Crafts as industry
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A fascinating shift in the nature of industrialization as also definitions and attitudes concerning the production of goods is taking place as we go into the 15th year of the globalization process. In the area of handmade goods, both crafts and textiles, even as countries like India are learning to convert their weaknesses into strengths, in China mechanization is efficiently organising itself to imitate the hand work of India to encroach upon the market for India’s special skills. It is obvious that such competition comes into play because the demand is palpably out there. In the post-industrialized world, with its multinational production and marketing systems, branded goods and the similarity of products wherever they may be sold, the very non-standardized and multicultural nature of handicrafts provides the competition and welcome contrast.

Obviously the handicrafts sector consisting of the producer, wholesaler, retailer, technicians including designers, and most importantly, the policy-maker, must begin to look at itself as an industry of the non-industrialized, and prepare to gear itself up for the enormous challenge that lies ahead. Industry is merely the organized production of goods arising out of the combined and systematized work of man with machine. Industrialization has conventionally meant the dominance of machine over man and of capital over labour. Crafts in contrast can be termed an industry where the machine does not dominate and its very decentralized structure prevents the exploitation by a capitalist tycoon sitting far away, controlling production and people. We need no longer be bound by the old attitudes towards what is accurately but slightly condescendingly termed as ‘cottage’ or ‘village’ industry. We have become stultified in an image of industry representing standardized, monotonous, centralized production. If these are the images of the industrial age, we can now alter ourselves for the post-industrial age of informational technology and globalized production of mass-produced goods.

Crafts, by their very nature, are not mass produced. But if people are working with their hands, albeit with the assistance of tools and machines, producing goods required in a wide market space, selling to make profits and thereby contributing to national wealth, crafts can be termed as a decentralized creative industry where the human mind and hand is more important than the small machines and tools they may use. Here the machine is the instrument of the maker, owned by the maker or by the community, and to that extent craft is free of domination and exploitation. There is, therefore, a world of industry without industrialization in the traditional sense, and there is both ample scope and need for this to come out of the disorganized, diminishing and low-end profile that it has been carrying for long.

 

Whatever makes the wheels of the economy turn merits serious attention and not condescending patronage, over-romanticized projection, or apologetic ‘discount’ support. While it is difficult to obtain accurate tabulated figures of domestic sales in handicrafts, export figures for the past five years paint a very optimistic picture, demonstrating how crafts have ‘looked up’ as a ‘business’ proposition. The figures given in the table below are those of the Export Promotion Council for Handicrafts:These figures show an increase of 53% in five years in the combined exports of art metal ware, wood ware, hand printed textiles and scarves, embroidered and crocheted goods, shawls as art ware, zari and zari goods, imitation jewellery and other miscellaneous crafts. The council also tells us that in the year 2004-05, the USA was the largest importer with goods worth Rs 3856.92 crore, the UK was second with Rs 1495.88 crore, and Germany was third with Rs 1384.82 crore. Australia, Canada, France, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, Saudi Arabia and other countries do not as yet reach the thousand crore mark. This does not include the exports in handmade textiles, including stitched garments and other fabric made-ups. The value of these exports which too is on a steady rise only indicates the untapped and existing potential within these wealthy countries.

 

India is a country with over a crore of handloom weavers and an equal, if not larger, number of crafts people engaged in diverse crafts from pottery to basket making, stone ware, glass ware, hand made paper products and multifarious other utility items made out of local, available materials. This is because of positive and negative compulsions in that these artisans know no other skill due to centuries of immobility arising out of rigid caste structures, and because of a lack of viable economic options.

 

  

	Statement of Export Data of Handicrafts Items (in crore)

	Items
	2000-01
	2001-02
	2002-03
	2003-04
	2004-05

	Art metal ware
	1784.68
	1460.74
	2114.84
	2642.42
	3364.98

	Wood ware
	517.30
	498.37
	687.70
	609.07
	721.18

	Hand printed textiles scarves
	909.89
	756.78
	856.57
	1611.43
	1848.76

	Embroidered crochet goods
	3118.99
	3005.17
	3611.17
	3286.05
	4199.86

	Shawls as art ware
	245.44
	94.42
	99.39
	43.27
	53.65

	Zari & zari goods
	262.07
	264.46
	304.27
	210.54
	252.28

	Imitation jewellery
	126.43
	103.31
	134.69
	161.90
	200.56

	Misc. handicrafts
	1525.36
	1526.08
	2035.75
	1900.46
	2391.48

	Total
	8490.16
	7709.33
	9844.38
	10465.14
	13032.70


 

Cultural demands of their communities or of their traditional customers keep them at bare subsistence level. Products thus continue to be made, and wherever they are in great demand artisan communities organize themselves in a variety of informal and semi-formal ways. It is important to remember that nearly all craft in India is community-based, tradition-driven, and purchased for cultural or utilitarian reasons by a largely domestic market. In comparison, the findings of a socio-economic survey of crafts activity in England and Wales in 2002-03, commissioned by the Crafts Council of England, makes for extremely interesting reading. In relation to the UK business sector, craft is considered the ‘smaller’ end of small and medium enterprises, but its potential for growth, development and decline and closure was the same as in the ‘broader’ small and medium enterprise (SME) sectors and their fellow cultural industries. The following findings would thrill anyone with a committed belief in the potential of the crafts sector: For 2003, some 32,000 makers generate a turnover for England and Wales of £826 million, which is greater than the fishing division, the forestry and logging division, the manufacturing of motorcycles and bicycles or the manufacture of sports goods. The makers of these goods are mostly single unit producers without the benefit of common facilities, creating one-off products designed by them. The majority are from textiles and ceramics with small numbers in basketry, fashion accessories, furniture, glass, wood, metal and jewellery, most of which would come under the miscellaneous category in India.

 

If one examines the developments in the crafts sector of the West more closely one will discover some ironies that could educate us and inform our choices and policy directions. The ever-changing ‘market’ has created lifestyles marked by a frenetic pace, intense competitiveness, stress and even elements of selfishness and ruthlessness. Many persons in these situations have turned to crafts making as a lifestyle option that provides economic sustenance as well as creative and personal satisfaction, away from the stress of corporate living. Farming, preservation rather than the destruction of the environment, organic produce, natural fibres, community activity, and rural surroundings have also become attractive alternate choices. This urge for individual creativity within a cooperative environment merges well with the professional expertise required to keep a good business enterprise going. Thus emerged the modern entrepreneur artisan of the West. Ironically, the Indian artisan is already living a lifestyle that is so attractive to the western city-worn corporate dropout, except for the economic disparities between them. He is nearly always part of an established community activity, possesses a ready skill passed down from generations, and has new opportunities to relate directly to customer preferences in cities by participating in fairs and bazaars and at Dilli Haat, the Mecca of many aspiring craftsman-entrepreneurs. Hesitantly but surely a small number of Indian artisans are moving out of their secluded shells where they merely produced goods while others found the markets and took most of the profit.

This new development, if encouraged and supported with the right kind of interventions, can allow the artisan to be the genuine and appropriate replacement of the oft-berated but often indispensable middleman, and enable him to have a more dynamic relationship with market forces while earning better profits. His workplace can transform into a workshop where he can hire more apprentices, organize community activity in a cost-effective way, and bring economic prosperity and better social acceptance in traditional Indian society where those who work with their hands are inevitably condemned to being part of an inferior social strata.If Indian crafts production and the ‘small businesses’ approach can merge to be a part of an organic whole and viewed as an economically viable livelihood option, a network of such enterprises can create turnovers equivalent to medium and even large scale industries in numbers far greater than those demonstrated in England and Wales. The inflow of earnings to the rural sector will trigger a spin-off effect on every sector as it would increase the purchasing power of those who today eke out an existence from an average earning of not more than Rs 3000 a month to feed a family of five. The starkness of having only Rs 20 per day per head when just two bottles of mineral water in a city costs more should be incentive enough for urban policy planners to turn their sights to this sector.It seems tragic that the experience and intellect of those sitting in the Planning Commission and other such august bodies is being wasted in trying to please the new powerhouse known as the National Advisory Council by juggling funds to pay out as part of the Employment Guarantee Scheme when in the normal course skills, resources, markets, design and technical institutions, export promotion policies, growth opportunities, encouraging the establishment of businesses, facilitating enterprise and viable livelihoods, sustainability and productivity ought to be the buzz-words that frame and fuel any policy on employment.

 If an industrialized and developed nation like Britain, (along with Wales), with its mere 32,000 crafts makers can surpass the earnings of its organized industries of motorcycle or sports goods manufacture, the sky can be the limit if India supports craft development. It only needs to partially match the impetus given in the early years of independence to the growth of large and medium industries. Our industrious and enterprising crafts people will do the rest. The approach to the crafts and handmade textile sector by no means needs to be patronizing or condescending merely in order to pay a hypocritical obeisance to the economic priorities of Mahatma Gandhi. He may have been a romantic but was certainly no fool when he spoke about the need to preserve village industries. In today’s set of priorities, productivity and viability are mandatory components that are required to be built into any development programme.As mentioned earlier, any wealth reaching the rural artisan makes a contribution to a wider economy. According to a study on rural debt published in the micro-credit journal Small Change, only one in four rural households possess a TV set. Only about 10% have cable TV. Only 7% of rural households own a moped or scooter. Ownership of four-wheelers, whether cars or jeeps, is still limited to less than 1% of India’s rural households. Only 1.7% rural households possess a tractor.

Significantly, while ‘everyone’ (read urban upper middle class) loves to talk of e-commerce and credit card payments through the internet, the reality is that in rural India a personal computer with an internet facility is practically non-existent. Only a minuscule number of 0.6% rural households have a PC without an internet facility. Imagine the increase in sales of these items in the rural areas if only the purchasing power of its population increased manifold – rural electrification, of course being a critical prerequisite. It is important to share with the reader the fact that at a mere two-day tourist event at Trafalgar Square in London in June 2005, 21 artisans/traditional artists earned an average of £1000 each selling their handmade work to a public that had gathered there without much publicity or fanfare, and despite heavy competition being provided by Hollywood film star Tom Cruise who was promoting his latest film in nearby Leicester Square the same day. The demand for Indian crafts is therefore certainly no mirage.

 

Crafts have an important role within what is referred to in international circles as the creative industries sector. Architecture would be one of the high-end categories, and surely Bollywood’s film industry is another. While community-wise production of crafts in their traditional form of expression may lack in creativity of a fresh kind, today many crafts people who are being encouraged to think out of the box either for economic reasons or even purely as an academic exercise are less hesitant and have the self-confidence to match their talents with their counterparts from ‘developed’, industrialized, and now post-industrial, societies.To demonstrate the validity of supporting crafts as a creative, decentralized, unorganized industry worthy of business development support, one can look again to the West, where craft activity is hardly noticed in terms of economic worth. A collective studio complex called Cockpit Arts in central London houses 165 artists/crafts people/designers who use their studios to design, develop and manufacture their pieces that are sold as one-off pieces of studio craft. The handmade leather shoemaker said he could not afford to buy one of his own pair of shoes. The aluminium jewellery designer and maker’s simple coloured bangle sells for £135 (Rs 10,800) at the Victoria and Albert Museum shop, one of the most prestigious locations in London. Financial support to maintain the complex comes in order to support the development of small businesses in crafts, and it runs as a viable enterprise where the occupants pay a nominal rent, create works for exhibitions, take orders from shops or individuals, and participate in craft fairs that are now springing up in many parts of both urban and rural England. India’s agricultural economy is culturally well tuned to fairs, festivals and haats. Dilli Haat alone has provided for more than 50,000 small artisans, has been visited by over a million visitors and seen over Rs 600 crore worth of sales in 10 years. There is definitely a case for many more such ventures, provided they are presented aesthetically and managed efficiently and honestly.

 

Tourism is also looked at as a creative industry with a vast potential for improvement and growth. It flourishes best where it provides variety and ethnicity. Handicrafts have always been given the ‘piggy’ status, presumed to be riding on the back of tourism by producing goods for the souvenir industry. However, Dilli Haat, the Surajkund Crafts Mela and many other such experiences have shown that the reverse is the reality. Tourism earnings have come to rely more and more on the handicrafts-craftsman component. Domestic and international tourists do not miss a visit to Dilli Haat if they are in town, and provide sizeable revenue to the Delhi Tourism Development Corporation from gate money alone. Tourism is today packaged around the artisan and his or her handmade, exotic, utilitarian or merely attractive crafts and handmade textiles, all of which create a cultural identity that is unique to that country or that area – the very thing tourists look for rather than synthetic or easily replicable products. Whether it is the Covent Garden crafts market in the heart of high-end London or the Cours de Salaya flower and handicraft market in the Mediterranean town of Nice, the Cat’s Tango Market in the corporate district of Melbourne, the night stall markets in Hangzhou, China, or the Quincy Market in the heart of Boston, they all use low cost kiosks or movable stalls, sell handmade products made by local communities and draw large numbers of tourists who want to shop for the local rather than global brand names which they can always access with boring familiarity whether they are in the malls of Shanghai, Singapore or San Francisco. Clearly, the contribution of crafts to tourism revenues should not be minimized.

 

There are many ways that crafts can be brought closer to various kinds of industries as a source of innovation and creativity, adding both value and individuality to the packaging and presentation of agricultural, industrial and electronic products such as tea, spices, garments, wrist watches, calculators, mobile phones, pens, and many other lifestyle products manufactured by organized industry. Imaginative designing, which keeps eco-friendly recycling technologies as a priority, will provide the USP that can sustain the employment of artisans who possess traditional skills but do not have the capacity to create a high-quality product that can be sold on its own. Baskets, papier mache containers, coconut shell containers, textiles, ornamental thread, recycled paper and jute have already been experimented upon with good results and demonstrate through their popularity a much greater potential for development.In a small country like Vietnam it is the Trade Department that promotes the entrepreneurial interests of traditional artisans, while other departments simply ensure that raw materials, fuel, and easily accessible marketing systems are provided without fuss and hassle. In a village of woodcarvers huge logs of wood in different varieties can be seen lying on the roadside so that craftsmen do not have to travel long distances or run from pillar to post to obtain the ‘quota’ of raw material needed to remain productive and without fighting the timber mafia as they often have to in India.

In Batrang, a fairly large potter’s village outside Hanoi, there are a number of stores for the supply of gas cylinders to fuel the kilns of the potters. Large and small establishments coexist, housing huge kilns, exhibit areas, haat-like stalls spilling onto pavements, well-stocked shops with more sophisticated designs and above all, they are run in a clean and industrious manner by the owner-artisans themselves. The only assistance they get from government is publicity for the village among tourist and trade circles and support to attend international fairs. These artisan businesses clearly demonstrate the efficacy of focusing on entrepreneurial activity and the potential for generating wealth from traditional skills if provided a modern environment.

 

In India, since most small farmers are heavily indebted, do not earn enough from cultivation and thus need subsidiary incomes, a partnership with local landless artisans to set up small production units serving as models for indigenous small firm growth, opens up new areas of dignified, technologically updated, multi-employment possibilities.Apart from vision and political will to develop crafts production as a serious economic proposition, there is always the issue of finances. After all, if we talk of building the barely literate and often indebted craftsman into a self-employed producer-entrepreneur, it will need funding structures that are viable and acceptable to banks. With the pathetic statistics of internet connectivity and lack of people with either the purchasing power to buy a computer, operate it, and even have enough electricity to run it, hoping for increased sales and reaching out to the world through the net, as small western businesses do, is to wish for something that is a long way off as yet. E-commerce and acceptance of credit card payments is only for the trader, the well-established NGO that conducts sales on behalf of the artisans, or the exporter. In all these cases a fair wage to the artisan cannot always be guaranteed.

 

The recent thrust on creating self-help groups (SHG) and micro credit schemes is bringing in the organizational and financial components to suit small businesses and the decentralized sector in rural areas, particularly for women. Unfortunately, though the groups are often well organized they do not have the production or marketing expertise. Even large producer groups of skilled craftsmen and women have no one to help organize them into these structures which would enable them to create some capital to cover costs of raw material, employment of a designer, access to the marketplace and other such needs. This is an area that needs better focus and support.Most purchases done at fairs, festivals and rural marketplaces are invariably in cash. In India it is mostly the very affluent shopper that prefers not to carry cash, while it would be a very affluent and confident craftsman who is prepared to accept a credit card. ATM facilities must be set up at such places where foreign tourists gather. Design and marketing support should first aim at the domestic market instead of putting all the eggs in the export basket, which varies from season to season. Producers and exporters need to keep their ears to the ground, their market research radars tuned and their fingers on the pulse of their target markets to integrate themselves into what the fashion and lifestyle gurus have ordained to be the most suitable colours, shapes, sizes and objects of the season. Much of this is already underway thanks to the enterprise of private exporters, but one cannot help but wish that with the enormous range of possibilities, skills and talent that come out of India, we should be gearing ourselves to dictating rather than following trends.

 

The basic requirements to realign this sector as an economically viable network of craft industries would be to provide start-up grants which are geared towards setting up the craftsman’s workplace as a business, apart from providing the already existing subsidies for ‘skill demonstration’, temporary sales and design workshops. Despite all the existing skills and drive of craftsmen, there is today hardly a bank that will welcome them in and give them a start-up loan to get a business going in a commercial manner. Also, there must be considerable state support for increasing awareness and promotion of handmade crafts and textiles amongst the general public because it is in the area of advertising that artisans or non-profit organizations working for their development face unmatchable competition from the multinational corporate sector. Recognition for artisans must move beyond the patronage of awards to the commissioning of artistic work in the public sphere. Why are no public buildings, spaces, bus stops and offices displaying an obvious bias towards the handmade or the hand decorated, not as an adherence to anti-deluvian and romantic ideas but as a commitment towards growth of the rural economy and the sustenance of livelihoods? Also, training programmes could be conducted on how to set up a business and understand marketing mantras. Finally, support and encouragement to specialist craft associations who agree to set up common facilities and workplaces would minimize the expenditure of individuals.

The areas of greatest potential for growth in India are in all kinds of processes in textiles, both as fabric and made-ups, including garments of the prêt rather than exclusive fashion variety, semi-mechanized glass products, metal ware, ceramics, jewellery, fashion accessories, basketry, floor coverings, window coverings and soft furnishings. Both for the national and international market, business development boards in these sectors could deal purposefully with a range of activity from the sourcing of raw material to trade prospects, instead of the present All India Handicrafts and Handloom Boards which have become nothing but bodies to provide patronage largely to political cronies who have no experience of craft development. India accounts for only 2% of the world trade in handicrafts despite over 30 million artisans and weavers. China has cornered 17% of the world trade in the same sector through aggressive marketing and overnight state assistance to any sector that needs it to grab big orders. Much of the work processes are mechanized to remove drudgery through small machines and appropriate technology, and the producers as well as the officials supporting them are expected to ruthlessly gear themselves for rapid, low cost and efficient delivery. There is no country with the capacities, resources or skills that can compete with India in the craft industry. We just need to be up and running in the right direction on a much larger scale.
(Source: Seminar Magazine Website)
