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Kantha work is a traditional form of hand embroidery from rural, undivided Bengal, 
particularly practiced by women. Kantha workers used to do this embroidery during their 
leisure time for a very nominal wage. This craft remains very popular in the rural areas of 
West Bengal and has the potential to enter the international market. However, despite the 
quality of their work, these artisans have not received the recognition or compensation they 
deserve. The present research aims to identify the various reasons for the decline of this skilled 
indigenous art form. Based on fieldwork in rural Birbhum district, West Bengal, India, among 
women Kantha stitch workers, my attempt will be to develop strategies for policy enhancement 
to support the development of this cultural process, defined by the interaction of tangible and 
intangible elements within the broader class of cultural phenomena. Additionally, the goal 
is to raise the income levels of these artisans to make the craft more productive. Kantha stitch 
forms an essential part of cultural heritage, and its use as a tool for development is likely to 
highlight the processes and principles necessary for its internal transformation and growth.

Introduction
The informal sector constitutes a significant part of developing economies, providing livelihoods 

to millions, particularly women. Among various informal activities, the Kanthastich industry stands 
out due to its deep cultural roots. Although often marginalized, women artisans play a crucial role in 
sustaining Kanthastich. However, despite their contributions, they remain economically vulnerable 
and socially underrepresented.

To understand the role of women Kantha workers, their position in society, their needs, their problems, 
and possible solutions to overcome these obstacles, we should first understand the following terms:

A. 	Empowerment 
B. 	Women empowerment 
C. 	Kantha artisans

Empowerment 
The literal meaning of ‘empowerment’ is “authority or power given to someone to do something,” 

that is, the process of becoming stronger and more confident, especially in controlling one’s life and 
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claiming one’s rights. Empowerment makes people internally strong. It increases confidence in making 
decisions for oneself. It is a path to independence.

I assumed that empowerment is achieved by fulfilling these two basic needs:
a. Education
b. Economic stability
a. Education – True education develops consciousness. Awareness of self-improvement and the 

betterment of society can free the world from all social evils. If everyone were truly educated, the world 
would become a better place. Here, education means the development of mentality in the way our 
leaders have shown us. We should follow their example to achieve the real goal. We should reflect on 
their teachings and understand the true meaning of their thoughts. This will break our conservative 
mindset and help us grow. It enables us to choose the right path with confidence. Therefore, this kind 
of moral education is the first basic need for empowerment. Once this foundation is established, other 
forms of education will also be effective because we will be aware of the need for a better life.

b. Economic stability – Human beings are social creatures, which means people depend on each 
other. When civilization began, there was a barter system; later, it evolved into a market system.

We moved from the barter system to a market system for our own betterment, but what we have 
gained is more stress and an increasing desire for more money. Some people are very rich, while others 
are dying from lack of food. There is no economic stability and no satisfaction among people.

The goal of empowerment is to provide everyone with an occupation so they can earn a living and 
improve their economic condition. We must work together to uplift every class of people simultaneously. 
Only then can India become an economically strong nation.

From the above, we can see that empowerment is dependent on, or related to, education and 
occupation.

Women Empowerment 
Now the question arises: why should we focus on the word “Women” in the context of empowerment?

Naila Kabeer (1999) defines empowerment as the “ability to make choices,” which involves resources 
(access to things like income and education), agency (the ability to make decisions), and achieving 
desirable outcomes (such as increased well-being and social inclusion).

Economist Amartya Sen defines empowerment as women’s capabilities to achieve what they value in 
life, emphasizing the importance of both agency and the removal of barriers that prevent women from 
reaching their potential.

According to Vibhuti Patel (2009), “today we are at a historical juncture when gender mainstreaming 
has come into currency.” He also stressed that neo-liberal ideologies have sparked debates on 
development alternatives involving social justice, distributive justice, and gender justice. He highlighted 
some disturbing trends in microfinance through SHGs, such as continued engagement in traditional, 
stereotyped, low-return activities, and the fundamental livelihood concerns of rural women remaining 
unaddressed. Other concerning trends include:

A. 	Borrower harassment is very common in microfinance institutions.
B. 	MFIs that are concerned only with profitability do not intervene when loans are used for other 

purposes. They are not concerned with women’s socio-cultural development.
C. 	Politicization of the microfinance movement.
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Nandita Mondal states that the situation of women demands thorough research at both macro and 
micro levels. In “Social Work Education in Ushering Social Change in India: A Feminist Standpoint” 
(2009), she mentions that

It is basically a process through which people reduce their powerlessness and alienation and gain 
greater control over all aspects of their lives and their immediate social environment. Empowerment 
process involves the psychological, educational. Cultural and spiritual dimensions involved when 
individuals are helped to understand their oppression and to take to steps to overcome it. This is called 
humanistic empowerment (Mulley, 1993).

A study of her book concludes that consciousness-raising is a powerful tool for both challenging 
gender oppression and promoting women’s empowerment. This process should involve understanding 
dehumanizing social structures and aim to alter societal conditions. Meeting human needs is essential 
for psychological empowerment.

Damayanti Bhattacharya (2009) focused on macroeconomic strategy, emphasizing that it should be 
grounded in the realities of women’s needs and conditions. She also noted that an increase in the work 
participation rate is not necessarily a sign of empowerment, but may instead indicate helplessness and 
economic distress.

The lack of confidence, education, and resulting ignorance among rural women is the main reason 
for their dismal position in society (Bapuji and Rao, 2009).

Various development strategies have improved women’s socio-economic position. Special plans for 
women’s development have led to the mobilization of women, which is expected to empower them and 
provide a developmental perspective. This will also enable their participation in decision-making processes, 
resulting in the development of grassroots leadership at the local governance level (Kumar, 2009).

Women face the problem of “double marginalization,” experiencing both gender bias and a 
concentration in informal sectors with lower-paid jobs compared to formal or other sectors.

Women make up 50% of the world’s population. In India, the percentage of women relative to men 
is approximately the same as the global average. The development of a nation depends on women’s 
educational and economic participation.

According to the latest Periodic Labour Force Survey for 2021-2022 (PLFS 2021-22) Report by 
MoSPI (see Fig. 1):

	‒ Around 32.8% of females of working age (above 15 years) are in the labor force, meaning about 
one-third of women in India participate in the labor force.

	‒ The rural female labor force participation rate is 36.6%, while the urban rate is only 23.8% for 
women above 15 years. Thus, rural women are more likely to be in the labor force than urban 
women.

	‒ Of the total female labor force, about 6.8% are engaged as casual laborers.
	‒ Among these 6.8% female workers, 8.7% are rural casual female laborers and 2.3% are urban casual 

female laborers.
	‒ Around 67.2% of women are outside the labor force.

Of those outside the labor force, 14.1% are engaged in free collection of goods, sewing, tailoring, 
weaving, and other household activities for household use, along with household duties. This 14.1% 
receives no income. They serve their families silently, indicating that female participation in unpaid 
work is truly high. This group should be recognized immediately.

Females are generally paid lower wages than men (see Fig. 2).
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From these data, it is clear that a large portion of India’s population receives no economic benefit, 
and most are below the poverty level. As women constitute about 50% of India’s population, their 
economic status significantly affects the Indian economy.

Now we examine the correlation between female education and employment. Out of all women 
educated up to the primary level, around 39.2% are in the workforce. Approximately 18.2% of women with 
an education level of higher secondary are in the workforce. About 37.3% of women with a postgraduate 
degree or above are working. Among all illiterate women, around 40.4% are in the workforce.

From the above data, it is clear that the proportion of women engaged in domestic care, collection 
of goods, sewing, and similar activities is higher than in other activity statuses, regardless of education 
level. Female labor force participation at the secondary education level and above is the lowest. The 
PLFS report also reveals that women are paid lower wages than men, providing prima facie evidence of a 
gender-based wage gap. Thus, the overall scenario shows that a large proportion of women are deprived, 
highlighting the need for women’s empowerment to uplift the status and respect of women in society.

Kantha Work and Workers
Kantha stitch is a traditional form of hand embroidery practiced mainly in West Bengal and East 

Bengal by women artisans. It is an essential part of Indian cultural heritage. Kantha work is first 
mentioned in the 500-year-old book “Chaitanya Charitramrita” by Bengali poet Krishnadasa Kaviraja. 
He wrote in this book that the mother of Chaitanya Mahaprabhu sent a handmade Kantha to her son 
through pilgrims. 

The term “Kantha,” referring to a quilt, comes from the Sanskrit word “Kontha.” Generally, old 
worn-out clothes are used to make Kantha. It is used for babies, as sarees, dhotis, Punjabis, bed sheets, 
and also as a wedding gift in some communities. Over time, beautiful hand embroideries have been 
added to Kantha to enhance its appearance. The embroidery expresses the feelings of the artist. Kantha 
represents the hopes and aspirations of a family. First, a picture is traced on the cloth, and then it is filled 
with colorful threads. The motifs vary from culture to culture and may be floral or graphical, influenced 
by the traditions of different communities. Under British rule, many Indian handicrafts declined, 
though Kantha practices continued due to their cultural significance. In 1940, Pratima Devi, daughter-
in-law of Kabiguru Rabindranath Tagore, worked to revive Kantha work for women’s empowerment. 
In addition, many social reformers, the Craft Council of West Bengal, Self Help Enterprises (SHE), and 
national and international designers have also worked to preserve this art.

Although Kantha began as a utilitarian form of embroidery, it has flourished in the modern fashion 
industry and remains a valuable part of Bengal’s heritage. It has become a powerful means of women’s 
empowerment. Still, Kantha work and Kantha workers face the threat of commercialization. Generally, 
rural people in India depend on agriculture and animal husbandry. Other work opportunities are 
limited in these areas. Therefore, in their leisure time (after completing household chores and caring for 
children), rural women engage in handicrafts for their livelihood. In villages only women are associated 
with this art work. Men are helping in marketing of the Kantha product.

Objectives of the study
The present research aims to identify the various reasons for the decline of this skill-based indigenous 

technological work and ways to overcome it by ensuring the sustainability of Kantha work and its 
workers. It also seeks to analyze the socio-economic profile of women engaged in Kantha work, identify 
the economic, social, and personal challenges faced by women artisans in the informal sector, and 
suggest strategies to enhance women’s empowerment in this sector.

The present research also aims to determine:
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	‒ The various reasons for the decline of this skill-based indigenous technological work and ways to 
overcome it by maintaining the sustainability of Kantha work and its workers.

	‒ To analyze the socio-economic profile of women engaged in Kantha work.
	‒ To identify the economic, social, and personal challenges faced by women artisans in the informal 

sector.
	‒ To suggest strategies for enhancing women’s empowerment in this sector. Methodology: On 

the basis of some literature reviews, secondary data (government policies, PLFS Report MoSPI) 
and Field work at the villages of Yadavpur and Kasba of Birbhum district, W.B., India, (Fig 3) 
by inventory work on 70 women kanthworker , I found that in despite of their intend input of, 
financially they are not rewarded as they should be. That led me to probe the entire matter. (Fig 4).

The study will contribute to understanding gender bias, the informal economy, and skill development 
training programs and awareness through proper education. It will provide insights for policymakers, 
NGOs, and stakeholders to design interventions that not only preserve this traditional artwork but also 
empower the women behind it.

Challenges for Women Kantha Artisans
As I chose women Kantha workers to understand the root causes of their underdevelopment and to 

help uplift their position in society, I observed the following challenges faced by Kantha artisans:
	‒ Kantha work is practiced only by women in the villages. Almost all women know this art, and 

young girls also help their mothers complete the work. Generally, they work for about two hours 
early in the morning and about three hours in the afternoon. Most artisans prefer making sarees 
because they receive a higher payment for sarees than for smaller items. The earnings are used as 
family funds.

	‒ Kantha workers are paid about Rs. 1,500 to 2,000 per saree, which takes two to three months to 
complete. The cost of the saree depends on the amount of Kantha work, and they work about four 
to five hours per day. Calculating their hourly wage, their maximum earnings are approximately 
Rs. 5 per hour. This amount is truly unfair considering the hard work they put into the sarees.

	‒ The raw materials are provided by the manufacturer through distributors, but the responsibility 
for them lies with the artisans. If the product is damaged while in the artisan’s custody, the supplier 
deducts money. The lack of security for materials is a major problem for Kantha workers.

	‒ Suppliers do not provide a complete set of tools needed for Kantha work. They only provide cloth 
and threads.

	‒ Needles, frames, and scissors must be purchased separately by the Kantha workers.
	‒ Some manufacturers compromise on the quality of Kantha-stitched products, which affects the 

demand for Kantha products.
	‒ Based on my review of buyers’ responses, there is demand for Kantha products from both 

national and international buyers. However, the market price of Kantha products is much higher 
for international buyers compared to Indian buyers, making international buyers more profitable 
for Kantha product suppliers.

Analysis and Interpretation of Data
Thus, we can say that the Kantha industry is in a dangerous situation. There are additional problems 

that have driven Kantha workers away from their craft. These include:
	‒ Low wages compared to the hard work and time required for making a Kantha product force 

workers to seek other jobs, such as packaging or tailoring, which offer better pay than Kantha 
stitching. 

	‒ Some young women pursuing higher education use their earnings for study materials. While it is 
commendable that there is growing awareness and ambition among village women, a drawback is 
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that these girls are influenced by and attracted to official jobs. 
	‒ Villagers educate their children for a better future, but they suffer from low self-esteem and 

consider Kantha work suitable only for the undereducated. This low self-esteem causes workers 
to lose interest in Kantha work.

	‒ Although women are primarily involved in Kantha work because villagers believe it is a job for 
women, the marketing of the products depends on the men in the villages. Women are dependent 
on men to sell their products.

	‒ Women Kantha workers demand local markets (haats) and better transportation and 
communication facilities so they can participate in marketing. This shows their desire to become 
independent.

	‒ The price they receive for stitching is much lower than the market price of Kantha products. This 
creates dissatisfaction among both women Kantha workers and consumers. 

All these conditions affect the decline in women Kantha workers. The inclusion rate of Kantha 
artisans is lower than the exclusion rate of Kantha artisans. The ray of hope amid all these situations is 
that women workers are receiving support from SHGs. However, they are not aware of the government 
schemes for microfinance. It is also found from this research that all the women I met are from the 
Muslim community. Perhaps their social rituals and traditions prevent them from migrating away from 
this art work. This requires further investigation to understand why Muslim women are more engaged 
in Kantha work than women from other communities.

Recommendation
To overcome this difficult situation, along with the steps taken by the government and other NGOs, 

I offer some suggestions based on my observations for the betterment of Kantha art. These suggestions 
may also benefit other similar types of handicrafts.

1. 	 Inclusion of Kantha stitch as a skill-based subject from primary school: By introducing Kantha 
work at the primary level, children will become trained in Kantha stitching, and by the end 
of primary school, a young, skilled workforce of Kantha artisans will emerge. They will feel 
proud to call themselves trained Kantha artisans. The integration of skill education with formal 
education will help in the development of this art. This may also help empower young people, 
increase the number and self-confidence of Kantha workers.

2. 	 Expanding the intranational market: Kantha products have limited access across India and 
are mainly found in Shantiniketan. By expanding the market around the production areas, 
accessibility will increase, helping to grow the consumer base.

3. 	 Increasing the availability of “haat”: In villages, there is a high demand for haats and melas. 
As women are the primary workers, they want to sell products themselves to receive fair 
remuneration. It is true that only the artist who creates the work can determine its value. Providing 
opportunities for artists to sell their products may increase their self-esteem. Additionally, artists 
can better understand public preferences and tailor their products to buyers’ needs.

4. 	 There should be mutual understanding between consumers and producers regarding the quality 
and cost of Kantha products. This may help create an ethical environment in marketing.

5. 	 There should be a universal standard for the wages of Kantha workers. This will help improve 
their earnings.

6. 	 Suppliers should provide security for Kantha workers, ensure proper care of Kantha products, 
and supply a complete tool kit to the workers.

 Conclusion
Development is a gradual process. However, change is inevitable, and only change is permanent. The 

economic situation of women Kantha workers is slightly better than before. They are more concerned 
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about their demands. However, I think illiteracy is the main obstacle in their path to development 
because they are unable to make the right decisions. As I wrote earlier, moral education is very important 
to preserve this beautiful, challenging, and historical art (Kantha stitch). We need Kantha stitch workers 
to keep this art alive.

I present the entire discussion in the chart (Fig. 5). Therefore, I request everyone to come forward to 
protect this indigenous art. If we work together, the day is not far when Kantha workers will shine like 
the sun. We shall overcome, we shall overcome, we shall overcome, one day!
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Pictures
Fig. 1 - Breakup for total females of age 15 years and above in India (Source- PLFS Report, MoSPI).

Fig. 2 - Average gap in earnings (in Rs.) Per day by casual labour 
engaged in works other than public works (Source- PLFS Report, 
MoSPI).

Fig. 3 - Location of the area of the research by map 
(Source- Wikipedia).
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Fig. 4 - Kanthworkers of the research area in various places in Birbhum district, West Bengal, India, showing their artworks.
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Fig.5 - Fundamental Need For The Sustainability Of Kanthawork By    Development Of Kathaworkers


