	 He	 gave	 a	 similar	
example	 from	 Kota	 in	 Rajasthan.	 Kathun	 in	
Sikar	district	was	 famous	 for	producing	Kota	
doria	sarees	using	real	gold	and	silver	and	the	
Marwari	 community	 from	 Kota	 traded	 these	
sarees.	Once	copies	of	these	products	started	
being	 made	 in	 Benaras	 and	 other	 places	
traders	 stopped	 procuring	 the	 handloom	
production.	But	Kathun	survived	this	imitation	
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by	 migrating	 to	 an	 even	 higher	 end	 product	
using	 more	 complicated	 techniques	 and	
protected	 their	 markets.	 But	 twelve	 other	
villages	 near	 Kathun	 producing	 basic	 fabric	
faced	a	challenge	after	the	traders	migrated	to	
cheaper	powerloom	for	the	basic	fabric.	Many	
of	 them	 left	 weaving	 and	 moved	 to	 other	
occupations.

 He	outlined	the	journey	of	his	organisation	
which	began	active	engagement	in	production	
with	the	aim	of	promoting	women	weavers	in	
2009.	 They	 noted	 that	 dependence	 for	 raw	
material	 for	 instance,	 cotton	 yarn	 from	
Tamilnadu	and	Kerala,	silk	yarn	from	China	is	
the	biggest	challenge	for	handloom	weaving	in	
Maheshwar.	Therefore,	they	decided	to	source	
local	 cotton	 and	 spin	 it	 locally	 and	 make	 it	
available	for	the	weavers.	They	started	with	10	
weavers,	 spinning	 and	weaving	organic	 yarn,	
using	 natural	 dyes	 producing	 3000	metres	 a	
month.	 Today	 the	 increased	 production	 in	
Women	Weaves	working	with	200	weavers	and	
producing	 35,000	 metres	 reflects	 a	 growing	
demand.	He	said	that	they	trained	people	in	the	
weaving	 community	 for	middle‐management	
to	 give	 excellence	 in	 the	 entire	 system;	 like	
meeting	 time	 deadlines	 and	 streamlining	
production	 systems	 for	 efficiency	 building.	
They	 are	 now	 replicating	 the	 successful	
experience	 in	 other	 areas	 where	 weaving	 is	
challenged.		The	tribal	area	of	Dindori	(Eastern	
Madhya	Pradesh)	has	traditional	weavers	but	
they	 had	 left	 weaving	 20	 years	 ago.	 After	
Women	Weaves	 entered	 and	 started	 system‐
atising	production,	many	of	the	weavers	came	
back.	Their	aspirational	wages	are	being	met	
through	the	demand	in	market.	He	said	he	only	
came	 to	know	of	 the	 'crisis'	 in	 the	handloom	
industry	at	 a	2013	conference	 in	Kolkata.	He	
said,	in	his	six	years	of	experience	he	had	not	
seen	 any	 signs	 of	 the	 'sunset	 industry'	
everybody	ascribes	to	handloom.	According	to	
him,	 there	will	be	always	a	demand	 for	 cloth	
and	we	need	to	be	strong	and	efficient	to	

compete	 with	 powerloom.	 We	 need	 better	
sourcing	 and	 distribution	 routes.	 Excellence	
and	efficiency	according	to	him	will	definitely	
secure	the	markets.

 The	 discussion	 began	 about	 the	 product	
Chanderi	 produced	 in	 Maheshwar.	 Questions	
were	raised	about	the	existing	products	and	if	
the	 present	 production	 was	 threatened	 by	
powerloom.	Hemendra	replied	that	there	is	no	
threat	 at	 present	 to	 the	 basic	 product	 from	
powerloom.	This	presentation,	according	to	the	
Chair	 Peter	 D'Souza,	 highlighted	 the	 role	 of	
organisations	in	changing	the	reality	in	specific	
areas.	Weavers	migrating	back	to	the	area	when
there	 is	 work	 is	 a	 significant	 finding.	 The	
presentation	 also	 illustrated,	 opined	D'Souza,	
how	 small	 changes	 in	 an	 institution	 or	
organisation	can	reap	large	benefits,	and	how	a	
small	innovation	in	the	fabric	itself	can	help	in	
preventing	imitation.

Session II: Review of the failure of the act 
and its consequences – Chaired by Uzramma

 There	 is	 a	 belief	 that	 the	 best	 way	 to	
strengthen	the	rural	economy	and	livelihoods	
is	 through	 empowering	 handloom	 weavers.	
Against	this	backdrop,	the	attempt	here	was	to	
understand	 the	 journey	 of	 Sri	 Virupaksham,	
who	has	been	leading	the	Hasanbada	Weavers	
Co‐operative	 in	 East	 Godavari	 district,	 in	 the	
State	 of	 Andhra	 Pradesh	 for	 the	 past	 three	
decades	and	Mohan	Rao,	a	weaver	activist	from	
Chirala	 (20years	 ago	 Chirala,	 in	 Prakasam	
district,	 Andhra	 Pradesh	 	 had	 the	 largest	
number	of	looms	and	even	now	it	continues	to	
be	a	hub	for	handloom	innovations)	organising	
a	 union	 of	 sorts	 in	 a	 sector	 which	 does	 not	
possess	a	 tradition	of	unions	or	 activism	 like	
others	 in	 the	 unorganised	 sector.	 The	 other	
intervention	in	this	session	was	by	Sri	Vishesh	
Nautyal,	 Deputy	 Director,	 Weavers	 Service	
Center	which	was	created	to	help	the	handloom	
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weavers	 in	 design	 innovation	 and	 provide	
technical	expertise	on	issues	in	the	sector.	He	
illustrated	the	potential	of	collaboration	with	
the	State	machinery	and	what	can	be	achieved	
when	you	have	a	State	department	with	
technical	expertise	and	a	willingness	to	work	
without	being	constrained	by	rules.

A Sector perspective by M. Mohan Rao
 Mohan	 Rao	 began	 his	 presentation	 by	
stating	 that	 after	 many	 years,	 institutes	 like	
CSDS	 are	 again	 coming	 forward	 to	 bring	 the	
issues	of	weavers	 to	 the	 forefront	 and	 it	 is	 a	
cause	 for	 happiness.	 If	 the	 talk	 was	 only	 in	
terms	of	policy	and	laws,	finding	a	solution	is	
quite	difficult.	He	reiterated	what	Vipul	Mudgal	
had	previously	asked,	“is	handloom	a	craft	of	
the	 past	 or	 future”.	 This	must	 be	 taken	 very	
seriously.	One	keeps	asserting	that	it	is	a	craft	
of	 the	 future;	however,	one	has	 to	remember	
that	the	problem	before	us	is	not	a	small	one.	
Today	we	are	in	a	situation	where	we	have	to	
debate	 even	 the	 validity	 of	 constitutional	
provisions	 such	 as	 the	 right	 to	 earn	 a	 living	
wage.	The	State,	according	to	him,	is	not	paying	
attention	to	rural	development	whilst	talking	
about	 growth	 rates.	 Even	 now,	 after	
agriculture,	handloom	is	the	largest	employer	
in	rural	areas.	How	can	this	be	called	a	sunset	
industry,	he	asked.	The	labour	force	is	4	lakh	in	
powerloom	as	against	44	lakh	in	handloom	–	
this	clearly	shows	that	handloom	is	viable,	he	
contended.	Therefore	budget	allocations	need	
to	 be	 increased,	 measures	 for	 protection	
should	 be	 restored	 in	 order	 to	 sustain	 rural	
employment.	 He	 pointed	 out	 that	 in	 the	
Madhya	 Pradesh	 perspective,	 Hemendra	
claimed	 that	 they	do	not	have	a	 “powerloom	
problem”.		But,	Mohan	Rao	said,		powerloom	is	
a	 threat	everywhere	 from	Kashmir	to	Kanya‐
kumari.

 The	 economic	 aspect	 of	 weaving	 is	
something	that	must	be	considered.	If	one	goes	
into	the	reasons	for	powerloom	imitations,	it	is	

found	that	it	is	only	the	greediness	for	the	small	
margins	 that	 can	 be	 made	 in	 the	 name	 of	
handloom	 that	 lure	 people	 into	 producing	
imitations.	The	constitution	has	clearly	given	
reservation	for	the	handloom	sector.	what	the	
constitution	 ordains,	 if	 not	 strictly	 impl‐
emented,	why	should	it	not	be	punishable,	he	
argued.	 If	 enabling	 conditions	 are	 ensured,	
there	 is	 no	 doubt	 that	 handloom	will	 be	 the	
industry	for	the	future.		He	conceded	that	there	
are	some	gaps	in	the	Act.	For	instance,	certain	
product	and	process	definitions	are	not	clear;	
for	example,	embroidery,	printing	etc.	 	These	
however,	 are	 not	 sufficient	 reasons	 for	
repealing	or	revising	the	Act.	The	Act	has	to	be	
strengthened	 to	 increase	 the	 umbrella	 of	
protection	 and	 implementation	 has	 to	 be	
strictly	 monitored.	 He	 concluded	 that	 there	
should	be	a	pro‐active	role	that	the	State	has	to
play	 instead	 of	 conceding	 to	 powerful	
textile/powerloom	 lobbies.	 It	 is	 the	 primary	
responsibility	 of	 the	 State	 to	 protect	 rural	
employment	 and	 preserve	 traditional	
industries.	

A Co‐operative perspective by D. Virupaksham
 Sri	 Virupaksham	 from	 the	 Hasanbada	
handloom	 Weavers	 Society	 placed	 a	 new	
aspect	 of	 the	 sector	 before	 the	 audience	
through	his	experiences	from	the	co‐operative.	
The	 society	he	 represents	 is	one	of	 the	most	
successful	 co‐operatives	 in	 East	 Godavari	
district	 and	 has	 retained	 the	 place	 for	 more	
than	four	decades.	He	has	been	at	the	helm	of	
affairs	as	the	president	of	the	society	for	more	
than	 four	 decades,	 repeatedly	 winning	
elections	 for	 the	 post.	 He	 began	 by	 saying	
young	 people,	 students,	 and	 others	 in	 the	
village	 prefer	 handlooms.	 They	 are	 regular	
customers	 for	 his	 society	 products.	 He	 said	
they	 introduced	dress	material	 in	handlooms	
in	the	 last	decade	to	meet	new	demand	from	
the	customers.	According	to	him	there	is	plenty	
of	demand	for	handloom	products.
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	 	 	 	 	He	narrated	the	experience	of	participating	
in	 a	 buyer‐seller	 meet	 organised	 by	 the	
Department	 of	 Handlooms	 &Textiles	 in	
Chennai	a	 couple	of	years	ago.	He	 found	 that	
most	 of	 the	 stalls	 in	 the	 exhibition	 were	
displaying	 powerloom	 products.	 Only	 a	 few	
from	 the	 State	 of	 Andhra	 Pradesh	 displayed	
handlooms.	 It	 is	 a	 fact	 that	 even	 today	
powerloom	 producers	 want	 to	 benefit	 from	
handlooms.	 Why	 is	 powerloom	 copying	
handloom	 designs?	 Street	 warping,	 the	
exclusive	domain	of	handloom	is	being	used	by	
powerloom	thereby	transferring	the	merits	of	
handlooms	to	powerlooms.		The	sizing	process 
gives a better look to the imitation, that is, brings 
the powerloom closer to handloom look. The 
production cost of powerloom is less than that of 
handloom. Powerlooms passed off as handlooms 
in the market will leave the powerloom trader 
with profits. Dwarapudishandy in East Godavari 
district, Andhra Pradesh, a central hub of 
handloom trade has powerloom representatives 
from Tamilnadu coming and selling powerloom as 
handloom. If there is no benefit this cheating will 
not take place. To curb these false imitations, 
Handloom Reservation Act should be strictly 
implemented. 

  The product diversity in handlooms has 
decreased. Some of the reserved items are not 
produced in handlooms anymore. So perhaps the 
items on this list should be reduced. Sarees and 
dhotis must be under exclusive purview of 
handlooms because other items under 
reservation are not in demand and hence not 
being produced. Coarse varieties can be diverted 
to powerlooms and fine varieties restricted to 
handlooms. He emphasized the need for a fresh 
look at the Act and also strict monitoring of the 
implementation.

A State perspective by Vishesh Nautyal
  Sri Vishesh Nautyal from the Weavers Service 
Centre explained the issues in implementation 

from the perspective of an implementing agency. 
The initial 22‐item reservation list was brought 
down to 11. He outlined the process of 
enforcement of the Act.

  Under the Textile Ministry, the Central 
Government has constituted an Enforcement 
office which has branches at the regional level. 
They are entitled to inspect and penalise 
powerlooms producing the reserved items. At the 
regional level the offices of the Weavers Service 
Center are also empowered with the same 
authority. Each enforcement agency selects a 
place (perhaps based on past experience) and 
targets are fixed. The work starts once members 
of the agency enter the premises of production.  
They assess the product (burning test; 
percentage tests – when 	 	 ratio	 of	 synthetic	
exceeds	45%,	 it	 then	ceases	 to	be	a	 reserved	
item);	 if	 they	 find	 that	 the	 product	 violates	
norms	then	it	is	seized.	The	loom	on	which	it	is	
woven	 is	 also	 sealed.	 	 The	 sample	 seized	 is	
divided	into	three.	One	is	given	to	the	owner	of	
the	 loom.	 One	 sample	 is	 sent	 to	 a	 textiles	
committee	which	will	determine	the	origin	of	
the	 cloth.	 Then	 a	 panchnama	 is	 prepared	
recording	details	like	owner,	specifications	etc.	
The	 panchnama	 needs	 two	 non‐department	
witnesses.	After	 this	procedure	 is	 completed,	
FIR	is	filed.	This	is	the	format	of	the	procedure	
for	implementation.	Mr.	Nautyal	explained	that	
the	 causes	 for	 failure	 in	 implementation	 are	
many.	However,	the	chief	reason	is	the	lack	of	
political	 will	 which	 translates	 into	 an	
incompetent	 State	 bureaucracy.	 Vote	 bank	
politics	was	also	cited	as	one	of	the	reasons	for	
shoddy	enforcement	of	 the	 law.	The	rampant	
imitation	 of	 powerloom	 in	 Benaras	 was	
presented	 as	 a	 good	 example.	 This	 remains	
unchecked	 because	 of	 local	 political 	
opportunism.	It	was	pointed	out	that	during	a	
raid,	some	people	gather	for	show,	some	out	of	
genuine	concern.	Local	leaders	try	to	shield	the	
culprits	from	such	raids.	
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police	support.	The	presence	of	a	large	number	
of	 powerloom	 weavers	 may	 create	 law	 and	
order	 problems.	 Other	 issues	 like	 getting	
people	 to	 sign	 as	 witnesses	 is	 also	 difficult.	
While	 making	 a	 panchnama	 at	 the	 time	 of	
seizing	 cloth	 and	 sealing	 a	 loom,	 the	 two	
witnesses	 must	 not	 be	 people	 from	 the	
department.	But	people	in	general	are	reluctant	
to	 be	 legal	witness	 or	 appear	 in	 court.	 Other	
legal	issues	like	fixing	the	origin	of	the	seized	
goods	is	also	not	easy.	There	is	no	provision	in	
the	Handloom	Reservation	Act	of	seizing	goods	
which	cannot	be	directly	linked	to	the	producer.	
It	is	not	easy	to	conclusively	say	whether	cloth	
was	made	on	handloom	or	powerloom,	when	a	
sample	is	seized.	In	such	a	scenario,	if	there	is	
no	 appraisal	 or	 appreciation	 from	 those	 in	
authority	 for	 the	 officers	 who	 work	 against	
severe	challenges,	then	the	morale	dips	easily,	
opined	Mr.	Nautyal.	Additionally,	when	nobody	
is	asked	what	they	have	done	for	years	together,	
then	there	is	no	impetus	or	encouragement	to	
invest	in	this	task	with	any	sincerity.

	 	He	raised	an	interesting	point	about	serious	
problems	for	handloom	from	imitations.	If	for	
years	together,	sarees	are	made	on	powerloom,	
consumers	begin	associating	the	saree	with	the
powerloom.	 If	 this	 continues,	 it	 will	 surely	
dilute	 the	 brand	 equity	 of	 handlooms.	 He	
concluded	by	 stating	 that	 the	Act	 is	 still	 very	 	
relevant	as	it	still	serves	as	a	deterrent	even	in	
the	absence	of	strict	implementation.

 He	 analysed	 in	 an	 honest	 manner	 the	
character	 of	 bureaucracy	 and	 senior	 civil	
servants	and	their	contribution	to	the	
increasing	 powerloom	 imitations.	 He	 said	
Government	 servants	 can	 be	 classified	 into	
four	 categories:	 honest,	 corrupt,	 contained	
officers	 (i.e.,	 those	 who	 want	 to	 act	 but	 are	
contained	 by	 the	 department	 and	 other	
officials)	 and	 those	 who	 want	 a	 hassle‐free	
service	life.	

	 	According	to	him	there	is	a	lack	of	will	in	the	
senior	bureaucracy.	 	The	problem	is	systemic.	
There	is	neither	a	vision	for	action	nor	a	debate.		
The	 objective	 is	 to	 fulfil	 the	 target	 fixed	 for	
inspection.	But	 there	 is	no	target	 for	 filing	of	
cases.	There	is	a	violation	identification	target	
according	 to	 the	 guidelines.	 For	 example,	 if	
1000	looms	in	an	area	are	found	to	be	violating	
norms,	at	least	50	cases	must	be	booked.	There	
is	 no	 exploration	 of	 the	 supply	 chain,	 or	 the	 	
hierarchies	 in	the	powerloom	industry.	Many	
times	the	weaver	at	the	loom	is	not	the	owner.	
The	 owner	 may	 be	 hundreds	 of	 miles	 away.	
Most	 cases	 booked	 involve	 a	 poor	 weaver	
acting	 on	 another's	 behalf.	 That	 the	 person	 	
charged	with	the	crime	is	not	the	actual	player	
should	 be	 apparent	 to	 the	 officials	 if	 they	
inquire	 into	 the	 local	 conditions.	There	 is	no	
serious	 effort	 to	 find	 out	 the	 finer	 details	
around	 powerloom	 production,	 to	 find	 the	
actual	 culprit.	 There	 is	 also	 no	 concept	 of	
liaising	 with	 other	 departments	 of	 the	 State	
machinery,	legal	and	intelligence	departments,	
to	 name	 a	 few.	 In	 the	 absence	 of	 thorough	
groundwork	 cases	 booked	 also	 cannot	 be	
firmly	established	in	the	court	of	law.	

 Mr.	 Nautyal	 said	 that	 in	 field	 work,	 it	 is	
difficult	to	inspect	and	seize	when	there	is	a	big	
cluster	 of	 powerlooms.	 In	 such	 clusters	 the	
news	 of	 the	 raid	 spreads	 very	 fast,	 and	
mobbing	by	the	powerloom	traders	is	a	distinct	
possibility.	 If	 the	 enforcement	 officials	 are	
mobbed	or	put	in	danger	there	is	not	much	
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	 	 The	 session	 opened	 with	 opening	 remarks	
from	 Vipul	 Mudgal	 and	 Syama	 Sundari.	 The	
meeting	was	opened	by	inviting	everyone	who	
was	part	of	the	first	day	deliberations	to	offer	
suggestions	 for	 a	 way	 forward.	 This	 was	 not	
limited	to	the	action	to	be	taken	about	the	Act	
and	 improving	 implementation	 but	 using	 the	
previous	 day's	 discussion	 as	 the	 backdrop	 to	
come	up	with	concrete	ideas	for	strengthening	
the	handloom	sector.	The	Weaver	Co‐operative	
representatives	who	did	not	join	the	debate	the	
previous	 day	 were	 invited	 to	 start	 the	
discussion.	 They	 stated	 in	 unison	 that	
handloom	cooperatives	went	into	debt	due	to	
loss	of	market	to	powerloom	imitations.	There	
is	a	lack	of	improvement	in	real	wages	for	the	
handloom	weaver,	loss	of	work	and	recognition.
Weaver	 activist	 Veeranageswara	 Rao	 from	
Chirala	 reminded	 everyone	 that	 handlooms	
provided	 an	 impetus	 and	 inspiration	 for	 the	
freedom	struggle.	 It	seems	that	 the	desire	 for	
self‐	rule	and	independence	seem	diluted	now.	
He	emphasised	that	India	is	in	a	lot	of	debt	now.	
If	we	increase	the	capacity	for	self‐reliance,	he	
said	that	the	country	does	not	need	to	scrounge	
Swiss	 bank	 accounts	 and	 distribute	 it	 to	 the	
people;	the	way	out	and	the	solution	is	in	the	
handloom	 industry.	 Nor	 is	 it	 necessary	 to	
borrow	 huge	 sums	 to	 protect	 the	 handloom	
sector.	In	the	face	of	the	world	ecological	crisis,	
handloom	offers	 the	best	 alternative.	He	 said	
handloom	does	not	have	any	negative	 impact	
on	 the	 environment	 and	 that	 ours	 is	 an	 over	
populated	country	with	a	lot	of	scope	for	'work'	
(employment).	
	
	 	 However,	 there	 is	 a	 need	 for	 a	 concerted	
movement	 (in	 the	 face	 of	 stiff	 corporate	
opposition),	to	answer	the	challenges	from	the	
neo‐liberal	 framework.	 Otherwise	 handloom	
cannot	 be	 protected.	 Another	 Co‐operative	
representative,	 Virupaksham,	 outlined	 the	
reasons	why	handlooms	need	to	be	saved.	They	
are:

Day II ‐ Way forward

 I)	 Very	 meagre	 investment	 is	 required	 to	
support	 a	 family.	 About	 sixty	 thousand	
investment	on	a	loom,	employs	4	members	of	a	
family.	
 ii)	 It	 provides	 opportunities	 for	 self‐	
employment	
	 	 	 	 iii)	 It	 is	 a	 traditional	 industry	 and	hence	
needs	 to	 be	 protected	 just	 as	 the	 State	 is	
declaring	 protection	 for	 a	 national	 bird,	 tree	
and	animal.
 iv)	Handloom	has	a	high	value	in	ecological	
terms	and	hence	needs	to	be	saved	for	a	future	
need	that	is	definitely	going	to	arise.
 v)	 Handloom	 is	 also	 an	 industry	 for	 the	
future	 as	 it	 offers	 ample	 scope	 for	 increased	
design	innovation.

 He	went	on	to	claim	that	when	a	Government	
is	 predisposed	 to	 protecting	 traditional	
industries,	the	problems	of	the	industry	must	
be	solved	as	a	first	measure.	For	example,	the	
State	 has	 to	 ensure	 the	 adequate	 supply	 of	
hank	yarn.	According	to	the	calculation	of	the	
number	 of	 looms	 in	 Andhra	 Pradesh	 and	
Telangana,	 yarn	 of	 value	 Rs.600	 crores	 is	
required	as	investment	but	right	now	only				Rs.	
120	 crores	 is	 sanctioned.	 Even	 if	 the	
requirement	 is	 small,	 without	 financial	
assistance	 from	 banks,	 no	 industry	 can	
function.	 In	 the	 undivided	 State	 of	 Andhra	
Pradesh,	the	requirement	of	working	capital	as	
per	 loomage	 was	 1600	 crores.	 But	 the	 loan	
extended	is	only	to	the	tune	of	200	crores.	In	
this	 scenario	 how	 can	 one	 expect	 positive	
growth	in	the	industry?	The	other	issue	is	the	
price	handicap	faced	by	the	handloom	sector.	
As	 manual	 production	 cannot	 compete	 on	
production	costs	with	a	mechanical	 industry,	 	
handloom	is	right	now	operating	with	a	price	
gap	of	about	20%.	But	under	the	Technology	
Upgrada t ion 	 Fund 	 Scheme 	 (TUFS) , 	
Government	 has	 hugely	 subsidised	 the	
purchase	 of	 sophisticated	 jet	 looms	 for	
powerloom	 owners.	 This	 has	 increased	 the	
price	gap	to	30‐40%.		Unless	these	issues	are
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addressed	 the	 mere	 implementation	 of	 The	
Handloom	 Reservation	 Act	 will	 achieve	 very	
little.	 For	 instance,	 if	 the	 price	 gap	 factor	 is	
taken	care	of,	powerloom	will	stop	handloom	
imitations	 automatically	 without	 any	
persuasion	by	legal	measures.

 Mohan	 Rao	 carried	 forward	 the	 debate	
towards	 different	 conclusions.	 Since	 the	
discussion	 about	 the	Act	 has	 been	 done	 to	 a	
great	 extent,	 he	 focussed	on	 the	problems	 in	
the	 sector.	He	 felt	 that	 the	way	problems	are	
discussed	 has	 become	 fragmented	 and	
inefficient.	 Civil	 society	 needs	 to	 be	 actively	
brought	into	the	debates	on	livelihood,	policy	
issues	 etc.	 The	 issues	 need	 to	 reach	 a	wider	
audience.	 He	 said	 unless	 the	 weavers	 inside	
and	 out	 of	 the	 co‐operative	 actively	 unite,	
issues	with	Government	cannot	be	effectively	
addressed.	 He	 cited	 the	 struggle	 his	
organisation	 launched	 in	 Ananthapur	 where	
some	of	the	activists	were	arrested.	When	the	
chief	 protestors	 were	 in	 jail,	 there	 was	 zero	
help	from	other	civil	society	organisations.	The	
other	disadvantage	for	handlooms	is	the	lack	of	
support	 from	 the	 Political	 community.	 If	 the	
legal	 route	 for	 ensuring	 protection	 is	 to	 be	
taken,	more	States	should	come	together	and	
file	a	Public	Interest	Litigation.

 While	 complaints	 are	 made	 about	 poor	
budget	allocations	for	the	sector,	it	was	noted	
that	 that	 some	 part	 of	 the	 allocated	 budget	
remains	unspent.	When	there	is	a	dire	need	for	
finance,	 how	 can	 this	 situation	 go	 un‐
challenged?	 A	 Peoples'	 movement	 must	
commence	 to	 effectively	 address	 all	 these	
issues.	The	handloom	legislation	should	also	be	
fought	for,	and	our	rights	as	enshrined	by	the	
constitution	 should	 be	 demanded.	 Even	with	 	
the	existence	of	the	Handloom	Reservation	Act,	
the	 poor	 investment	 remains	 a	 very	 severe	
problem.	 Lobbying	 is	 very	 poor	 in	 the	
handloom	 sector.	 Again,	 the	 lack	 of	 support	
from	political	community	was	highlighted.

	There	is	a	need	to	lobby	with	the	Members	of	
Parliament	to	raise	the	issues	on	behalf	of	the	
sector	 in	 the	 parliament	 sessions.	 Activists	
must	try	to	meet	with	the	relevant	committees	
and	Ministers	and	lobby	for	proper	attention	to	
the	 issues	 in	 the	 sector.	 There	 is	 a	 need	 to	
publish	 in	 journals	and	 liaise	with	 the	media	
more	actively.

 After	 Mohan	 Rao's	 lengthy	 interjection,	
Founder	 of	 Craft	 Revival	 Trust,	 Ritu	 Sethi	
submitted	her	observations.	She	said	the	main	
issues	that	were	highlighted	were:
 a)	 The	 need	 to	 distinguish	 between	
handloom	 and			powerloom
 b)	The	need	to	devise	ways	to	contend	with	
powerful	powerloom	lobby	
 c)	Other	problems	affecting	the	sector	apart	
from	issues	in	Handloom	reservation	Act.	

 She	agreed	with	Mohan	Rao	about	the	need	
for	a	group	to	consistently	advocate	on	behalf	
of	the	sector.	She	proposed	the	setting	up	of	a	
Handloom	 trust	 that	 can	 facilitate	 studies,	
surveys,	 provide	 up	 to	 date	 information	 for	
effective	lobbying.	This	Trust	would	engage	in	
advocacy,	carry	out	 interventions	as	required	
and	 work	 towards	 changing	 public	 and	
consumer	 opinion	 through	 study	 reports,	
publicity	in	the	media,	publications	in	journals	
etc.	

 She	 felt	 while	 there	 may	 be	 many	 battles	
fought	at	the	Center,	the	real	battle	will	be	at	the	
state	level.	Each	State	must	be	represented	in	
the	Trust,	 instead	of	 individuals.	 Lobbying,	 it	
was	made	 clear,	must	 be	 the	 crux.	Wherever	
one	 can	 intervene	 directly	 or	 indirectly,	 the	
Trust	could	take	these	responsibilities	into	its	
ambit.	 Handloom	 Trust	 with	 State	 chapters	
should	 take	 the	 responsibility	of	 information	
dissemination	and	dispelling	misinformation.	
It	can	fill	the	gap	in	networking	which	is	a	felt	
need	in	this	sector.	
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culture,	tradition,	societal	exchanges	etc.,	and	
intelligently	 subvert	 the	 natural	 language	 of	
capitalism	for	the	sector's	use.	One	has	to	find	a	
way	of	entering	the	discourse	that	is	“efficient”.	
At	 this	 juncture	 there	 was	 some	 discussion	
around	 the	 misuse	 of	 incentives/schemes	
provided	 by	 the	 State	 and	 a	 need	 to	
innovatively	 link	 to	 the	 concepts	 of	 MUDRA	
banking	 etc.	 to	 find	 adequate	 investment	 for	
the	 sector.	 The	 focus	 should	 not	 be	 on	 the	
misuse	hence	downsizing	 the	 grant	 from	 the	
state	or	 in	 the	disclaimers	 that	 come	as	part	
and	parcel	of	the	schemes	which	automatically	
exclude	many	 eligible	 beneficiaries	 (weavers	
/farmers).	 	 Prasanna	 felt	 the	 discussion	was	
digressing	 and	 the	 focus	 has	 again	 become	
about	state	protection.	This	is	a	regressive	step,	
according	to	him.	He	said	that	for	20	years	this	
has	 been	 done	 (loans,	 government,	 and	
secretary)	 and	 that	 it	 is	 a	 trap.	 Neither	
organisations	 working	 with	 weavers	 or	 the	
weaver	are	benefiting	from	this	kind	of	action.	
The	 resolution	 for	 handlooms	 is	 “shrink	 the	
government”.	One	has	 to	bring	 the	weaver	 to	
the	customer.	Today,	organisations	working	in	
the	 handloom	 sector	 are	mediating	 between	
the	weaver	and	the	customer.	There	is	no	need	
to	hide	behind	the	Government;	links	must	be	
forged	directly	with	customers.

	 	Vipul	Mudgal	intervened	and	said	that	while	
he	 agreed	 with	 Prasanna,	 he	 felt	 that	 after	
accepting	 that	 law	 is	 not	 enough	 we	 are	
struggling	in	the	search	for	a	way	forward.	In	
this	exploration,	things	slowly	come	together,	
new	groups	join	the	issue.	Peter	D'Souza	said	in	
an	 earlier	 intervention	 that	 when	 the	 neo‐
liberal	 push	 comes	 out,	 one	 cannot	 use	 the	
market	 the	 way	 one	 wishes.	 After	 liberal‐
isation,	the	government	is	retreating	from	key	
areas	of	governance.	The	huge	voids	are	being	
filled	by	partial	regulators.	Telecom	regulators	
are	 an	 example.	 But,	 it	 was	 asked,	 without	
government	 and	 regulation	 what	 is	 left?	
Prasanna's	rejoinder	was	that	if	the	State	

 Rajni	Bakshi,	social	activist	pointed	out	the	
lack	 of	 strong	 democratic	 base	 in	 the	 civil	
society.	Otherwise	a	sector	with	44	lakh	people	
with	 skill	 should	 not	 be	 in	 the	 position	 of	
fighting	 for	 basic	 issues	 like	 adequate	 input	
supply	at	reasonable	rates	etc.	 	She	said	that	
this	was	part	of	the	global	malaise	of	treating	
problems	this	way.	But	if	one	were	to	make	a	
proactive	 case	of	 agriculture	 and	weaving	 as	
being	 part	 of	 the	 future	 of	 the	 21st	 century	
(fabric	 of	 the	 future),	 one	 could	 begin	 the	
struggle.	 The	 language	 of	 protection	 is	 not	
going	to	get	far	in	the	neo‐liberal	framework.	
The	 battle	 is	 not	 between	 handloom	 as	
handicapped	and	the	market	as	an	adversary.	
Handloom	 is	 part	 of	 what	 bazaar	 has	 been	
historically	 –	 where	 all	 skills	 are	 organic,	
socially	transmitted	and	located	closer	to	the	
producer.	 The	 cotton	 farmer	 and	 the	 cotton	
weaver,	for	example,	are	very	important	to	save	
the	ecology.

 	Today	if	the	discourse	cannot	be	translated	
into	 money	 terms,	 the	 market	 does	 not	
understand	nor	does	it	engage.	One	has	to	find	
a	 way	 of	 intersecting	 this	 cause	 with	 the	
ongoing	struggle	within	capitalism	to	redefine	
value,	 or	 to	 find	 value	 in	 things	 other	 than	
money.	 Unless	 one	 is	 able	 to	 articulate	 the	
answers	to	the	questions	or	problems	the	neo‐
liberal	framework	throws	into	relief,	one	will	
not	be	able	 to	make	headway.	Any	discourse	
that	 seems	 to	 be	 only	 adding	 to	 the	
protectionist	angle	of	the	Act	or	modifying	the	
Act	will	 fail	 in	 the	current	 scenario.	Why,	 for	
example,	can	this	not	be	part	of	“Make	in	India”	
slogan	 of	 the	 current	 Government,	 she	
questioned.	

 She	 clarified	 that	 she	 is	 not	 in	 favour	 of	
scrapping	the	Act.	But	only	using	the	rhetoric	
of	protection,	will	not,	according	to	her,	let	one	
travel	 very	 far.	 One	 needs	 to	 rely	 on	 other	
things	 like	 the	 historical	 rootedness	 of	
handlooms	as	part	and	parcel	of	bazaars,	
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Federation	 for	 Handloom	 Organisations	
fulfilling	this	role?	Syama	Sundari	replied	to	the	
entire	 interjection	 by	 Prasanna	 and	 the	
subsequent	debate	about	the	manner	in	which	
the	discussion	was	moving.

		She	began	by	agreeing	that	a	Trust	exclusively	
formed	 for	 protecting	 the	 interests	 of	 the	
sector,	as	suggested	by	Ritu	Sethi	is	a	good	idea.		
She	was	not	sure	if	the	Federation	currently	has	
the	 wherewithal	 to	 perform	 the	 functions	
outlined	 for	 the	Trust.	The	argument	against	
protectionism	is	more	complex	as	the	weaver	
representatives	and	weavers	who	were	in	the	
meeting	 strongly	 advocated	 that	 they	 need	
support	 in	the	fight	with	the	Government	for	
non‐implementation	 of	 schemes,	 poor	
budgetary	allocations	etc.	In	all	likelihood,	she	
said,	 there	 is	 a	 difference	 between	 weaver	
representatives	and	organisation	like	DESI	and	
Dastkar	Andhra's	interventions.	In	the	end	it	is	
important	 to	 take	all	 the	 important	struggles	
together	as	a	movement	 for	encouraging	and	
strengthening	 the	 handloom	 sector.	 Fighting	
with	the	State,	finding	new	linkages	like	media	
and	 the	 consumer,	 joining	 the	 environment	
struggles	for	future	sustainability	are	all	part	of	
the	effort	to	build	positive	energy	around	the	
handloom	sector.

 David	Goldsmith	(Parsons,	The	New	School,	
New	York),	 from	a	design	background	and	as	
one	 familiar	 mostly	 with	 American	 market,	
offered	 the	 following	 remarks.	 According	 to	
him	 Western	 design	 students	 today	 are	
interested	 in	 getting	 away	 from	 the	western	
paradigm	of	design	and	production.	He	saw	the	
Indian	 handlooms	 as	 an	 emblem	 of	 how	 the	
fashion	 industry	 is	going	 to	be	shaped	 in	 the	
future.	He	cited	his	experience	in	Maheshwar	
with	the	weavers	as	an	example.	Many	of	the	
students	do	not	even	know	that	fabric	can	be	
produced	 by	 hand.	 They	 are	 completely	
fascinated	by	the	handloom	process.	Many	of	
the	new	fashion	markets	are	for	integration	

retreats,	 peoples'	 movement	 will	 become	
stronger.	Vipul	Mudgal	conceded	that	linkages	
are	 important.	 The	 idea	 of	 a	 Trust	 which	
engages	with	issues	in	handloom,	suggested		by	
an	earlier	speaker,	seemed	a	good	suggestion	to	
him.	He	cautioned	that	while	 taking	 the	 legal	
route,	one	needs	to	look	at	the	minutiae,	which	
means	extensive	ground	work	as	preparation.	
The	advocacy	for	handlooms	has	to	include	the	
media	 and	 success	 stories	 have	 to	 be	
highlighted.

 What	 came	out	 clearly	 from	 the	 first	 day's	
sessions	 is	 that	 there	 are	 success	 stories	 in	
handlooms.	 Mr.	 Mudgal	 pointed	 out	 that	
“connecting”	with	 the	media	 is	 not	 a	 science	
and	 that	 dealing	 with	 this	 “beast”	 is	 fraught	
with	 complications	unknown.	 	But	 there	 is	 a	
need	 to	 establish	 that	 connection.	 Wisdom	
from	outside	is	needed,	since	there	seems	to	be	
so	much	knowledge	within	the	sector	and	from	
those	working	with	the	sector.	Also	needed	is	
more	 systematic	 research,	 and	 quantitative	
data	 supporting	 the	 arguments.	 Many	 things	
are	 nebulous	 when	 there	 is	 talk	 of	 the	
handloom	sector.	Hard	evidence	is	essential.

 Prasanna	 said	 the	 whole	 idea	 behind	 the	
formation	of	the	Federation	is	to	be	the	body	
which	evinces	evidence.	The	members	of	 the	
Federation	 are	 neither	 completely	 in	 the	
market,	nor	are	actually	the	producers	or	with	
Government;	 they	 are	 a	 buffer	 organisation	
with	useful	links	everywhere.	One	should	work	
in	that	capacity,	a	link	to	the	back	and	fore	end.	
Rajni	Bakshi	interjected	asking	if	the	federation	
was	 in	 a	 position	 to	 help.	 Prasanna	 replied	
saying	 the	 Federation	 is	 formed	 of	 success	
stories	that	Vipul	Mudgal	was	searching	for.	In	
chalking	out	the	way	forward,	he	felt	that	the	
debate	 is	 moving	 back	 to	 the	 shelter	 of	
protectionism.	 In	 order	 to	 support	 the	
struggles	in	the	handloom	sector,	what	are	the	
ways	to	proceed?	Is	a	Trust	formed	to	look	after	
the	interests	of	the	sector	and	the	scope	of	the	
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institutes	 like	 IIT.	 Perhaps,	 there	 should	be	 a	
SPICMACAY	 for	 handlooms.	 Hemendra	 from	
Women	 Weaves	 narrated	 some	 experiences	
from	his	interaction	with	weavers.	Weaving	is	
passed	on	to	children	as	a	skill	and	livelihood.	
One	does	not	often	check	with	weavers	what	
their	aspirations	are	for	themselves	and	their	
off‐spring.	 Do	 the	 young	 in	 the	 family	 really	
want	 to	 learn	 weaving?	 It	 is	 found	 that	 in	
addition	 to	weaving	 they	want	 to	 learn	other	
things	like	speaking	English.	Education	must	be	
further	developed	within	pedagogy	of	weaving.	
When	 one	 considers	 the	 consumer	 side	 of	
things,	 one	 finds	 that	 they	 want	 more	
information	on	the	things	they	consume.	Focus	
must	 be	 redirected	 on	 ways	 to	 change	 the	
sector	 through	 other	 activities	 apart	 from	
weaving.

 As	a	consumer,	Shashikant	(a	Textile	retailer	
from	 Gurgaon)	 made	 the	 following	 observ‐
ations.	He	said	there	is	scarce	information	on	
the	 powerloom	 vs	 handloom	 debate.	 Market	
delivery	has	to	be	upgraded.	He	felt,	like	many	
others,	that	handlooms	are	seen	as	a	product	of	
the	elite.	This	perception	has	to	be	changed.

 Sriram	intervened	at	this	point	to	say	that	if	
one	were	to	connect	with	the	consumer	in	a	big	
way,	apart	from	all	the	other	things	one	needs	
to	 do,	 many	 more	 touch	 points	 that	 can	 be	
trusted	must	 be	 established;	 not	merely	 one	
daram	and	with	a	few	DESI	shops.	One	needs	to	
counter	 the	 pretenders,	 like	 fab	 india,	 in	 the	
market.	He	said	Rajni	Bakshi's	point	about	the	
ecological	footprint	is	valid	and	should	be	made	
use	 of	 for	 constructing	 a	 positive	 argument	
around	handlooms.	The	'Make	in	India'	slogan	
could	 also	 be	 utilised	 for	 enabling	 a	 positive	
way	of	engagement	with	handlooms.	Through	
consistent	 engagement	 with	 advocacy,	
handloom	can	be	brought	into	the	larger	public	
discourse.	 He	 concluded	 by	 saying	 that	 the	
litigation	route	must	be	taken	when	necessary.	

	

and	 efficiency	 and	 not	 only	 for	more	money.	
Today	 the	 market	 is	 flooded	 with	 too	 much	
clothing.	The	volume	of	throw‐aways	is	huge.	
As	 an	 outside	 observer,	 he	 saw	 the	 need	 for	
better	 communication	 about	 the	 ongoing	
stories.	 These	 are	 big	 stories	 about	 social	
change.	 How	 handloom	 is	 different	 from	
powerloom	and	mill	has	to	be	established	for	
the	western	audience.	If	people	in	this	country	
do	 not	 know	 how	 to	 distinguish	 handloom	
from	powerloom,	people	from	the	outside	will	
be	 completely	 lost.	 Rajni	 Bakshi	 asked	 if	
questions	 about	 the	 ecological	 footprint	 of	 a	
product	 feature	 importantly	 for	 the	 students	
and	customers	in	the	West.	Goldsmith	replied	
that	 these	are	very	 important	 considerations	
for	 the	West.	They	are	very	concerned	about	
the	place	of	origin.	He	joined	Vipul	Mudgal	in	
emphasizing	 the	 need	 for	 improving	
communication.	He	said,	for	instance,	instead	
of	 saying	 'marketing'	 the	 communication	
should	include	words	like	'co‐production'	and	
'co‐visualisation'.	He	felt	it	was	interesting	that	
some	felt	that	just	the	presence	of	a	law	will	be	
of	help.	

 The	journalist	Ravindra	Tripathi	intervened	
to	 say	 that	 there	 is	 little	 doubt	 that	 the	
economic	and	industry	aspects	of	handlooms	
are	 important.	But	 there	 is	 a	need	 to	 involve	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
writers,	cultural	activists,	poets,	painters	in	the	
handloom	debate.	He	pointed	out	 that	 in	 the	
concept	note	there	was	a	mention	of	handloom	
being	a	symbol	of	“swaraj”.	There	is	a	need	to	
bring	 this	 imagination	 to	 the	 social,	 political,	
and	aesthetic	dimensions	of	our	society.	There	
is	 a	 need	 to	 engage	 with	 writers	 from	 all	
languages	 and	 also	with	 theatre,	 poetry,	 and	
visual	arts.	

		Vipul	Mudgal	responded,	saying	that	any	kind	
of	 organising	 and	 inclusion	 of	 new	 players	
takes	a	lot	of	resources.	But	it	can	be	done	in	
parts.	For	example,	CSDS	can	collaborate	with	
DESI	and	organise	a	weaving	demonstration	at	
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the	sector,	 that	 is,	poor	budgetary	allocations	
does	not	fall	under	the	protectionist	umbrella.	
It	is	a	deprivation	of	a	right,	rather	like	cutting	
off	oxygen	and	demanding	survival	of	life.	

Gunjan	 Jain	 summed	 up	 the	 debate	 by	
highlighting	the	issues	that	came	out.

I)	 Except	 RCJS,	 organised	 by	 Mohan	 Rao	 in	
Chirala,	 Andhra	 Pradesh,	 there	 is	 no	 active,	
organised	movement	of	weavers	in	India.	This	
is	a	serious	gap.
ii)	The	weaver's	mind‐set	and	the	weaver	are	
separate	as	Prasanna	said.	Today	the	weaver	is	 	 	 	 	 	
very	de‐politicised.	They	are	not	aware	of	what	
they	can	demand.
iii)	 A	 question	 to	 CSDS,	 as	 the	 institution	 is	
involved	 in	many	other	 issues,	 if	 there	 is	 any	
way	 to	 bring	 together	 and	 create	 awareness	
from	other	sectors	 to	extend	solidarity	 to	 the	
handloom	movement.
iv)	There	 is	a	need	 to	build	awareness	 in	 the	
weavers	about	the	rights,	legislations	etc.
v)	It	is	true	that	all	produced	goods	need	to	be	
sold.	 Therefore,	 market	 plays	 an	 important	 	
role.	Dastkar	Andhra	and	DESI,	are	focused	on	
bringing	the	market	back	to	the	weaver.	There	
is	a	strong	 	argument	advocating	 the	 tapping	
into	 the	 export	 market	 and	 increasing	 e‐	
commerce,	but	it	is	important	to	recognise	that	
potential	in	the	Indian	market	is	tremendous.	If	
this	aspect	can	be	highlighted,	one	can	reverse	
the	discourse	that	has	always	shunned	India's	
own	market.	One	needs	to	protect	the	country's	
market	from	powerlooms	and	foreign	trade.
vi)	Media	can	help	in	changing	the	outlook	and	
perception	of	handlooms.
vii)	Regarding	the	Handloom	Reservation	Act,	it	
is	clear	that	more	research	has	to	be	done.	Even	
as	the	Act	stands	today,	there	is	no	guarantee	
that	Government	will	take	stringent	measures	
for	 implementing	 the	Act.	There	has	 to	be	an	
action	oriented		campaign	and	we	should	spend	
less	 time	 in	 debating,	 arguing,	 finding	 proofs	
etc.

 Syama	 Sundari	 thought	 while	 Ritu	 Sethi's	
idea	about	creating	a	Trust	 for	advocacy	was	
valid,	she	was	not	sure	if	the	Federation	had	the	
capacity	 to	 increase	 the	 scope	 of	 work.	 In	
response	 to	 Prasanna's	 contention	 that	 the	
discussion	was	regressing,	she	 invited	all	 the	
participants	 to	 articulate	 how	 they	 see	 the	
future	for	the	sector	keeping	the	one	and	half	
days'	 deliberations	 in	 mind.	 Uzramma	 said	
there	is	a	need	to	build	new	collaborations.	She	
hoped	holding	a	meeting	on	handloom	along	
with	CSDS	can	be	one	such	new	collaboration.	
It	was	also	clear	 that	more	detailed	 research	
had	 to	 be	 undertaken	 before	 going	 the	 legal	
route	to	protect	the	Reservation	Act.	Prasanna	
entered	 the	 discussion	 offering	 clarifications	
about	 his	 earlier	 point	 on	 protectionism.	 He	
said	one	should	take	note	of	the	fact	that	the	
issues	in	khadi	and	handlooms	and	many	such	
sec tor s 	 were 	 engendered 	 by 	 S t a te 	
protectionism	 since	 independence.	 Co‐
operatives	were	destroyed	by	bureaucracy	 in	
the	name	of	protecting	the	handloom	weaver.	
Today	 the	 situation	 is	 such	 that	 the	
Government	 openly	declares	 that	 it	 does	not	
intend	 to	 protect	 anymore.	 But	 protection	 is	
required	for	some	things.	A	genuine	policy	of	
welfare	 must	 not	 be	 given	 up.	 But,	 said	
Prasanna,	 one	 must	 be	 resolved	 that	 if	
protection	is	not	offered,	one	can	glance	off	the	
blow	 without	 needing	 to	 be	 completely	
dependent	on	such	a	policy.	There	has	to	be	a	
paradigm	shift	in	the	minds	of	those	engaged	in	
handloom	production,	debates,	and	advocacy.	
One	 must	 imagine	 the	 narrative	 around	
handloom	 in	 positive	 terms;	 “fabric	 of	 the	
future”,	 ecologically	 sustainable	 product	 for	
attracting	 new	 investments	 etc.	 One	 should	
respect	the	weaver,	but	 if	the	mind‐set	of	the	
weaver	 is	 pandered	 to,	 all	 is	 lost,	 since	most	
weavers	 still	 think	 within	 the	 protectionist	
frame.

 There	 was	 discussion	 about	 what	 aspects	
could	be	considered	protectionist.	Rajni	Bakshi	
pointed	out	that	non‐availability	of	finance	for	
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	 	Hemendra	from	Women	Weaves	emphasized	
the	importance	of	markets	and	the	need	for	a	
serious	 engagement	with	 them.	 He	 said	 that	
today,	nobody	can	be	forced	to	buy	a	handloom	
towel	or	 lungi	by	pushing	 ideology.	Making	a	
fashion	 statement	 with	 handlooms	 is	 an	
important	 step	 for	 promoting	 handloom,	 an	
essential	 tool	 along	 with	 political	 and	 social	
activism.

	 Everyone	 agreed	 that	 there	 is	 market	 for	
handlooms.	Quality	and	design	innovation	are	
required	 to	 sell	 successfully.	 However,	 strict	
enforcement	 is	 required	 to	 stop	 the	
encroachment	of	powerloom	imitations.	Vipul	
said	handloom	has	protection	in	the	form	of	GI	
and	 handloom	mark.	 These	 have	 to	 be	 used	
intelligently.	 For	 example,	 weavers	 in	 the	
specific	geographic	area	have	to	be	approached	
for	 proper	documentation	 of	 the	history	 and	
process	for	registering	the	GI.	When	a	product	
is	registered,	there	is	a	process	that	needs	to	be	
mentioned.	There	should	be	no	dilution	in	the	
documentation	 to	 ensure	 the	 full	 protection	
available	through	GI.	A	lot	of	the	co‐operatives	
societies	 are	 genuine.	 Many	 of	 them	 are	
political.	 They	 should	 be	 encouraged	 to	 use	
their	political	acumen	to	 further	the	cause	of	
handlooms.	 The	 examples	 of	 success	 in	
organisations	 like	 DESI,	 Malkha	 and	 Dastkar	
Andhra	can	be	attributed	to	the	organisations'	
constant	analysis	of	production	and	sale,	and	
rigorous	 attention	 to	 the	 changing	 macro	
environment	 around	 production	 and	
marketing.	 As	 organisations	 run	 by	 intel‐
lectuals,	different	 insights	can	be	provided	to	
those	weavers	who	are	not	privy	to	this	mode	
of	 operation.	 If	 these	 success	 stories	 can	 be	
shared	with	other	handloom	societies	one	can	
motivate	them	to	replicate	these	successes.

 Syama	 Sundari	 concluded	 the	 debate	 by	
stating	that	the	need	to	link	to	a	larger	public	
discourse	 was	 never	 in	 dispute.	 	 But	 how	 it	
must	be	done	and	the	language	to	be	used	has	

to	be	thought	through	rigorously.	Also,	the	role	
of	communication	 in	promoting	marketing	 is	
not	in	dispute.		There	may	be	a	need	to	sharpen	
rhetoric;	the	communication	should	include	a	
strong	 producer	 voice.	 As	 Prasanna	 pointed,	
whatever	 said	 and	 done,	 the	 organisations	
mentioned	thus	far	are	only	the	mediators.	One	
also	needs	to	actively	bring	consumers	into	the	
communiqué.	There	is	a	need	for	advocacy	and	
engaging	 in	 litigation	 simultaneously	 when	
issues	 like	 the	 protection	 of	 the	 Handloom	
Reservation	Act	are	in	question.	It	is	a	fact	that	
the	specific	problems	that	hamper	the	growth	
in	handlooms	have	to	be	addressed.	But	there	
is	 a	 need	 for	 re‐framing	 the	 debate	 around	
handlooms.	 Handloom,	 as	 a	 mode	 of	 prod‐
uction,	rebels	against	the	established	market‐
oriented,	 centralised,	 mechanical	 modes	 of	
production	 and	 distribution.	 This	 has	 to	 be	
linked	to	narratives	on	sustainable	living	and	
organic	farming.	There	is	an	underlying	thread	
that	unites	all	 these	 struggles	and	handloom	
needs	to	re‐position	its	arguments	for	survival,	
and	build	solidarity	with	these	alliances.		
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IV. Policy	recommendations

 8) Epistemologies	are	diverse	and	each	has	
validity;	 a	 space	 that	 encourages	 a	 dialogue	
between	divergent	epistemologies	that	do	not	
talk	 to	 each	 other	 as	 often	 as	 is	 needed.	
Promoting	 handloom	 through	 educational	
institutions	can	form	part	of	this	endeavour.	
 9) It	is	increasingly	becoming	evident	that	
existing	policy	direction	is	unable	to	meet	the	
goal	of	livelihood	security	in	the	country.	There	
is	 enough	 evidence	 worldwide	 that	 growth	
does	 not	 necessarily	 lead	 to	 employment	
growth.	Traditional	industries	offer	a	counter‐
perspective	to	the	prevailing	model.	Handloom	
can	present	a	viable	alternative	to	the	current	
challenges	to	growth	in	the	mainstream	model.
 10) Handloom	constitutes	what	 is	 termed	
the	“intangible	cultural	heritage	of	mankind”	
(folktales	etc.;	as	opposed	 to	 forts,	museums	
etc.).	This	heritage	is	vital	to	human	creativity.	
The	modern	economic	model	is	also	in	favour	
of	 developing	 'niche	 zones',	 zones	 where	
aesthetic	 product	 is	 produced.	 This	 can	 be	
made	 part	 of	 the	 “sunrise	 industries”	
argument.
 11) Wherever	the	weaver	is	getting	work	all	
around	the	year,	they	are	not	leaving.	It	is	not	a	
problem	of	money	but	of	consistent	work.	Why	
is	 powerloom	 imitating	 handloom	 fabrics?	
Simply	because	 they	are	viable.	We	have	not	
said	that	the	powerloom	is	a	sick	industry.	If	it	
isn't	why	is	it	producing	handloom	imitations.
 12) The	 handloom	 sector	 can	 ease	 the	
burden	of	many	other	crises	we	talk	of	today.	
For	 example,	 this	 sector,	 its	 products	 and	
processes,	is	a	perfect	antidote	for	the	existing	
energy	crisis.

 1) There	 is	 a	 need	 for	 the	 formation	 of	 a	
handloom	 trust	 at	 a	 national	 level	which	 can	
take	 up	 research,	 advocacy	 and	 lobbying	 on	
behalf	of	the	sector.	
 2) New	rhetoric	is	needed	for	our	use	other	
than	 the	 protection	 vs	 market	 binary.	 We	
should	 subvert	 the	 natural	 language	 of	
capitalism	 for	our	use.	Why,	 for	example,	 can	
handloom	 not	 be	 part	 of	 “Make	 in	 India”	
campaign	?
 3) There	is	a	need	for	better	communication	
of	 the	 current	 story	 in	 handlooms.	 The	
narrative	about	prevention	of	migration	 from	
rural	 areas,	 matching	 traditional	 skills	 to	
contemporary	 markets	 has	 to	 be	 publicized.	
There	is	a	need	to	demonstrate	how	handloom	
is	 different	 from	powerloom	and	mill	 for	 the	
modern	citizen	unaware	of	the	differences.
 4) In	the	media	there	is	a	need	to	change	the	
outlook	 and	 perception	 of	 handlooms.	 Today	
the	role	of	advertising	should	not	be	 ignored.	
What	is	projected	as	desirable	to	the	customer	
is	what	the	customer	will	believe.
 5) If	we	were	to	connect	with	the	consumer	
in	a	big	way,	apart	from	all	the	other	things	we	
need	 to	do,	we	need	 to	ensure	 that	 there	are	
many	more	 touch	points	 that	 can	 be	 trusted.	
Not	just	a	couple	of	marketing	agencies	that	can	
give	us	a	guarantee	for	pure	handlooms.
 6) Bringing	handlooms	into	a	larger	public	
discourse,	 is	 a	 desirable	 goal.	 Building	
awareness	of	rights,	legislations	etc.	can	also	be	
a	part	of	this	endeavour.	One	convergence	that	
seems	 easy	 and	 can	 be	 forged	 is	 with	 the	
consumers.	 Consumer	 preferring	 organic	 can	
be	introduced	to	the	world	of	handloom.	May	be	
it	 is	 time	 for	 the	 consumer	 to	 fight	 for	 the	
survival	 of	 handloom;	 until	 now	 it	 was	 the	
producer	who	fought.	
 7) The	 current	 discourse	 has	 always	
shunned	our	own	market.	We	need	to	protect	
our	 domestic	 market	 from	 powerlooms	 and	
foreign	trade.	
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V.		Recommendations	to	the	State

domestic	markets	losing	out	on	local	products.	
The	instability	in	yarn	prices	is	also	due	to	the	
pressure	 from	 export	 markets.	 State	 has	 to	
absorb	 the	 variations	 in	 price	 and	 stabilize	
prices	 atleast	 for	 a	 year	 to	 protect	 domestic	
industries	and	markets.
 5) Handloom	has	to	be	promoted	as	a	source	
of	 employment	 in	 the	non‐farm	sector	 in	 the	
rural	 areas.	 It	 can	 go	 beyond	 the	 existing	
weaving	 caste	 and	 other	 castes	 can	 be	
encouraged	to	take	up	weaving	as	a	livelihood.
Explanation:	A	viable	alternative	employment	
source	is	required	in	the	rural	areas	to	prevent	
migration	 due	 to	 unemployment	 and	
decreasing	 opportunities	 in	 farming	 sector.	
The	 resources	 that	 need	 to	 be	 spent	 on	
generating	power	for	creating	employment	is	
far	 too	 much	 for	 all	 sectors	 dependent	 on	
energy	for	production.
 6) State	 should	 invest	 in	 campaign	 and	
promotions	that	will	impact	the	public	opinion.	
The	 general	 opinion	 that	 handloom	 can	 only	
serve	a	niche	segment	should	be	corrected	and	
the	scope	of	handloom	 in	catering	 to	general	
needs	of	the	customer	should	be	highlighted.		
Explanation:	 Handloom	 should	 be	 looked	 at	
both	 as	 a	 special	 product	 promoted	 by	
designers	 and	 a	 daily	 use	 ordinary	 product.	
Framework	 of	 any	 intervention	 has	 to	 keep	
these	dual	dimensions	of	the	product	in	mind.	
This	will	 boost	 the	 volumes	 in	production	 in	
handlooms.

 1) The	minimum	working	 capital	 needs	 of	
the	 sector	 have	 to	 be	 taken	 care	 of	 by	 re‐
financing	 the	 co‐operative	 banks	 which	 lend	
cash	 credit	 to	 the	 handloom	 co‐operatives	 in	
the	country.
Explanation:	 No	 industry	 can	 function	 with	
inadequate	 finances.	 The	 minimum	 financial	
assistance	required	to	run	a	loom	is	less	than	a	
lakh.	 But	 the	 Government	 is	 not	 releasing	
adequate	working	 capital	which	 is	 offered	 as	
cash	credit	by	the	district	co‐operative	banks.	
For	 instance,	 the	 working	 capital	 need	 in	
Andhra	Pradesh	according	to	the	existing	looms	
is	 to	 the	 tune	 of	 1,600	 crores	 but	 the	 loan	
extended	is	only	200	crores.	
 2) State	should	support	multiple	marketing	
channels	to	improve	distribution	of	handloom	
fabrics.
Explanation:	The	presence	of	a	single	channel	
for	 distribution	 for	 the	 handloom	 co‐
operatives,	in	the	name	of	the	Apex	Marketing	
body	is	limiting	the	scope	of	handloom	markets.
 3) Distinct	 branding	 for	 powerloom	 is	
essential	 to	 check	 powerloom	 imitations	 of	
handloom	reserved	items.	
Explanation:	 Looking	 at	mill,	 powerloom	 and	
handloom	 not	 as	 distinct	 sectors	 but	 only	 as	
production	 processes	 with	 a	 continuity	 will	
mean	that	they	have	to	compete	from	the	same	
platform.	This	adversely	affects	the	interests	of	
the	 handloom	 industry.	 Branding	 powerloom	
will	protect	both	the	interests	of	the	producers	
and	consumers.
 4) The	hank	yarn	supply	and	the	supply	of	
dye	materials	has	to	be	improved.	Single
	 channel	 of	NHDC	 is	 not	 helping	 the	weavers	
procure	 yarn	 in	 time.	 The	 fluctuation	 in	 yarn	
prices	has	to	be	regulated	by	the	State.
Explanation:	 Demand	 for	 cotton	 yarn	 in	
international	markets	and	relaxing	the	norms	
for	 the	 export	 of	 both	 raw	 cotton	 and	 cotton	
yarn	have	 severely	affected	 the	production	 in	
both	 handloom	 and	 powerloom	 sectors.	 Our	
growth	in	export	market	cannot	be	at	the	cost	of	
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VI.		Annexures
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a)	Workshop	plan

1st Day: March 14, 2015

Time Session Details

9:00 ‐ 9:45 Registra�on

10:00 ‐ 11:00 Inaugural Session

  Welcome & Introduc�on by Vipul Mudgal, Inclusive Media 
for Change and Publics and Policies Programme, CSDS

 Introductory Remarks: Peter deSouza, CSDS
 Background and subject introduc�on by Siddarth Joshi & B. 

Syama Sundari

11:00 ‐ 11:30 Tea and Refreshments

SESSION 1: Chaired by Peter de'Souza

Reserva�on Act: A Perspec�ve from the Sates

Persenta�ons & Discussions:

1. Odisha experience by Gunjan Jain
2. Karnataka expirence by Prasanna
3. Madhya Pradesh perspec�ve by Hemendra Sharma
    Discussant: M S Sriram
    Chair remarks

13:00 ‐ 14:00 Lunch

(P)Reserving	the	Handloom	Reservation	Act

March	14‐15,	2015,	CSDS	Seminar	Hall,	29,	Rajpur	Road,	Delhi	‐	54
Centre	for	study	of	Developing	Societies,	Fedaration	of	Handloom	Organisations

and	Inclusive	Media	for	Change
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14:00 ‐ 15:30 SESSION 2: Chaired by UZRAMMA

Review of the failure of the Act and its consequences

Presentations & Discussion:

1. M Mohan Rao     Reservation Act ‐  A Sector perspective
2. D Virupaksham    Reservation Act ‐  A Co‐operative perspective
3. Vishesh Nautyal  Reservation Act ‐ A State perspective
    Dicussant:           Syama Sundari
    Chair Comments

15:30‐ 17:30 SESSION 3: Chaired by M.S. SRIRAM

Discussion of the relevance of Act in its current context

Introducing the issues ‐ Syama Sundari
Open Discussion
Chair Comments

2nd Day: March 15, 2015

10:30 ‐ 13:00 SESSION 4: CHAIRED BY VIPUL MUDGAL & B. SYAMA SUNDARI

Way forward

1. M. Mohan Rao
2. Prasanna
3. Ritu Sethi
4. Rajni Bakshi

    Concluding remarks by Syama Sundari

13:00 - Lunch
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b)	Background	note	-		A	note	on	the	Reservation	Act

	 	Hand	woven	 fabric	 is	 an	 abiding	 symbol	 of	
India's	 freedom	 struggle.	 The	 status	 of	 hand	
weaving	 as	 a	 traditional	 occupation	 is,	
however,	a	matter	of	grave	concern	today.	In	the	
past	 it	 has	 been	 a	 metaphor	 for	 swaraj	 and	
sustainable	development	but	 its	 influence	on	
our	social,	political	and	economic	imagination	
is	 fast	 getting	 eroded.	 The	 workshop	 is	 an	
attempt	to	protect	the	Handloom	Reservation	
Act	in	order	to	restore	its	relevance	for	lives	and	
livelihoods	 of	 some	 of	 the	 poorest	 people	
throughout	India.	

	 	 Handloom	 weaving,	 a	 largely	 home‐based	
activity,	provides	livelihoods	to	44	lakh	families	
today.	 A	 typical	 weaver	 family	 operates	 the	
loom	with	the	support	of	a	primary	handloom	
co‐operative	 society	 or	 a	 master	 weaver	
(sahukar).	This	micro‐economic	activity	hinges	
on	a	network	of	collaborations,	and	even	caste	
and	 community	 ties,	 among	 a	 variety	 of	
partners	 which	 enable	 the	 yarn	 to	 translate	
designs	into	fabrics	that	serve	both	traditional	
and	modern	users.	

	 	 The	 initial	 threat	 to	 the	 sector	 came	 in	 the	
colonial	times	with	the	advent	of	mechanized	
spinning	followed	by	mechanized	weaving.	But	
the	handloom	endured	its	market	and	aesthetic	
appeal	through	sheer	tenacity	and	adaptability.	
In	the	first	two	Five‐Year‐Plans,	handloom	was	
given	its	rightful	place	at	the	core	of	the	village	
swaraj	despite	discordant	notes	in	the	Second	
Plan.	The	fact	that	it	provided	employment	to	
millions	and	that	it	had	an	almost	spiritual	link	
with	 India's	 traditional	 society	 helped	 the	
sector	 to	 retain	 its	 pre‐eminence	 in	 public	
policy.	 In	 the	 seventies	 the	 powerlooms	
flourished	 largely	with	 the	 state's	 assistance.	
The	real	challenge	came	when	the	traditional	
handloom	 products	 like	 the	 dhotis,	 lungis,	
towels	and	blankets	were	usurped	by	cheaper	
powerloom	products.	

	 	 It	 is	 in	 this	 backdrop,	 and	 against	 hostile	
opposition	 from	 the	 mill	 lobby,	 that	 the	
Handloom	 Reservation	 Act	 was	 debated	 and	
passed	 in	 1985	 providing	 exclusive	 rights	 of	
producing	 certain	 articles	 to	 handloom.	
However,	it	was	quickly	dragged	into	litigation	
and	a	Stay	Order	restrained	its	implementation	
until	the	late	nineties.	Finally,	the	number	of	22	
reserved	articles	for	the	handloom	sector	was	
brought	 down	 to	 half	 at	 a	 time	 when	 the	
powerlooms	had	proliferated	even	further.	The	
major	 identity	product	of	the	 loom,	the	great	
Indian	Sari,	today	stands	threatened	by	cheap	
powerloom	imitations,	thanks	to	the	new	and	
growing	 consumerist	 demand	 for	 traditional	
aesthetics	at	a	cheaper	price.	

		Complexities	aside,	today	70%	of	all	the	fabric,	
readymade	 garments	 and	 upholstery	 sold	 as	
khadi	 and	 handloom	 in	 the	 domestic	 and	
export	markets	 is	 produced	 on	 powerlooms.	
Obviously	 the	 Act	 is	 not	 being	 implemented	
even	 though	 the	 offenders	 are	 punishable	
under	 CrPC.	 In	 this	 backdrop	 the	 two‐day	
workshop	will	discuss	the	consequences	of	the	
Act's	non‐implementation	and	to	find	ways	to	
bring	about	effective	implementation	through	
advocacy,	intervention	and	public	opinion.			
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c)	Handloom	Reservation	Act	1985
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d)	Presentations

I		Do	we	need	Reservation	for	Handlooms	‐		B.	Syama	Sundari

		We	believe	that	a	new	strategy	for	re‐vitalizing	

handlooms	is	required	since	this	is	a	sector	that	

is	 central	 to	 realizing	 the	 objective	 of	

expanding	employment.	Given	the	evidence	of	

a	 declining	 elasticity	 of	 employment	 (with	

respect	 to	output	growth)	 in	agriculture	(the	

employment	 share	 of	 agriculture	 dropped	 to	

50%	according	to	the	latest	figures),	the	role	of	

non‐agricultural	 employment	 in	 expanding	

livelihood	opportunities	is	widely	recognized.	

And	 given	 the	 decline	 in	 employment	 in	

organized	 manufacturing	 (employment	

declined	by	nearly	7%	between	2005&2010,),	

focus	must	shift	to	sectors	like	handloom.	

	 	 When	 migrations	 have	 become	 a	 serious	
challenge	to	the	economy	of	the	city,	the	lack	of	
attention	 to	 securing	 existing	 livelihoods	
seems	 unwise.	 Ensuring	 the	 survival	 of	
handloom	 at	 all	 levels	 (all	 skill	 levels)	 will	
enable	 the	 creation	 of	 a	 skilled	 occupation	
alternative	 in	 the	 rural	 areas.	 It	will	 prevent	
migration	of	the	rural	population	as	unskilled	
labour	to	cities.	The	beauty	and	strength	of	the	
handloom	sector	is	that	it	combines	aesthetic	
with	a	sustainable	livelihood.	

	 	 Before	 we	 outline	 the	 strengths	 of	 the	
industry,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 recognize	 that	
handlooms	 have	 been	 integrated	 into	 the	
national	 political‐economic	 discourse.	 Sitting	
along	 with	 sectors	 like	 mill	 and	 powerloom	
with	 'rich'	 lobbying	 capacities,	 handloom	 is	
often	 seen	 as	 surviving	 on	 welfare	 and	 a	
traditional	 burden	 that	 has	 to	 be	 carried	 for	
some	more	 time.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 therefore	
acknowledge	 the	 fact	 that	 44	 lakh	 weaver	
families	 (2010	 Govt.	 Census)	 are	 engaged	 in	
the	profession	and	the	sector	contributes	

around	11%	of	the	total	cloth	production	in	the	
country.	Apart	from	the	rich	cultural	heritage	
that	embodies	the	art	of	hand	weaving,	it	offers

1.	 A	skilled	livelihood	in	rural	India

2.	 A	production	base	that	does	not	deplete	

natural	 resource	 base	 or	 cause	

pollution

3.	 An	 industry	 that	 requires	 minimum	

infrastructure	 and	 can	 be	 set	 up	 at	

relatively	low	cost

4.	 An	 industry	 that	 does	 not	 depend	 on	

power/energy

5.	 A	 viable	 employment	 opportunity	 to	

youth	 and	 a	 profession	 that	 engages	

both	body	and	mind

	 	 The	 crisis	 in	 energy	 deserves	 a	 special	
mention	 as	 our	 economy	 and	 various	
infrastructure	initiatives	are	directly	tied	to	the	
availability	 of	 energy	 at	 reasonable	 cost.	
International	politics	and	changes	in	economic	
policies	 are	 a	 cause	 of	 continuous	 anxiety	 as	
these	 will	 impact	 the	 crude	 oil	 prices	 in	 the	
international	 market.	 The	 search	 for	 nuclear	
energy	 as	 an	 alternative	 energy	 source	 is	
fraught	 with	 difficulties.	 The	 costs	 are	 also	
enormous.	 In	 this	 backdrop	 an	 industry	 like	
handlooms	which	does	not	place	extra	demand	
on	energy	or	the	country's	endangered	natural	
resources	deserves	special	attention.

Overview
	 	Let	us	examine	how	the	handloom	industry	is	
viewed;	as	part	of	the	textile	industry,	which	it	
is,	or	as	a	special	category.	This	is	important	as	
the	 perception	 influences	 and	 shapes	 the	
policies	that	affect	the	weavers'	lives.	The	past	
200	years	have	seen	the	loss	of	most	handloom	
production	in	the	world.		
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In	our	country	mill,	powerloom	and	handloom	
are	the	three	broad	categories	in	textiles.	There	
are	also	sub‐sectors	such	as	tailoring	that	are	
added	 to	 the	 list	 in	 recent	 times.	 Handloom	
predates	colonial	times	while	power	looms	are	
a	more	recent	addition.	Weaving	is	a	household	
activity	 and	 the	 weavers	 work	 either	 under	
master	weaver	or	co‐operatives.	Co‐operatives	
and	master	weavers	perform	the	same	function	
of 	 aggregating	 inputs	 and	 providing	
distribution	 channels.	 Co‐operatives	 are	
supposed	 to	be	 the	vehicles	 for	 gram	swaraj.	
They	are	democratic	institutions	in	spirit	and	
inception.	However	one	should	not	assume	that	
weaver	is	an	independent	producer	though	he	
weaves	 from	 home.	 The	 independence	 in	
production	was	lost	in	the1920s	itself	with	the	
import	 of	 both	 cloth	 and	 yarn	 from	 Britain.	

thSince	 the	 mid	 19 	 century,	 weaving	 has	
experienced	 changes	 with	 the	 separation	 of	
yarn	production	into	a	distinct	industry.	

		In	the	skill	category	there	are	low,	medium	and	
high	skilled	weavers.	The	general	perception	is	
that	the	low	skilled	weaver	has	no	choice	but	to	
move	 to	 weaving	 powerloom,	 whereas,	 the	
medium	skilled	weaver	may	continue	weaving	
while	educating	the	next	generation	for	more	
mainstream	jobs.	This	leaves	only	the	high	skill	
weavers	 and	 they	 have	 enough	 demand	 to	
continue	weaving.	This	however	is	not	a	faithful	
picture	 of	 the	 reality	 in	 the	 field.	 There	 are	
pockets	 where	 low	 skill	 weavers	 continue	
weaving	even	in	the	face	of	decreasing	demand.	
Medium	and	high	skill	weavers	may	leave	the	
profession	 even	when	 there	 is	 a	 demand	 for	
their	product.		

	 	 It	 is	 a	 fact	 that	 compared	 to	 mechanical	 	
production	 the	 productivity	 in	 handlooms	 in	
terms	 of	 volumes	 is	 less.	 When	 productivity	
becomes	 a	 norm	 that	 defines	 efficiency,	 	
handloom	becomes	inefficient	in	addition	to	

being	less	productive.	This	is	the	paradigm	that	
informed	 the	 policy	 makers	 and	 planners	 in	
independent	 India	 in	 all	 the	 interventions	
designed	for	the	sector.	Plan	documents	show	
that	 the	 nationalist	 spirit	 continues	 till	 the	V	
plan	where	the	stress	is	on	protecting	artisanal	
industries.	 But	 the	 rhetoric	 used	 about	
traditional	 industries	 is	 that	 they	 are	 not	
“modern”	 and	 can	 only	 lead	 to	 employment	
growth,	and	not	growth	in	the	economic	sense.	
The	covert	 reference	 in	all	 the	Five	Year	Plan	
documents	to	handloom	weaving	is	that	it	is	an	
activity	 with	 a	 cultural	 and	 emotional	
symbolism	 (due	 to	 its	 role	 in	 struggle	 for	
Independence)	 and	 hence	 needs	 to	 be	
supported.

	 	The	year1985	marks	a	watershed	in	Planning	
where	 handloom	 as	 a	 separate	 category	was	
removed	and	Textile	sector	was	categorised	in	
terms	of	processes.	Henceforth,	you	look	at	mill,	
powerloom	 and	 handloom	 not	 as	 distinct	
sectors	 but	 as	 production	 processes	 with	 a	
continuity,	they	can	all	compete	from	the	same	
platform.	 This	 affects	 the	 interests	 of	 the	
handloom	industry	and	effectively	removes	the	
veneer	 of	 protection	 from	 the	 rhetoric	 of	 the	
State.	 The	 weaver	 is	 hence	 categorised	
according	 to	 skill	 and	 not	 in	 terms	 of	
production	 activity.	 	 This	 argument	 was	
justified	as	a	measure	to	increase	productivity	
which	 can	 be	 measured	 and	 can	 serve	 as	 a	
benchmark.	 The	 premise	 is	 that	 increasing	
efficiency	in	processes	will	ensure	increase	in	
productivity.	 And	 productivity	 is	 a	 definite	
measure	of	growth.		The	attempt	is	to	gradually	
shift	the	handloom	weavers	to	power	loom	and	
other	modern	occupations.		
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State	perception	of	the	sector
	 	The	lack	of	recognition	of	the	strengths	in	the	
sector	 is	 the	 prime	 motivator	 for	 all	 the	
misguided	 policies	 drafted	 in	 the	 name	 of	
supporting	handlooms.

	 	The	complaints	against	handloom	are	many	
according	to	 the	State	vision	documents.	The	
argument	is	that	the	way	in	which	production	is	
organized	 in	 handloom	 is	 not	 conducive	 to	
efficiency	 and	 productivity.	 	 The	 manner	 in	
which	handloom	operates,	where	family	plays	
a	key	role	in	production	and	the	location	being	
the	individual	home	of	the	weaver	is	frowned	
upon	 by	 the	 advocates	 of	 the	 mainstream	
centralized	modes	of	production.	If	we	look	at	
the	new	Textile	policy	(2014),	it	has	a	lot	to	say	
about	 increasing	 exports	 and	 improving	
presence	 in	 international	 markets.	 There	 is	
also	a	move	to	formulate	recommendations	for	
developing	and	modernizing	the	powerloom	
and 	 hand l oom 	 s e c to r . 	 The 	 ph ra se 	
'modernization'	strikes	doom	in	the	hearts	of	
the	 handloom	 organizations	 and	 handloom	
weavers.	 In	 the	 name	 of	 modernization,	 the	
previous	policies	which	have	been	framed	and	
money	 spent	 on	 trainings,	 modernization	 of	
the	 loom	 etc.,	 did	 not	 benefit	 the	 handloom	
weaver.	 All	 these	 policies	 and	 the	 schemes	
formulated	 under	 the	 umbrella	 of	 these	
formulations	 make	 a	 grave	 miscalculation.	
They	do	not	take	into	account,

a)	 the	nature	of	the	industry	/	sector	and

b)	 their	 underlying	 aim	 seems	 to	 be	 to	

replace	 handlooms	 gradually	 by	

powerlooms

c)	 the	recommendation	from	the	various	

committees	 was	 for	 a	 'progressive'	

movement 	 f rom	 hand loom	 to 	

powerloom.	The	word		modernization'	

can	be	seen	in	all	the	Committee	

	 reports	 recommending	 changes	 in	

policy	direction	to	 improve	growth	trajectory	

in	the	sector.	

	 	 	The	State	focus	was	chiefly	on	support	to	the	

industry	 to	 increase	 export	 earnings	 and	

developing	niche	markets.	In	1999,	the	Satyam	

Committee	report	openly	advocated	a	shift	of	

the	'third	tier'	weavers	to	powerloom	and	re‐

emphasized	'export'	markets	as	target	for	the	

handloom	sector.		

	 	Towards	this	end	the	weavers	were	classified	
into	three	categories	and	the	low	skill	weaver	at	
the	 bottom	 was	 to	 be	 weaned	 away	 for	 his	
survival.	 The	 mid‐category	 weaving	 received	
support	until	the	State	made	liberalisation	and	
globalization,	 the	 central	 pillars	 of	 policy	
making.		In	the	new	global	world,	local	markets	
and	domestic	markets	are	linked	to	the	global	
markets	in	order	to	increase	the	scope	for	these	
markets.	But	the	downside	was	that	these	two	
markets,	especially	the	local	market	had	to	face	
the	new	factor	of	fluctuations	in	international	
markets.	The	opening	of	markets	also	made	us	
a	global	consumer	of	products;	we	export	more	
number	of	product	categories	but	also	allow	a	
number	 of	 imports	 into	 the	 society.	 The	
challenges	 for	 local	 production	 and	 products	
and	traditional	production	systems	are	largely	
ignored	 or	 dismissed	 in	 the	 name	 of	 bad	
economic	logic.

	 	The	word	'crisis'	is	often	associated	with	the	
mention	of	 handloom	 industry.	While	 talking	
about	the	growth	and	prospects,	the	aspect	of	
crisis	 overshadows	 the	 discourse	 with	
reference	 to	 handlooms.	 In	 reality	 the	
important	factors	leading	to	this	crisis	can	be	
identified	as	follows:
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1.	 The	spiraling	of	cotton	yarn	prices	over	

the	decade	

2.	 The	 unequal	 competition	 from	

powerlooms	and	mill

3.	 The	 lack	 of	 enforcement	 of	measures	

like	the	Handloom	Reservation	Act	and	

the	Hank	Yarn	Obligation	Act	and	 the	

initiation	 of	 anti‐handloom	 policies	

from	 time	 to	 time	 (eg:	 the	 recent	

proposal	to	re‐define	handloom)

	 	Today	the	handloom	industry	has	to	struggle	

for	the	basic	input	of	yarn;	the	prices	of	both	

silk	and	cotton	yarn	have	been	escalating	for	

the	past	few	decades.	The	dependence	for	the	

raw	material	on	large	spinning	mills	has	meant	

that	 handloom	 cloth	 production	 has	 become	

uneconomical.		After	creating	a	dependency	in	

the	 weaver	 for	 yarn	 from	 the	 mainstream	

spinning	 mills,	 yarn	 availability	 became	 an	

issue.	 Then	 it	 was	 placed	 under	 special	

protection	in	a	move	that	overtly	seems	to	offer	

some	safeguard.	The	Hank	Yarn	Obligation	Act	

ostensibly	 passed	 to	 enable	 the	 weaver	 to	

access	hank	yarn	 at	 reasonable	prices	 in	 the	

required	counts	and	at	appropriate	time,	has	

never	 been	 implemented	 sincerely.	 The	

mechanisms	for	monitoring	so	that	50%	of	the	

total	yarn	production	in	a	mill	is	set	aside	for	

handloom	 sector	 were	 poor.	 Most	 of	 the	

spinning	mills	however	were	compensated	for	

producing	the	required	hank	yarn	by	the	State.	

At	a	later	point	in	time,	the	powerloom	lobby	

battled	for	repealing	the	Hank	Yarn	Obligation	

Act	 and	 were	 successful	 in	 reducing	 the	

allocation	from	50%	to	40%.	

	 	 Let	 us	 observe	 the	 fate	 of	 the	 Handloom	

Reservation	Act	 passed	 in	 1985	which	 could	

not	be	implemented	due	to	court	litigation	for	

10	years.	These	interim	years	were	successfully	

used	by	the	powerloom	owners	to	freely	carry	

out	the	imitations	and	sell	them	in	the	name	of	

handloom	availing	all	the	benefits	reserved	for	

handloom.	 	The	spurious	handloom	products	

blunted	the	sensibilities	of	the	customers	and	

meanwhile	 an	 entire	 section	 of	 handloom	

weavers	 migrated	 to	 either	 carrying	 out	 the	

powerloom	imitations	or	 into	other	unskilled	

occupations.	 This	 situation	 enabled	 the	

Government	 to	 sound	 the	 distress	 call	 from	

time	to	time	saying	that	handloom	weavers	are	

leaving	 the	 profession	 as	 it	 is	 unviable.	 This	

logic	 was	 applied	 to	 reduce	 budgetary	

allocations	and	 left	 the	State	with	supporting	

the	remaining	weavers	in	the	name	of	welfare	

(charity).	

	 	There	is	evidence	that	the	share	of	handloom	

markets	 in	 both	 local	 and	 distant	markets	 is	 	

decreasing	due	to	the	onslaught	of	powerloom	

imitations.	 Inspite	 of	 being	 armed	 with	 a	

Reservation	Act,	successive	Governments	with	

the	aid	of	the	enforcement	departments	under	

the	 Development	 Commissioner,	 Handlooms,	

have	failed	to	implement	it.	Gandhi	recognised	

the	danger	of	imitations	as	far	back	as	the	early	
th20 	 century	 when	 he	 questioned	 khadi	

imitations.	He	said	'If	the	imitations	are	being	

sold	 as	 khadi,	 what	 will	 happen	 to	 the	

livelihood	of	the	producers	of	actual	khadi?’

Demand for reservation: a sign of vulnerability?
  We	 generally	 associate	 reservation	 with	
vulnerability	and	as	a	society	feel	conscientious	
when	we	offer	reservations	to	certain	sections	
of	 the	 population.	 Of	 course	 the	 concept	 of	
'reservation'	has	its	detractors	and	the	strong	
argument	against	it	is	that	it	makes	the	subject
population	dependent	and	the	new	argument	
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	added	to	the	set	is	that	'reservation'	makes	bad	

economic	 logic.	 The	 particular	 subject	 under	

the	radar	 today	 is	 the	Handloom	Reservation	

Act,	 1985.	 Under	 the	 Act	 there	 are	 certain	

articles	reserved	 for	 the	exclusive	production	

in	handlooms.	The	list	started	with	22	products	

but	 by	 the	 time	 it	 came	 out	 of	 litigation,	 the	

number	reduced	to	11	items.The	debate	is	an	

old	one	and	many	may	dismiss	it	as	irrelevant	

but	 it	 is	 also	 a	 representation	 of	 the	 State	

attitude	to	the	sector.	We	would	like	to	find	if	

the	Act	is	helpful	in	protecting	the	interests	of	

the	sector.

	 	 Removing	 reservations	 saying	 they	 are	
irrelevant	seems	to	be	the	special	mission	of	the	
State.	There	 is	 a	 silent	process	 to	undermine	
the	 special	 protection	 offered	 to	 the	
unorganised	sector	and	moves	are	being	made	
in	Delhi	in	the	corridors	of	the	bureaucracy	to	
bring	 the	 small	 and	medium	enterprises	 into	
competition	with	the	organised	sector.	There	is	
a	statement	in	the	media	recently	that	certain	
reservations	 for	 manufacturing	 in	 the	 MSE	
Sector	are	withdrawn.	The	decision	according	
to	 the	 Government	 is	 taken	 to	 encourage	
investments	 and	 improve	 technology	 in	
production.	 The	 reasons	 given	 are	 the	 poor	
implementation	 of	 the	 Act	 and	 that	 it	 is	 not	
feasible	 for	 the	 State	 after	 the	 markets	 have	
been	 liberalised.	Right	now	there	 is	a	protest	
gathering	 around	 the	 issue,	 especially	 in	 the	
handloom	sector.

	 	Coming	to	the	handloom	sector,	we	need	to	
find	 out	 why	 there	 was	 a	 need	 to	 reserve	
particular	 products	 for	 handloom	 and	 stop	
powerloom/mill	 production	 of	 those	 items?	
The	 threats	 to	 handloom	 sector	 are	 old	 and	
have	 their	 origins	 in	 the	 colonial	 times.	 The	
flooding	of	machine	made	cloth	and	machine	
spun	yarn	by	the	British	effectively	killed	the

	 industry	 in	 some	 pockets	 of	 the	 country.	
Especially,	the	hand	spun	yarn	never	recovered	
from	 the	 competition	with	mechanised	 yarn.	
For	 the	 disappearance	 of	 every	 traditional	
activity,	bad	economics	and	physical	labour	are	
given	 as	 rationalisations	 post	 the	 event.	 The	
successive	 State	 policies	 distanced	 yarn	
spinning	 from	 the	 weaver	 and	 placed	 it	 in	
centralised	 mills;	 they	 enticed	 a	 whole	
generation	that	engaged	with	hand	spun	yarn	
to	 declare	 it	 tedious	 and	 unproductive	 and	
move	 to	 mechanised	 yarn.	 They	 offered	 the	
machine	yarn	at	cheaper	prices	whereby	hand	
spinning	immediately	became	uneconomical.

	 	The	Reservation	Act	for	instance,	may	not	be	
the	ideal	solution	to	the	problem	of	confusion	
in	 the	 markets	 about	 what	 distinguishes	
handloom	 from	 powerloom.	 Since	 we	 are	
debating	 the	relevance	of	 the	Act,	 it	 is	worth	
noting	 that	 there	 is	 a	 strange	 continuity	 	 	
between	handloom	and	powerloom	–	workers	
in	 both	 are	 from	 the	 weaving	 community.	
Producers	 move	 across	 sectors	 smoothly.	
Intimate	 knowledge	 and	market	 information	
therein	enable	perfect	imitations	of	handloom	
products	by	powerloom	producers.	We	must	
acknowledge	the	fact	that	self‐same	producer	
is	 the	 cause	 of	 this	 situation.	 As	 a	 result,	 	 	
confusion	 ensues.	 The	 customer	 is	 deceived	
successfully	 because	 of	 the	 seamless	
transitioning	of	producers	 from	handloom	to	
powerloom.	

  The	question	that	is	generally	pushed	under	
the	 carpet	 is	 if	 powerloom	 pretends	 to	 be	
handloom	 in	 the	 market	 for	 improving	 its	
share,	it	is	a	direct	message	that	handloom	has	
a	loyal	market.	And	this	is	the	middle	market	
that	 we	 are	 referring	 to,	 not	 the	 discerning,	
identity	product	market	or	the	khadi	market.	It	
is	 the	 generic	 product	made	 by	 the	medium	
skilled	weaver	and	used	every	day	by	the
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customer.	 Probably	 people	 advocating	 the	
cause	 of	 handloom	 have	 not	 been	 able	 to	
leverage	points	like	this	to	make	a	stronger	case	
for	 handlooms.	 Today	 the	 actual	 threat	 for	
handloom	 fabrics	 which	 are	 woven	 by	 the	
medium	skilled	weavers,	be	it	fabric	or	saree	of	
the	 general	 variety,	 is	 from	 the	 powerloom	
imitations.	 The	 unequal	 competition	 is	
affecting	 the	 livelihoods	 of	 these	 handloom	
weavers.	

	 	 The	 solution	 offered	 in	 place	 of	 the	
Reservation	 Act	 by	 the	 State	 is	 branding	 the	
handloom	 product	 and	 getting	 more	 GI	
recognitions	 for	 handloom	weaving.	 But	 this	
strategy	has	failed	miserably.	 	The	aim	of	a	GI	
Act	or	a	handloom	mark	is	to	communicate	the	
authenticity	 of	 the	 product.	 In	 order	 for	 the	
audience	to	receive	it,	they	need	to	have	a	basic	
understanding	 of	 handloom,	 have	 a	 general	
idea	of	production	geographies.	There	has	to	be	
a	 wider	 publicity	 about	 the	 powerloom	
imitations	 masquerading	 as	 handloom	 and	
important	 tips	 to	 distinguish	 one	 from	 the	
other.	 This	 effort	 has	 to	 be	 undertaken	 on	 a	
large	scale	and	it	requires	sincere	intention	and	
a	belief	in	the	viability	of	the	handloom	sector	
on	the	part	of	the	officials	from	the	Department.	
But	the	unchecked	powerloom	imitation	that	is	
eating	 into	 handloom	 markets	 is	 never	
mentioned,	 never	 taken	 into	 consideration.	
Creating	 marketing	 complexes,	 conducting	
exhibitions	(where	the	State	cannot	ensure	that	
only	handloom	is	sold)	and	the	latest	fad	is	e‐
commerce,	 are	 the	 answers	 provided	 to	
address	the	issues	in	the	sector.	

Conclusion: strengths of handloom production
	 	The	handloom	sector	can	ease	the	burden	of	
many	other	crises	we	talk	of	today.	For	example,	
this	sector,	its	products	and	processes,	offer	a	
perfect	antidote	for	the	existing	energy	crisis.	

The	fact	that	handloom	offers
												a)	skilled	employment	in	the	villages,	

	 	 	 	 	 	 b)	 opportunities	 for	 new	 livelihoods	 in	 	 	

rural	areas,	

										c)	helps	sustain	a	tradition	that	combines		

aesthetic	with	culture	and

										d)	maintains	the	ecological	balance	in	all		

its	 production	 processes,	 should	 be	

projected	in	a	positive	light.	

	 	 	 	There	is	no	sure	way	of	killing	an	industry	
than	to	give	it	a	bad	name.	Consistently	for	the	
past	forty	years	successive	state	policies	have	
termed	 the	 sector	 a	 sunset	 industry,	 stated	
again	and	again	that	handloom	is	an	outmoded	
form	of	 production	 and	 forced	 the	weaver	 to	
concede	 that	 handloom	 weaving	 is	 unviable.	
They	 successfully	 discouraged	 the	 present	
generation	 of	 weavers	 against	 entering	 this	
profession.	There	is	evidence	that	in	both	local	
and	 distant	 markets,	 the	 share	 of	 handloom	
markets	is	decreasing	due	to	the	onslaught	of	
powerloom	imitations.	

	 	 The	 ambiguity	 perpetuated	 by	 the	 Policy	
makers	 by	 including	 handloom	 under	 the	
Textile	 Ministry	 on	 par	 with	 the	 mill	 and	
powerloom	sector	 is	 a	 clear	 indication	of	 the	
intent	of	the	State.	If	you	are	unclear	as	to	what	
is	handloom,	the	aim	of	securing	the	interests	of	
the	sector	remains	distant.	Today,	 it	 is	not	an	
exaggeration	to	state	that	70%	of	what	is	sold	in	
our	 markets	 as	 handloom	 is	 actually	
powerloom	product.	That	handloom	as	a	brand	
name	 has	 value	 in	 the	 market	 can	 be	
established	 by	 this	 single	 fact.	 However	 the	
powers	 that	 be	 have	 no	 intention	 or	 interest	
whatsoever	 to	 clarify	 the	 picture,	 distinguish	
handloom	from	imitations	and	restore	dignity	
to	 the	 sector.	 It	 is	 interesting	 that	 the	
powerloom	lobby	working	to	get	the	Handloom	
Reservation	Act	scrapped	or	atleast	reduce	the	
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items	reserved	so	as	to	make	it	irrelevant,	uses	
the	 same	 argument . 	 They	 argue	 the	
implementation	 of	 the	 Act	 is	 so	 poor	 that	
powerloom	imitations	of	handloom	are	selling	
hugely	 in	 the	market.	 Therefore,	 the	 Act	 has	
become	 immaterial	 and	 can	 be	 officially	
withdrawn.

	 	 It	 is	 time	 to	 recognise	 that	 there	 a	 serious	
implication	 for	 the	 industries	 in	 the	
unorganised	 sectors	 if	 the	 seemingly	 fragile	
and	meagre	legal	protection	is	withdrawn.	This	
is	 the	 reason	 for	 the	 protests	 organized	 by	
weavers	 and	 organisations	 working	 with	
handloom	 weavers	 against	 the	 revision/	
scrapping	of	the	Reservation	Act.	The	Act	first	
passed	in	1985	went	through	turbulent	times	
since	 the	 beginning.	 Inspite	 of	 being	 armed	
wi th 	 a 	 Reservat ion 	 Act , 	 success ive 	
Governments	with	the	aid	of	the	enforcement	
departments	 under	 the	 Development	
Commissioner,	 Handlooms,	 have	 failed	 to	
implement	it.	

	 	 Unless	 there	 is	 a	 total	 turnaround	 in	 the	
perception	of	the	State	and	the	Policy	makers	
the	present	emphasis	on	'modernizing'	will	be	
the	final	nail	in	the	coffin	that	ensures	a	quiet	
burial	 of	 the	 handloom	 production.	 The	
productivity	paradigm	which	measures	per	day	
output	 as	 an	 indicator	 of	 efficiency	 demands	
the	 need	 to	 'upgrade'	 weavers'	 skill	 and	
'modernize'	 handloom.	 It	 is	 important	 to	
recognise	that	a	traditional	weaver	is

1)	 a	skilled	weaver

2)	 works	 on	 a	 loom	 that	 is	 flexible	 to	

produce	fabric	suited	to	contemporary	

needs,	and

3)	 capable	 of	 producing	 identity	 and	

unique	products	that	are	specific	to	the	

image	of	handloom

					Inspite	of	five	decades	of	continuous	neglect		

the	sector	continues	to	support	44	lakh	weaver	
families	even	 today.	 It	 is	 the	 responsibility	of	
the	 civil	 society	 to	 demand	 punishment	 for	
handloom	 imitations	 and	 ensure	 a	 proper	
implementation	of	the	Handloom	Reservation	
Act.
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ii)	A	Brief	History	of	Handloom	Reservation	Act	
	

Siddharth	Joshi,	Doctoral	Student,	Public	Policy	

	
	1	 Pre-History	

Indian	 handloom	 has	 an	 ancient	 lineage	 and	 India	was	 the	 leading	 exporter	 of	 textiles	 till	

imperial	policies	systematically	caused	ruin	to	it.	As	R	C	Dutt,	the	first	Indian	entrant	to	ICS	and	

one	of	the	early	drain	theorists	noted:	'Weaving	was...the	national	industry	of	the	people'	(Dutt,	

1906,	pp.	256).	In	seventeenth	century,	led	by	European	demand,	India	exports	of	cotton	goods	

alone	averaged	between	50‐60	million	yard,	of	which	Europe	accounted	for	32	million,	Far	East	

comprised	18	million,	and	to	Persia	and	Central	Asia	3	million	yards	(Leadbeater,	1993	).	From	

the	 Battle	 of	 Plassey	 (1757)	 to	 1813	 when	 the	 monopoly	 of	 the	 East	 India	 Company	 was	

abolished,	imports	from	Britain	kept	on	increasing	at	a	steady	pace	as	shown	by	the	rising	value	

of	British	export	of	cotton	goods	to	the	East	(mainly	India)	(see	Table	1)

This	was	owing	to	British	policy	of	replacing	India	manufactures	by	British	ones.	A	corre‐

spondence	between	officials	of	the	Company	dated	17	March	1769	bears	quoting	here:‐

...the	manufacture	of	raw	silk	should	be	encouraged,	and	the	manufacture	of	silk	

fabrics	should	be	discouraged.	...the	silk‐winders	should	be	forced	to	work	in	the	

Company's	factories	and	prohibited	from	working	in	their	own	homes.	,		pp.	45)

We	would	like	to	thank	Mr.	Mohan	Rao,	Rashtriya	Karmika	Jana	Samakhya,	Chirala	(A.P.)	for	the	providing	the	motivation	for	

this	paper	and	sharing	his	insights	about	the	evolution	of	the	Handloom	Reservation	Act	in	an	interview	conducted	with	him	at	

Heggodu,	Karnataka	in	2014.	We	are	grateful	to	Mr.	Naveen	Bharathi	for	providing	a	transcript	of	the	interview.

49



Source:	(Dutt	1906,	pp.	257

Despite	 all	 this,	 India	 still	 remained	a	net‐exporter	 and	 Indian	 textiles	maintained	 their	

competitiveness	till	1813	necessitating	protectionist	policies	in	Britain	against	Indian	textile	

imports.	Henry	Cotton	quotes	Horace	Hayman	Wilson	here:‐

It	was	stated	in	evidence	(1813)	that	the	cotton	and	silk	goods	of	India	up	to	that	

period	could	be	sold	for	a	profit	in	the	British	market	at	a	price	from	50	to	60	per	

cent,	lower	than	those	fabricated	in	England.	It	consequently	became	necessary	to	

protect	 the	 latter	by	duties	of	70	and	80	per	cent,	on	 their	value,	or	by	positive	

prohibition.	Had	this	not	been	the	case,	had	not	such	prohibitory	duties	and	decrees	

existed,	the	mills	of	Paisley	and	Manchester	would	have	been	stopped	in	their	outset,
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and	could	scarcely	have	been	again	set	in	motion,	even	by	the	power	of	steam.	They	

were	created	by	the	sacrifice	of	Indian	manufactures.	Had	India	been	independent,	

she	 would	 have	 retaliated,	 would	 have	 imposed	 prohibitive	 duties	 upon	 British	

goods,	 and	 would	 thus	 have	 preserved	 her	 own	 productive	 industry	 from	

annihilation.	This	act	of	self‐defence	was	not	permitted	her	;	she	was	at	the	mercy	of	

the	stranger.	British	goods	were	forced	upon	her	without	paying	any	duty,	and	the	

foreign	manufacturer	 employed	 the	 arm	 of	 political	 injustice	 to	 keep	 down	 and	

ultimately	strangle	a	competitor	with	whom	he	could	not	have	contended	on	equal	

terms.		(Cotton,	1907,	pp.	90)

The	period	after	abolition	of	the	Company	monopoly	on	trade	(1813)	was	most	debilitating	

turning	India	from	a	net‐exporter	of	textile	goods	into	a	net‐importer	by	employing	protective	

tariffs	against	Indian	imports	and	a	policy	of	free	trade	on	the	import	of	Indian	raw‐materials	and	

on	the	export	of	British‐produced	goods.	Between	1814	and	1835	cotton	manufactures	exported	

to	India	increased	from	1	million	to	51	million	yards	while	at	the	same	time	India	imports	into	

Britain	 fell	 from	1,	250,000	million	(1813)	to	63,000	pieces	 in	1844.	While	 it	devastated	the	

weaving	industry,	the	impact	on	spinning	was	complete	ruin	(Dutt,	1955,		pp.	49‐50).

By	the	time	these	policies	were	reversed	to	some	extent	following	the	Sepoy	Mutiny	in	1857	

and	the	taking	over	of	administration	by	the	Crown,	imperial	policy	and	competition	from	British	

textile	 industry	 (now	 dominated	 by	 mills)	 had	 destroyed	 the	 capacity	 of	 Indian	 handloom	

industry	to	produce	high	quality	fabrics	leaving	only	domestic	coarse	fabric	market	for	it.

In	the	period	from	the	beginning	of	the	twentieth	century	up	to	the	First	World	War,	the	large	

increase	in	the	consumption	of	cotton	cloth	in	India	was	satisfied	by	imports,	the	mills	and	the	

handlooms	to	the	extent	of	44,	40	and	16	percent,	respectively	(see	Table	2).	The	First	World	War	

saw	a	substantial	drop	in	cloth	consumption	during	which	the	mill	sector	gained	a	substantial	

share	at	the	expense	and	imports.	The	production	in	handloom	declined	in	absolute	terms.	A	

possible	reason	could	be	reduction	 in	 imports	of	 fine	yarn	during	wartime	while	 Indian	mill	

industry	was	 specialized	 in	 producing	 coarse	 yarn	which	was	 redirected	 from	 handloom	 to	

composite	mills	for	reasons	of	high	wartime	profits.	By	the	end	of	the	war,	the	handloom	sector	

was	reeling	under	lack	of	supply	of	yarn	which	formed	the	backdrop	of	Gandhi's	promotion	of	

hand	spinning	after	his	(re)discovery	of	charakha	in	1920.
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Note:	The	figures	in	parenthesis	are	the	percentages	of	total	cloth	consumption	(column	6).	In	

case	of	imports	the	percentages	are	for	net	imports	((3)‐(5)	as	percentage	of	(6))
Source:	Table	I.1	in	(Mazumdar,	1984,		pp.	7)

Handloom	production	gained	ground	in	the	inter‐war	years	and	due	to	protectionist	poli‐cies	
1

followed	by	the	government	(both	tariff	hikes 	and	quantitative	restrictions	against	 im‐ports	
2

especially	Japanese. )	imports	declined	substantially	and	the	gain	was	cornered	largely	by	the	

mill	sector.

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 In	 the	back‐drop	of	yarn	crisis	 faced	by	handloom	weavers	 leading	to	widespread	un‐

employment,	the	Royal	Commission	on	Agriculture	in	1928,	recognizing	the	non‐agricultural	

employment	potential	especially	during	off‐season,	suggested	that	if	the	handloom	industry	has	

to	face	the	competition	from	the	mill	sector,	it	will	have	to	be	organized	on	co‐operative	lines	and	

recommended	 supplying	 yarn	 to	 weavers	 at	 subsidized	 rates.	 In	 1934,	 the	 govern‐ment	

announced	a	grant	of	Rs.	5	lakhs	to	provincial	governments	for	improving	the	handloom	industry.	

The	 question	 of	 whether	 the	 protection	 to	 the	 handloom	 sector	 should	 take	 the	 form	 of	

reservation	of	certain	products	was	raised	in	front	of	1932	Tariff	Board	Enquiry	chaired	by	Dr.	

John	Matthai.	The	Tariff	Board	while	noting	that	reservation	was	full	of	difficulties,	recommended	

that	organized	industry	should	'regard	it	as	an	essential	obligation	arising	from	the	grant	of	

Table	2:	Production	and	Availability	of	Cotton	Cloth,	1900‐

39,	(Million	Yards)

1
At	the	end	of	1931	import	duties	stood	at	rates	of	25	percent	and	31.25	percent,	respectively,	on	British	and	non‐British	
goods.		pp.	10)
2
Japan	had	a	substantial	handloom	sector	till	the	beginning	of	First	World	War	which	went	into	rapid	decline	due	to	high	
productivity	gains	in	the	mill	sector.
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protection	to	refrain	from	entering	into	unfair	competition	with	the	handloom	in‐dustry.'	(cited	in	

(Mazumdar,	1984))	Despite	all	these	difficulties,	till	before	the	Second	World	War,	the	handloom	

sector	was	able	to	hold	its	own	not	only	against	the	mill	sector	but	also	against	imports	from	

Britain.

With	 the	beginning	of	 the	Second	World	War,	problems	of	 shortage	 in	supply	of	yarn	 for	

handlooms	 resurfaced.	 In	 response	 to	 the	growing	voices	asking	 for	protection	of	handloom	

industry	from	the	mill	sector,	a	conference	was	organized	on	Dec	7‐8,	1940	in	Delhi	where	specific	

proposals	of	laying	an	excise	on	mill	cloth	or	a	cess	on	yarn	used	by	the	mills	were	discussed.	The	

former	was	rejected	while	a	decision	on	the	latter	was	deferred	till	a	Fact	Finding	was	conducted	

into	 the	matter.	 A	 Fact	 Finding	 Committee	was	 formed	 'to	 survey	 the	 position	 of	 handloom	
3

industry	 in	 all	 its	 details .	 Among	 various	 problems	 faced	 by	 the	 handloom	 industry	 (viz.	

purchase	 of	 raw	 materials,	 marketing,	 finance	 etc.)	 the	 committee	 was	 to	 investigate	 'the	

possibilities	 of	 demarcating	 certain	 types	 or	 styles	 of	 cloth	 for	 production	 by	 the	 handloom	
4

industry	alone.'	

The	Fact‐Finding	Committee	submitted	its	report	in	1942	recommending	that	certain	fabrics	

be	reserved	for	the	decentralized	sector	and	the	setting	up	of	an	All	India	Handloom	Board	(GOI,	

1942).	 The	 Fact‐Finding	 Committee	 estimated	 that	 there	 were	 2	 million	 handlooms	 in	 the	

country	of	which	64	%	were	throw	shuttle	looms	and	35	%	were	fly	shuttle	looms.	An	All	India	

Handloom	Board	was	 set	 up	 in	 1945	with	 limited	 objectives	 of	 supplying	 raw	material	 and	

assisting	the	marketing	of	handloom	products.	This	was	however	terminated	in	1947	and	was	

replaced	in	1951	with	a	board	with	wider	functions	including	'financial	assistance,	and	credit	

facilities	 to	 handloom	 co‐operative	 societies,	 persuading	 the	 weavers	 to	 come	 into	 the	 co‐

operative	fold,	improving	productivity	of	handlooms	by	technical	assistance	and	bringing	idle	

looms	under	production'.	(Leadbeater,	1993,		pp.	164).

During	the	Second	World	War,	the	mill	sector	catered	to	demands	of	the	armed	forces	and	

decentralized	sector	was	left	to	cater	to	domestic	demand.	With	the	aim	of	securing	supply	of	

adequate	yarn	to	the	decentralized	sector,	in	view	of	increased	demand	for	mill	textiles,	Cotton	

Cloth	and	Yarn	 (Control)	order	was	 issued	on	17	 June	1943	under	Defense	of	 India	Rules.	A	

position	of	Textile	Commissioner	was	created	with	powers	to	regulate	production,	prices	and	

distribution	of	cloth.	A	Textile	Control	Board	was	also	set	up	vide	the	order	with	representatives

3
'Decision	of	Delhi	Conference',	Times	of	India,	Dec	10,	1940.
4
ibid.

53



	from	mills,	handloom,	labor	and	consumers.	As	the	War	ended,	the	mill	industry	found	itself	with	

excess	capacity	in	the	face	of	lower	demand.	While	the	1943	Order	was	renewed	vide	Textile	

Industry	 (Control	 of	 Production)	 Order	 1947,	 the	 demand	 for	 decontrol	 increased	 and	 in	 a	

meeting	of	committee	of	Textile	Control	Board	in	January	1948	chaired	by	Sardar	Patel,	it	was	

decided	to	repeal	the	controls	vide	Cotton	Textiles	(Control)	Order,	1948.	As	a	consequences,	

prices	of	both	cloth	and	yarn	increased	steeply	during	the	month	of	February.	The	WPI	scaled	to	

391	by	 June	1948	 from	314	 in	Dec	1947,	a	24%	hike.	 In	view	of	 this,	 a	new	Cotton	Textiles	

(Control)	Order	was	passed	on	2nd	August	1948	under	Section	3	of	the	Essential	Commodities	

Act,	1955,	which	fixed	a	share	of	composite	mills	produced	yarn	to	be	reserved	for	decentralized	

sector	and	the	entire	yarn	production	of	spinning	mills	was	to	go	to	the	decentralized	sector.	

(Leasdbeater,	1993).

The	future	inter‐relations	between	handloom	industry	and	mill	sector	were	spelled	out	in	the	

Industrial	 Policy	 Resolution	 of	 1948	 wherein	 the	 government	 hoped	 to	 make	 'the	 textile	

industry....complementary	 to,	 rather	 than	competitive	with	 the	handloom	 industry'	 (as	quoted	 in	

(Leadbeater,	1993)).	This	was	formalized	in	the	Industries	(Development	and	Regulation)	Act	1951	

and	the	scheme	of	First	Five	Year	Plan	which	based	itself	on,	inter	alia,	the	principle	of	reservation	of	

spheres	of	production	for	various	sectors	and	non‐expansion	of	capacity	of	the	large‐scale	industry.	In	

April	1950,	based	on	the	recommendations	of	the	Fact‐Finding	Committee	on	Handlooms,	following	

items	were	reserved	for	decentralized	sector	only:‐

dhotis	with	borders	containing	coloured	yarn	and	exceeding	1/4	width	or	the	use	of	jari	

or	art	silk,	or	silk	yarn	on	dhoti	borders;	

any	lungi,	sarong	or	gamcha	with	check	pattern,	or	any	cloth	with	a	check	pattern	and	

having	a	width	between	42”	and	52”	from	which	lungis,	sarongs	and	gamchas	could	be	

made;	

bed	cover,	counter	panes;	and	

anything	of	a	checked	or	striped	pattern	

Additionally,	there	were	restrictions	on	production	by	mill	sector	of	low	reed	pick	cloth	by	mills,	

and	also	sarees	with	21/2”	width	border,	or	having	real	or	imitation	jari	in	the	borders.	
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In	1953,	 the	Khadi	and	Other	Handloom	Industries	Development	(Additional	Excise	Duty	on	

Cloth)	was	passed	to	create	a	 'cess	fund'	out	of	profits	from	mill	sector	with	 	the	purpose	of	

promoting	handloom	products.	Thus	in	this	period	emerged	two	instruments	of	protection	for	

the	 'decentralized	 sector'	 against	 the	 mill	 sector	 ‐	 excise	 levy	 on	 production	 by	 mills	 and	

reservation	of	certain	fabrics	of	mass	consumption	for	decentralized	sector.	

Till	early	1950s	the	decentralized	center	could	be	equated	with	the	handloom	sector	since	

although	the	powerloom	industry	had	started	in	the	early	part	of	the	20th	century	when	some	

handloom	weavers	set	up	small	factories	with	second	hand	non‐automatic	looms	sold	off	by	the	

mills,	 but	 'the	 rapid	 growth	 of	 the	 powerloom	 industry	 was	 'a	 post	 1950	 phenomenon’	

(Mazumdar,	1984,	pp.	2)	The	signs	of	the	increasing	threat	to	handloom	from	powerlooms	was	

noted	first	by	the	Fact‐finding	Committee	on	Handlooms:‐

“A	more	serious	rival	to	the	handloom	industry	than	the	mills	had	arisen	in	the	small	

scale	powerloom	factory.	This	rival	combines	 in	 itself,	owing	to	 its	medium	scale	

production,	the	advantages	of	both	mills	and	handlooms.	It	can	utilize	cheap	electric	

power	and	avail	itself	of	the	modern	appliances	in	weaving.	The	competition	from	

powerlooms	is	a	growing	phenomenon;	about	15	years	ago	handlooms	had	nothing	

to	fear	from	them.	Powelooms	are	not	subject	to	any	irksome	restrictions	such	as	

Factories	Act	or	special	taxes.	As	such	they	are	sources	of	competition	in	important	

lines	to	the	mills	as	well.	The	cost	of	production	in	powerlooms	is	comparatively	low	

owing	 to	 small	 overhead	 charges	 and	 economies	 of	mechanical	 production.”	 (As	

quoted	in	(Leadbeater,	1993))

In	view	of	the	serious	unemployment	among	handloom	weavers,	the	Government	of	India	

constituted	Textile	Enquiry	Commission	under	the	chairmanship	of	Nityanand	Kanungo	in	the	

year	 1952	 to	make	 a	 comprehensive	 enquiry	 into	 the	 various	 sectors	 of	 the	 cotton	 textile	

industry,	viz.	the	mills,	powerlooms	and	handlooms,	with	a	view	to	determining	the	place	of	 	

each	in	the	national	economy	and	their	inter‐relationship	(Correspondent,	1954)	;	its	report	

was	submitted	in	1954	(GOI,	1954).	A	random	sample	survey	conducted	by	the	Commission	
5

showed	that	there	were	about	20	lakh	handlooms 	and	that	15.5	lakhs	were	commercial	looms	

of	which	12.29	lakhs	were	active.	The	volume	of	employment	provided	by	the	industry	was	of	

5
The	number	is	the	same	as	estimated	by	Fact	Finding	Committee	in	1942	indicating	that	during	the	decade	from	1942‐52	the	no	of	

handlooms	remained	constant.	In	1974,	this	no.	stood	at	32.4	lakhs	and	by	1979‐80	it	was	38.55	lakhs.	Since	then	the	no	has	decline	with	

the	latest	Handloom	Census	2009‐10	reporting	that	the	no	pf	working	looms	are	little	over	23	lakhs	comparable	to	the	number	in	1942.
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the	order	of	15	lakhs	expressed	in	terms	of	whole	time	work	for	200	days	in	a	year	on	12	lakh	

handlooms.	The	maximum	number	of	unemployed	among	regular	handloom	weavers	could	be	

nearly	4	lakhs,	assuming	that	3.5	lakh	looms	out	of	15.5	lakh	commercial	looms	were	more	or	

less	idle	Correspondent	(1954).	

					As	per	Committee's	estimates	out	of	the	total	production	of	6500	million	yards	per	year	from	

all	sectors,	the	share	of	mills,	powerloom	and	handloom	sectors	were	4900	million	yards	(75%);	

200	million	yards	(3.5	%)	and	1400	million	yards	(21.5%)	respectively.	The	Commission,	noting	

the	 low	 speed	 production	 and	 consequently	 low	 out‐put	 per	 unit	 of	 time	 of	 handloom,	

recommended	a	progressive	 conversion	of	handlooms	 into	 semi‐automatic	 looms	and	pow‐

erlooms	through	organized	efforts	over	a	period	of	fifteen	to	twenty	years	(@5000	looms	per	

year),	in	order	to	improve	the	living	standards	of	the	weavers,	leaving	only	special	fabrics	with	an	

intricate	body	design	for	handloom	proper.

an	irresistible	conclusion...	that	at	a	pace	at	which	there	will	not	be	too	drastic	a	

disturbance	of	the	economic	and	social	fabric,	the	handloom	industry	has	to	be	made	

technically	more	efficient	by	converting	the	handloom	either	into	a	semi‐automatic	

loom	and/or	into	a	powerloom,	as	power	becomes	available	more	generally	in	areas	

where	the	handloom	industry	is	widely	prevalent.	(GOI,	1954,	pp.	24)

			 	The	Commission	opined	against	removal	of	reservation	in	favour	of	handloom	but	rec‐

ommended	 against	 extension	 of	 reservation	 to	 other	 fabrics.	 The	 Committee	 had	 a	

defining	 impact:	 the	 government	 decided	 to	 allow	 installation	 of	 35,000	 powerlooms	

during	2nd	Five	Year	Plan	and	allotted	production	target	of	200	mn	yards	to	powerloom	

sector.	

				The	opinions	of	the	TEC	were	not	shared	however	by	the	Karve	Committee,	setup	in	1955	

by	 the	 Planning	 Commission	 while	 the	 recommendations	 of	 TEC	 was	 still	 under	

consideration	by	the	government,	to	study	the	problems	and	prospects	of	village	and	small	

scale	industries	(GOI,	1955).	Karve	Committee	recommended	the	freezing	of	both	mill	and	

powerloom	output	at	existing	levels.	It	went	even	further	and	recommended	deferring	of	

any	proposal	for	additional	spinning	capacity	in	the	mill	sector,	in	order	to	promote	
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handloom	sector.	This	was	the	basis	for	the	government's	brief	attempt	at	promoting	a	new	

type	of	hand	spinning	machine,		the	Ambar	Charkha.

					The	Ashok	Mehta	Committee	setup	in	1964,	nevertheless,	echoed	the	views	of	Textile	Enquiry	

Commission	(Kanungo	Committee)	and	recommended	that	powerloom	be	allowed	to	acquire	a	

paramount	position	in	the	textile	economy	of	India.	It	argued	that	the	effect	of	the	growth	of	

powerlooms	upon	handlooms	weavers	was	different	 in	different	 regions.	While	 in	Sholapur,	

Ichalkaranji	and	Malegaon	they	had	little	adverse	effect,	in	Madras	State	and	Andhra	Pradesh	

powerlooms	 adversely	 affected	 handloom	weavers.	 It	 questioned	 the	 long	 term	 viability	 of	

handlooms	and	argued	for	the	removal	of	regulations	on	powerlooms.	Though	the	Government	

did	not	accept	the	recommendation	in	toto,	the	permission	for	planned	expansion	of	powerlooms	

marked	the	official	recognition	of	the	role	of	powerlooms	in	India.	With	each	successive	Five‐year	

Plan,	the	proportion	of	production	assigned	to	powerloom	sector	kept	on	increasing	vis‐a‐vis	

that	of	the	handloom	sector.

In	1974,	Sivaraman	Committee	on	Handlooms	(GOI,	1974)	was	constituted	to	study	exclu‐

sively	 the	problems	of	 the	handloom	 industry.	 It	pointed	out	 the	 inadequacy	of	government	

support	and	the	product	reservation	which	actually	benefited	the	powerlooms.	The	major	ob‐

servation	of	the	Committee	was	that	for	every	powerloom	setup,	six	handlooms	are	rendered	

dormant	i.e.	for	every	job	created	in	powerloom	sector,	14	handloom	weavers	were	displaced.	It	

urged	 the	 government	 to	 introduce	 fiscal	 arrangements	 to	 narrow	 the	 cost	 handicap	 of	

handlooms	over	the	powerlooms	and	also	to	abolish	the	distinction	of	excise	duty	between	the	

mills	and	powerlooms.	The	committee	noted:‐

A	powerloom	displaces	six	handlooms.	In	our	strategy	for	rural	employment,	we	need	viable	

industries	 in	 the	 decentralized	 sector	 which	 can	 provide	 a	 living	 wage.	 Handloom	 is	

eminently	suited	for	this	purpose.	Increased	consumption	should	be	actually	supported	by	

increasing	the	number	of	handlooms	and	their	efficiency		(GOI,	1974,	pp.	61‐62).

Further,

In	our	view,	the	problem	is	rather	one	of	meeting	the	challenge	which	the	hand‐looms	face	

from	the	powerloom	sector	in	the	form	of	illegal	unlicensed	powerloom		poaching	upon	the	

yarn	supply	that	should	legitimately	go	to	the	handloom	sector,	poaching	in	the	varieties	

reserved	for	the	handloom	sector	and	poaching	in	the	market	of	handlooms	by	spurious	

handloom	 goods.	 Our	 view	 is	 that	 it	 is	 essential	 to	 offset	 the	 advantage	 that	 the	

powerlooms	have	over	the	handlooms	with	their	technology	and	almost	same	level	of	
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excise	vis‐a‐vis	the	handloom	sector.	 	This	has	to	be	set	right	so	that	the	powerlooms	

may	not	be	in	a	position	to	underbid	the	position	to	underbid	the	handlooms	in	their	

legitimate	market	(GOI,	1974,	pp.	62).

					The	Committee	argued	for	provision	of	better	infrastructure	facilities	like,	supply	of	yarn,	pre‐

loom	and	post‐loom	facilities,	financial	assistance	and	marketing	support.

But	the	transformation	in	the	textile	sector	from	mill	domination	to	powerloom	domination	

was	complete	by	this	time.	The	shares	of	organized	and	decentralized	sectors	respectively	had	

reversed	by	1980s	from	where	they	stood	at	independence	as	shown	in	Table	3

Table	3:	Share	of	Mill	and	Decentralized	Sector	in	Total	Pro‐

duction	of	Cotton	Cloth,	1951‐81	(Million	Meters)

Source:	(ICMF,	various	years,		pp.	33)

The	biggest	gainer	in	this	was	the	powerloom	sector.	With	each	successive	Five‐year	Plan,	the	
proportion	of	production	assigned	to	powerloom	sector	kept	on	increasing	vis‐a‐vis	that	of	
the	handloom	sector.	It	was	around	the	time	of	Sivaraman	Committee,	that	powerloom	
overtook	handloom	in	terms	of	production	(see	Table	4).
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Table	4:	Estimates	of	Production	in	Handlooms	and	Powerlooms,	1956‐81	(Mn	Mtrs.)

Note:	Figures	in	parenthesis	are	percentages	of	total.

Source:	Table	I.3	in		(Mazumdar,	1984,	pp.	21)

The	no.	of	powerlooms	had	been	increasing	since	independence	but	after	the	TEC	recom‐

mendations	there	was	a	spurt.	As	per	the	estimates	of	Fact‐Finding	Committee	(1942)	the	no.	of	

powerlooms	was	15,000;	just	prior	to	Kanungo	Commission	(1952‐54)	was	23,800,	in	1959	as	

per	a	census	the	no.	had	gone	up	to	29,000;	by	1963	was	1,45,000	and	by	the	time	Sivaraman	

committee	(1974)	was	set‐up	the	no.	had	swelled	to	4,50,000.	A	look	at	the	sparsely	available	
6

state‐wise	data	on	growth	of	powerlooms 	drives	in	the	point	even	further.	As	Table	5	shows,	the	

growth	 in	 the	 number	 of	 powerlooms	 in	 Maharashtra	 and	 Tamil	 Nadu	 were	 particularly	

spectacular.

6
The	numbers	are	for	authorized	powerlooms	and	the	actual	number	of	powerlooms	(authorized	and	unauthorized)	is		
expected	to	be	much	higher.
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Table	5:	State‐wise	distribution	of	authorized	

Powerlooms	in	1964	and	1981	(thousands)

Source:			(Leadbeater,	1993,	pp.	212)

						The	reasons	for	the	spurt	in	growth	of	powerlooms	were	clear.	Apart	from	the	fact	that	they	

used	technology	similar	to	the	mills	with	less	overheads	(a	cheap	and	non‐unionized	labour
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force),	they	enjoyed	a	de	facto	unregulated	environment.	Powerlooms	started	growing	under	

the	shadow	of	the	protection	provided	to	handlooms.	Till	1955,	powerlooms	were	clubbed	with	

handloom	in	terms	of	exemption	from	excise	duty.	In	1955,	a	duty	was	levied	on	powerlooms	at	

the	rates	of	Rs.	25,	75	and	150	per	loom	on	units	with	5‐24,	24‐49	and	over	50	looms	respectively.	

In	practice,	violation	of	this	limit	of	four	looms,	upto	which	the	exemption	from	excise	taxes	was	

applicable,	was	fairly	widespread.	The	larger	units	evaded	the	duty	by	dispersing	looms	in	a	

number	of	sites.	Additionally,	even	though	powerlooms	were	required	to	obtain	license	from	the	

government	 and	 get	 registered,	 large	 number	 of	 them	 remain	 unauthorized	 and	 evaded	

payment	 of	 the	 excise	 duties.	 The	 regulation	 of	 powerloom	was	 extremely	 ineffective	 even	

though	after	1961	contravention	of	Textile	Control	Orders	could	be	punished	with	confiscation	

of	looms,	fines	and	even	imprisonment	on	prosecution.	(Leadbeater,	1993	,	pp.	213)

By	1974,	when	the	exemption	given	to	powerloom	units	with	less	than	5	looms	was	removed,	

powerloom	had	taken	over	handloom	in	terms	of	production	(see	Table	4).		(Leadbeater,	1984,	

pp.	175)	In	1976,	this	duty	was	replaced	by	duties	on	processed	clothes	@	30	%	and	70	%	of	duty	

on	mills	for	handloom	and	powerloom	respectively;	handloom	co‐operatives	continued	to	be	
7exempt.	 	(Mazumdar,	1984,	pp.	3)	While	in	earlier	years ,	powerloom	industry	depended	on	

second‐hand	 looms	 from	mill	 sector,	 in	 later	 years	 varyingly	 automatic	 looms	 began	 to	 be	

produced	 specifically	 for	 powerloom	 sector.	 The	 structure	 of	 excise	 duty	 on	 mill	 sector	

increased	progressively	with	fineness	of	the	fabric	manufactured	with	the	ultimate	re‐sult	of	

pushing	much	of	production	of	fine	grade	fabrics	towards	powerloom	sector.

Consequently,	by	this	time	powerloom	sector	had	come	to	exercise	enough	political	clout	to	

scuttle	any	discriminatory	assistance	to	handloom.

The	Janata	Party	Government	announced	its	Integrated	Textile	Policy	on	7th	August	1978.	

While	 Morarji	 Desai	 favored	 liberalizing	 industrial	 regulation,	 the	 diverse	 alliance	 that	

comprised	 the	 Janata	 Party	 ensured	 that	 minimal	 protection	 for	 the	 decentralized	 sector	

continued.	 According	 to	 this	 policy	 to	 assist	 the	 growth	 of	 handlooms,	 the	 capacity	 of	 the	

powerloom	and	mill	sectors	were	to	be	frozen	at	existing	levels	with	expansion	allowed	only	in	

handloom	 and	 khadi	 sectors.	 It	 entrusted	 the	 responsibility	 to	 the	 handlooms	 to	meet	 the	

additional		requirement	of	cloth	arising	due	to	increase	in	population	and	improvement	in	per	

7
The	Textile	Enquiry	Commission	(1954)	noted	that	in	the	powerloom	centers	of	Ichalkaranji,	Malegaon,	Bhi‐wandi,	Surat	and	Cambay	

in	Bombay	State,	and	Burhanpur	and	Jubbulpore	in	Madhya	Pradesh,	'practically...	the	powerloom	industry	was	a	growth	from	the	handloom	

industry,	representing	the	attempt	of	the	entrepreneur	to	get	a	higher	return	by	increasing	the	productivity	of	the	tool'.		(GOI,	1954,	pp.	6)
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capita	 	consumption.	The	government	also	decided	to	set‐up	the	National	Handloom	Finance	

and	Development	Corporation	(based	on	recommendations	of	Sivaraman	Committee)	which	

was	charged	with	the	responsibility	of	procurement	and	distribution	of	hank	yarn	and	other	raw	

materials	for	handloom	weavers.	The	Sixth	Plan	(1980‐85)	assigned	production	of	4100	million	

yards	to	handloom	and	khadi	and	4300	million	yards	to	powerloom;	hence	for	the	first	time	

powerloom	was	recognized	outside	the	rubric	of	"decentralized	sector"	and	was	decoupled	from	

handloom.

With	the	change	in	guard	at	the	Center,	the	incoming	Congress	Government	announced	its	

policy	towards	the	further	development	of	handloom	sector	in	1981.	It	wanted	to	regulate	the	

fresh	expansion	of	capacity	of	powerloom	in	order	to	promote	the	development	of	handlooms.	It	

proposed	to	regulate	the	capacity	of	powerlooms	such	that	by	the	end	of	1984‐85,	the	growth	is	

restricted	at	5	per	cent	of	the	base	year.	But	these	measures	remained	on	paper.	By	the	end	of	

Sixth	Plan	in	1985,	the	dominant	role	of	powerloom	over	handloom	was	secure.	For	the	6th	FYP	

(1980‐85),	for	the	first	time	powerloom	was	recognized	separately	from	handloom	and	allotted	

production	targets	higher	than	that	for	handloom.

2	 National	Textile	Policy	1985	and	Handloom	Reservation	Act,	1985	

The	most	comprehensive	textile	policy	of	independent	India	was	the	National	Textile	Policy	of	

1985.	It	differed	from	other	textile	policies	with	the	shift	in	emphasis	from	employment	po‐

tential	to	that	of	enhancing	productivity.	It	also	viewed	the	textile	sector	in	terms	of	processes	

involved‐spinning,	weaving	and	processing	rather	than	the	sectors	involved‐handlooms,	mills,	

powerlooms	and	khadi.

					The	Handlooms	(Reservation	of	Articles	for	Production)	Act	was	passed	in	the	same	year	to	

augment	the	reservations	provided	under	from	1950	under	the	changes	made	to	Cotton	Textiles	

(Control)	Order,	1948	and	to	put	them	on	firmer	legal	footing.	The	stated	aim	of	the	Act	were:‐

STATEMENT	OF	OBJECTS	AND	REASONS	The	handloom	 industry	 is	 character‐ized	by	

sizeable	 unemployment	 and	 underemployment	 which	 are	 due	 to	 factors	 like	 lack	 of	

organisation	of	weavers,	inadequate	availability	of	inputs,	including	working	capital	and	

absence	 of	 a	 regular	 and	 reliable	 marketing	 system,	 which	 can	 observe	 the	 entire	

production.	Of	all	these	the	lack	of	adequate	marketing	system	is	one	single	factor	which	

comes	in	the	way	of	proper	development	of	handlooms.	Although	a	number	of		
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developmental	measures	have	been	undertaken	towards	improvement	of	the	industry	yet	

due	to	marketing	difficulties	production	in	the	Handloom	sector	continues	to	suffer..	The	

inherent	technological	constraints	suffered	by	the	handloom	sector	put	a	disadvantage	

when	the	sector	is	forced	to	compete	with	mill	and	powerloom	sectors	in	the	open	market.	

It	is	in	this	context	that	reservation	of	certain	items	for	exclusive	production	by	handloom	

acquires	importance.	The	policy	of	reservation	of	certain	items	for	exclusive	production	by	

handloom	has	been	adopted	since	1950.	First	under	the	Cotton	Textiles	(Control)	Order	

1948	and	later	under	the	provisions	of	the	Essential	Commodities	Act,	1955.	This	policy	

has	helped	the	handloom	sector	to	a	considerable	extent.	How‐ever,	during	the	last	few	

years,	 these	 reservation	orders	 issued	under	 the	Essential	Commodities	Act	had	been	

challenged	in	various	courts	of	law.	Though	their	validity	had	been	uphold	it	is	considered	

desirable	to	have	a	separate	legislation	so	as	to	obviate	the	possibility	of	further	litigation	

which	may	seriously	affect	the	implementation	of	the	reservation	orders.	A	study	group	

appointed	by	the	Government	to	go	into	this	question	has	also	suggested	that	it	would	be	

desirable	 to	 have	 a	 separate	 legislation.	 It	 has	 been	 decided	 to	 accept	 this	

recommendation,	this	question	has	also	suggested	that	it	would	be	desirable	to	have	a	

separate	legislation.	It	has	been	decided	to	accept	this	recommendation.	The	Bill	apart	

from	enabling	the	Central	Government	to	reserve	by	notified	order	certain	articles	or	class	

of	articles	for	exclusive	production	by	handlooms	after	taking	into	consideration	the	

recommendations	of	an	Advisory	Committee	constituted	under	the	provisions	of	the	

Bill,	provides	 for	prohibition	of	manufacture	of	 such	articles	of	class	of	articles	by	

powerloom	or	the	other	sectorism	penalties	for	the	contravention	of	the	provisions	of	

the	order	and	other	matters	necessary	for	implementing	the	provisions	of	the	Bill	also	

provides	for	giving	an	exemption	to	certain	articles	covered	by	the	order	if	the	Central	

Government	 considers	 it	 necessary	 so	 to	 do	 for	 the	 purposes	 of	 the	 Handloom	
8

industry.	

The	act	aimed	at	protecting	the	livelihoods	of	handloom	weavers	and	protecting	the	cultural	

heritage	of	the	handloom	industry	from	encroachment	by	the	powerloom.	Under	the	Act,	initially	

22	textile	articles	were	reserved	for	exclusive	production	through	handlooms	but	subsequently,	

these	were	reduced	to	11	articles	vide	amendments	in	1996	).	The	major	departure	was	that	the	

powerloom	sector	was	sought	to	be	firmly	removed	from	the	market	reserved	for	handloom.	But	

this	 act	 came	 at	 a	 time	 when	 powerloom	 was	 already	 producing	 one‐third	 of	 total	 cloth	

requirements	and	had	formed	strong	alliances	with	state	and	local	political	interests	to	protect	

their	positions.

The	Act	came	into	force	on	31st	March	1986.	On	April	1st,	notifications	were	issued	for	new	

reservation	orders.	But	the	act	was	challenged	by	powerloom	associations	from	various	states	in		

the	Supreme	Court	in	the	same	year	and	the	SC	ordered	a	stay	on	the	implementation	of	the	Act

8
Parvej	Aktar	And	Ors	vs	Union	Of	India	And	Ors	on	5	February,	1993,	1993	SCR	(1)	803,	1993	SCC	(2)	221,

          http://indiankanoon.org/doc/1624446/
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under	the	premise	that	it	violated	the	fundamental	rights	under	Articles	14	and	19(1)(g)	of	the	
9

Indian	Constitution	 .	The	stay	was	vacated	only	in	Feb	1993.	Hence	for	7	years	after	coming	into	

force,	the	Act	remained	dormant.	While	various	central	governments	made	noises	about	putting	

the	Act	in	Ninth	Schedule	to	circumvent	challenges	and	delay	in	SC,	no	government	actually	got	

around	to	doing	it	owing	to	pressures	from	powerloom	lobby.	During	this	period,	powerlooms	

proliferated	'using	loop	holes	in	the	law'	and	began	'mass	production	of	handloom	items	and	
10

marketed	them	at	vastly	lower	prices'	

After	the	judgment	also,	the	Act	wasn't	implemented	in	right	earnest	as	is	evident	from	the	

fact	 that	 only	 '656	 First	 Information	 Reports	 (FIR)	were	 lodged	 out	 of	 72,553	 powerlooms	

inspected	up	to	January	1995	(Srinivasulu,	1996)	demonstrating	the	strength	that	the	power‐

loom	lobby	had	come	to	acquire.	Before	any	significant	steps	to	improve	the	implementation	

could	be	taken,	the	Act	faced	attack	from	varied	quarters.	Just	after	the	SC	judgment,	the	Ad‐

visory	Committee	under	the	Act	was	freshly	constituted	in	Oct	1993	'to	review	the	reserved	items	
11

in	terms	of	provisions	of	Section	4(2)	of	the	Act' .

Powerloom	interests	were	given	entry	into	the	Advisory	Committee	in	the	name	of	'broad‐

basing'	it.	This	reported	statement	by	the	Minister	of	State	for	Textiles,	Mr.	G.	Venkat	Swamy,	made	

after	the	announcing	the	decision	to	reconstitute	the	Advisory	committee,	 is	 instructive	with	

respect	to	the	balance	of	interests	that	brought	about	this	reconstitution:‐

The	Center	was	fully	committed	to	implement	the	supreme	court	order	on	reser‐

							vation	of	items	for	the	handloom	industry...
.						

							..soon	after	the	judgment	some	fears	were	expressed	by	the	powerloom	industry	

that	the	reservation	would	hurt	its	interests.

..he	had	already	held	a	meeting	with	the	Maharashtra	Chief	Minister,	Mr.	Sharad	

Pawar	and	the	Gujarat	Chief	Minister,	Mr.	Chimanbhai	Patel,	the	two	states	with	the	

largest	concentration	of	powerlooms	and	assured	them	that	the	reservation	order	

would	not	be	detrimental	to	the	interests	of	powerloom	industry	as	the	items	to	be	
12

produced	were	numerous	and	enjoyed	subtle	variations.	

The	Advisory	Committee	conducted	field	studies	through	five	zone‐wise	subgroups	and	

after	reviewing	22	 items	reserved	for	handlooms	made	recommendations	 for	reducing	

them	to	11	items.

9
Parvej	Aktar	And	Ors	supra

10
Pushpa	Iyengar,	"AP	Weavers'	web	of	woes",	Times	of	India,	May	6,	1994.

11
L.	Shankaraiah	And	Ors.		vs	Union	Of	India	(UOI)	And	Ors.,	AIR	2005	AP	134,	2005	(1)	ALD	21,	 http: //indiankanoon.org/doc/728249/
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In	1994	a	Rajya	Sabha	committee	was	formed	under	the	Chairmanship	of	Mrs.	Sushma	Swaraj	

to	review	the	1985	Act	which	recommended	reduction	in	the	number	of	reserved	articles.	In	

1995,	the	Meera	Seth	Committee	on	Handloom	Industry	was	appointed	to	review	the	impact	of	

the	Government	of	India's	policy	on	Handlooms	(GOI,	1996).	The	major	thrust	of	the	report	was	

on	re‐orienting	the	handloom	sector	towards	the	globalisation	process	as	a	principal	strategy	for	

its	survival.	The	report	recommended	that	the	articles	in	the	reserved	category	to	be	reduced	by	

half.	The	committee	also	recommended	modernization	and	mechanization	of	handlooms	and	felt	

that	 handlooms	 were	 not	 capable	 of	 competing	 in	 the	 global	 market.	 Based	 on	 all	 these	

recommendations,	the	number	of	reserved	articles	were	reduced	to	11	in	1996.	Items	like,	kota	

doria	saree,	shirting,	crepe	fabrics,	table	cloth,	duster,	basta,	bukram	cloth	and	low	reed	pick	cloth	
13

were	deleted.	 	This	gave	a	big	fillip	to	the	powerloom	sector		(Raman,	2012,	pp.	239).	

In	 1998,	 the	 Government	 of	 India	 appointed	 a	 committee	 under	 the	 chairmanship	 of	 S.	

Satyam	 	(GOI,	1999)	which	submitted	its	report	in	1999.	Despite	the	significance	of	the	Com‐

mittee,	given	the	fact	that	its	recommendations	formed	the	basis	of	the	New	Textile	Policy	2000,	

handloom	sector	was	not	represented	on	it.	The	main	thrust	of	this	policy	was	to	make	the	textile	

industry	globally	competitive	and	the	only	option	that	the	Committee	saw	in	front	of	handloom	

was	to	'modernize'	by	shifting	to	powerlooms.	It	recommended	that	reservation	act	of	1985	and	

Hank	Yarn	Obligation	be	repealed.	

14
3.		Doomed	by	Definition	 	

	 	 	 	 	The	latest	among	several	attempts	to	dilute	the	HR	Act	and	render	it	ineffectual	came	in	
15

December,		2012.	The	1985	Act	had	defined	"handloom"	as,	"any	loom	other	than	powerloom".

	 	 	 	 	In	Dec	2012,	an	Advisory	Sub‐Committee	on	Handloom	Reservation	Act,	1985	held	on	10th	

December,	proposed	a	change	in	the	definition	of	handloom	to	“handloom	means	any	loom,	other	

than	 powerloom;	 and	 includes	 any	 hybrid	 loom	 on	which	 at	 least	 one	 process	 for	weaving	

requires	manual	intervention	or	human	energy	for	production"	(GOI,	2013).	The	rationale	cited	

was	"to	reduce	the	drudgery	of	handloom	weavers"	(ibid.)	because	of	which	weavers	were	said	to	

be	leaving	weaving.

12
"Handloom	advisory	panel	reconstituted",	Times	of	India,	Aug	19,	1993.

13
L.	Shankaraiah	And	Ors.	supra	

14
	B.	Syama	Sundari,	"Doomed	by	Definition",	The	Hindu,	Aug	31,	2013	

15
Sec	 2(b)	 of	 The	 Handlooms	 (Reservation	 of	 Articles	 for	 Production)	 Act,	 1985	 available	 at	 http://handlooms.nic.	
in/writereaddata/UploadFile/Act%201985.pdf
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The	proposal	 of	 amendment	 of	 definition	 faced	 opposition	 from	various	 quarters	 in	 the	

National	Consultation	on	Handloom	Sector	organized	on	1st	March,	2013.	The	main	argument	

forwarded	 by	 the	 opponents	was	 that	 the	 proposed	 amendment	would	 leave	 no	 difference	

between	handloom	and	powerloom.	Following	this,	a	meeting	of	Advisory	Committee	was	held	

on	12th	April,	2013	under	the	under	the	chairmanship	of	Secretary	(Textiles).	A	brief	of	 the	

discussion	bears	quoting	here:‐

During	 the	 meeting	 members	 agreed	 that	 main	 reasons	 for	 the	 above	 are	 the	

drudgery	&	hard	labour	required	continuously	for	long	hours,	besides,	low	level	of	

income	generation	owing	to	very	low	productivity.	The	handloom	sector	is	falling	

behind	 in	 keeping	 pace	with	 the	 time	 as	weavers	 are	 still	 engaged	with	 age‐old	

technologies	 used	 in	weaving	 and	 still	 crafting	 the	 fabric	 by	 hand	 operated	ma‐

chines.	While	the	scenario	in	textile	sector	has	changed	the	world	over	including	

India,	the	poor	handloom	weavers	are	still	engaged	with	hand	operated	looms	doing	

tedious	work	to	earn	their	wages	and	their	substantial	population	is	still	living	in	

extreme	poverty	conditions.	(ibid.)

But	 the	 decision	 on	 the	 proposed	 amendment	was	 deferred	 to	 a	 sub‐committee	

which	 was	 to	 deliberate	 on	 the	 matter	 and	 submit	 its	 report	 to	 the	 Advisory	

Committee.	It	was	to	also	investigate	on	'whether	a	sub‐sector	within	the	powerloom	

sector	can	be	identified	in	which	other	than	the	fact	that	mechanization	has	been	

done	 in	upto	 two	out	of	 the	 three	basic	weaving	actions	and	remaining	all	other	

conditions	 are	 similar	 to	 that	 of	 handloom	 weavers'.	 The	 Terms	 of	 References	

enjoined	the	sub‐committee	to,	 inter	alia,	 'examine	the	possibility	of	categorizing	

small	 powerloom	 units/weavers	 into	 a	 separate	 group	 so	 as	 to	 extend	 certain	

benefits	on	the	lines	of	handloom	weavers'	(ibid.).

The	Sub‐committee	made	various	field	visits	and	the	overwhelming	message	fro	handloom	

weavers	was	that	powerloom	is	selling	their	product	under	the	guise	of	handloom	and	the	need	is	

to	 strengthen	 the	 Act	 and	 not	 dilute	 it.	 In	 view	 of	 this,	 the	 Sub‐Committee	 advised	 against	

proposed	 change	 in	 definition.	 It	 also	 recommended	 that	 'unorganized	 and	 decentralized	

household	powerloom	weavers	having	maximum	four	powerlooms	in	a	household	and	the
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powerloom	having	motor	power	upto	one	H.P.	may	be	categorized	into	a	separate	group	and	the	

weavers	of	this	category	may	be	given	priority	under	the	existing	powerloom	schemes'.

The	Sub‐committee	submitted	its	report	on	October	29,	2013	recommending	the	status	quo.	

In	a	statement	issued	on	9th	January	2014	by	Ministry	of	Textiles,	the	government	accepted	the	

recommendation:‐

The	 Ministry	 of	 Textiles	 has	 accepted	 the	 report	 of	 the	 sub‐committee	 and	 no	

amendment	in	the	Handloom	Reservation	Act	to	change	the	definition	of	handloom	

is	contemplated.

But	the	threat	is	not	yet	over.	A	recent	Draft	Consultation	Paper	on	Handlooms	released	in	

Oct	2014	by	Planning	Commission	concluded:‐

...handloom	products,	being	labor	intensive	cannot	be	produced	for	the	mass	mar‐

ket	 and	 cannot	 be	 cheap.	 Providing	 protection	 under	 Reservation	 of	 Articles	 is	

unsustainable	in	an	open	market.	Hence,	handloom	products	must	be	branded	and	

marketed	 to	 niche	 markets	 to	 clients	 who	 appreciate	 the	 value	 of	 hand	 made	

products	and	are	willing	to	pay	for	them.		(GOI,	2014,	pp.	22)

The	Draft	Paper	finds	support	for	this	position	in	the	Report	of	the	Steering	Committee	On	

Handlooms	and	Handicrafts	Constituted	 for	 the	Twelfth	Five	Year	Plan	 (2012	–	2017)	

when	 it	 says	 'The	need	 for	 the	 overhaul	 of	 the	Reservation	Act...had	been	 iterated	by	

Steering	Committee	on	Handlooms	and	Handicrafts	constituted	for	the	Twelfth	Five	Year	

Plan'.	This	is	curious	since	the	Report	of	the	steering	Committee	has	this	recommendation	

to	make:‐

j)	Steps	should	be	taken	for	strict	enforcement	of	the	Handloom	Reservation	provisions	

under	the	Handloom	(Reservation	of	Articles	for	Production)	Act,	1985,	through,	inter	

alia,	setting	up	zonal	offices	in	major	handloom	States,	reviewing	the	penalty	provisions,	

bringing	 the	 implementation	 of	 the	 Handloom	 Mark	 Scheme	 under	 the	 Act	 and	

exploring	 the	 feasibility	 of	 a	 separate	 national	 accredited	 testing	 laboratory	 for	

handloom	products.	(The	issue	regarding	inclusion	of	items	woven	with	blended	yarns	

into	the	Reservation	List,	being	a	policy	 	matter,	should	be	re‐viewed	and	clarified	by	

M/o	Textiles	separately).	(emphasis	ours)	(GOI,	2014,		pp.	40)
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It	goes	on	to	recommend:‐

		In	order	to	assess	the	efficacy	of	this	Act	and	the	extent	of	benefit	derived	by	the	

handloom	weavers,	it	is	imperative	that	a	study	be	carried	out	and	based	on	the	

findings,	necessary	amendments	in	the	Act	and	the	Rules	thereunder	may	be	

considered	by	the	Ministry	of	Textiles.		(GOI,	2014,	pp.	24)
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iii) Odhisha Handloom overview

	 	Odisha	 (or	Kalinga)	was	one	of	 the	ancient	
centers	of	handloom	weaving,	where,	from	the	
earliest	weaving	techniques	(like	the	Gadabas'	
Kerang	or	the	Bondahilghlander'sRinga)	to	the	
most	 complex	 ones	 (curviliniearIkats)	 still	
exist	 side	 by	 side,	 surviving	major	 historical	
calamities	 like	 Ashoka's	 holocaust,	 invasions	
by	Hindu	and	Mughal	kings	and	ultimately	even	
British	colonisation.

	 	 From	 intricate	 Ikat	 in	 the	 Mahanadi	 river	
basin	 region	 to	 the	 finest	 tussars	of	Odisha's	
rainforests	to	natural	dyed	cotton	saris	of	the	
tribal	 belt	 of	 Koraput	 to	 the	 rare	 Bomkai,	
Dhalapathar,	and	Habaspuri	saris	in	the	coastal	
belt,	we	still	find	a	somewhat	thriving	culture	
of	 handloom	 across	 the	 state.	 Odisha	 is	 the	
largest	Ikat	centre	in	India.	The	uniqueness	of	
Orissa	Ikat	is	the	intricate	curvilinear	designs	
that	the	ikat	weavers	can	produce	here	unlike	
in	Andhra	Pradesh	or	Patan	in	Gujarat.	

	 	 But,	 all	 is	 not	 really	 well	 with	 Odisha's	
handloom	 culture	 and	 it	 is	 rather	 facing	
immense	threat	of	complete	extinction	today.	
Within	1987	‐	2009,	the	number	of	handlooms	
in	Orissa	dwindled	 from	more	than	1	 lakh	to	
44,000	 and	 the	 population	 of	 weavers	 went	
down	from	4.15	lakh	to	1.19	lakh.	The	liberal‐
isation	 of	 the	 Indian	 economy	 lifted	 foreign	
trade	 restrictions	and	cheap	 imports	 flooded	
the	 market	 hitting	 the	 sector	 harder	 than	
anything	 else	 in	 the	 post‐independence	
scenario.	

		Today	weavers	are	found	selling	vegetables	on	
the	streets,	breaking	stones	in	the	quarries	and	
migrating	to	far	flung	places	as	wage	labourers	
in	 construction	 sites.	 Some	 have	 found	
employment	in	the	power	loom	sector	in	places	
like	 Surat	 earning	 a	 pittance	 for	 a	wage	 and	
living	 in	 sub‐human	 conditions	 in	 workers	
slums.	

	 	 While	 some	 weavers	 claim	 Weavers	 Co‐
operative	Societies	to	be	not	a	very	beneficial	
system	but	others	believe	working	with	traders	
is	 even	 more	 exploitative.	 Far	 from	 being	
community	 owned	 practices,	 some	 co‐
operative	societies	seemed	to	have	turned	into	
a	more	politically	correct	cover	up	 for	 feudal	
structures	built	on	the	basis	of	master	weaver‐
wage	weaver	 systems.	Govt.	 intervention	has	
been	 more	 about	 bureaucratic	 control	 and	
political	 interference	than	being	a	supportive	
partner	 protecting	 the	 weaver's	 interests.	
Wages	of	weavers	in	most	of	the	villages	have	
remained	almost	the	same	for	the	last	20	years.	
Today,	the	weaver	does	not	even	have	enough	
money	to	buy	raw	material	for	a	new	saree	if	he	
is	 not	 able	 to	 sell	 the	 previous	 one.	 This	
handicap	 is	 further	 exploited	 by	 the	 traders,	
master	weavers	and	cooperatives,	compelling	
them	to	become	wage	weavers.	

		The	prices	of	yarn	and	dyes	have	skyrocketed	
and	in	order	to	contain	the	production	costs	the	
wages	of	weavers	have	not	been	increased	over	
the	years.	The	middleman	provides	them	with	
the	required	raw	material	according	to	the	kind	
of	 saree	 that	 only	 the	 middleman	 wishes	 to	
market.	 In	 this	 bargain,	 the	 weavers	 have	
almost	 lost	 their	 identity	 as	 artisans	 as	 they	
have	been	forced	to	perform	as	mere	labourers.

The Powerloom menace
 	In	the	last	decade	powerlooms	have	started	
encroaching	upon	weaver	territory	and	pose	to	
be	 one	 of	 the	 biggest	 threats	 to	 handloom	
today.	 There	 have	 been	 mostly	 2	 kinds	 of	
powerloom	 infiltration/intervention	 in	 the	
state.	Powerloom	products	like	lungi,	gamcha,	
dress	 material	 and	 printed	 saris	 produced	
outside	 the	 state,	 mostly	 in	 Maharashtra,	
Andhra,	 Tamil	 Nadu,	 Karnataka,	 Gujarat	 are	
sold	in	Odisha	as	local	handlooms.	In	the	lungi,	
gamcha,	dhoti	and	dress	materials	category,	
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more	than	50%	of	products	sold	as	handloom	
are	actually	powerloom.	

	 	Secondly	powerloom	machines	have	started	
appearing	in	handloom	production	areas	with	
more	than	500	powerlooms	(estimate	figure)	
operating	 across	 Odisha.	 The	 impact	 of	
powerloom	is	most	visible	in	Western	Odisha's	
Bargarh	 district,	 popular	 for	 its	 Sambalpuri	
cotton	and	silk	ikats	and	where	there	are	more	
than	 12,000	 weaver	 families	 as	 per	 the	 last	
census.	 Handloom	 contributes	 towards	more	
than	40%	of	the	local	economy	in	the	district.	
There	 is	 a	 local	 handloom	 haat	 in	 Bargarh's	
Balijodi,	similar	to	a	sabzimandi	that	assembles	
every	Friday	and	does	business	upto	Rs.	1	crore	
in	 one	 single	 day.	 More	 than	 400	 sellers	
comprising	of	individual	weavers,	traders	and	
cooperative	societies	sell	their	products	in	the	
haat.	

		About	6500	weavers'	products	are	sold	in	this	
haat	held	 in	an	open	 field,	and	weavers	 from	
across	Odisha	and	neighboring	states	sell	items	
such	as	yarn,	saris,	dhotis,	dress	material,	bed	
covers,	 etc.	 Business	 begins	 in	 the	 early	
morning	when	traders	arrive	to	snap	up	items	
in	bulk	and	continues	through	the	day.	 	Since	
the	 last	 4	 years,	 about	 10	 traders	 have	
introduced	 powerloom	 printed	 saris	 in	 the	
haat,	 that	are	copies	of	expensive	 ikat	tie	dye	
saris	 claiming	 them	 to	 be	 ikat	 saris.	 These	
cheap	printed	copies	sold	for	Rs.	250	to	Rs.	300	
are	 replicas	 of	 intricate	 ikat	 saris	 that	 cost	
around	Rs.	2500‐3000.

	 	This	year	about	50‐60%	sales	of	handloom	
products	have	dropped	in	the	market	ever	since	
cheap	 printed	 replicas	 have	 entered	 into	 the	
same	market	space	–	from	1	crore	reduced	to	
50	 lakhs	 approx.	 This	 is	 just	 about	 one	 local	
haat	in	one	district	of	odisha	and	there	are	30	
districts	in	the	state.	And	in	the	other	29	

districts	worse	damage	has	been	inflicted	upon	
the	 traditional	 bazaars	 for	 handloom.	 A	
handwoven	 sari	 costs	 Rs.	 400	 onwards	 and	
there	are	products	 that	cost	even	beyond	Rs.	
20,000/‐	 	which	clearly	shows	that	handloom	
is	still	capable	of	producing	cheap	products	for	
the	masses	and	does	not	need	powerloom	to	
substitute	 it	 as	 long	 as	 there	 is	 a	 check	 on	
inflations	in	raw	material	and	there	is	constant	
supply	of	yarns	and	dyes.	Sari	alone	is	80%	of	
Odisha's	handloom	production.

	 	 Some	private	and	government	colleges	had	
adopted	 handloom	 as	 students'	 college	
uniform	 in	 Bargarh	 which	 absorbed	 a	
substantial	part	of	handloom	production.	But	
in	some	 ikat	villages,	powerloom	has	started	
producing	 similar	 fabrics	 and	many	 of	 these	
schools	and	colleges	are	buying	that	instead	of	
handloom.It	 is	 purely	 an	 argument	 of	
sustainable	 economics	 and	 employment	
figures.	While	the	powerful	powerloom	lobby	
simplifies	 the	 argument	 and	 claims	 that	 one	
person	can	operate	3	to	4	powerlooms	to	earn	
Rs.	 8000	 to	 Rs.	 10,000	 per	month,	 vis‐a‐vis,	
earning	 Rs.	 2000	 to	 Rs	 4000	 on	 a	 single	
handloom,	but,	when	we	delve	deeper	into	it,	
we	realize	why	powerloom	is	not	a	sustainable	
alternative	–	it	is	capital	intensive,	electricity	in	
rural	 areas	 is	 scant;	 weavers	 are	 reduced	 to	
unskilled	 labourers;	 in	 most	 cases	 forced	 to	
work	 in	 factory	 conditions;	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	
service	and	repair	powerlooms	as	well	as	find	
spares.	

	 	 Handloom	 textiles	 are	 woven	manually	 on	
looms	 that	 do	 not	 require	 electricity.	 It	 is	 a	
largely	 rural	 practice,	 with	 87	 percent	 of	
household	units	 –	 according	 to	 the	 Census	 –	
engaged	 in	handloom	activities	 lying	 in	rural	
areas.	 Making	 one	 product,	 such	 as	 a	 sari,	
involves	 work	 by	 at	 least	 six	 to	 ten	 people	
(sometimes	an	entire	family).	In	India,	
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powerloom	produces	 62%	 	 production	 of	 all	
textiles	 and	provides	 employment	 to	70	 lakh	
weavers.	 Handloom,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	
contributes	 to	 11.28%	 production	 and	
provides	employment	to	43.32	lakh	weavers	–	
and	so	is	a	much	more	efficient	employer	than	
powerloom.	

	 	Of	handloom's	employees,	77%	are	women	
(10.13%	 SC,	 18.12%	 ST,	 45%	 OBC,	 and	 1%	
other).	The	women	are	the	main	stakeholders	
in	the	sector,	which	empowers	them	and	allows	
them	financial	independence.	There	is	a	huge	
section	 of	 adivasi	 &	 dalit	 peasantry	 that	 are	
able	to	work	on	handlooms	during	non‐harvest	
season,	December	–	April	and	who	will	lose	this	
secondary	livelihood.

The	Handloom	Reservation	Act
	 	 Amongst	 the	 several	 reasons	 behind	 the	
situation	 in	 Odisha,	 one	 of	 the	 most	 crucial	
factors	 is	 the	 non‐implementation	 of	 the	
Handloom	Reservation	Act.	If	urgent	and	strict	
enforcement	of	the	reservation	is	not	enacted	
then	 the	handloom	sector	will	 be	 completely	
eroded	by	powerloom	and	mill	made	products.	
As	it	is	the	attempt	to	change	the	definition	of	
handloom	exposed	the	bias	of	the	government	
towards	 the	 powerful	 powerloom	 lobbies.	
Bargarh's	Balijhodi	haat	 is	a	 testimony	of	 the	
economic	viability	of	handloom	as	well	as	how	
the	powerloom	sector	 is	 illegally	eating	away	
handloom.	What	the	haat	needs	now	to	recover	
from	the	loot	by	the	powerloom	sector	is	strict	
enforcement	of	the	Act.

	 	 Handloom	 in	 India	 is	 not	 dying	 because	 of	
unviability,	 but	 rather	 being	 murdered	 by	
criminal	 acts	 of	 the	 powerloom	 lobby.	 If	 the	
Govt.	 were	 to	 simply	 ensure	 that	 its	 own	
legislations	 are	 enforced	 then	 the	 scenario	
would	have	been	something	else.	
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1. Peter	deSouza Senior	Faculty	Member,	CSDS,	Delhi

2. Vipul	Mudgal Director,	Inclusive	Media	for	Change,	CSDS,	Delhi

3. M.	S.	Sriram Professor,	IIM,	Bengaluru

4. Prasanna Charaka	&	DESI,	Karnataka

5. Uzramma DCYT	&	MMT,	Telangana

6. Latha	Tummuru Dastkar	Andhra,	Telangana

7. B.	Syama	Sundari Dastkar	Andhra,	Telagana

8. M.	Mohan	Rao Rashtriya	Cheneta	Jana	Samakya,	Andhra		Pradesh

9. D.	Veera	Nageshwar	Rao Rashtriya	Chenata	Jana	Samakya,	Andhra	Pradesh

10. Gunjan	Jain Vriksh,	Orissa

11. Hemendra	Sharma Women		Weave,	Madhya	Pradesh

12. Vishesh	Nautyal WSC,	Vijayawada,	Andhra	Pradesh

13. D.	Virupaksham Hasanbada	Handloom	Weavers'		Co‐operative	Society	
Pvt.	Ltd.,	Andhra	Pradesh

14. Rajni	Bakshi Freelance	Journalist,	Author,	Mumbai

15. Ritu	Sethi Craft	Revival	Trust,	New	Delhi

16. Gulshan	Nanda Padma	Awardee,	New	Delhi

17. Rta	Kapur	Chishti Author	&	Textile	Scholar,	New	Delhi

18. Siddarth	Joshi Research	Student,	IIM,	Bengaluru

19. Mabhulika	Banerjee Professor,	Delhi	University,

20. K.	Venkateshwar	Rao	 Angara	Handloom	Weavers	Co‐	operative	Society,	
Andhra	Pradesh

21. S.	Gurumurthy Mummidivaram	Handloom	Co‐	operative	Society,	
Andhra	Pradesh

22. Shambhu	Ghatak Associate	Fellow,	Inclusive	Media	for	Change,	CSDS,	
Delhi

23. Madhura	Dutta AIACA,	New	Delhi
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24. Dr.	Yaaminey	Mubayi AIACA,	New	Delhi

25. Retu	Singh Society	for	Labour	and	Development,	New	Delhi

26. Shashikant Society	for	Labour	and	Development,	New	Delhi

27. Ravindra	Tripathi Journalist,	New	Delhi

28. David	Goldsmith The	Swedish	School	of	Textiles,	Sweden

29. Pallavi	Sharma Common	Cause,	New	Delhi

30. Swapna	Jha Common	Cause,	New	Delhi

31. B.	Anantha	Krishna Research	Fellow,	CPR,	New	Delhi

32. Kirti	Varma TERI,	New	Delhi

33. Divya	Jain NRLM,	MoRD,	New	Delhi

34. Satchin	Joseph	Koshy Leela	Foundation,	New	Delhi
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Dastkar Andhra, A‐12, Vikrampuri, Karkhana, Secunderabad  500 009
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