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Abstract
Craft has always been of immense value for women in the society of Punjab. They learnt the skill of
embroidery and implemented the same in their surroundings by crafting articles not only of day to day
use but also for ornamental items too. Phulkari is one such traditional embroidered craft practiced by
women on their veils and ensembles. These were extraordinary bridal textiles mostly embroidered for
trousseau. The intricacy of the work reflected the skill of the embroiderer- usually the bride herself (or
her mother/grandmother/sisters). This craft diminished during the colonial and initial post-colonial
period (The colonial period that is being addressed here is the British rule from 1858 to 1947). The
revival of this craft was undertaken in the post-colonial phase by various agencies at different levels:
Government and non- government. One such effort to revive ‘Phulkari’ was through empowering the
women artisans. Numerous training programs are organized on embroidery and entrepreneurial skill
development workshops for women artisans so that they can learn, enhance and value their own skills.
These women are given financial assistance and are linked to several marketing platforms like
emporia, craft bazaars, crafts fairs where public in large can view and buy the hand-crafted items.
Enabling them to sell their products has encouraged these women, who in the rural pockets practice
and prepare articles of Phulkari for the market. This boost has also increased the number of artisans
preparing Phulkari products. Many boutique owners, designers, vendors from the major markets of
Punjab and surrounding areas are regularly approaching these artisans to prepare different Phulkari
products. Valuing the skills of these artisans has led to the design intervention of the products too and
many artisans are selling their products through the online portal and other mediums. Several artisans
were interviewed to understand their status before and after they have started embroidering for the
market. Though the amount earned by them is minimal they considered that this craft has helped
them to learn the way to interact with the world outside the four walls of their homes and they are now
confident of making many of their personal decisions of their own. The craft has given them respect
and socio-economic freedom.
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The Journey of Phulkari
The craft of embroidering Phulkari was intertwined with the life of an average Punjabi woman. It was
symbolic of her abilities, designed her identity and structured a web of kinship relationships around
her. This was a Khaddar wrap beautifully ornamented with imaginative motifs, worked with untwisted
silken floss, inspired by the surroundings and embroidered by Punjabi women (figure 1). These pieces
were an integral part of women’s life: social, cultural, ritual (Das 1992). It decided her place and status

in the family, her skills were valued and judged on the basis of the intricacy of embroidery done by her
as well as the number of pieces that she has embroidered for her trousseau. Her social tie ups were
strengthened by exchanging or gifting these pieces to the immediate family members and relatives.
More over her bonding with the family was further reinforced when she embroidered with/for others
completing the wrap of blessings. It was an important part of the Punjabi culture especially during
rituals associated with wedding or festivals. Every married woman was supposed to wear this on
special occasions. Whenever she moved out of her house, she would drape this exquisitely
handcrafted wrap and cover upper part of her body. The elderly women sitting outside in verandas
used to judge her through the intricacy of the embroidery. The exquisite wrap also protected her from
the male gaze.

Figure 1: Traditional Phulkari.
Women were involved not only in embroidery, but also in the creation of the base textile for embroidery
i.e. Khaddar. It was common for women to sit in groups and spin cotton fibre into yarn. This yarn was
used either by her to weave Khaddar for further embroidery or was usually given to a local village
weaver to create textiles not only for Phulkari but also for daily wear clothing, bedspreads etc. (Brard
2007). Clothes were not purchased but made at home and this defined a significant economic
contribution that she made to the day-to-day life of an average Punjabi household. She contributed
significantly towards the proliferation of the cotton industry in Punjab.
This craft of spinning and weaving as well as embroidery was badly affected by colonial encroachments
which destroyed cotton and the cottage industry, contributing to the economic deprivation of the
region. The colonial ambassadors were very much impressed with the skilled needle work of Punjabi
women. They commissioned many poor Punjabi women for embroidering these pieces according to
their taste and suitability. Moreover, many exquisite Khaddar embroideries were showcased in
exhibitions by the Britishers to explore the commercial viability of the craft. Nonetheless, colonial gaze
did commercialise Phulkari that was essentially a home-based craft designed for personal use by
women alone. The partition of India gave a big blow to the craft leading to its further decline.
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It was in the second and third decade of post-partition India that nostalgia for dying crafts and art
forms was revived. Re-invention of Phulkari started in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Phulkari was
exhibited in London on October 5 1969 (Singh 1969). One of the earliest newspaper advertisements
for marketing Phulkari appeared in 1972 by ‘Ruby Textiles, Delhi’ stating ‘meet your supplies of
handloom garments (printed…patch work and Phulkari work etc.) (Classified Ad 13 1972, Pro Quest
Historical Newspapers: The Times of India). The revival received momentum in the last decades of the
twentieth century. The stated objective of these incentives was to commoditise production (figures 2a,
2b and 2c) to sustain the longevity of the craft.

Figure 2a: Contemporary Phulkari.

Figure 2b: Contemporary Phulkari.
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Figure 2c: Contemporary Phulkari.
Commoditisation of Phulkari: Women artisans participating in craft fairs
Valuing the skills of the artisans, many new markets were created in order to help them to prepare
products for the market and hence earn a living. Many such platforms were created at local, state or
at national level to showcase the invaluable crafts (figures 3a, 3b and 3c). These fairs are cherished
by artisans from a selling point of view as well as by the buyer’s perspective for sourcing indigenous
crafts. There is a low infrastructural cost involved for the display as artisans get basic infrastructural
supplies like tent structure/hut etc. with tables to showcase the crafted items. So even with very low
expenditure they are able to exhibit and sell their creations. Moreover, buyers or visitors who come
and source material from crafts melas are always looking out for the exquisite craft pieces rather than
the display. Shilpgram is one such renowned art and crafts fair that is organised in Udaipur, Rajasthan.
Some of the other fairs include Ellora-Ajanta International Festival, Aurangabad; SARAS fair is
organised in all states and Gandhi Shilp Bazzars in state capitals or tourist places etc. Additional to
these, many platforms are provided by several organisations. Central Cottage Industries Corporation
is one such example that regularly organise cottage crafts fair at the Crafts museum in Delhi. In this
fair approximately fifty crafts persons are invited in a month and ten crafts persons are provided with
resident facility. They demonstrate and showcase their skills and crafted items to the visitors and
these visitors also get a chance to interact with the artisans and purchase the items of their choice or
sometimes get the creations customised to their taste. In this way crafts people explore new design
and market possibilities.
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Figure 3a: Craft fairs- a platform for artisans and the products developed by them.

Figure 3b: Craft fairs- a platform for artisans and the products developed by them.
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Figure 3c: Craft fairs- a platform for artisans and the products developed by them.
Enabling them to sell their products has encouraged Punjabi women too, who in the rural pockets
practice and prepare articles of Phulkari for the market. Visits to many fairs, exhibitions, workshops
and interacting with the participating artisans revealed that many boutique owners, designers, vendors
from the major markets of Punjab and surrounding areas are regularly approaching these artisans to
prepare different Phulkari products. Creating craft markets was not sufficient, it was important to train
women or improvise skill of the artisans so that they can prepare products according to the market
requirement. Many institutions came forward to fund such programmes.
Training and development of artisans’ vis-à-vis craft
Various training programs on embroidery and entrepreneurial skill development for women artisans
are conducted so that they can learn, enhance and value their own skills (figures 4a and 4b). Due to
the concerted efforts of various state sponsored programmes, many nongovernment organisations
and societies organize training programmes for women. National Bank for Agriculture and Rural
development, Khadi and Village Industries Commission, District Rural Development Agency, Central
Social Welfare Board are some of the agencies that provide financial, professional and organizational
efforts to this informal sector of the rural economy. Women participating from different villages of
Punjab in a Phulkari training programme held at Chandigarh in the year 2017 showed enthusiasm
towards learning and improving their existing skills in embroidery and product development, so that
they can progress in receiving more orders and feel empowered. In another interview, women from
village Fatehpur highlighted the role of a training centre in enhancing their embroidery skills.
Espousing their desire to learn and harness the quality of their work was observed to be an instinctive
desire that most artisans in the sample expressed. Such training helps them in developing confidence,
to appreciate their skill and craft and add value to their personal being.
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Figure 4a: Glimpses of Training programme for artisans.

Figure 4b: Glimpses of Training programme for artisans.
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Another case study of Veena, a craftswoman from the village Rail Majra, endorsed this desire and said
that though she, along with other women of the village joined a training centre for stitching and
embroidery in 2009, she wants to learn more by joining another one. With the training, she learnt
many new things like different types of embroidery as aari embroidery, patchwork, Phulkari, shadow
work etc. and was also trained to stitch clothes for children and men. This training has helped her in
ornamenting her own clothes, which she never used to do. She added that initially she used to wear
simple salwar-kameez suits but after the training, she makes special efforts to embellish her clothes,
which adds value. Because of this training, there was an enhancement of her skill, which has resulted
in more and more orders from residents of the village, from the trainer who trained her as well as the
inspection officers who came while she was doing the training programme. This has also resulted in
building confidence and a sense of achievement. Such training not only raises women’s self-esteem
it also influences various dimensions of empowerment (Banerjee and Ghosh 2012).
SHG concept – Financial assistance by cooperative movement
Women are provided training by the organisations as discussed above and are encouraged to form
Self Help Groups (SHGs). SHG refers to a small economically homogeneous affinity group of rural poor,
voluntarily formed to save and mutually contribute to a common fund to be lent to its members as per
the group members’ decision. Here the number of members in a group can vary from 10-25. The
principal objective lies in the promotion of livelihoods of their members through collective saving and
investment activities. This group ensures freedom to women and puts an end to the age-old practice
of economic and social discrimination against women (Mohanty 2006). When women form SHGs, they
are required to choose two people out of the group members to take care of administrative activities
of the group. They collectively decide the name of their group. Some of the examples are Nari Vikas,
Nari Shakti, Jyoti, Nai Disha, Ekta, Satkar etc. These women are motivated to save some amount
regularly every month, which is deposited in the bank account of the group. After six months of saving,
the group becomes eligible to take a loan from the bank to start some entrepreneurial activity. Many
women who are part of such groups undertake Phulkari activity as an income generating activity. It
was also found that many members of a group or various SHGs collectively work together in creating
products for the market which are further sold in crafts fairs or local melas (figure 5). Moreover, any
one of these women can take loan from the group and pay a definite interest fixed by the group. This
also saves her from the claws of money lenders.

Formation of SHGs can lead to employment generation by the members (Kuzilwa 2005) and it helps
in meeting the requirements of the poor (Vatta and Singh 2001). It provides opportunities for earning
through deposits and higher off-farm activities and improves women’s disposable income (Namboodiri
and Shiyani 2001). By joining these self-help groups, women have acquired the freedom to expend
money without any hesitations and restrictions of family (Bajrang and Kumar 2013; Dadhich 2001).
Many of them have reshaped their lives and now command respect from the neighbours, participate
in community activities much more vigorously and are able to motivate more women to join these
groups (Vijayanthi 2000). Kaur and Sodhi (2014) discuss the role of Krishi Vigyan Kendra (KVK),
Patiala in preserving the art of Phulkari. Their study also highlighted that the women who formed SHGs
reaped the benefits of various developmental schemes initiated by the Government of India.
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Figure 5: Artisans of Simran Self Help Group at a stall in a crafts fair.
Improvised skills: Fetching more orders
The artisans when trained either through organisations or societies etc. are encouraged to experiment
with different designs on diverse fabrics. They are also motivated to produce specific products, which
have demands in the market. Many times, these training organisations continuously keep on working
with the skilled/trained artisans to give something new in the market. When artisans regularly work
on similar kinds of material or products, their speed as well as intricacy or neatness increases. They
also get to know the souk requirement and work accordingly. Many middle agents revealed that if they
want to get something specially embroidered with extra neatness as per the clients demand they
always approach artisans who do extremely neat work. They are ready to pay extra for this. Even
women from various villages validated that with time, those who become skilled get orders for
embroidery work regularly and it is the artisan’s choice whether to accept the order or not.

Phulkari embroidery is very popular amongst the consumers. Phulkari products are sold in the market
as handcrafted pieces prepared by artisans. The notion of handmade creates an aura of authenticity
and uniqueness. This makes these products not only valuable but also equally desirable. This is a
tribute to individual craftsperson’s skills motivating many connoisseurs of the craft to expand its
horizons. They also make regular modifications, assessing the demand of the market. Some of the
retail chains selling Phulkari products are continuously updating their stores with creative products for
the market. They try to develop new merchandise with contemporary colour combinations
experimenting with the material.
There are many local vendors in different cities of Punjab either place orders with the artisans through
middle agents or source Phulkaris through wholesale shops. These wholesale shopkeepers have
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agents in villages to resource finished products from local craftswomen. Many such vendors, when
interviewed felt that there is demand, but at the same time it is difficult to prepare such exquisitely
hand embroidered pieces in bulk. Some also showed concern that there are customers who want to
own Phulkari but at a lesser price, so they have also started selling computerised versions, but those
who value handmade always go for hand embroidered Phulkaris.
Phulkari was initially a wrap to be worn with traditional attire. But today it has been experimented on
to a variety of merchandise as stoles, handbags, yokes for kurtas, sarees, home décor and accessories
(figure 6). These design interventions are finding a place on many online portals. Janaki a successful
artisan and entrepreneur elaborated that with the help of her daughter she has been able to showcase
and sell more of her products through e-retailing along with regular sales through a retail shop.

Figure 6: Experimentation of Phulkari on various products by artisans of ‘Phulkari makers’ from
Bassi Pathana, Punjab.
Embroidering Phulkari: A source of income and economic freedom for artisans
Phulkari is a source of income for those who cannot move out of their homes, because of several
reasons, but are able to earn some amount. Women interviewed in the field lamented that it is difficult
to leave their children at home and go out to work. Many are not allowed to go out and work, many are
not given money to spend, hence they have adopted Phulkari to not only vent their emotions but also
to sit with their friends in the neighbourhood and socialise when they are embroidering (figures 7a and
7b). These women said that they are able to buy or spend the money earned on their children or on
themselves. But what they earned was rather meagre and not able to sustain a family if the
craftswoman was a single mother and only provider for the family. The earnings can range between
rupees five hundred to rupees three thousand per month or sometimes even more. The amount of
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money earned depends upon the amount of work/embroidery completed by an artisan in a month or
amount of time devoted to complete the embroidery. Some of the artisans also voiced concerns about
exploitation by the vendors for whom they work. These vendors usually keep some amount of money
to be paid for the embroidery to the artisan as a security, so that artisan keeps a continuous cycle of
taking orders from the vendor. In spite of such hurdles, many women have initially started working as
artisans but many have moved forward to work as middle agents.

Figure 7a: Women artisan at work: embroidering Phulkari.
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Figure 7b: Women artisan at work: embroidering Phulkari.
Phulkari as Identity
After years of suppression in stringent patrilineal households and living under the baggage of
masculinity, many artisans have used embroidery as an identity seeking mechanism (Christiansen
1999; Lahberte-Rudman 2002; Reynolds 2003; Efromyson 2010; Gunning 2000; Riley 2008; Tyabji
2007). In earlier times they would silently express their suppressed emotions on the fabric but now a
days, many of them have used it as a vehicle for asserting their individual identity. They are now
independent entrepreneurs and have economic freedom.

There are many case histories that highlight restrictions imposed on these talented craftswomen from
moving out of their homes to work, so they had no choice but to embroider at home. It is important to
note that many such women have established their own identity because of the craft. It has also helped
them to get respect within the family. This empowers them to take their own decisions and make
independent choices, not for themselves alone, but also for their children. Some of them, have
decidedly challenged rooted notions of masculinity, and have chartered a refreshed discourse on
theology of empowerment. Artisans may continue to express their identity only through the medium of
embroidery, but those who have moved on to become small entrepreneurs or intermediaries are
certainly writing a different discourse. For them their profession of Phulkari making is their identity.
Emic voices come with much more than that; it is not simply an occupational identity for them. It is a
mechanism for most of these achievers to take their craft to another level and seek catharsis for years
of suppression in articulating their acquired identity with pride in their demeanour.

12

Some artisans reported that they have undertaken training programmes in their villages to polish their
embroidery skills. Later on, the best of hands were given the responsibility of becoming a teacher. This
has resulted in confidence building of such craftswomen. Hence, given the demands of the presentday market system, many artisans have added incremental value to their craft. Some of them have
enhanced their skills in accordance with the expectations of the market to take it to a level of
excellence and earn recognition as master craftswomen. This enables them to get better access to
resources, generate independent loans from banks, market their products at a higher value and some
of them are now hiring many other young women to get training under them. Many primary artisans
have also now become intermediaries assuming the responsibility of procuring and delivering orders
and not embroidering themselves. For few of these artisans, direct market spaces have opened in
which they are able to bargain for their labour and skill. Islam (2011) acknowledges in his work, that
when women are recognised by their own name or by their profession, it gives them a sense of
satisfaction and confidence.
Conclusion
The present research reveals that a sense of achievement and ability to have control on their earnings
has endowed artisans in rural and semi urban areas of Punjab with a newfound confidence. These
women vis-à-vis those artisans who continue to subscribe to patriarchal values and control of male
masculinity appear far happier and able to make some independent decisions. Valuing their skills by
numerous agencies has also helped them to realise their own potential in developing new designs for
the market. This has resulted in not only keeping the craft alive but giving a new dimension to the
Phulkari craft and their makers.
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