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INTRODUCTION

In 2010 I made my first trip to India to have an 
exhibition at Banaras Hindu University in Varanasi, 
India. I fell in love with the beauty of the country and 
warmth of the people, even though I knew that I was 
experiencing India as a tourist and that I didn’t have 
enough time to go beyond the veneer to understand 
the realities and dilemmas confronting people there.

So, when Dr. Nita Kumar, professor of South Asian 
History at Claremont McKenna College, invited me 
to come again to Varanasi to photograph the weavers 
there, I immediately accepted. From October 10th to 
December 5th, 2012, I lived at Nirman, a private pre-
school-10th grade school owned and administrated 
by Prof. Kumar. During this time I interviewed and 
photographed people who participated in the weav-
ing process, from the dyers and sellers of weaving 
fibers, to loom makers, fabric designers, hand and 
power loom weavers, embroiderers, trim sewers and 
sellers of fabrics. 

Weaving in Varansi pre-dates the 1st millenium BC. 
Many of the weavers I spoke with are living in houses 
their families built 2-3 centuries ago reflecting the 
depth of the knowledge that hand loom weavers 
inherited and perpetuate. The situation for weavers 
in Varanasi today is dire. The middle man system 
of sales has interrupted the direct relationship that 
weavers once had with sellers and has resulted in 
weavers having little control over the price they are 
paid. Thus, most hand weavers are paid a wage that 
cannot support them or their families. 

In addition, competition, especially from China, has 
been disastrous for weavers and the economy in gen-
eral. And mechanization has taken over the weav-
ing industry. As a result, those hand loom weavers 
who can afford to, convert to power looms. They are 
then able to generate much more yardage each day. 
However, the fabric is often not as durable, especially 
if threads are cut off the back, and because electricity 
is intermittent, often weavers with power looms can 
only work a few hours a day. 

As I continued to live in Varanasi, I glimpsed the 
bone wrenching poverty that engulfs the lives of 
most people. I was invited into the homes of staff at 
Nirman and saw that whole families with many chil-
dren live in one small room and accomplish all 

of their activities in that room, cooking, eating, sit-
ting, sleeping. The bare board that I sat on in most of 
those rooms is used as a place to sit during the day, a 
table for meals and a bed at night for the entire fam-
ily who often number five or more people. 

I began to realize that the samosa that I purchased on 
the street for four rupees (about $.08 in US dollars) 
would be too expensive for the average poor Indian, 
costing the equivalent of $4.00 in their wage system. 
I still have no idea how poor people survive here. 

I lived in Varanasi during the fall when a full calen-
dar of festivals punctuated my experiences and gave 
me a sense of the interconnectedness of celebration 
and daily life for the people there. Each holiday had 
an elaborate street presence with tens of thousands 
of people going from venue to venue, purchasing ap-
propriate statues, food, flowers, etc. 

The Ganges is the sacred river where many people 
bring the deceased in their family for cremation 
along its shores and burial in its water. People mi-
grated from other parts of India to worship along the 
Ganges, sometimes spending the night and bathing 
at dawn to celebrate the river and the rising sun. 

While in India I kept a running diary of my experi-
ences because I was afraid that I would forget the 
myriad of experiences. Every morning at dawn I got 
up and recorded as much detail as possible from my 
recollections of the day before because it is at dawn 
that I am clearest. It is this record that I used as the 
armature for this book. Not certain how to encap-
sulate the complex, often surreal kaleidoscope of 
experiences during my two month stay, I decided to 
present them visually and verbally as they unfolded. 
That meant that I could include life as it interwove 
with my main focus, weavers in Varanasi at this mo-
ment in history

This book focuses on the weavers. In successive 
books I plan to incorporate additional aspects of my 
experiences there. 

The following brief overview of weaving in Varanasi 
is included to provide a context for this book and 
background for the dire situation for handloom 
weavers in Varanasi today. 
                 Sheila Pinkel
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AN INFORMAL HISTORY OF WEAVING

Cotton dates back to the earliest known cultures living 
in India. Cotton textiles were present in Sarnath in the 
region of Kashi, near Varanasi, when the Buddha gave his 
first public lecture in 528 BCE and some experts say that 
the body of the Buddha was ultimately wrapped in cot-
ton fabric. Varanasi, one of the oldest cities in the world, 
became famous for weaving of cotton sarees and dress 
materials, but slowly switched to silk weaving.(1) 

Ralph Fitch, who explored India in the late 16th century, 
described Varanasi as a thriving sector of the cotton tex-
tile industry(2). During the Mughal period, 1555 AD – 
1759 AD, weaving of silk brocades with intricate designs 
using gold and silver threads called zari was the specialty. 
With the migration of silk weavers from Gujarat during 
the famine of 1603, followed by weavers from Delhi and 
Rajasthan, silk brocade weaving grew in Varanasi. 

It was during the Mughal period that India had the high-
est gross domestic product and exported the majority 
of cotton and silk material in the world. According to 
economic historian Angus Maddison in his book “The 
World Economy: A Millennial Perspective,” India was the 
richest country in the world and had the world’s largest 
economy until 18th century. According to Maddison, 
India’s share of the world income went from 27% in 1700 
(compared to Europe’s share of 23%) to 3% in 1950.(3) 

India in the seventeenth and early eighteenth century 
was economically more advanced than most European 
nations. However, the vigorousness of the Indian indus-
try was undermined by European competitiveness in the 
18th century. Daniel Defoe in 1708 wrote in his weekly 
review about the wealth drain from England to India and 
asked the government to take strong measures against it. 
(4) By the late 17th century there was such overwhelm-
ing demand for Indian chintz, that French and English 
merchants prevailed on their governments to ban impor-
tation of cottons from India. (4)

By the early 19th century Varanasi emerged as the most 
important center for patterned silk weaving on the 
subcontinent.  However, in the 18th and 19th centuries 
the East India Company imposed heavy tariffs on Indian 
goods resulting in failure of Indian exports. In the begin-
ning of the 19th century British industry started flourish-
ing while Indian industry declined due to the invention 
of the power loom and other mechanical appliances, 
monopoly of trade created by the East India Company, 
imposition of heavy tariffs on Indian cotton and cotton 
goods by England and France and exemption of duty

on British staples imported in India. As a result of the 
decline of Indian trade and industry, a process of rural-
ization started in the country.(5)

In the 19th and early 20th centuries Great Britain suc-
ceeded in destroying Indian export business and dump-
ing cheap British made goods on the Indian market. By 
1835 sale of Indian cotton in India was almost entirely 
replaced by the import of British cotton and export of 
raw materials from India to Britain.

The invention of the Jacquard weaving method by a 
Frenchman in the early 19th century facilitated hand 
weaving of complex designs according to sequenced 
punch cards placed on top of the loom. This system was 
imported to India and later adjusted for use by power 
loom weavers. It became the first use of the zero/one 
concept, now the basis for computing systems. 

Prior to partition in 1947, Mahatma Gandhi advised the 
Indian people to start spinning their own thread, sym-
bolizing the politics of self-determination and inde-
pendence from Great Britain and the priority of family 
self-sufficiency. In the 1940s Gandhi expanded his non-
violence platform to include the boycott of foreign-made 
goods, especially British goods. 

As a result of Gandhi’s support for hand loom weaving, 
after WWII Indian handloom weaving industry expand-
ed in villages throughout India.  Power looms became 
popular in India after 1990 and so by the end of the 20th 
century, many hand weavers had switched to power 
looms in an effort to improve their income.

In the 1990s there was a change of taste among buyers, 
with embroidered silk becoming more popular than 
handloom products. The success of embroidery and em-
bellishment of sequins and Swarovski crystals reflected 
a global move towards bling, which caused fashion to 
move away from the subtlety of intricate hand loomed 
designs. Because embroidery and embellishment usually 
require plain fabric, as opposed to the multi-textured 
hand loomed fabric, the market swayed towards the 
cheapest raw materials which came from China.

In the early 1960s India became increasingly alarmed as 
Chinese troops amassed at the southern Chinese border. 
This invasion never happened. However, in 2000, the 
Chinese invasion became economic rather than military. 
In that year, the Indian Government’s decision to allow 
duty free imports of Chinese plain crepe fabrics brought 
the weaving business to a standstill.  
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Imperfections are not found in Chinese crepe since it 
is woven on automated looms. Government and WTO 
liberalization policies have resulted in the growth of Chi-
nese imports which have devastated the Indian economy. 
Under the supervision of the WTO, the floodgates of free 
market trade were opened and hand weavers continued 
their slide into penury. There were protests by the Kar-
nataka Weavers Association  and Varanasi’s Silk Trade 
Association against the dumping of Chinese silk in the 
Indian market. In 2003, the Indian government imposed 
an anti-dumping duty for five years of $27.89 per kilo for 
Chinese imports of mulberry raw silk. The import duty 
on raw material was as much as 32 percent, while on fab-
ric and textiles it was just 10 percent, allowing an open-
ing for Chinese textiles into the Indian market. (6)

The market-savvy Chinese hired Indian weavers to copy 
Indian designs into their fabrics. Soon the Indian mar-
ket was flooded with cheap silk sarees, much quicker to 
produce than traditional Varanasi hand loom weaving, 
which take anywhere between five days to six months to 
complete. In a matter of a decade, China captured the 
market. 

Today, China is first in the world silk production fol-
lowed by India. A saree purchased from a store now is 
often made in China. Today Chinese silk and  synthetic 
thread have become the backbone of Varanasi weaving 
industry. Although factory-made products sometimes 
lose their shape and color after only one wash, the huge 
price difference means that customers are willing to com-
promise on quality. People believe that hand made sarees 
are better but then they tend to cost 3,000 rupees when 
the factory-made ones cost 300 rupees.

The 30 per cent drop in the number of traditional Indian 
weavers from 1995 to 2010 is a testimony to the decline 
of the weaving industry. Competition for power loom 
products, lack of government protections offered to 
handloom sector, increasing prices of raw silk and shift 
in market demand are some of the reasons hand loom 
weavers today are losing ground. Today with the aboli-
tion of quantitative import restrictions, and declining 
tariff on textile imports, Varanasi silk saree producers are 
facing serious competition from cheap imports, espe-
cially from China.

SOCIAL REALITIES FOR HANDLOOM 
WEAVERS IN VARANASI TODAY

Hand loom weaving is the largest generator of non-farm 
rural employment in India. 90% of the hand loom weav-
ers in Varanasi are Sunni Muslims; the other 10% are 

dalits (untouchables). Shiite Muslims often sell hardware 
and other materials necessary for the weaving industry. 
Usually Hindus are the sellers of sarees, either as traders 
or shop owners. Problems have arisen in the past when 
Muslims have attempted to shift into the sales area, chal-
lenging the territory of Hindu businessmen.

Today in Varanasi there are multiple story houses on 
overcrowded narrow labyrinthian streets where weavers 
whose ancestors migrated in the 17th and 18th centu-
ries still live and weave. I found it remarkable that the 
families of many of the people I interviewed have lived 
and worked in Varanasi for hundreds of years. Many of 
the hand loom weaving designs done in Varanasi today 
reference Persian motifs from the Mughal period.  

Historically, most people living in villages in India were 
farmers and/or weavers. Handloom weaving was under-
stood as a way of life rather than an occupation that 
merely provided livelihood and the whole extended fam-
ily was involved in the process. Women spun and pre-
pared yarn for weaving and helped with loom prepara-
tion prior to the weaving of textiles. Male children from 
the time they were five years old learned to do intricate 
weaving step by step which enabled them as young adults 
to become self sufficient weavers and support their own 
families. So, many of the artisans doing hand loom weav-
ing today perpetuate the knowledge of master handloom 
weavers dating back many hundreds of years.

Traditionally weavers were also the designers of sarees. 
However, today they just provide skilled labor with the 
design function commissioned by the master weaver. 
Thus, hand loom weavers today are treated as laborers 
while in prior times they were considered artisans. To-
day, fashion is marked by fast changes in design, low cost 
production and low inventory.

Hand loom weavers today can weave on their own loom 
at home, weave at home on a loom owned by a master 
weaver or work in the shop of a master weaver. When the 
loom is in the home of the individual weaver, a master 
weaver often supplies materials for the saree such as the 
warp and weft thread, Jacquard machine cards and final 
saree finishing. The weaver’s wife and children supply la-
bor in the form of children weaving small sections of the 
brocade design while women spin the thread and wind 
the bobbins and shuttles. Usually women and children 
are not acknowledged for their contribution to the weav-
ing process and are very rarely paid. 

One problem for weavers today is their relationship to 
the master weaver, middle man and shop keeper which 
results in the weaver being the last person to be paid

for the work he does. The credit system has resulted in 
his being paid only after the saree has sold. Historically, 
the weaver sold his sarees directly to the shop owner 
and was paid immediately. The master weaver system 
interrupted this relationship. Today the master weaver 
has capital to absorb production expenses and negoti-
ates price with the shopkeeper. He often takes 20% of 
the money owed the weaver in addition to his cut which 
results in the weaver being the last person to be paid. 

Taxation is another factor in weaving economics today. 
Businesses that are labeled as weaving establishments do 
not have to pay taxes. However, shops that only sell weav-
ing do have to pay taxes. Thus, today many shops have 
started to advertise themselves as both sales and weaving 
establishments to avoid taxation. So while they are at the 
top of the cut of money from the sale of sarees, sellers 
also take advantage of this tax loophole, which weavers 
view as illegal since stores take the largest cut from the 
sale of sarees. 

The average monthly income for a weaver is 1,500 rupees 
or about $31 (7) and so everyone in the family must work 
in order to pool their incomes to survive. And while 
prices for staples such as rice and cooking oil have greatly 
increased, wages for handloom weavers have not in-
creased since 2003. A hand loom weaver earns less than a 
barber, cobbler or even a rickshaw puller. By 2008 weav-
ers who worked 12 – 16 hours a day got half of the wages 
they received in 1990. Women earn 5 - 15 rupees per 
day doing cut work.(8) Since 2000, output of handloom 
weaving has fallen from over $600 million to under $200 
million. Today, most handloom weavers are starving. 

During my interview with Sharif Ansari, an older politi-
cally proactive saree weaver, he told me that in 2004, 
for reasons little understood by weavers, conditions 
for weavers of Varanasi deteriorated and the weaving 
industry came to a standstill. Weavers started dying from 
hunger. Women, formed long queues to get government 
rations. They were provided with five kilos of wheat so 
that they at least could survive.
               
Sharif was angry that the wages of hand loom weavers 
have remained the same for the last ten years while prices 
have steadily increased. He spoke about how the wages 
for hand loom weavers are less than in almost any other 
industry resulting in cycle of debt which continues to 
grow and that the government has done nothing to help 
hand loom weavers survive. 

From the 1990s on some independent handloom weav-
ers began transitioning to the use of the power loom that 
can produce two sarees a day compared with a hand-

loom weaver who can produce one saree in fifteen days. 
However, power looms are expensive and electricity for 
the power loom is a liability. Today in Varanasi electric-
ity is intermittent and so while some hand weavers have 
tried to improve their economic situation by investing in 
expensive power looms, often they can only operate them 
part of the day when electricity is available. One village I 
visited had not had electricity for two weeks.

A reality is that weavers who work in factories can earn 
much more than they earn working on hand looms. 
Today hand loom weavers earn 50 - 200 rupees a day 
but factory workers can earn 500 rupees per day. Also, 
the volume of output is greater for factory looms. While 
a handloom weaver produces one yard of cloth in a day, 
the factory loom weaver produces many times this yard-
age per day. Today handloom weavers anticipate that 
their children will work on power looms, factories or 
other areas of the industry in the future.

Cooperatives were established under the Cooperative 
Societies Act, 1904, to benefit poor weavers when India 
was still under colonial rule. However since 1947 the 
cooperatives have been dominated by traders themselves 
and thus have turned into an instrument of exploitation 
of the very workers they were set up to benefit.(9)

Many weavers have left the weaving profession to do 
other menial work, such as pulling rickshaws, peeling 
and selling green chanas, making incense sticks, lay-
ing roads, selling vegetables, even begging and cleaning 
garbage heaps. Women have started working as domestic 
maids in middle class houses in their neighborhood (8)

Health issues are severe for weavers and their families. 
Poor working conditions including insufficient ventila-
tion and lighting have damaged the health of the work-
ers. Weavers who sit all day with their legs dangling 
into a hole in the earth floor suffer from numbness in 
their legs, leg swelling, chronic back pain, poor eyesight 
and respiratory problems. And weavers have no health 
insurance. Most women suffer with problems like severe 
backache, weak eyesight and TB by the time they reach 
30. Many areas are without sewer systems and sewage 
dumps directly into the Ganges where some swim and 
wash themselves and their clothing.

Malnutrition afflicts over 50% of the children of weavers 
who manifest signs such as distended stomachs and light 
brown hair. The government’s system to help malnour-
ished children has failed. When undernourished girls, 
who typically marry at age 15, give birth, their children 
are underweight with low level of immunity to malaria
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and TB. In one poor community 12 out of 15 children 
tested positive for TB and many suffer from asthma. (7) 
In a very large weaving village on the outskirts of Vara-
nasi I saw large pools of fetid water villagers said were 
breeding grounds for malaria, denge fever and other dis-
eases. I also saw piles of gold thread cut off of the back of 
machine loomed fabric that cased respiratory problems. 

Historically, as a result of the dire economics for hand-
loom families, boys did not go to school or learn to read 
or write. This is the case today for many of the children 
of weavers I met. Their lack of education hampers their 
ability to negotiate in their own behalf or understand 
how to improve their life situation. I especially found a 
lack of education in villages where poverty is extreme 
and where families do not have financial resources to pay 
for school, books or uniforms for their children. 

However, today in urban areas like Madenpura, a weav-
ing community located in the heart of Varanasi, boys do 
go to school in the morning and learn to weave in the 
afternoon, an improvement over prior times. So, little by 
little for some urban Muslim children, illiteracy is not 
such a problem. However, the quality of education in 
urban Muslim weaving communities in Varanasi is ques-
tionable. Most young people are unable to continue their 
education passed the 8th grade. Thus, they remain locked 
in a cycle of poverty from which they cannot escape.

Since 2000, a high percentage of handlooms have been 
closed down and it has been reported that some weav-
ers in Varanasi have committed suicide.  One mother 
said, “Now it has become extremely difficult to arrange 
for a square meal a day. I cannot even afford to feed my 
children only a bowl or two of plain rice and some rotis 
each day. Sometimes they get nothing.” People’s Vigilance 
Committee on Human Rights reported that since 2002, 
more than 175 Varanasi weavers have committed suicide. 
(8)

So, my trip to Varanasi allowed me to glimpse the ex-
traordinary skill of handloom silk sari weavers at a time 
when their days may be numbered. The deep knowledge 
of the art and craft of hand loom weaving in traditional 
hand loom families is being displaced by modern power 
loom and factory technologies, synthetic and inexpensive 
silk, synthetic fibers and clothing from China and a sales 
system that results in the hand loom weaver being at the 
bottom of the economic pyramid. Up until a decade ago, 
around 100,000 handlooms were used each day but the 
number has more than halved since then. 

Many weavers are leaving Varansi to go to industrial 
weaving centers like Surat, Mumbai and Bangalore where 

huge mechanized weaving factories using synthetic 
thread from China have replaced hand loom technol-
ogy. And today imaging technology is so advanced that 
a person can send a photo of a new saree design from 
Varanasi to Surat where it is immediately translated into 
a machine produced saree. 

One analysis is that the dynamics and structures of 
globalization have completely shattered traditional bonds 
and systems, leaving the weavers adrift and uncompre-
hending. (10) Another is that the Indian government has 
not succeeded in protecting local hand loom weavers 
from this devastating process of globalization or given 
them the tools to compete. Handloom weavers do not 
believe that the government’s policies have been at all 
helpful in solving their economic problems. 

The Indian government has set up many educational 
centers in order to preserve the memory and craft of 19th 
and pre 19th century traditional weaving techniques. I 
left India concerned that before long the extraordinary 
old art and craft of handloom weaving that I had seen 
might soon be relegated to such educational institutions 
as a vestige of prior weaving techniques and thus the 
practice of this weaving form would become academic 
rather than a living part of the Indian culture. 

Hand loom weavers want the government to provide 
centers where hand loom weavers can sell their work. 
They also want subsidized material for looms and  help 
developing domestic and international marketing strate-
gies. And, they would like a subsidy program that allows 
weavers to capitalize loom upgrades without once again 
entering a cycle of debt. If these wishes can be fulfilled, 
then perhaps the people who retain the knowledge of this 
craft will be able to survive. 
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In terms of the British influence on this business, I think 
that the Hindus were in the business of buying and sell-
ing and Muslims were the weavers. The largest effect of 
the British is the power looms weaving British cotton that 
the British had produced in England. This resulted in the 
British wanting to sell their cotton fabric to the Indians. 

Another thing to add is Mahatma Ghandi’s khadi home 
spinning movement. Because of that movement, every 
household was producing thread. Today, automatic 
looms are replacing hand looms resulting in many people 
not having jobs. About three weeks ago there was a two-
day workshop in Varanasi and our weavers and carpet 
people assembled there. The minister of textiles said that 
the sales agents get most of the money and the weavers 
get very little. Even if the government gives funds to help 
them, the funds never reach the weavers. All the middle-
men get money, so how can the government improve 
the life of the weavers? The government agent thought 
that maybe she could give the weavers electrified looms 
so that the weavers could produce more and earn more 
money. The Indian government is trying to improve the 
situation for the weavers at the grass root level. Also, the 
government is trying to help middlemen export fabrics. 
So the government is trying to balance its help between 
weavers and middlemen.

Sheila: We visited a weaver who now only weaves with 
tupian, threads spun ¼ from high grade Chinese silk and 
¾ threads from low grade Indian silk. High grade silk 
now costs 3,800 rupees/kilo and he cannot afford to use 
it. Tupian costs 1,400 rupees/kilo which is why he shifted. 
We also visited poor weavers who now use polyester or 
nylon which are much cheaper. Weavers say they can’t 
afford to weave with tupian.

Nevil: Today things are very mixed up. The Chinese were 
originally responsible for our silk industry. However, 
today they are responsible for messing it up. Now they 
are producing polyester and artificial silk which is very 
cheap and they are also making computerized weaving 
machines. My brother took me to a zari factory where 
we saw two pieces of zari, one of traditional fiber and the 
other of artificial fiber woven by automated machine. We 
could not distinguish between them. Then he said, “See, 
the locally made saree is 10,000 rupees and the Chinese 
made is 700 rupees.” 

The consumer has no way of knowing what they are buy-
ing, 100% Chinese silk or polyester. Another avenue that 

has opened up is computerized fashion fabric designing. 
This is providing new opportunities for weavers today. 
This fabric is being used for sarees and other things. 

Sheila: We interviewed a Jacquard machine maker who 
did not want his son to go into that profession. So after 
high school his son became a digital designed of fabric. 
However, his father lamented that his son isn’t doing any 
better economically than he is because there is so much 
competition.

Nevil: The same is true in my family. No one wants to 
be an art historian. My friend is a miniature painter in 
Rajasthan. However, his son wants to do something in 
the computer field. The tradition we call karana is teach-
ing from father to son. This is now disturbed. However, 
the tradition from teacher to pupil is still in place. So the 
weavers still teach young people their practice. You will 
also find this with musicians who may not have more 
than three generations of musicians in their family of 
musicians but they have better pupils who continue the 
tradition.

Sheila: It does strike me as ironic that Muslims are mak-
ing clothing for Hindus.

Nevil: You know, I never separate Hindus and Muslims. 
Whenever I meet with artisans and we go to the temple 
we eat from the same plate. And they will also honor my 
religion. They will clean everything and that day they 
won’t cook meat. When I go there I never think Hindu/
Muslim, we are just in textiles. We just think they are ex-
perts and we are connoisseurs. So, instead of classifying 
them in terms of religion I classify them as art producers 
and connoisseurs. 

We believe that once the artwork is finished and installed 
somewhere we forget about the past in terms of where it 
came from or who produced it. So, nobody knows who 
has made it. Today we talk less about these differences. 
Thirty years ago we talked about Hindu school, Muslim 
school. In art there is no religious differences.

Today 90% of the lyrics in Indian movies are in Urdu 
and everyone sings those songs. This is an example of 
the mixing of our culture. In the textiles there are differ-
ent motifs that separate Hindu and Muslim designs. For 
instance, Muslims do not incorporate human or animal 
images. So, they have more geometrical designs.  Or they 
will have mosques. But, in Hindu, they can have all im-
ages woven into the textiles. 
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INTERVIEW WITH NEVEL KRISHNA

Nevil Krishna, an art historian and scholar, whose 
grandfather was an important art historian in early 20th 
century India, came by to talk with me about the history 
of textiles in India. He had recently been at a conference 
in Varanasi in which the topic was how to make weav-
ing more equitable for the weavers themselves. He said 
that the Chinese are in the process of revolutionizing the 
weaving industry. They have created automated comput-
erized weaving machines which weave fabric identical to 
hand loomed fabric. He was handed two pieces of fabric, 
one hand loomed and one power machine loomed, and 
he could not tell the difference and the fabric experts in 
the room couldn’t either. Instead of a saree costing thou-
sands of rupees, using this method it costs 700 rupees. 
So, very soon, the hand weaving technology I have been 
photographing will have an impossible time competing.

Nevil: We classify Indian textiles in various ways. One 
classification is stitched and unstitched. One set of schol-
ars say that stitching started by Muslims. In the Indian 
tradition we don’t believe in stitching but we do see 
stitching before the Muslims came to India. In 3,000 B.C.. 
there is evidence of needles in the Indus Valley. Also, 
in Lord Buddha’s time about 600 B.C. we have textile 
evidence of stitched garments. And around 800 A.D. in 
Kashmir there is a sculpture of a durga (female goddess) 
and she wears a stitched blouse.

Silk is not originally from India, but from China. We 
believe that it is because of the Chinese that we got silk 
textiles, paper and fire arms in the 13th - 14th C. Prior to 
that palm leaves were used instead of paper for paintings. 
From China to Persia and from Persia to India. Because 
of the Silk Road, China and Persia were interacting. Ex-
cept for the beginning of AD. During the Kushan period 
India did not interact directly with China. There was a 
little manufacturing of silk before the Chinese influence 
but after the Persians came to India silk became very 
popular.

Cotton has been here for thousands of years. We have 
references that show that Egyptian mummies were 
wrapped in Indian cotton in 3,000 – 5,000 B.C. In the 
6th century B.C. there is evidence that the Lord Buddha’s 
body was wrapped in the textile of Banaras. 

There is another textile called fostad. Someone from 
Victoria Albert Museum wrote an article about this. So 
these things we found in South Egypt as trade. The exact 
evidence we find from 1st Century A.D. – 12th century 

A.D. When the pyramids were opened pieces of these 
textiles were found. Also, this kind of cotton was found 
in South East Asia as well. These textiles have motifs such 
as swans and some are tie dyed. Raful Shah, director of 
Garden Silk Mills, is an art collector. He has collections 
of these textile pieces. These fabrics are published in his 
catalogues as well.

Actually, it is more accurate to say that Muslims brought 
silk weaving to India in about 1,000 A.D. This was before 
the Persians in the 15th C. brought silk weaving here. 
There had been weavers before the Muslims and they 
incorporated these new approaches into their weaving. 
At that time both Hindus and Muslims were weavers and 
still today both are weavers. Today we see more Muslims 
involved. I believe that it was during the Akbar Moghul 
empire (1556 – 1605 AD) that more Muslims got in-
volved in the artisan class We have artisan caste in which 
the lower levels are the weavers, people of the book like 
Nita are in the middle, and landlords are at the top of the 
caste. And there are different levels of Muslims as well. 

Today most of the weavers are Suni but Shia do the trim. 
In the Indian context Shia feel that they are the higher 
class. Shias came to south India earlier than Mughuls 
directly from Persia through their trade. The people in 
these three southern states were of very cultivated taste. 
The sultans of the Dhakan were flourishing in the 13th 
and 14th centuries. And that is why Aurangzeb (1658 – 
1707), great grandson of Akbar, was upset with them and 
spent half of his life trying to defeat them. 

We had very fine muslim called mumo from Dhaka, 
the capital of Bangladesh. From here up to Dhaka they 
were weaving this kind very fine kind of muslin. In our 
museum we have a piece of it you can pass and the entire 
five yard piece through a wedding ring, it is so fine. Au-
rangzeb had forbidden his people to wear this because it 
is so transparent. 

His daughter wanted to wear it and wrapped herself 
seven times but when she appeared in front of Aurangzeb 
he was very upset. He said, “You still look nude.” There is 
another story that he cut the thumbs of all of these weav-
ers so that they wouldn’t weave this kind of fabric. There 
is a place called Tanda, near a waterfall adjacent to a dam, 
where mumo is still produced. The collector Praful Shah 
revived this practice during the last 20 years. He asked 
these traditional weavers to make this kind of fabric that 
he would then sell to fabric collectors.
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So for instance all initially fried foods are Muslim, pos-
sibly coming from the Moghul period. All roasted foods 
are Hindu. But, we all eat everything. In Bengal after 
Tagore (1861 – 1941), the Nobel prize winning author, 
he changed the culture of literature and music. India is a 
kind of melting pot in which all elements are assimilated.

Sheila: So, when I talk with young Muslim women, they 
say that when they are in the work place they don’t ob-
serve purdah. But when they are at home they do. 

Nevil: But, if we talk about our taking photos of women. 
They might say it is alright. However, if their photo is 
published, they might become angry because they don’t 
want it to be seen by others.  Throughout their life they 
have concealed themselves and then for someone’s ben-
efit they are seen.  They are exposed. So, in the book, you 
don’t need to show their faces. You only need to show 
their hands working.

When I was doing research in Rajasthan, around twenty 
five years ago, Banjara, nomadic people with beauti-
ful clothes sat on the main road and sold whatever they 
had. I was fascinated and started taking pictures from a 
distance. Suddenly a woman stopped me and said, “No, 
you can’t take my picture.”  I said, “ You are not covering 
your face. You are exposed to everyone on the street.” 
Then she said, “When you pass by you have a temporary 
image. But, if you take my picture you will have a perma-
nent image and I do not know how you will use it. When 
you just look at me I have control over my image. How-
ever, when you take my picture and go away, then I lose 
control over my image. And I don’t want you to misuse 
my picture.”

Some Muslims came with the Mughuls. And some came 
with Babar, Akbar’s grandfather. The same is true of 
Alexander the Great whose people settled in the north-
west of India. We believe that the Punjabis and Sikhs 
are offshoots of those people. Some Muslims are pure 
but most are converted Hindus. Some of the priests of 
mosques are of those original people. Otherwise, all are 
Hindu converts. So there are no Muslims or Buddhists, 
they are all Hindus who converted at one point. Most of 
the conversions happened during the Aurengzeb period 
where he dictated that either Hindus convert or die. This 
was before 1707 when he died. So, the people in Lucknow 
were of Moghul descent who migrated from Delhi. 

Once the British gained control, they tended to support 
Hindus more and so the balance changed from the                

majority being Muslim to the majority being Hindu. 
Banaras Hindu University was established in the 1920s to 
support Hindu culture. Later on the British started giving 
support to Muslims. That’s why partition happened. Brit-
ish started supporting Muslims and actually provoked 
them into creating their own nation. After 1857 the Brit-
ish couldn’t control India and so they promoted internal 
discord. And when they thought they would have to 
leave, they provoked the Muslims hoping that they (Brit-
ish) would be asked to stay. 
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WEAVING MATERIALS PREPARATION
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The collision of traditional and contemporary ways of life in Muslim weaving communities is visible here. 
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Ornate buildings and labrinthian passage ways are typical in the weaving community of Madanpura. In Muslim weaving communities typically men, not women, gather to chat, sometimes before or after prayer.
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A typlical street in Jaitpura, a poor weaving community where weaving supplies are sold. This community provides 
loom construction and repair and thread spinning supplies for the rest of the weaving community in Varanasi.

A young boy sells thread spindles, bobbin cores and loom construction materials.

A young man sells tools for loom construction and 
repair.

These metal poles are used as a core for warp thread
lengths for six or more sarees.
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A silk seller holds an unbleached, undyed hank of raw silk before it is washed and prepared for weaving.

Often raw silk sellers sit in small rooms, like this one, measuring not more than 5 feet square, and prepare material 
for sale. Stores such as these are sometimes passed down from generation to generation in a family.

This silk seller proudly displays the material he sells.
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Two men prepare raw silk for the washing and dying process.
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A dye maker prepares pure pigments from natural materials.

A store in Madanpura where dyes are sold.

Dyes are stored and measured in small amounts behind locked metal enclosures.
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A single man dyes silk in an open stall in the street of Jaitpura.

These dye experts working in a business several steps below sidewalk level, in several rooms filled with steaming pots of 
boiling water, wash silk in preparation for dying.
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The dyed silk is hung in the sun to dry and tied so that the threads remain separate. This is usually done by his daughters.

This man dyes silk in his own home for weavers in his neighborhood. In this way he earns a little extra money to sup-
port his family. He is often helped by one of his daughters. He receives exact specifications for colors from the weavers or 
master weavers. In this facility he only dyes a limited number of colors.

The daughters in the family prepare the dyed silk for delivery to weavers in the community.
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Daughter of the man dying red thread on prior page prepares bobbins for weaving, powering the wheel with her hand.

Woman spins thread before it is ready for weaving bobbins. Bobbin is support by the woman’s palm during bobbin preparation.

In a different home a woman prepares the bobbin during spinning by using her big toe as a tool.
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In this process thread is spun onto large bobbins. This man who used to weave for a living, purchased this automated thread winding machine which yields him a better 
income so long as there is electricitiy. However, on the day I visited there was no electricity so the machine did not work.

In this zari thread winding factory, thread made of copper, silver or gold is run through a machine to make it smaller than 
a human hair and dozens of rolls of thread are wound automatically at one time. Metallic thread made of precious metals 
are used in expensive hand loomed sarees.

Many small bobbins are wound on this machine mechanically rather than by hand.
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This man sits in his 5’ x 5’ x 5’ shop in the Madanpura district every day selling regular thread, zari thread, and dyed and 
undyed silk. His father does the same thing in a tiny shop down the street. 

In the Jaitpura district which focuses on sale of weaving materials often shops are larger. Owners of these shops are often 
Shiite rather than Sunni Muslims.
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The jacquard machine that allows hand and mecha-
nized loom weavers to weave complex designs 
requires extreme skill to manufacture and about 
fifteen days to accomplish by a master craftsman. 
This machine, invented in the beginning of the 19th 
century, was the precursor to the computer, depend-
ing on a zero/one concept to accomplish complex 
weaving designs. In the image on the right hundreds 
of holes have been drilled into the machine and the 
master craftsman is now assembling it.
 Below another craftsman in a different part 
of the city is laborously hand punching holes into 
each card based on a design that is either done by 
hand or is computer generated. To accomplish com-
plex weaving designs hundreds of cards are assem-
bled and rotated into place as weaving progresses. In 
the image on the right the loom is set up to accom-
plish complex trim design on the right side of the 
saree. If the weaver wanted to have a complex design 
on the left side of the saree, then a set of cards would 
be hanging on the left side of the weaving set-up as 
well.
 Once automated looms replaced hand 
looms, master craftsmen, like the man to the right, 
had to invent ways to adopt this system to the new 
automated weaving technology.

The Jacquard machine is above the loom and punch cards hang to the right indicating that a complex border de-
sign will be woven on the right. If a complex border design is to be woven on the left, then another set of cards will 
be placed on the left side of the loom.
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Warp fibers for hand looms are strung out doors in 
parks or in long narrow passageways of the weaving 
community. These experts inspect every strand for 
imperfections. Because setting up the hand looms 
is so labor intensive, each length of fiber results in 
weaving of six or more sarees. Once the fibers have 
been separated and inspected, they will be wound 
on a metal core at the far end of the park. That core 
with warp thread will then be transported to a hand 
loom, usuallyl owned by a master weaver, where other 
craftsmen will take 1 - 2 days to integrate it into the 
hand loom system. Each fiber will be conntected to 
a complex of horizontal bars which are operated by 
the feet of the weaver which results in his being able 
to throw his shuttle of thread to weave alternating 
threads.



30 31

Two men spend several days attaching  the warp and weft threads to various parts of the weaving machine.

Two young women prepare horizontal bars with threads that will allow for the transmission of the jacquard design in the 
weaving process.

A woman sits on her family bed which during the day becomes the site where a section of the weaving machine apparatus 
is prepared.

Women are paid very little for the work they do to prepare materials for the weaving process.
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WEAVING PROCESSES
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A local weaver in Kojwa owns three handlooms. He 
has never invested in a power loom, so electricity is 
not a problem. His sons do most of the weaving. He 
also hires young boys 12 – 14 years old to be weaving 
assistants for 1,000 rupees per month. 

Ten years ago raw silk from China cost 1,800 rupees 
per kilo. Now it costs 3,800 rupees kilo. So, like many 
weavers, he shifted to a system in which he substi-
tutes lower grade silk grown in India or synthetic 
fibers for silk from China for most of the threads he 
uses to weave sarees. The low grade silk costs 1,400 
rupees per kilo, allowing him to make a little more 
per saree. He makes between 400 – 500 rupees per 
sari. He used to make 600 rupees per sari. 

All morning his sons wove intermittently. They were 
free to come and go as they chose which would not 
be the case if they were working in the workshop of 
a master weaver. Three windows in the wall behind 
them open onto the street and throughout the day 
men and boys stopped to visit with them as they 
wove. His daughters prepared every aspect of the 
thread, helping with dying, winding skeins of freshly 
dyed thread, spinning thread onto spools for weaving 
and sewing trim onto sarees. Periodically, a call to 
prayer broadcast from a local mosque over a loud-
speaker system punctuated the quiet drone of the 
weaving machines. 

I spent many hours trying to understand how the 
looms with the Jacquard system worked. The sensi-
tivity and skill to accomplish perfect and beautiful 
weavings is remarkable. It takes one to two days to 
initially string a loom in preparation for weaving. 
The young men in this family do it themselves. In 
other workshops, weavers hire loom preparers who 
do this complex set-up work.

Weavers must use both their hands and feet through-
out the weaving process. They sit on the floor with 
their feet, dangling into a hole so that they can move 
long bamboo poles. The outer poles are connected 
to the Jacquard machines while the interior poles 
operate a series of horizontal sticks holding the warp 
threads that either go up or down. 

The weaver weaves both the border pattern, deter-
mined by one set of Jacquard cards and the center 
pattern. If there is a border on both sides of the 
saree, then Jacquard cards hang on either side of the 
loom. Periodically the weaver gets up and slightly 

turns the long roll of warp threads at the foot of the 
weaving machine and then adjusts the weft threads. 
And sometimes one of the young brothers comes in, 
takes a mouth full of water and then sprays the warp 
threads with water. This is because the threads are 
getting too loose. The water functions to shrink the 
threads a little. When a design requires small sec-
tions of zari thread to be woven into the body of the 
saree, a female relative or young apprentice sits with 
the weaver and weaves individual bobbins. Through-
out the day weavers stay vigilant of breaking warp 
threads and frequently stop to repair them. Expert  
hand loom weavers, like these people, accumulate 
knowledge of every nuanced step of the weaving 
practice from the time they are young children.

At the foot of the loom is a long roll holding the 
warp threads that is supplied by the master weaver 
who also supplies Jacquard cards containing a unique 
saree design. Because the master weaver wants maxi-
mize the use of the specific Jacquard cards he has 
provided, the warp roll usually includes at least six 
sarees worth of thread. 

The master weaver gets orders from saree sellers, ei-
ther wholesalers or retailers. He then provides warp 
and weft thread, Jacquard cards, and after the saree 
is finished, has sarees polished, before taking them 
to the seller. In this particular workshop the master 
weaver pays the weavers when he picks up finished 
sarees. However, in other places the system works on 
credit in which the weaver doesn’t get paid until the 
store sells the saree. This credit system causes a lot 
of problems since the weavers aren’t paid until the sa-
rees sell. Most weavers are dependent on the honesty 
of the store owner and master weaver.

In this shop sarees sell to the master weaver for about 
1,800 – 2,000 rupees, about $36.00.  The master 
weaver sells the sarees to the store for about 4,000 
rupees. The store sells them for about 6,000 rupees. 
In this system the person who makes the least is the 
weaver. 
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In the hand loom workshop depicted above the three 
sons each weave a saree. Because this workshop is 
in the home of the weaver rather than the master 
weaver, the people doing the weaving can determine 
their own hours and working conditions. So, on the 
top right the weaver, son of the owner of the loom, 
is able to continue weaving while his friends visit 
with him on an adjacent street. If this loom were in 
the workshop of a master weaver, workers would not 
have this freedom.
 In the hand loom system, intricate subpat-
terns, often made with zari thread, are sometimes 
integrated into  the fabric by hand. So, as seen in the 
image on the right, as the weaver throws the main 
shuttle back and forth and operates foot pedals to 
raise and lower horizontal bars, his assistant, in this 
case his sister, helps him weave intricate patterns 
into the body of the saree. Notice that each pattern 
requires its own bobbin. 
 As a result of the addition by hand, threads 
do not have to be cut off the back of sarees. By con-
trast, when sarees are woven on an automated loom 
with these kinds of details, metallic threads must 
be cut off the back of the saree which weakens the 
strenght of the fabric.
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In this hand loom workshop the weaver sits on a board on the floor level with his legs hanging into a hole. Once the loom 
is set up, as it is below, he will raise and lower alternate strands of thread to accomplish complex designs. 

The bamboo bars are operated by the weaver’s foot in order to accomplish weaving of both the border design and the main 
body of the saree.
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The weaving process requires constant surveillance 
on the part of the weaver to make sure that fibers do 
not break. In the right image, a weaver adjusts the 
Jacquard cards which determine the edge design. 
 Below a hand weaver stops to restring a 
section of the loom after a thread has broken. The 
weaver must remaining constantly vigilant that these 
breakages are repaired during the weaving process, 
interrupting weaving often to fix breakage. In this im-
age the far left warp threads are red. When a special 
edge pattern is required the loom must be strung 
with specific warp colors to enhance the vibrancy of 
the border design. 
 In the image on the top far right weavers 
inspect a finished saree before it is picked up by the 
master weaver. If there are any imperfections the 
master weaver will reject it and half a month of hard 
work will have been wasted. In this shop the palette 
of colors is limited to red, gold, purple and green and 
black. In other shops the palette of colors is broader.
 In the far right bottom image a weaver stops 
weaving to show a visitor an example of the complex-
ity of images done in his shop. Often designs like this 
one are handed down from generation to generation 
of weavers in a family.
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On the far left is a five story house that has been 
occupied by the same weaving family for over one 
hundred years. It is owned by a master weaver Jamil 
Nasir Ansari and inhabited by his extended family. 
It is built in a typical way with a central shaft, left 
image, which allows fresh air and light to reach every 
floor. On the bottom floor is a very large room filled 
with looms. Jamil Nasir Ansari employs expert weav-
ers to weave high end sarees for international clients. 
He also employs boys who come to the workshop 
after school to learn how to weave. Three to six men 
weave in this shop at any given time. However, Jamil 
naris Ansari never weaves.
 On the second floor of this building Jamil’s 
mother spends her days resting while his sister sews 
trim onto sarees. His wife winds bobbins on a hand 
winding machine. The kitchen is on the fourth floor 
and on the top floor retired hand looms are stored. 
 In the bottom image Jamil poses in front 
of his workshop/home with some of his sons and 
relatives making jokes in the background. His motor 
bike is next to teethered sheep who will be sacrificed 
as part of the Bakr Eid festival which will happen in 
a few days. 
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This  43 year old expert weaver has come from Mumbai to weave a saree of largely gold thread (zari) for the wife of the 
King of Dubai. He will be paid $105 dollars to weave this saree while the King will pay $1,200 for the finished piece.

Weaving is done face down so that the surface of the saree remains clean. A vibrant  trim pattern is being added to the left 
of the main design. Individual bobbins are used to add delicate additional design elements woven into the saree itself.

These boys check in after school to learn how to do complex weavings. In prior times boys did not got to school. However, 
today elementary school has become manditory for slightly more affluent weaving communities. Aside from the single 
light bulb immediately above the loom, the rest of the weaving room is dark. 

While all of this activity is taking place on the many floors of this establishment, Jamil Nasir Ansari can be seen on the 
streets in his spotless white kulta hanging out in a local tea shop with his friends.
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In the images on this page and the next young boys operate and maintain mechanized weaving machines. In the top im-
age plain fabric is being produced and thus there is no need for a jacquard machine.

The strands of the jacquard machine are visible in the top left of this image which determine the complex pattern being
produced. While I was there electricity stopped and I had to be led out via the flashlight of my host’s cell phone.

The jacquard machine cards needed to be fixed and so this boy climed up to make the necessary adjustments.
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Typically, women prepare the thread and looms for weaving and men do the weaving. However, in Sarai Mohana, a village 
outside of Varanasi, this woman operated her own mechanical loom.

These looms, typical of the automated looms in some small shops in Varanasi, look like a remnant of a mechanical age 
that is being taken over by highly mechanized looms in weaving centers in Mumbai and other high tech cities. 

I asked this weaver if I could take his photos while he watched over the looms.

Then he pulled out his cell phone and took a photo of me. We both laughed.
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After the master weaver collects finished sarees from the weavers, he takes them to a finishing house where starch is 
sprayed on them and dried to give the final sarees lusterous saturated colors.

Sarees sprayed with starch are wound around a wooden core and dried in the sun or in drying rooms.

The woman on the left had traveled from a rural vil-
lage to visit relatives in Nati Imli, a very poor section 
of Varanasi. In villages throughout India piece work 
is given to people for very little pay. She brought with 
her an example of the work she and her relatives 
do all day long every day (below). In this case, she 
stitched together with a few stitches finished sarees 
so that they can be sold in a market without opening 
up.  
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In this rural village, the daughters in this family apply sequins and ornaments rather than go to school.

These girls work all day long applying sequins to mechanically woven fabric. 

Men in a saree decorating factory in Varanasi apply ornamets to yards of plain commercially woven fabric for sarees.

When the husband became too ill to weave, he and his wife shifted to gluing gliter onto sarees. 
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Embroidery details are applied by this man by hand using a sewing machine and embroidery hoop, a traditional way of
adding decoration to fabric. Women often do embroidery work as well.

The son of a Jacquard machine maker studied digital design in high school with the hope of having an easier economic 
life. This design was translated into a computerized embroidery system to be produced by modern embroidery machines.

This mechanized embroidery machine is controlled by designs inputted on the computer in the top right of this picture. 
Long rolls of fabric are mechanically embroidered in this way.

This young boy, the only one in the shop when we were there, repaired a broken thread.
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A very poor family of four generations of all women, with the exception of one grandson, barely survive by cutting zari 
threads off the back of machine generated fabric to reveal the primary patten visible on the right side of the fabric.

Working 12 - 14 hours a day they are able to cut threads from four yards of fabric a day, earning 30 rupees a day.

This machine is able to cut zari thread off the back of machine woven commerical fabric at a rate of 1,500 yards a day.

Zari threads pile up in rural villages outside Varanasi 
where people suffer from respiratory problems.

While zari threads do not need to be cut off the back 
of hand loomed fabric because the small internal 
designs are woven into the saree by hand during 
the weaving process, during weaving of mechani-
cally woven commercial fabric zari weft threads are 
continued the entire width of the fabric, leaving long 
loose lines of zari thread which means that the back 
side of the fabric does not have the design integrity 
of the front side.
 Thus, those threads must be removed. In 
individual homes in Varanasi and in small villages 
outside the city women are employed to hand cut 
these threads from the back of the material. They 
can work at a rate of about four feet a day and earn 
less than 30 rupees a day for their work. 
 By contrast, huge machines like the one 
above can remove those excess threads at a rate of 
1,500 meters a day. The thread from this process is 
collected and resold to zari thread makers as another 
form of income.
 While traditionally, zari thread has been 
made from metals such as gold, silver and copper, 
today inexpensive metallic looking thread made of 
synthetic material is often used for mass produced 
fabric or inexpensive sarees. 
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This master saree designer has his own design 
and weaving establishment which he operates 
with his son. He believes that his family came 
from an area near the Ural Mountains over three 
hundred years ago, through Goa and finally to 
Varanasi. His family has been involved in saree 
weaving ever since. Today he works with his son 
to design, weave and distribute his saree designs.
 He discussed old weaving machines and 
weavings which were done before the Jacquard 
machine was invented. He also traced the com-
plex steps involved in designing sarees and the 
selection of dyes uniquely chosen for each saree. 
And, he finally pulled out a magnificent col-
lection of sarees that he had designed and had 
woven in his own weaving workshop. 
 He is very unusual in that he designs and 
also produces weavings. Most master weavers 
hire designers to do the design phase of produc-
tion. In prior times often the weavers themselves, 
not master weavers, designed fabrics. 
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This weaving was accomplished on a hand loom before 
the Jacquard loom was invented. 

The warp structure of this old piece of weaving reveals 
much thicker threads than are used today.

The hand drawn design is translated into a weaving on an ancient weaving machine a line at a time.

Fabric of this complexity reflects the vertuosity of 
which emerged wtih the Jacquard machine.

In specialty houses, specific dyes for each saree are chosen. Then the warp and weft silk is dyed to accompish the complex 
designs produced here.
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Top side of a complex saree which integrates complex large and small floral motifs as well as edge patterns.

Bottom side of the saree in the top picture reflecting an entirely different aspect of this weaving.

A highly complex weaving in which the warp fibers are dyed in very pricise and subtly different colors to create a quiet but 
complex pattern.

A close-up of the top pattern revealing the effect of warp dyed fibers on the finished fabric.
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A highly complex saree using zari threads which integrates geometric and organic design elements.
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The weaving workship of the master weaving designer.
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A separate workshop in a different section of town 
devotes its labor to cleaning and repair of sarees 
which have been stained. The person on the right is 
the son of the man who began this business over fifty 
years ago. They developed a series of solvents which 
they believe can clean almost any stain.
 In some cases where the fabric has been 
bleached they must select a dye color and redye the 
problem area so that it is invisible. 

This man earned a Ph.D in Urdu at a local uni-
versity and now he and his four brothers live with 
his parents and extended family in this five story 
modern home. The family sells sarees throughout 
India and internationally. 
 He told us about the cemetaries in the 
neighborhood and the system of burial. Typically 
individual families own a small plot of land and 
hire someone to live in a hut on the land to guard 
the bodies buried on it. Muslim graves are simple 
mounds with no markers. So, a plot of graves 
looks like a series of slightly raised grass covered 
bumps. 
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Commercial saree sales rooms are common on main streets in areas such as Madanpura, where Indian women and oc-
casionally tourists come to browse. 

Typically women come in groups and make the salesman show them dozens of sarees which need to be neatly folded up
after they leave. 

Some up scale saree show rooms are on street level below the home of the owner which is on multiple levels above.

A salesman shows this group of women dozens of sarees which he tirelessly unfurls until the floor is piled with shimmer-
ing silk. 
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EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS
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GRADES K - 12
Education for children of Muslim weavers in Vara-
nasi is improving. In 2012 more children are able to 
go to urban schools than in prior times, structuring 
their school hours so that boys can also go to work in 
weaving facilities in the afternoon after school. How-
ever, in poorer communities and in villages outside 
the city school is of poor quality or non existant.

Sometimes boys and girls go to the same school in 
lower grades where they often study in the same 
classroom. However, after grade 5, they are sepa-
rated. Other schools only teach boys from K - 12th 
grade. Girls are required to have their head covered 
or not, depending on community standards. After 
grade 5-6, boys and girls go to separate schools.

Students learn Urdu, Hindi, and English as well as 
sevearal other subjects and the principal said that t 
hey had a matriculation rate of 90% which I had no 
way of verifying. However, how good their language 
skills are is questionable. I tried talking with some 

students and could not get farther than “What is 
your name?” On the chalk board in one classroom 
was the following sentence: “The servant bit the dog.”

In one school the principal  had accomplished 
a computer lab with ancient computers. I was           
impressed because it was the only one I saw in over 
ten schools I visited. For the most part, the arts, 
theatere and music are not taught in these schools. 
However, in the same school that had computers 
the principal, a woman, had added art classes to the 
curriculum, and in the biology class, students were 
required to do exact drawings as well.

Whether these schools adequately prepare students 
to go to college is questionable. Most students drop 
out by grade 8 and rarely is a student from these 
schools able to pass the college entrance exam.

Entrance to a girls school in Madenpura.

Early primary school class with boys and girls, some who have their head covered and some do not.

Early primary school class for girls.
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Elementary school classroom containing only girls.

Elementary school classroom with boys and girls, some who have their heads covered.

HIgh school biology class for girls.

A notebook of a female student in a high school biology class showing student’s ability to make biological drawings.
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Outside a classroom in a boys school. A young student studying the Koran.

A classroom for young boys studying the Koran.

A classroom for boys studying mathematics.

A classroom for older boys studying the Koran.
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JAMIA SALFID
Jamia Salfid is a Wahhabi oriented Arabic stud-
ies school for boys and young men from 5th grade 
through BA and MA programs. In India about 85% 
of Muslims identify as Barelvis, a peace loving group. 
Wahhabis are the conservative sect of Muslims.

About 700 students from all over India live and study 
in this school and all tuition, books, clothing and 
room and board are free. I was told that it was impo-
lite for me to ask where the funding comes from. I 
did ask the principal how Arabic studies has changed 
in recednt years and he said that it had not changed.

The campus is huge and built in Islamic architectural 
style with beautiful continuous patterns integrated 
into the masonry and minaret type structures adorn-
ing the tops of many of the brilliant white buildings. 
In the central courtyard poys in white kultas and 
long skirts were playing soccer or badminton. The 
library was filled with students silently studying who 
did not look up from their books as we toured. 

Young girls coming home from school.

High school age girls leaving school. Central courtyard of Jamia Salfid.
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A professor studying.

Boys relaxing or playing soccer in the central field.

The principal of this school.

Students reading in the library of Jamia Salfid.
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On the grounds of the Weaving Institute are beautiful decaying buildings, like this one, a remnant of British 
occupation.

WEAVING INSTITUTE
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Many branches of the Weaving Institute are located throughout India to teach traditional weaving and dying practices. 

In this hand design classroom, students practice drawing weaving designs using graph paper rather than the computer.

Students learn about traditional dying techniques but only learn to make synthetic dyes shown below.
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In the chemistry lab, students learn to make precise colors which they describe in notebooks like the one below. The 
director of this lab said that they have an environmental analysis lab and have been responsible for many compounds 
taken off the market because of their toxicity.

This man learns to weave using a complex loom that pre-dated the Jacquard  machine.
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This complex old two story high loom has bamboo 
like cross-bars similar to looms today.

This man learns to operate a tradition punch card machine which can make many holes at one time, a more efficient 
method than the one used today.
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On a side street in Kojwa, a district of Varanasi, people involved in specific aspects of weaving, such as loom construction, 
silk dying, glitter gluing, zari cutting live and work.

Weaving 12 - 16 hours a day six days a week, this man can barely support his family. He considered becoming a construc-
tion worker or pedicab driver but his wife’s family won’t let  him have a job of such low status. Neither he nor his wife can 
read and so he is unable to find jobs in the newspaper or deal with legal documents without help.

STORIES
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In a small village near the Ganges, people struggle to support their families by weaving. The man below borrowed 100,000 
rupees from his aunt to purchase an automatic weaving machine, promising to repay her every month.

This is the machine that he purchased. However, he did not anticipate that the electricity would be intermittent. Recently, 
the village did not have power for over two weeks and so machine weaving completely stopped. He retained one of his 
hand looms so that he was able to keep working.

He has not been able to repay his aunt the money he owes her and now does not know how he can afford to send 
his children to school.
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WASEEM AKHTAR AND FAMILY

My translator and I walked through the small wood-
en gate in the wall on an unpaved street into the uni-
verse that is the home of Waseem Akhtar, his fam-
ily and extended family. In the entrance courtyard 
stands a huge tree near the water pump. Here freshly 
dyed saree silk was drying on poles in the sun. The 
person who was dying that silk is the brother-in-law 
of Waseem. He, his wife and eight children live in the 
compound as well as Waseem, his wife and five chil-
dren. However, it appears that each family lives quite 
separately, eating separately, administrating separate 
businesses, and making different decisions about the 
education of their children. Waseem and his family 
have a trim cutting and sewing business; his brother-
in-law and family dye yarn and weave sarees.

Many long strips of brightly machine embroidered 
saree trim were laid side by side on the brick walk-
way between small buildings and Waseem’s daughter 
was bent over cutting more strips. Waseem ushered 
us into a small room on which a clean piece of fabric 
had been placed on the floor and indicated that we 
should sit. This is one of two very small rooms that 
this family uses as their living, working, eating and 
sleeping space. It is about 8’ x 6’ x 8’. The shelves 
ringing the walls above us were packed with boxes 
and cooking pots. Baby Sultana, Waseem’s wife, and 
several of his children intermittently joined us as we 
talked.

Waseem’s father and his family have lived in this 
compound since 1946 when they moved from 
Madenpura to get more space for their family.  They 
are isolated in terms of living in close proximity to 
many other Muslim weaving families. Waseem said 
that, their main community is still in Madenpura, 
where he goes every day to get trim for his busi-
ness.  Waseem lives here with his wife Baby Sultana, 
and five children, a son Sibgatullah age 5, daughter 
Gulnaz age 12 in 7th grade, son Azim in 9th grade, 
and two other daughters, Gulistan who is 18 and 
only finished 8th grade in a school in Madanpura. 
The oldest daughter, who I have never seen, went to 
live with Baby Sultana’s parents when she was five 
years old, and has lived there ever since help them, 
because there were no other females living there and 
the boys were in school. This daughter never went 
to school. The youngest three children go to Nirman 
K-10 school.

Waseem’s father took him out of school at age eight 
because he got into a fight. So, he began working full 
time in the family weaving business at a very early 
age. Waseem decided to have only five children, 
spaced several years apart, so that he could provide 
them a quality life. Even though it is expensive for 
him, he sends his younger children to Nirman so 
that they can get a better education than in public 
school. His wife Baby Sultana never went to school.

His three younger children speak English, a re-
flection of their special educational experience at 
Nirman. I asked Gulnaz what she hopes to do when 
she finishes school. She wants to become continental 
chef cooking fusion cuisine and plans to pay for her 
education by being a teacher. Waseem said that he 
hopes that his sons will go to college and become 
engineers or professionals of some kind rather than 
weavers. Waseem’s sister’s children go to the ma-
drasa, religious school, in the neighborhood and 
then after school return home to help with the family 
business. After 8th grade they will return home to 
work full time. These children do not speak English.

In the last ten years there has been a great change in 
Waseem’s ability to support his family. The cost of liv-
ing has increased for food, gas, and household items. 
However, there is no improvement in the financial 
conditions for weavers. Today it is more difficult for 
a hand loom weaver to make a living than it was ten 
years ago. Prices have gone up for everything, but not 
equally. The cost of weaving materials has gone up 
50%, but the price of sarees has only risen 5%. 

Waseem used to be a weaver. However, two years ago 
he made the decision to go exclusively into the trim 
sewing business which he found more lucrative. This 
reflected the changing fashion for more elaborate 
sarees. So, from about 8:15 a.m. until he goes to the 
mosque at 1:00 p.m. Waseem  and Gulistan cut trim 
fabric so that his wife and Gulistan can sew it onto 
sarees. He cut it outside on the long thin outdoor 
walkway dividing the small rooms on the left and 
right. Baby Sultana sewed from 8:15 a.m. until I left 
at 5:45 p.m. in a tiny room not larger than 5’x6’x5’ 
which doubles as the bedroom for her and Waseem 
at night. Gulistan swept the walkway and kitchen, 
cooked lunch and then sewed trim in the kitchen all 
afternoon. The kitchen, about 5’ x 8’ x 7’, also serves 
as the bedroom for Waseem’s two boys and two girls. 
The family works this way seven days a week.

Waseem Akhtar on the street outside in front of the door to his family compound.

Sigbatullah, Baby Sultana, Gulistan and Gulnaz (left to right) in their kitchen which is their dining room, living room and 
bedroom for four children.
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Waseem and his family will celebrate Bakr Eid for 
three days, sacrificing two lambs whose meat they 
will share with relatives and poor neighbors. Dur-
ing the ceremony they say prayers, dig a pit, put the 
blood of the lambs in it and then fill it in with dirt. 
Their ability to make this sacrifice indicates that, 
while they are not wealthy, they have enough to give 
rather than receive. Poorer people we interviewed do 
not plan to sacrifice any animals and are hopeful that 
others will share their meat with them. 

At the moment Waseem’s largest life dilemma is 
finding a husband for his oldest daughter who is 
eighteen. He is working through an intermediary 
from the community who is a matchmaker. Also, 
people in the community know who is unmarried 
and are helping him. A wedding will cost 2-3 lak, 
or about $1,500 – $2,000, and that he, as the father 
of the bride, must pay for the whole expense which 
includes buying jewelry for the important women in 
the groom’s family. He is trying to prepare for this 
financially right now.

Waseem does not have a bank account or credit card. 
He takes care of all of his transactions with cash. He 
had a bank account but because he did not use it for 
three years, due to lack of money, the bank closed 
it. He wants to open another account so that he can 
begin to save. He will need it if he wants to pay for 
his daughter’s wedding. 

Another day I returned to better understand a typical 
day for the whole family. I arrived a little early, in 
time to see Waseem’s three youngest children leave 
for school When I arrived Baby Sultana insisted that 
I have a cup of tea and a wonderful pancake made 
of ground bean and wheat flour, filled with sautéed 
onions and flavored with fennel.

Waseem operates his trim sewing business on credit 
in which he gives the middle man the trimmed 
sarees without being paid; the middle man then gives 
them to the saree seller and when the seller sells the 
sarees, he pays the middle man who then pays Was-
eem. In this system it takes Waseem three months 
to get paid. He has to have enough money to survive 
those three months. However, now the flow of money 
is regular and predictable. Waseem also functions as 
an intermediary, hiring others outside of his family 
to sew trim for him to make extra money.

Lunch was about 2:00 p.m. and consisted of rice with 
dahl and fresh onions. After a brief rest people went 
back to work. The brother-in-law’s kitchen served 

as the resting place and T.V. room for the family. 
However, I never saw Waseem’s family, except for 
his youngest boy, age 5, go into it. Throughout the 
afternoon the girls in that room were sewing and/or 
cooking while watching Bollywood films. 

Azim and Gulnaz returned home from school about 
4:00 p.m. There was a call to prayers about 4:00 p.m. 
and Waseem put on his white kulta and skull camp 
and went to the mosque. One daughter covered 
herself with a piece of fabric and sat outside praying. 
Another put down a prayer mat in the dying room 
and prayed. I left about 6:00 p.m. before the family 
quit working for the day.

I returned the following Sunday to better understand 
life from Baby Sultana’s perspective. Baby Sultana put 
out a breakfast spread, including a savory chicken 
dish and a tomato vegetable dish, chapatis, rice, 
tomatoes and cucumbers which I had brought, and 
a sweet which looked like dough pretzels in sugar 
sauce. The meal ended with chai. Usually Baby Sul-
tana spends the rest of the day in her tiny room sew-
ing trim. Her older daughter cleans the compound 
and cooks lunch.

Baby Sultana never spoke when I came before. 
Waseem did all of the talking.  This time she seemed 
more talkative. She is 35 and Waseem is 40. She 
has lived in this neighborhood her whole life. Her 
mother and father had eight children, six boys and 
two girls. All of the boys went to school, but the girls 
did not because girls are not allowed to go alone to 
school and there was no one to take her to school. So, 
she spent her childhood at home helping with chores 
and weaving, leaving on rare occasions to visit rela-
tives. Her grandfather taught her Arabic so that she 
can read the Koran and she taught herself Urdu and 
Hindi well enough to be able to read the newspaper.
 
She had seen Waseem in the neighborhood while 
growing up and so was familiar with him when his 
parents selected her to be his wife. She could have 
said ‘no’ and so her parents would have had to find 
someone else. But, she agreed. During her childhood 
while her family was poor, her father was able to sup-
port them through weaving. In that generation it was 
not typical for women to work at anything other than 
housework and childcare. However, today, because 
life has become so expensive, she must work, which 
she has done for the last six years since her children 
began going to school. She and Waseem made the 
decision to have only five children because of the

Baby Sultana watches Waseem cut trim on the path 
which divides the family compound. Next to him is 
the pile of fabric still to be cut.

Baby Sultana sews saree trim all day long in a tiny room which is also the bedroom for her and Waseem.

Waseem goes to the mosque many times a day to 
pray and Baby Sultana prays at home. Gulnaz doesn’t 
pray because she is in school. When she grows up 
and lives in her own house, she says she will pray five 
times a day. 

I asked Baby Sultana and her daughters if they felt 
comfortable with my taking their photos. They were 
all fine with my taking pictures. I asked them why 
some women don’t feel comfortable being photo-
graphed. They said that it is a personal choice. After 
the age of 16 only men go onto the street to purchase 
things like daily food. Women are not allowed to pur-
chase food at the market. However, when she needs 
to buy things for the kitchen or family, Baby Sultana 
puts on her berka and goes to a special street where 
Muslim women shop. Gulnaz, age 12, said that as a 
girl she is not allowed to purchase food at local mar-
kets. I asked her how she feels about having to wear a 
berka when she is 16. She said that she feels sad. 
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decline in the economy. However, in making this 
decision, they limited the number of people who 
contribute to the family income.

Later in the afternoon the following day I went to 
Waseem’s house to photograph one last step in his 
process, his interactions with the middle man, who 
lived and worked in Madanpura. His business card 
read A. Masjood, A. R. & Sons, Manufacturer of 
Exclusive Fancy Banarasi Sarees. Before this interac-
tion, Waseem delivered some trim and sarees on his 
bicycle to another location to be stitched. Then he 
returned and loaded a large parcel of trimmed sarees 
on the back of his bicycle to take to the middle man 
in Madenpura.

The middle man refused to be photographed, claim-
ing that it is against his religion. The building we 
were in was his home which he shares with his two 
brothers and their families. This building was origi-
nally owned by his grandfather and father who were 
also saree selling middleman. The grandsons have 
expanded the business and today they sell through-
out India. Every day Waseem comes here to deliver 
and pick up 100 meters of material for 16 sarees. 

Every day he cuts trim and his wife and daughter sew 
it. He left this meeting with more fabric that will be 
sewn and brought back the following day. 

Waseem’s sister also sews saree trim for extra money. Gulistan sews trim while outside her cousin winds bobbins for weaving sarees.
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The kitchen of Waseem’s sister is used to prepare and eat meals, sew trim on fabric and watch televksion. It also becomes 
the bedroom for the children at night.

Waseem daily loads his bicycle with sarees sewn with 
trim to take to Madenpura.

This is the pile of fabric he brings back to be cut and 
sewn by his fmaily the next day.

Waseem has dropped off the sewn sarees and is preparing to pick up more fabric to be sewn the following day.
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Waseem’s sister prays in the room used as the kitchen, 
television room and bedroom.

Waseem dressed to pray at the local mosque.

In another home a son chants prayers to his mother while she prays. The ancient mosque that Waseem attends while it is being renovated. 



106 107

Waseem’s youngest son Sigbatullah has a wonderful time rolling in meters of saree silk.
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Not all Muslim women wear burkas when shopping. This young Muslim woman is dressed in typical Hindu clothes 
and attends a Christian school. She spoke to me in English, which most Muslim women could not speak.

On this street near Madanpura Muslim women are free to shop for fabric, household items and clothing.

Women who observe purdah are allowed to shop on this street.
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MAHMOOD AHMAD AND FAMILY

By chance we met Mahmood Ahmad on the street in 
Madanpura, the father of three students at Nirman, 
who invited us for a Bakr Eid holiday meal in his 
home. (Bakr Eid commemorates the story of Abra-
ham who sacrificed an animal rather than his son to 
show his devotion.) We wound our way through nar-
row passageways until we came to a small door in a 
three story building. Climbing up two flights of stairs 
we finally came to the top floor, where Mahmood, 
age 52, lives with his four children and wife Azra 
Khatoon, age 45. 

While Azra cooked constantly for an hour, bending 
over a burner on the floor, Imram, her twelve year 
old son, chopped recently slaughtered lamb meat. 
Ummehani, twelve, took care of her retarded brother 
Irshad, age nine. Ejaz, age seventeen, was working at 
a local pharmacy. 

Mahmood told us the story of his family. He was the 
youngest of eleven children, two boys and nine girls. 
His grandfather had been a religious man and his fa-
ther a writer. When he was nine years old, his father 
passed away, leaving his mother with the responsi-
bility of supporting the family. So, he quit school, 
never learning to read, and apprenticed as a weaver. 
His older brother was a poet and very bad at earning 
money.  Mahmood bore financial responsibility for 
supporting the family and also paid for the weddings 
of four of his sisters.
 
A loom became available at the place he wove so he 
bought it and became self-sufficient as a weaver, an 
important financial step. He was able to support his 
family by weaving at home. Then in 1998 the po-
lice accused him of selling heroin. He was wrongly 
convicted and sentenced to six months in jail, where 
he was brutalized. All the bones in his feet were 
broken and so when he left prison he could never 
work as a weaver again. He opened a pan shop (pan 
is a popular legal mild narcotic). Then he began to 
hire people to sew trim onto sarees, the business that 
he has today. He purchases the trim and his wife and 
other people sew it onto sarees. 

His three older children are normal but his young-
est son Irshad, age nine, was brain damaged at birth 
resulting in his mental and physical disabilities. If 
Mahmood and Azra had had enough money at that 
time, doctors could have operated on Irshad and he 
would have been normal. Because they were poor, 
Irshad did not have the operation and so now needs 
constant care. 

Several years ago Mahmood had been able to pur-
chase this building because people thought it was oc-
cupied by ghosts and so no one would buy it. He now 
rents out the bottom two floors to four families and 
his family occupies the top floor consisting of a tiny 
kitchen and small additional room where they eat, 
sleep, sew and live during the day. In addition, they 
have outdoor roof space for washing and food prepa-
ration because their floor is the top of the building.

Azra, and Ummehani served us a holiday meal on a 
plastic mat on the floor, spicy ground lamb patties 
with onions on them and dough balls in a sweet liq-
uid. They kept adding to the platter filled with patties 
and insisted that we eat more. I felt like I was in my 
grandmother’s home who used to do the same thing. 

In all of the interviews I had been conducting, the 
women are usually silent and the men do most of the 
talking. I wanted to understand the world of women 
in purdah. Azra is the main caretaker of Irshad. Since 
his birth she has almost never left the third floor of 
this home to care for him. Mahmood said that when-
ever she needs something, like slippers, he goes out 
to get it for her. 

The family and I had an extended conversation about 
purdah because I was trying to understand which 
women are covered when they go out and which 
are not. Azra said that customs of the community 
determine this practice. Some communities require 
women to be covered when they go out and others 
do not. This community does require women to be 
covered. She said that some girls look forward to 
coming of age and some do not. Being covered can 
give them the feeling of empowerment because when 
covered, they can see others but other people cannot 
see them.

I spent the rest of the morning with Azra, Mahmood, 
and Irshad. I tried to have as little presence as pos-
sible so that they would go about their lives. Azra got 
up at 6:00 a.m. to get the children ready for school 
and Mahmood slept until 9:30 a.m. It seemed that 
Mahmood did very little except roll and chew pan 
many times during the morning while Azra worked 
continuously. First, Irshad needed to have his pants 
changed and so Azra did this and then bathed him. 
Then, she put him on a plastic chair where he usually 
sits during the day and proceeded to wash the dishes 
on the roof outside. Then, she and Mahmood had a 
late breakfast of large chapattis and lamb stew from
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Azra washes dishes on the room as one of the tenants in the building climbs to the upper roof to dry her clothes.

Azra changes Irshad’s clothes after he has wet them.

the night before. I had flash backs to having a meal 
with desert tribal people in Baluchistan, Pakistan, 
who ate watery mutton stew and homemade bread at 
almost every meal.

Azra then thoroughly dusted and swept every square 
inch of her tiny home. The family does everything 
in the main room. It is devoid of furniture except a 
metal closet at one end and television at the other, 
making flexible use of this space possible. Here the 
family eats, sleeps, rests, watches television, dresses, 
entertains and hangs out. On the roof a central shaft 
in the building, allows people on all three floors to 
see and shout to each other throughout the day.

After she cleaned up breakfast Azra rubbed oil into 
the hair and skin of Irshad. She then gave him eight 
different kinds of medicine, shaking her head and 
saying that he has liver problems because of the med-
icine. Then she took out her iron and set up a pad on 
the floor made of one her husband’s skirts and ironed 
kurtas and pants for Mahmood and Imran who were 
going to the mosque at 1:00 p.m. 

Finally, she went into the kitchen to prepare lunch. 
She cooked potatoes, onions and water in a pressure 
cooker on an electric coil, connecting two bare wires 
in the wall to start the flow of electricity. She then 
collected various spices and went outside to a grind-
ing stone on the roof floor and with a flat rectangular 
grinder pulverized the spices. The stone was in the 
shape of a Muslim prayer stone.

All the while Mahmood was lounging on the floor 
eating pan and talking with her or spacing out. 
At one point he turned on the television, flipped 
through some channels and then turned it off. He 
seemed to know about the great amount of devasta-
tion of hurricane Sandy in New York City. However, 
when I asked him who he supported in the upcom-
ing U.S. election for president, he said he didn’t want 
to get involved in U.S. politics. 

Azra and Mahmood shared gestures of affection 
through the morning. For instance, he made her pan, 
got scissors when she needed to clip some threads 
from his pants, and helped with Irshad periodically. 
I thought that they would work together sewing trim 
onto sarees. However, it turned out his work is as 
a middleman to give trim jobs to other people. So, 
rarely does he actually do any physical work. He said 
that his work is outside the home; her work is inside 
the home.

Through the door I could see the sky and a raucous 
crow who staked out a spot on the roof was making 
a lot of noise. A family of huge monkeys gracefully 
jumped from building to building and eventually 
ended up on our roof. Ummehani said that some-
times monkeys invade their kitchen, destroying their 
things, so they have to be careful to put everything 
away.

Finally it was 1:00 p.m. and time to go to the mosque. 
Ummehani and Imran returned from school. Im-
ran put on his kurta and pants with his father and 
then we all set out for the mosque. Ummehani was 
determined to stay with me to help me on the street 
in case I had trouble. She selected a strategic location 
by the mosque so that we could see people coming 
and going from two entrances of the mosque. She 
said that the imam inside was telling people to live a 
spiritual and honest life.
 
Ummehani said that people were saying to her that 
her family was probably getting money from me, as 
criticism that they were associating with me. This 
family is very brave to allow me into their home in 
the face of potential community reprisals. When we 
went to the store later we were going to take Imran, 
but Mahmood decided that we should not go with 
too large a group because we might attract attention 
and collect a crowd. 

While Ummehani and I were waiting by the mosque 
a woman in a burka carrying a young child wrapped 
in a white cloth approached us. The child was badly 
disfigured. The woman said that there had been a 
gas explosion in their home because of a hole in the 
gas line and six people had been badly burned. The 
daughter she was holding was grotesquely disfigured. 
She said that she would be going to Banaras Hindu 
University for plastic surgery. The child had lost one 
eye and her entire face and body down to her belly 
button was a mass of scar tissue. She had come to 
wait for prayers to end at the mosque in hopes of 
getting donations for her daughter. I gave her some 
money, a drop in the bucket compared to what she 
needed. She moved to the steps of the mosque and 
waited for prayers to end with a man on crutches 
with a missing leg. 

Prayers ended and a steady stream of men and boys 
poured out of the front and side entrances of the 
three story mosque. We went home for lunch. Azra 
served her delicious stew with cilantro, fresh onions 
and freshly made crispy crackers which she placed
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Azra irons Mahmood’s kurta while he talks with her.

Mahmood flips through the television channels while Azra gives Irshad medicine.

on top of the stew. The family sat on the floor and ate 
together on a plastic woven mat on top of which they 
put a plastic tablecloth.
 
It was now 3:00 p.m. and we were about to go out 
to the market when Azra’s mother and Mahmood’s 
sister came for a visit. Mahmood’s sister said that she 
loves her brother so much that she frequently stops 
by just to visit with him. This sister has two daugh-
ters, one grown and a fifteen year old who still lives 
at home. She said that in six months her daughter 
will begin purdah so she will be covered whenever 
she goes out. 

Her second husband used to be a weaver but decided 
that it would be more lucrative to have a store and 
now makes samosas on a major street in the area. 
Their food concession in the front of their store is 
open in the mornings. So, financially they are in 
good shape. She told us that there are eight sisters in 
this family. In addition, she has nine sister-in-laws 
from her second marriage. So, Mahmood, who is the 
only male in this generation, is rich with women rel-
atives who love him. We asked how many nieces and 
nephews he has and he said that he had hundreds.

After our visit we went to a fruit and nut store in the 
basement of a building on the main street where I 
purchased almonds, cashews and figs for the family. 
I wanted to get them things that they love and nor-
mally can’t afford. Mahmood insisted that we get a 
cup of tea at the side of the road before I went home.

In conversations during my visit I learned that the 
three older children in this household ate no food 
until dinner. Sometimes they have tea and a cracker 
for breakfast, but they did not eat lunch at Nirman 
because the family does not pack one for them and 
they cannot afford to buy lunch. So, the children 
do not eat until dinner. Ummehani complained of 
having headaches during the day and feeling faint 
at school in the afternoon. I understood why once I 
realized that she only eats one meal a day, dinner. 

The following week I returned so that I could speak 
with Azra. While I had been able to photograph her, 
I wasn’t able to find out how she felt about her life. 
Mahmood is very articulate,  so I had to work very 
hard to get her to speak. She had a difficult time at 
the beginning of the interview saying anything at all. 

Azra is the third oldest of three brothers and eight 
sisters, some of whom have passed away. She was 
born in Varanasi. Her father sold sarees in South-
ern India and so traveled a great deal. She was very 
happy as a child and graduated from 8th grade. She 
can read Hindi, Urdu and Arabic (which is close to 
Urdu) and so is literate while Mahmood is illiterate. 

When she was twenty years old Mahmood’s sister 
came to her house and arranged for her marriage 
with him. This was after an intermediary had been 
consulted about eligible girls and her family and the 
community had gossiped back and forth about the 
qualities of each candidate and family. The first time 
she actually saw Mahmood was on her wedding day. 
Mahmood had been married before but had termi-
nated the marriage because he said that his first wife 
was lazy and incompetent.

Azra said that her life after her wedding has been 
very difficult and she complained of having too 
much work to do, especially since Irshad is retarded. 
She continuously works throughout the day, with her 
older children helping when they are home. 

I asked her and Mahmood when Ummehani would 
start wearing a burka. Mahmood thought she would 
start wearing one at between age fifteen and six-
teen. However, Mahmood also said that times are 
changing and she will probably not wear it in the 
work place or school, only on the street. He further 
amended this saying that she would wear it if she 
wants to. I found him remarkably flexible on this 
issue.
 
I stayed to eat dinner with the family. Azra spent four 
hours cooking goat biryani served with a yogurt/
onion/fennel sauce. She showed me how to prepare 
onions in three different ways for different purposes 
in this dish, grind fresh herbs and prepare the yogurt 
sauce. Finally by 8:00 p.m. we ate dinner. This meal 
was the most delicious one I had had in India.
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Mahmood prepared to go to the mosque while Azra 
prepares lunch for the family.

Men and boys leave the mosque after mid day prayers.

A woman carrys a badly burned child to the mosque 
in hopes of getting donations for her medical care.

This child is disfigured due to a gas explosion in her 
home.

After dinner I showed the family my photos and 
encouraged them, especially Azra, to show me the 
pictures she didn’t want in the book. Azra seemed 
delighted with the photos and only requested one be 
deleted for some reason which evaded me. Initially 
she didn’t want her face exposed in the photos and I 
kept asking her if those in which she could be recog-
nized should be deleted, but she kept insisting that 
I should keep them in the book.  I was worried that 
this portion of the project would have to be deleted.

Mahmood then pulled out a bag of silk scarves and I 
purchased two. His scarf micro business is ballast for 
the family finances should the trim business not be 
enough to support them. Ummehani demonstrated 
how she wears the scarves now at age thirteen and 
how she will wear them when she comes of age at 
sixteen.

Mahmood talks on him mobile phone while Azra 
washes the dishes.

Azra’s mother often visits with the family and sometimes brings them things from the market.
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Ummehani and her friend at the wedding of a Muslim relative.

Ummehani demonstraets how she wears the scarves her father sells now at age thirteen.

Ummehani demonstraets how she wears the scarves once she starts to observe purdah at age sixteen.
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Mohammad Sharif Ansari talked at length about the problems confronting hand loom weavers in India today.

WEAVING VILLAGE OF SARAI MOHANNA

The son of Mohammad Sharif Ansari took me on 
an hour ride to his village, Sarai Mohanna, north of 
Varanasi on the outskirts of Sarnath. He and his fa-
ther wanted to show me the problems which weavers 
confront, a wonderful and grueling four hour tour of 
several weaving villages inhabited by both Muslim 
and Hindu weavers. Mohammad Sharif Ansari and 
his son have been weavers their entire lives. How-
ever, due to the recent economic difficulties for hand 
loom weavers, Mohammad has been vocal in creat-
ing consciousness about the hardships which hand 
weavers endure in Varanasi today. He repeated many 
times that in recent years the suicide rate for hand 
loom weavers has risen.

The beauty of Sarai Mohanna belied the hardships 
that the people endure. Herds of black buffalo grazed 
along the verdant banks of a Ganges tributary. Stand 
alone red brick houses with entrance courtyards 
contained large rectangular rope beds where moth-
ers suckled infants and children played. Between the 
houses were open fields or brick walled vegetable 
gardens. Children and unfettered animals roamed 
freely in a vehicle-free environment. This village was 
quiet, away from honking vehicles of the city, the 
most common sound being of weaving machines 
coming from almost every house. The minute I 
pulled out my camera here, as everywhere, I was im-
mediately followed by packs of children who mim-
icked my English and wanted to be photographed.

I was taken to many homes to see weaving and em-
broidery facilities. Multiple families, each with five 
or more children (often 10 – 12 children) live in each 
house with each family occupying one small room 
in which they cook and sleep and in which often 
women and children sew sequins on sarees or cut 
excess thread from the back of yardage all day long. 
They cut threads from about four meters of fabric a 
day, depending on the complexity of the design, and 
earn about thirty rupees.

On the bottom floor of the houses was a room or two 
filled with looms, either handlooms or electric looms 
usually operated by men, although I did see one 
woman operating a loom. The power intermittently 
went off and so sometimes I could photograph elec-
tric looms in operation and sometimes I could not. 

Little education is available for children here and so 
they start learning to weave or sew as soon as they 

are able. Younger children looked after babies. There 
is almost no literacy here and little way out of this 
cycle of poverty. Again and again it was repeated that 
no one is paid a living wage and that the only way 
people here can survive is to live in family collectives 
and pool their resources.

In these villages the people own their own looms. 
The trend here is to upgrade from hand looms to 
power looms when a person has the resources. 
Power looms cost 1 lakh (100,000 rupees or ap-
proximately $2,000) and some families had one or 
more of them. When a weaver owns his own loom, 
he has the freedom to call his own work hours and 
can stop working at his own discretion. However, 
people who do not own their own looms and must 
weave in the shops of master weavers must keep 
working throughout the day. Thus, the fact that there 
is private ownership of looms in this village is an 
advantage. 

In addition to hand loom weaving, I was shown 
weaving factories with electric looms producing 
bolts of fabric designed on computers by uneducated 
people who are self taught in both computer technol-
ogy and saree design. And I saw magnificent hand 
loomed silk sarees that were designed by self-taught 
saree designers.

Beneath the veneer of this idyllic village are severe 
problems. The government does not improve the 
infrastructure of these villages. There is no garbage 
pickup. Education is limited. Electricity is intermit-
tent. Pools of standing water breeding malaria and 
dengue fever are a severe problem. In addition, 
threads being hand cut off yardage were piled up in a 
huge dump in one area of the village and I feared that 
the thread dust could cause respiratory problems. 

The government does little to remediate these 
problems. Every attempt by the government to help 
the weavers improve their economic conditions 
has failed. These attempts usually help the growing 
middle class but are ill conceived to help struggling 
hand loom weavers. For instance, Mohammad Sharif 
Ansari said that in recent times the signs on the 
shops of saree sellers have changed to read ‘Saree 
Sellers and Weavers.’ The addition of ‘weavers’ means 
that these businesses don’t have to pay taxes to the 
government, an added way that sellers, not weavers, 
make money. 
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Stand alone brick houses are typical dwellings which house many families.

Many automatec looms like this one generate bolts of unpatterned fabric used for clothing and furniture.

The woman in the foreground cuts zari thread off the
back of fabric while the woman in the background 
winds bobbins.

In a place where electricity is scare, cooking is often 
done in a pressure cooker on a wood burning oven.

Many people retain their hand looms for times when
electricity is not available.

A typical compound with the water pump 
outside between weaving room and kitchen.
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Typically one room serves all of the needs of the family, working, cooking, living, sleeping, as is the case in the top and 
bottom images where women are paid very little to work all day doing hand work on sarees.

Instead of going to school these girls apply sequins to sarees all day. This saree was designed and woven by this village man who taught himself how to accomplish this kind of work.
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Water buffalos rest by a tributary of the Ganges River.

Piles of discarded zari thread litter the landscape of this village posing a respiratory health hazard for residents.

Young children pump water from the communal well for their homes.

This standing pond is one of many that is a potential breeding ground for dengue fever and maleria.
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I end with this photograph to reflect my dilemma 
throughout this project. While I know that the hand 
loom weavers are having serious problems sustaining 
themselves at this time of technological and social 
change, what I also saw was great pride and dignity 
of people in their every day lives. Everyone looked 
beautiful to me regardless of their circumstances. I’m 
not sure whether this is the myopia of a tourist or 
whether the economic system that makes every per-
son and family their own small economic unit results 
in a sense of pride regardless of circumstances. 

The world I photographed may not last long. Auto-
mated weaving technologies, digital copying of com-
plex hand loom designs and synthetic materials may 
completely replace hand loom weavers unless there 
is significant government intervention. Thus, this 
workshop, home centered way of life may be replaced 
by people going to work in automated factories or 
finding jobs in other professions. The fragility of the 
knowledge of this highly skilled group of people and 
this way of life hangs in the balance. 
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