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ABSTRACT

In the era of 4™ Industrial Revolution and amidst the loud call for sustainability, once again, like the Arts
and Crafts movement of the 19" century, the traditional Craft practices are finding a larger and significantly
different role beyond just the custodians of cultural heritage. The study explores the role of socially
responsible design practices in promoting sustainability, cultural preservation, and economic resilience
within India’s traditional handloom and handicraft sectors.

By inclusive design intervention in two traditional handloom and handicraft sectors—Loin Loom Weaving
in Manipur and Sarpat Basketry in Bhadohi, Uttar Pradesh—the study evaluates how craft-based
practices are in congruence with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Using a comparative framework, the study highlights how these crafts contribute directly to six SDGs—
including SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 5 (Gender Equality), SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth),
SDG 10 (Reduced Inequality), SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), and SDG 13 (Climate
Action), and indirectly impact six more, showcasing a holistic model of inclusive and sustainable
development.

Through participatory design approaches, self-help cooperatives, and ethical production systems, these
crafts empower marginalized communities, especially women, while preserving intangible cultural
heritage. The study emphasizes how natural materials, low-energy processes, optimum consumption, and
localized production models inherently support eco-friendly and socially responsible practices.

The study argues that social design transforms artisans from passive beneficiaries to active co-creators,
promoting community ownership, economic dignity, and cultural continuity. Despite market inequities and
policy limitations, integrating craft practices with SDG-focused frameworks offers a powerful pathway
toward regenerative, inclusive, and decentralized economies.

In conclusion, handlooms and handicrafts are heritage assets and strategic vehicles for sustainable
development. When supported by socially embedded design, they offer scalable models for achieving
equity, empowerment, and environmental stewardship in the craft sector.

Keywords: Handloom, Handicraft, Social Design, Sustainable Development Goals, Participatory Design,
Community Empowerment

Introduction:

The handloom and handicraft industries are not merely economic sectors—they are custodians of cultural
heritage, collective memory, and indigenous knowledge systems passed down through generations. These
industries represent not only a livelihood for millions but also offer sustainable and ethical alternatives
in a world increasingly burdened by the excesses of fast fashion and industrial production. Yet, the sector
faces existential challenges—ranging from mechanization and globalization to market inequities and

policy neglect. Against this backdrop, social design—a participatory and human- environment- centered
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methodology—emerges as a powerful enabler for systemic transformation (Singh, Singari & Bholey,
2023a; Paul & Bindu, 2022).

Social Design and its Application:

Social design refers to the application of design thinking beyond aesthetics and utility. It is a new kind
of leadership that generates both traditional and social value. It works on a human-environment-centered
approach that integrates community participation, sustainability, and ethical value to create long-term
impact.

Structured Social design for the Handloom and Handicraft clusters can enhance the overall status of the
sectors: It aids in artisan-led innovations, community involvement in revival of craft, material, and
sustainable practices. The controlled design process would ensure fair trade with organised marketing
strategies, and consciously protect the traditional craftsmanship from commercial exploitation.

Ranavaade (2022) and Bhowmik (2021) emphasize how social design frameworks bring artisans into the
design and decision-making process, ensuring that outcomes resonate with cultural authenticity and
sustainability. This includes co-design techniques that integrate artisans’ lived experiences into product
development, enhancing both cultural continuity and market relevance (Mohsin et al., 2023). It offers a
new approach to navigate uncertainty, strengthen relationships, and develop our capacity to collaborate and
co-create. In the context of traditional crafts, social design shifts the narrative from aid-based interventions
to empowerment-oriented collaborations (Ranavaade, 2022; Singh & Singari, 2023).

Design is not merely a technical act it becomes a vehicle for empowerment and heritage preservation
when shaped by a participatory ethos. Singh et al. (2024) discuss the cognitive impact of cultural
aesthetics, showing how color symbolism, traditional motifs, and regional narratives can shape identity
and emotional attachment in both designers and consumers.

Handloom and Handicrafts, intersection with Sustainability:

India's handloom and handicraft sectors stands as a testament to the harmonious coexistence of tradition
and sustainability. Rooted in ancient practices, this industry has evolved as a beacon of eco-friendliness in
an era dominated by mass production and environmental concerns.

The Handicrafts and Handlooms are inherently a localised process, closely connected to rural livelihoods,
often employing women and marginalized groups (Shaw & Choudhury, 2024). The raw materials are
primarily natural, often sourced from nearby regions, which minimizes the carbon emissions caused by
long-distance transportation. This localized approach also contributes to the sustainability of local
economies and preserves traditional practices.

Sustainability in handloom and handicrafts relates to sustainable Environmental practices, involving low
energy consumption, Fair trade practices, and cultural pluralism. Social design promotes pluriversal
approaches—recognizing multiple ways of knowing and doing (Gopura & Wickramasinghe, 2023),
emphasising Community-based production

At the heart of the ecological advantage of these handloom and handicraft practices lies its minimal reliance

on fossil fuels, largely using human energy. This simple fact significantly reduces the carbon footprint
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associated with production. Moreover, the traditional dyes used often come from natural sources like plants,
minerals, and insects. These natural dyes not only impart exquisite colors but also pose minimal harm to
the environment. In contrast to the synthetic dyes employed in mass production often contain harmful
chemicals that pollute water bodies and soil.

Moreover, Singh et al. (2023b; 2023h) argue that understanding the visual-cognitive dimensions of
traditional design, especially in color theory and ornamentation, can aid sustainable and socially relevant
innovation.

In their Frugal Design model, Shaw & Choudhury (2024) describe how artisans in rural India use natural
or local materials, sustainable production techniques, and contextual knowledge to create low-cost,
high-impact innovations and in the process reduce wastage and enable optimum consumption.

Both Handloom and Handicraft industries contribute significantly to several Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) including SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 5 (Gender Equality), SDG 8 (Decent Work and
Economic Growth), SDG 10 (Reduced Inequality), SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production),
and SDG 13 (Climate Action).

Principles of Social Design vis-a-vis Traditional Crafts:

The 12 principles of Social design created by a team of researchers from Social Design Institute, University
of Arts London (Nold, C., Kaszynska, P., Bailey, J., & Kimbell, L. (2022) were taken as a starting point for
discussion about the role of social design in Traditional crafts sector as an area of academic inquiry and a
space of reflective practice.For practical understanding, the current 12 Principles of Social Design are
divided into four areas.

The Principles 1 to 3 refer to SOCIAL AS AN OBJECT OF DESIGN where it is imperative to have
some tangible materials to act upon, which includes human and non-human things engaging at several
spaces using mechanical systems. These principles are in total alignment with the traditional craft practices
as they include an artisan community co-working within their groups and with the Design community.
There are materials and manufacturing systems that respond to the ecosystem for the community to work
upon.

The Principles 4 to 6 refer to METHODS AND PRACTICES that recognize the diverse motives of
acting on the social, including methods, tools, and skills pointing to the inventive, and creative character of
designing, incorporating multiple perspectives, knowledge systems, and disciplines. The varied production
processes that are pertinent to all the traditional craft practices highlight the relevance

The Principles 7 to 9 refer to NORMATIVE INTENT aimed at fostering social
transformation through collaborative discussions about purposes, values, and significances

design expertise and traditions are in dialogue with understandings of co-production and democracy
(Durose & Richardson, 2015; Saward, 2021).

The Principles 10 to 12 refer to CRITICAL REFLEXIVITY, examining traditional modes

and the historical references of professional design safeguards from the unintended, or undesirable
outcomes of design practices, encouraging the presence of critical consciousness in designing for social
systems.

The handloom and handicraft sectors are not just remnants of tradition—they are blueprints for a
sustainable, equitable, and culturally rich future. Social design provides a roadmap that aligns artisan
innovation with global development goals by centring collaboration, conscious aesthetics, and

community dignity. When implanted with a supportive principle and a scientific framework of Social
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Design, these industries become pillars of regenerative economies, where design is not imposed but co-
created, not extracted but shared. Integration of Social Design has a multifold impact on the sustenance of
the traditional practices, to enumerate some are as under:

1. Cultural Preservation through Co-Design: Community engagement lies at the heart of sustainable
craft and handloom revival. In design development for traditional arts, engaging artisans not merely as
producers but as co-creators empowers communities, preserves cultural identity, and creates pathways to
inclusive economic development

2. Empowerment of Marginalized Communities: Women in craft clusters often face socio-economic
exclusion. Models like the Sarpat basket weavers of Dastakari Haat Samiti in Rajasthan and Loin loom
weavers of MEETAC demonstrate how co-designed enterprise models can uplift women through
localized production hubs and micro-entrepreneurship (Mehra et al., 2019; Mohsin et al., 2023). Further
Gender justice is central to sustainability. Rao (2022) and Singh et al. (2023j) show how participatory
models create flatter hierarchies and inclusive economies.

3. Community Identity and Ownership: Crafts are carriers of memory and identity. Design interventions
that revitalize symbols and regional styles foster community pride and creativity (Greru, 2018; Singh,
Singari & Maheshwari, 2023).

4. Protects Traditional Crafts from Commercial Dilution: Global markets often commodify ethnic
designs without context or credit. Social design resists this by rooting innovation in the artisan’s voice
(Banerjee & Mazzarella, 2022).

5. Fosters Ecological and Cognitive Sustainability: Craft techniques are low-carbon by nature. Combined
with behavioral design strategies—such as using symbolic color and narrative structure they support eco-
literacy and cultural mindfulness (Palit, 2020; Singh et al., 2024).

Key Strategies for Community-Based Design:

1. Participatory Design Workshops: Workshops are a powerful method of co-creation where artisans and
designers collaborate to ideate, prototype, and refine new products. These sessions often allow artisans to
combine traditional weaving or printing techniques with contemporary trends, leading to both cultural
continuity and market relevance.This has led to innovative collections that retain the cultural ethnicity while
appealing to international markets (Emmett, 2022). Bjorgvinsson et al. (2012) note that such engagements
shift power from designers to communities, emphasizing that design is not done for people but with them.

2. Self-Help Groups (SHGs) and Cooperatives: Community-based organizations like SHGs and
cooperatives are crucial for grassroots empowerment. They strengthen artisans’ capacity to negotiate prices,
access funding, and manage production cycles. When design development is channelled through these
groups, it leads to scalable and sustainable outcomes.

3. Crowdsourced Craft Revitalization: With the advent of digital tools, community engagement can
transcend physical boundaries. Crowdsourced design platforms allow global consumers, artists, and
students to contribute design ideas that artisans can adapt locally. Platforms like Jaipur Rugs have adopted
a design-your-own-carpet interface, where customer ideas are interpreted by weavers through a co-design
toolkit (Guerrieri et al., 2021).

Moreover, digital storytelling and social media allow artisans to share their narratives and receive direct
feedback, reinforcing visibility and pride in their work (Chatterjee, 2024).

Design Workshops as case studies:

A structured social design process was adopted in the Design workshops, one in handloom at Manipur and
another one at the handicraft cluster in Uttar Pradesh.
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a. Loin Loom
weaving cluster, Manipur
b. Sarpat basket

weaving of Bhadohi, Uttar Pradesh

Design workshop 1 — The Loin loom or the backstrap weaving is one of the most primitive weaving
techniques since pre-Hispanic times, enabling indigenous tribal women to express their creativity through
the designs and the fabrics they create. It is esteemed for its cultural significance, intricate patterns, and the
high level of skill required, contributing to the preservation of diverse cultural heritage. Weaving using a
backstrap loom is a customary and domestic practice for women and is passed down the generations in a
family.

The back strap loom is one of the most basic and a portable loom that can be installed anywhere and works
on the tension and support provided by the back of the weaver. Traditionally, cotton yarn was used for
weaving and was dyed with naturally available dyes.

The project to revive the loin loom weaving was initiated by MEETAC [Mission for Economic
Empowerment of Traditional Artisans], a government-funded organisation where the author was the Project
head.

Figure 1. The Loin loom [backstrap] Figure 2. Preparation of the warp for weaving
loom stretched during the day inside the is a community activity, Arunachal Pradesh; c.
room, Kangpokpi village, Manipur, 2021.

depicting it as part of daily life. image courtesy -MAP academy
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Figure 3. Some traditional
designs of Loin Loom woven
fabrics, Manipur

Figure 4. Sketches of the traditional
design patterns,by trainees as part of
training , Manipur.

By systematic design intervention during the workshop on Loin Loom weaving in Manipur, a diversified
product range was co-created with weavers, designers, NGO partner, and the funding organisation.The new

developments incorporated alternate natural materials, natural dye processes, and sensitively used weaving

patterns.

Figure 5 Locally sourced yarns were dyed
using naturally sourced dyes at the workshop

Figure 6 Weavers preparing the yarn for

weaving

N
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Figures 7 & 8 Participatory Design and Product development workshop, taken by the author at Manipur.
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Figures 9 Range of natural dyed Cushion Figures 10 Apparel Range developed
covers and table mats developed during the during the workshop
workshop

Design workshop II -- The Sarpat Basketry of Bhadohi, Uttar Pradesh.

Basket making is a very ancient craft practiced by all communities worldwide, using the locally available
grasses. In the northern part of UP two naturally growing grasses — Kaas and Moonj (Sarpat) that are found
in abundance. These baskets originally were made for personal use only. While under a project initiated by
Dastakari Haat Samiti, Delhi to develop an alternative source of income for carpet weavers of Bhadohi, a
new range of baskets for commercial purposes was envisioned. The project was funded by Sandhi Craft
Foundation, a CSR initiative of ICICI Bank and the author was the designer for the project. Backed by a
thoughtful design development process developed in consultation with all the stakeholders, cocreated with
the women basket weavers, a wide range of baskets for varied modern purposes were developed keeping
the ethnicity of the craft.

1.Women collecting ii. Creation of Knots iii. Natural coloured

Sarpat (Moonj) growing from the Moonj - Knots.
near waterbodies locally known as
balla.

SN\

= .

iv. Dyed Knots for color v. Knots dyed in vi. Basket weaving

and pattern. varied colors
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Figure 11 The process of sourcing of Raw material to the weaving of the Basket

Figure 13: Samples of traditional baskets.
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Figure 14: New designs developments during the workshop

Both the above workshops were adapted for better understanding and active interaction of the participants,
which facilitated the use of visual mapping techniques to accommodate participants from different
languages or who were illiterate.

. New product
lines emerged that balanced heritage with global appeal.
* Women

weavers/basket weavers began forming their collectives to produce and sell independently.

. Active
participation of these groups in renowned exhibitions like organised by Dastakari Haat Samiti, Dastakar in
metro cities was visible. Loom weavers also participated in the renowned annual Hornbill festival,
Nagaland and Basket weavers participated in the Indian Handicraft Gift Fair.

. E-
commerce platforms like Etsy and Jaypore are exploring sourcing from these communities under ethical
trade standards.

These case studies underscore that local participation can drive global transformation, provided it is
rooted in respect, training, and transparent collaboration. On revisiting the journey of development, talking
about the Reflections and Impact. It was evident that the value of community engagement is multifaceted:

. It
empowered artisans by giving them design literacy and financial literacy.
. It  enabled

preservation of intangible heritage by ensuring traditional patterns and processes are adapted rather than
erased.

. It fuelled
sustainable innovation by localizing design challenges and solutions.

Design theorist Ezio Manzini (2015) states, “When everybody designs, the system becomes richer, more
democratic, and more sustainable.” In the context of crafts, this philosophy redefines artisans not as mere
suppliers but as custodians of living heritage.

Ethical and Sustainable Design Practices in Crafts:

Sustainability in traditional crafts extends far beyond eco-friendly materials—it encompasses social justice,
labor ethics, transparency, and technological inclusion. As the global conversation shifts towards
responsible consumption and production, the integration of ethical frameworks into the handloom and
handicraft sectors becomes both a moral imperative and a competitive advantage.
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Sustainable Materials and Waste Reduction

Material selection is one of the clearest markers of sustainability in design. Traditional crafts often have a
built-in ecological advantage due to their reliance on natural fibers, organic cotton, plant-based dyes,
and zero-waste techniques.

Moreover, upcycling and reuse are growing trends, with artisans creatively repurposing waste fabrics,
offcuts, and discarded saris into new fashion and home décor products. Upcycled products not only reduce
the ecological footprint but also promote the circular economy model.

For instance, brands like Iro Jaipur collaborate with block printers and tailors to create high-end fashion
using textile scraps collected from local workshops (Goenka, 2023).

Sustainable practices for production and reduced consumption

The varied production processes, as handloom weaving, yarn or fabric dyeing, Basket weaving, bamboo
and cane work, wood carving or inlay, metal craft, stone carving or inlay work, all use some basic tools and
machines.to create the artefacts. These machines usually operate on simple mechanization resulting in
reduction on consumption

Technology Integration in Craft Sustainability

Digital innovation has become a critical enabler of sustainable and ethical practices in crafts. Tools such as
Al, blockchain, and 3D simulation support artisans and designers in minimizing waste, enhancing
transparency, and reaching global audiences.

1. AI-Powered Weaving and Optimization: Al-driven software can analyze patterns, suggest optimal
warp-weft combinations, and minimize yarn waste. These tools improve design consistency and resource
efficiency, particularly in custom or large-volume orders. As adopted by the Computer Aided Carpet Design
Centre, Jaipur served as a godsend for the hand knotted carpet manufacturers of Rajasthan.

2. Blockchain for Traceability: Blockchain provides an immutable record of production stages, from raw
material sourcing to artisan contribution. This traceability supports not only transparency but also
certification systems, helping customers verify claims of ethical sourcing (Drzewiecka & Patki, 2024).

3. 3D Simulations for Zero-Waste Prototyping: Virtual prototyping through 3D modeling reduces the
need for physical sampling. It enables rapid iteration without wasting fabric, dyes, or labor time—vital in
contexts where resources are scarce.

In Alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs):

Victor Papanek, in his most influential publication, Design for the Real World in 1971. appeals for
inclusion, social justice, and sustainability. Victor Margolin, who claims: “the ultimate purpose of design
is to contribute to the creation of a good society” (2019, p. 19). Further in his book The Green Imperative,
Papanek lists seven specifications for a designer, with two especially are for the sustainability-conscious
designer. These specifications are “the wisdom to anticipate the environmental, ecological, economic and
political consequences of design intervention” and “the ability to work with people from many different
cultures and different disciplines” (1995, p.8).Social design can effectively address wicked problems like
climate change, poverty, and social inequality

The Sustainable Development document highlights the 5P commitments as: P1 People, P2 Planet, P3
Prosperity, P4 Peace and P5 Partnership: Sustainability is based on practices that promote well-being of
People, the preservations of our natural resources in this Planet, the elimination of poverty for a life of
Prosperity for all, through the promotion of Peace based on human rights, justice and rule of law, and
through the Partnership we need to have across nations sectors and communities.

Table: Contributions of Handloom and Handicrafts to Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
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Case Study: Fabindia’s Ethical Sourcing Model
Fabindia, one of India’s most iconic craft retail brands, exemplifies the integration of ethical and
sustainable principles into business practice. With a network of over 55,000 artisans, Fabindia has
implemented a community-owned supplier model where artisans are not just vendors but equity holders
in craft-based enterprises (Drzewiecka & Patki, 2024).

Fabindia emphasizes:

. Fair wage
guarantees and benefits like healthcare for artisans.

. Direct
procurement, reducing the layers between maker and market.

. Eco-
friendly materials, including organic cotton and handwoven fabrics.

. Revival of

traditional techniques, like chikankari, bandhani, and handblock printing, through design partnerships.
Fabindia also leverages storytelling and retail education—through in-store panels and QR codes linking to
artisan stories to foster informed consumerism. This fusion of ethics, design, and scale sets a precedent for
craft-based entrepreneurship globally.

Conclusion

The handloom and handicraft sectors, deeply interwoven with the cultural and economic fabric of societies
across South Asia and beyond, are undergoing a profound transformation. At a time when global attention
is sharply focused on sustainability, ethical labor practices, and inclusive development, these traditional
industries stand as both symbols of resilience and sites of innovation. Their significance transcends
aesthetics—they represent community identity, intergenerational knowledge systems, and localized
responses to global challenges.

Throughout this exploration, we have seen how social design—as a participatory, human-environment-
centered approach—emerges as a crucial enabler in addressing long-standing inequities in the craft
economy. By embedding artisans into design decision-making and co-creation processes, social design
frameworks not only protect cultural heritage but also build confidence, agency, and ownership among craft
communities. This is especially important for marginalized groups, including women and special need

individuals, who have historically been excluded from formal design ecosystems.
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At the same time, sustainability in crafts must be understood holistically—encompassing environment
friendly materials and production, practices, ethical labour systems (fair wages, transparent pricing), and
responsible consumption (consumer education and awareness). Digital innovation—from blockchain
traceability and Al assisted production to virtual craft expos in the metaverse—offers new opportunities to
amplify the reach and visibility of traditional artisans, bridging gaps in access and equity.

However, the sector still faces major challenges—from digital illiteracy and policy misalignment to
persistent dependency on middlemen and pressure from fast fashion markets. Addressing these issues
requires multi-pronged efforts that combine technological tools, policy reform, and community-driven
development models.

The alignment of craft-based industries with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
provides a structured roadmap for growth—spanning poverty alleviation, gender equality, decent work,
sustainable production, climate action, and global partnerships. With targeted investment, inclusive design
strategies, and global collaborations, the sector has the potential to evolve into a model of ethical
entrepreneurship and regenerative development.

As seen in initiatives like Co-creation programs of Loin loom weavers & Basket weavers, Fabindia’s ethical
sourcing model, the future of traditional crafts lies not in resisting change, but in strategically embracing
it—on artisans’ own terms. These models prove that dignity, design, and development can coexist when
systems are rooted in equity, empathy, and ecosystem thinking.

Ultimately, the handloom and handicraft industries are not relics of the past—they are living, evolving
systems capable of shaping more just, sustainable, and inclusive futures. By centering artisan voices and
co-creating platforms for innovation, we unlock not only economic potential but also cultural resilience
and planet-friendly pathways for generations to come.
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