INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NOVEL RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT (IJNRD) 8
© 2026 IJNRD | Volume 11, Issue 5, May 2026 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJNRD.ORG e O i

JNRD

Maheshwari Saree Sustainability and Craft
Survival in Traditional Saree Weaving

Bhakti Patidar 1%, Nirantara Hada 2"
1% Student, 2™ Assistant professor
Institute of Design, Sage University, Indore, India

Abstract

Maheshwari sarees is a beautiful part of India’s traditional handloom culture, coming from the town of
Maheshwar. This craft became popular during the time of Ahilyabai Holkar and is known for its light fabric,
simple designs, and elegant borders. Even today, these sarees are valued for their beauty and cultural
importance.

However, the craft is facing many problems. Machine-made sarees are cheaper and faster to produce, which
makes it hard for handloom weavers to compete. Many young people are also not interested in continuing this
work because the income is uncertain. As a result, the number of skilled weavers is slowly decreasing.

This paper explains how sustainability can help protect and continue this tradition. Sustainability here means
using eco-friendly materials, giving fair wages to weavers, and keeping the traditional skills alive. Support
from the government and organizations like the Ministry of Textiles, along with awareness among customers,
can make a big difference.

In simple terms, by valuing handmade products and supporting artisans, we can help keep the tradition of
Maheshwari saree weaving alive for future generations.
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1. Introduction

Introduction: The Loom of Time

The town of Maheshwar, perched on the banks of the sacred Narmada River in Madhya Pradesh, is
more than just a historical landmark; it is the heartbeat of one of India’s most resilient textile traditions.
The Maheshwari saree, characterized by its ethereal lightness, sophisticated linear patterns, and
reversible borders, represents a unique intersection of royal patronage, spiritual devotion, and
grassroots economics. To discuss the sustainability and survival of this craft is to delve into a story of
how a centuries-old handloom tradition has managed to remain relevant in an era of fast fashion and
mechanical automation.

The Architect of a Legacy

The genesis of the Maheshwari saree is inextricably linked to Rani Ahilyabai Holkar, the 18th-
century philosopher-queen of the Maratha Malwa kingdom. Seeking to improve the livelihoods of her
people, she invited master weavers from Surat and Varanasi to settle in Maheshwar. Her vision was
twofold: she wanted to create high-quality textiles that could be gifted to visiting dignitaries and
royals, and she wanted to establish a craft that provided stable employment for her subjects.

Legend has it that the Queen herself designed the first saree, drawing inspiration from the architectural
motifs found in the Maheshwar Fort—the intricate stone carvings, the repetitive geometric patterns
of the steps leading to the river (ghats), and the ripples of the Narmada itself. This architectural DNA
is still visible in the Chatai (mat), Chameli (jasmine), and Heera (diamond) patterns that adorn the
borders of every authentic Maheshwari weave today. Unlike other sarees that rely on heavy floral
embroidery, the Maheshwari aesthetic is one of understated elegance and structural symmetry.
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The Anatomy of the Craft

What sets the Maheshwari saree apart is its technical composition, known as Garbha Reshmi. This
involves a delicate marriage of materials: a fine silk warp (the vertical threads) and a cotton weft (the
horizontal threads). This combination produces a fabric that possesses the lustre of silk but the
breathable comfort of cotton, making it perfectly suited for the tropical Indian climate.

The weaving process takes place on a Pit Loom, where the weaver sits in a dug-out space in the
ground, using foot pedals to operate the machinery. This physical connection between the artisan and
the earth is a hallmark of the craft's traditional production. The most defining feature, however, is the
Bugdi or reversible border. Because of a specific technique in the shedding of the loom, the design
appears identical on both sides of the fabric. This is a feat of manual engineering that modern power
looms struggle to replicate with the same finesse and tension control.

The Survival Challenge

In the late 20th century, the craft faced a near-collapse due to the rise of synthetic, factory-made fabrics
and a lack of organized marketing. However, the establishment of the Rehwa Society in the late
1970s—founded by the descendants of the Holkar family—breathed new life into the looms. By
focusing on weaver welfare, providing healthcare, and connecting local artisans directly to modern
urban markets, the society created a template for "social sustainability."

Today, the survival of Maheshwari weaving is a case study in resilience. While many other Indian
weaves have been relegated to museums, Maheshwar remains a "living" craft town where the loom is
central to the household. However, this survival is under constant threat. The environmental
sustainability of the craft is challenged by the transition from natural to chemical dyes, and its
economic sustainability is pressured by "copycat" powerloom fabrics that flood the market at half the
price.

This research paper explores the delicate balance between maintaining the sanctity of the hand-woven
process and adapting to the demands of a globalized economy. It examines whether the "Maheshwari
model" can serve as a blueprint for other endangered crafts, ensuring that the rhythmic clacking of the
pit loom continues to echo along the Narmada for generations to come.

2. The Pillars of Sustainability

Sustainability in craft isn't just about "being green." It’s a three-legged stool:
A. Economic Sustainability: Living Wages
For a craft to survive, the weaver must be able to buy bread.

e The Cooperative Model: Organizations like Rehwa Society ensured weavers were paid fairly and had
a steady stream of work.

e Market Demand: By making the sarees lighter (using silk-cotton blends), the craft became affordable
for the middle class, not just the elite.

B. Environmental Sustainability: The Footprint
Handloom weaving is, by nature, a low-carbon activity.

e Zero Electricity: The loom is powered entirely by human muscle.

o Natural Fibers: Most authentic Maheshwari sarees use cotton and silk, which are biodegradable.

e The Dyeing Dilemma: While traditional dyes were vegetable-based, many modern weavers use
chemical dyes for colour fastness. Transitioning back to eco-friendly "Azo-free" dyes is the next big
hurdle for the industry.

C. Social Sustainability: Keeping the Skill Alive
If the children of weavers don't want to weave, the craft dies. Currently, Maheshwar sees a high rate
of "skill retention" because:

o Weaving happens at home, allowing for a flexible work-life balance.

e Itis a gender-inclusive craft; both men and women contribute equally to the process.
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3. The Technical Process (The ""Magic'" in the Pit)

To understand why this craft is worth saving, we have to look at the complexity of the Pit Loom.
e The Warp and Weft: Maheshwari’s are unique for their Garbha Reshmi (silk warp) and cotton weft.
o The Reversible Border: A hallmark of this craft is that the border is identical on both sides. If you
wear the saree inside out, no one can tell!

4. Threats to Survival

Nothing is perfect. The craft faces three major "predators":

1. The Power loom Menace: Cheap, machine-made copies can be sold for half the price. Most
consumers can't tell the difference, which devalues the hard work of the hand-weaver.

2. Raw Material Costs: The price of raw silk and cotton fluctuates wildly, often eating into the weaver’s
small profit margins.

3. Climate Change: Extreme heat in Madhya Pradesh makes working over a pit loom physically
exhausting, leading to shorter working hours and lower productivity.

5. Conclusion: The Way Forward

The survival of Maheshwari weaving depends on authenticity.
To ensure another 200 years of history, we need:

e GI Tag Protection: Educating buyers to look for the Geographical Indication tag to ensure they aren't
buying a power loom fake.

e Design Innovation: Keeping the traditional "Chatai" (mat) and "Chameli" (jasmine) motifs while
experimenting with modern colour palettes.

e Direct-to-Consumer Tech: Using social media to cut out the "middlemen" so that more money goes
directly into the weaver’s pocket.
In short, the Maheshwari saree is a masterclass in resilience. It shows that when tradition meets smart
business and social support, "handmade" can still beat "machine-made."
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