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The handicrafts sector of India is expected to grow to $17.79 million by 2022. The 
employment growth in handicraft sector is 2.28 million at present. More than 90 
percent of the human resource is having minimal education category, as the industry 
does not mandate any specific education levels for employment in the case of 
handicrafts. Handicraft provides a good opportunity for the poor people of rural India 
as a means of livelihood who have low education levels. Women empowerment has 
also been synonymous with this industry. 

Direct interaction with the different players and stakeholders of the handicraft 
industry helped us to get an overview of the handicraft market of Bolpur 
Shantiniketan. How the handicraft industry is functioning in Bolpur Shantiniketan has 
been explored. 

The socio-economic conditions of the crafts woman and craftsmen have been assessed 
and their problems have been brought to the fore through primary survey. Role of 
handicrafts as a livelihood option of the people of Bolpur has been analysed based on 
some quantitative techniques. The solutions of their problems have also been put 
forward. 
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Introduction:  

The term ‘handicrafts’ encompasses a wide range of artefacts which is the cultural 
signature of a place. The informal sector, in which handicrafts belong, has been 
described by the International Labour Organization (ILO) as a part of economic 
activity characterized by certain features, like, reliance on local available resources 
and skills, family ownership, small scale operations, labour intensity, traditional 
technology, skills generally acquired outside the formal school system, unregulated 
and competitive markets.  

An inclusive definition of handicrafts was adopted by UNESCO-UNCTAD/WTO 
(ITC) at Manila, 6-8 October, 1997 during a symposium on crafts, which is: 
“Artisanal products are those produced by crafts woman, either completely by hand, 
or with the help of hand tools or even mechanical means, as long as the direct manual 
contribution of the artisan remains the most substantial component of the unfinished 
product. The special nature of artisanal products derives from their distinctive 
features, which can be utilitarian, aesthetic, creative, culturally attached, decorative, 
functional, traditional, religiously and socially symbolic and significant.” 

Abstract 
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A simple nomenclature for handicrafts was compounded by Development 
Commissioner (Handicrafts) in 1989 as “items made by hand, often with the use of 
simple tools, and generally artistic and/or traditional in nature. They include objects of 
utility and objects of decoration.” A World Bank report has classified products as 
crafts on consideration of: 

• Manual labour with minimal or no input from machines. 
• A substantial level of skill or expertise. 
• A significant element of tradition. 

Handicraft industry has thrived because handicraft products offer distinct advantages: 
minimal start-up capital, flexible work hours, the ability to work at home, and 
freedom to manage one’s own business. Unlike many other forms of labour, artisan 
production enables a degree of labour autonomy for those who have limited access to 
the cash economy. As a means of livelihood, handicrafts provide an ideal avenue for 
creative, independent entrepreneurs and for women empowerment as well. In 
addition, they offer opportunities for seasonal employment and small production runs, 
and the sector is often a default occupation for producers who have limited other 
options for employment. 

The handicrafts industry of Shantiniketan is very much indigenous in nature. The 
handicraft industry of Bolpur Shantiniketan is extremely important as tourism and 
handicraft sector are inter-twined not only in the form of souvenir but also for its 
intricate designs and indigenous nature. The women are the back-bone of this sector 
in the form of artisans/ craftsman. 

The handicrafts item mainly consists of 'Kantha Stitch, Batik'. The knowledge and the 
skill is very much limited to that very own place. It is basically termed as "Cluster" in 
respect of the handicrafts industry i.e. a centre of handicrafts which is away from the 
congregation of the mechanised crafts industry.  

Objectives : 

The main objectives are:  

• To understand the functioning of the handicraft industry in Bolpur 
Shantiniketan and its role as an alternative  livelihood option for local people 
mainly women. 

• To explore socio-economic condition of the craftswomen involved in specific 
handicrafts industry in the study area. 

• To evaluate necessary problems related to handicrafts industry, with specific 
issues concerned to the craftsmen, crafts woman operating in Bolpur. 

III. Database and Methodology: 

The study is mainly based on primary data. 

The methodology is divided into three parts: 

• Study area of Pre-field and field survey: Ballavpur village, Kendangal and 
Sattor villages of Bolpur Shantiniketan were visited to gather some relevant 
information from the craftswomen who are engaged in' kantha stitch' 
works.Sampling: The method of surveying which has been adopted in the field 
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study is purposive random sampling. 200 craftswomen have been surveyed 
through group in-depth interview procedure from Ballavpur, Kendangal and 
Sattor villages. They were engaged in 'kantha stitch', 'batik',  

• In the post-field study, the socio-economic conditions of the crafts women 
were assessed based on the survey using various simple quantitative 
techniques, such as, pie chart. 

IV. A. Socio-economic profile of the crafts-woman: 

Out of the total 200 surveyed women craftswoman primarily engaged in the 
handicraft industry of Bolpur Shantiniketan, the following is their demographic 
profile. 

A. Table showing the social profile of the crafts-women in the handicrafts sector 
of Bolpur Shantiniketan 

Source: Field Survey  

B. Table showing the no. of years of experience of the crafts-women in the 
handicrafts sector 

Number of years  Frequency  
N= 200  

% of respondents  

Less than 5 years  36.0  18.0  

Variable  Frequency  
N=200   

% of respondents  

Age  
Below 20 years   2 1.0  
20-29  18  9.0  
30-39  102  51.0     
40-49   60 30.0  
50-59  13 6.5 
Above 60 years   5 2.5 
Total   200  100  
Marital status  
Married  165 82.5 
Widowed  15 7.5 
Single  10 5.0  
Divorced  6 3.0  
Separated  4 2.0  
Total  200  100  
Education  
No formal education  10 5.0  
Pre primary  15 7.5 
Primary 37 18.5 
Elementary  102 51.0  
Secondary  18 9.0  
Senior Secondary  18 9.0 
Graduate 1 0.5 
Total  200  100  
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62%
15%

23%

Literacy levels of the crafts-women

Primary educated secondary educated illiterate

6-10 years  42.0  21.0  
 

 

               Source: Field Survey  

• 23% of the crafts women are illiterate mainly the kantha and the batik workers. 62 
% of the craftsman have received their education till primary,15% have attained till 
secondary.  

This lack of educational knowledge is the sole cause for their way of living, as they 
don't have any other option left than to pursue the age old tradition of Shantiniketan 
handicrafts and are inturn exploited in the hands of middlemen. 

Fig 1. showing the literacy levels of the crafts women, Bolpur Shantiniketan 

 
 

 

 

Source: 
Field Survey 

 

 

• Nearly 68 % of the crafts woman are not satisfied in this profession owing to 
the exploitation, low wages, lack of govt. help and intervention towards 
them, as they are the sole ones which is keeping the handicrafts industry of 
Shantiniketan live but they are not getting the fruit of their hard work. 

• 30% of the crafts woman are satisfied as they are work in collaboration with 
cooperatives . 
 
Fig 2. showing the satisfaction level among crafts-women, Bolpur 
Shantiniketan 
 

 
Source: Field Survey 

68%

30%

2%

Satisfaction level among the crafts-women

dis satisfied satisfied highly satisfied

11-20 years  50.0  25.0  
More than 20 years  102.0  36.0  
Total  200  100  
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• Nearly 40% of the crafts women have their monthly income in the bracket of  
Rs.5000-7500 and 10% less than Rs.2500,representing a poverty stricken 
condition of the crafts women. Income over represents their over-all income 
from handicrafts sector. 

• Their quality of life is also very poor owing to the low level of income as well 
as no efforts from the govt for their economical upliftment. 

• Most of the crafts women belong to the Below Poverty Line (BPL) category 
• Nearly 70% of the crafts woman don't have other sources of income apart 

from the handicrafts industry as the industry is entirely based on designs 
involving tiresome physical labour, while 30% of the crafts woman have 
other sources of income like products from rearing of cattle and from 
agricultural field. 

              Fig 3 showing the monthly income of the crafts women, Bolpur 
Shantiniketan 

 
       Source: Field Survey 

B. Problems Of Different Crafts Women: 

The "Kantha Stitch" Crafts Women: 

Of the women surveyed engaged in the "Kantha stitch" business, 51% of women 
belong to the age of 30-39 years of age. The rest 30% of them belong to the age of 
40-49. The rest 6.5% is only in the age of 50-59 years age group. 30-39 years of 
age has the maximum number of workers this group than the other age groups 

• Most of the crafts women are mainly female i.e. housewives.  
• They work during their leisure time i.e. mainly after 11a.m to 1 A.M and 

after 1 P.M after they have finished their household chores. 
• The crafts women who are mainly housewives wants to become self 

reliant  and they mainly use the income from the 'kantha stitch' work 
for themselves and for their child's education. 

As shown in fig 4, 43% of the women have their source of skill development or 
training from their mother and 33% of the women from their grandmother i.e. 
mainly for the muslim communities women who have generation wise carried 
out the kantha work  and there is very little help from government for their 
training. Only 12% have received training from District Information Centre, 
as the crafts woman have complained that those members who belong to the 

10%

30%

40%

20%

Current monthly income

less than Rs.2500Rs 2500-5000 Rs.5000-7500 Rs7500 & above
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70%

10%

20%

System of handicrafts business

Daily wage basis piece rate system Self employed

ruling political party gets only benefitted. Thus as shown in fig 4, the source 
of skill development for the crafts woman are their family members only. 

Fig. 4 showing the source of handicraft knowledge, Bolpur Shantiniketan 

 
Source: Field Survey 
 

They receive their order and payment in the form of the no of pieces they have 
stitched and based on the intricacy of the design they receive their payment. i.e. they 
are given Rs.80 if they sew a kantha stitch ladies kurta of a medium intricacy of 
designs while it is being sold at Rs 250 in the market. And for a sari,if the market of 
the sari is 3500INR the kantha craftsman only gets a meagre amount of Rs. 1200 if 
too the design is in much details 

            Fig 5 showing the system of handicraft business, Bolpur Shantiniketan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          Source: Field Survey 

• The middleman is their main source of getting orders and they give their 
delivery to the middle man only from where these middleman sell to the 
shopkeepers and the boutique owners 

• The main reason behind this is the housewives can't market their own 
products directly to the shopkeepers is they social taboo and restrictions on 
their movement from their in-laws family which is extremely rigid for the 
muslim community women. 
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• The money which they get is mainly kept as their savings and also use it for 
their household spendings. 

• No provident fund and medical expenses bored out by the middle man or the 
shopkeeper. 

THE BATIK CRAFTS WOMAN: 

• Nearly 60% of the women in this belong to the 30-39 age group because the 
amount of hard-work can only be done from this age group because it 
requires a lot of patience and time for intricate designs.  

• Like kantha workers they are also mainly housewives who work in the batik 
factories but they are full time workers unlike the kantha craftsman. 

• They receive a fixed remuneration at the end of the month. 
• The income they receive is mostly used for bearing the expenses of their child 

education. 
• No provident fund and medical expenses from the employer. 

   Fig 6 showing the wage basis of batik crafts woman, Bolpur Shantiniketan 

 
 
 
 

 

  

 

 

 

  Source: Field Survey 

Conclusion 

The major problems associated with handicrafts of Shantiniketan are huge . 

The crafts women don't want their children to come in this industry as they fear they 
will also get exploited like them, and they want their children to do higher education 
and become involved in service sector 

The crafts women believe that the business have experienced a boom over the years 
and they have been able to increase their business and opened up new chains, but very 
few have been benefitted. 

Very few have received any formal training on the handicrafts they are specialising it.  

17% of the workers accounts from ‘Amar Kutir’ Society for Rural Development and 
'confetti' who organise their own trainings for their craftsman. Trainers come from 
Delhi to make them aware about the latest designs and technology. For rest, there is no 
scope of growth and expert training for bringing diversification in the designs. 
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The future prospects can be brought into this sector which aimed at development of 
the grass root level woman artisans through the following suggestive measures: 

1. Promotion of the handicrafts by organising state sponsored handicraft fairs like 
‘Hasta Shilpa Mela’, ‘Sabala Mela’ . 

2.  Directly buying from the crafts woman in a model framework of ‘Kishan Mandi’ 

3. Ensuring adequate financing of these crafts woman. 

4. Training centres and programmes for the development of the crafts woman.. 
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