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HANDLOOM AND HANDICRAFTS IN NAGALAND: AN OVERVIEW 

DR. SANJAY CHHABRA* 

*Principal, Unity College, Dimapur, Nagaland, India 

 

ABSTRACT 

Nagaland has a rich history of handloom and handicraft with each tribe having 

their distinct designs and patterns that help us to identify them. The colorful and 

intricate patterns and designs of the Naga handloom and handicrafts do not fail to 

captivate the visitors of Nagaland. In the past, the handloom and handicraft designs 

not only had aesthetic appeal but also portrayed the status of the weaver in the society. 

The Handicrafts and handloom sector of Nagaland has vast potential for 

growth due to the availability of skilled labor and raw materials in abundance, as well 

as due to the rich cultural traditions of the local people. Most of the handicrafts and 

handloom industries of Nagaland are cottage or small scale industries which are 

mainly being managed by cooperative societies. The Nagaland Handloom and 

Handicrafts Development Cooperation Ltd. in Dimapur is the State owned 

Corporation which is responsible for promotion and marketing handloom and 

handicraft products in the State. The handicrafts and handloom products of Nagaland 

are well known for the beauty and intricacies of work. These products have 

widespread appeal and demand in the domestic as well as offshore markets. The 

natural skills of the people of Nagaland lie in basketry, pottery, cultivation, spinning 

and weaving, carving and dyeing metal work. The colorful shawls, bags and jackets 

woven by them are extremely popular. They are also excellent woodcarvers and 

famous worldwide for their art of woodcarving. As cane and bamboo grow 

abundantly in the forests and hills of the State and are readily available, the natives of 

the land have become experts in basket making. Basketry is carried out in almost 

every village of the State. Besides basketry, artisans of the State have also started 

making furniture and a wide variety of decorative items. 

INTRODUCTION 

Nagaland, with a total land area of 16,579 sq km, is one of the hill States 

located in the extreme North-Eastern part of India. The State is mostly mountainous, 

except those areas bordering the Assam valley. Mount Saramati is the highest peak in 

Nagaland with a height of 3,840 metres, and its range forms a natural barrier between 
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Nagaland and Myanmar. Due to its strategic location, the State has a huge potential to 

develop into an international business and trade hub in the East Asian region.  

Nagaland has increasingly become a preferred investment destination in the country. 

It is highly endowed with fertile soil, plentiful rainfall, salubrious climate, large 

number of plant and animal species and availability of vacant land for plantation 

purposes. All of these create a favorable condition for producing various types of 

agricultural products and agriculture and allied sectors of Nagaland, in turn, offer 

good inputs for development of a host of industries namely, floriculture, horticulture, 

rubber plantation, dairy and allied products, sericulture, tea cultivation and 

processing, bamboo shoot preservation, mushroom cultivation and processing, poultry 

farming and many more. Also, there is a great potential in the information technology 

industry of the State. In addition, Nagaland's rich forest reserve base and scenic 

beauty makes it an ideal tourist hotspot.    

HANDLOOM AND HANDICRAFT 

Nagaland is blessed by nature with picturesque landscape. It is inhabited by 

numerous tribes who adorn themselves with intricate designs and vibrant colorful 

dresses and ornaments. Nagaland has a rich history of handloom and handicraft with 

each tribe having their distinct designs and patterns that help us to identify them. The 

colorful and intricate patterns and designs of the Naga handloom and handicrafts do 

not fail to captivate the visitors of Nagaland. In the past, the handloom and handicraft 

designs not only had aesthetic appeal but also portrayed the status of the wearer in the 

society. 

The Handicrafts and handloom sector of Nagaland has vast potential for growth due 

to the availability of skilled labor and raw materials in abundance, as well as due to 

the rich cultural traditions of the local people. Most of the handicrafts and handloom 

industries of Nagaland are cottage or small scale industries which are mainly being 

managed by cooperative societies. The Nagaland Handloom and Handicrafts 

Development Cooperation Ltd. in Dimapur is the State owned Corporation which is 

responsible for promotion and marketing handloom and handicraft products in the 

State. The handicrafts and handloom products of Nagaland are well known for the 

beauty and intricacies of work. These products have widespread appeal and demand 

in the domestic as well as offshore markets. The natural skills of the people of 

Nagaland lie in basketry, pottery, cultivation, spinning and weaving, carving and 

dyeing metal work. The colorful shawls, bags and jackets woven by them are 
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extremely popular. They are also excellent woodcarvers and famous worldwide for 

their art of woodcarving. As cane and bamboo grow abundantly in the forests and 

hills of the State and are readily available, the natives of the land have become experts 

in basket making. Basketry is carried out in almost every village of the State. Besides 

basketry, artisans of the State have also started making furniture and a wide variety of 

decorative items.  
The Nagaland Handloom and Handicraft Development Corporation having realized the 

importance and prospect of Nagaland Handloom and Handicraft initiated the tapping of this 

vast potential. Nagaland Handloom and Handicraft Development Corporation (NHHDC) is an 

undertaking of the Government of Nagaland. The NHHDC has started working towards 

creating awareness amongst the people especially the local artisans. The NHHDC encourages 

the artisans to enhance their creativity based on the indigenous tribal motifs. NHHDC 

motivates the rural based artisans in producing their local products and designs. The NHHDC 

thereby generate enormous range of Handloom and handicrafts products. NHHDC not only 

tries to promote the Naga handloom and handicraft products but also to facilitate economic 

self-reliance to the unemployed youth of Nagaland. The Nagaland Handloom and Handicraft 

Development Corporation have been nominated as the Nagaland State Channelizing Agency 

for National Minorities Development and Finance Corporation (NMDFC). This has enabled 

the NHHDC to provide financial assistance to the artisans by giving them short term loan. 

The NHHDC provide various schemes for the upliftment of the local artisans. The schemes 

are undertaken on priority basis to aid and enhance the skills of the artisans. 

The Nagaland Handloom & Handicraft Development Corporation Ltd. was 

established in May 1979 under the Companies Act of 1959. The main objective of the 

corporation is to promote, develop and market the Nagaland handloom and handicraft 

products and uplift the rural weavers and artisans.The Corporation functions as a company 

with a Board of Directors chaired by a Chairman, who is nominated by the State Government. 

The executive set up is headed by a Managing Director. 

FEATURES OF HANDLOOM & HANDICRAFT SECTOR: 

There are many advocates among the Indian population, who support the 

cause of handlooms and handicrafts for various reasons including ideology, 

philosophy, sheer love for handloom products, economic arguments, etc. irrespective 

of the policies, projects and aspirations arising out of various quarters, handloom 

sector is undergoing changes which are impacting on the livelihoods of the handloom 

weavers.  Handloom and handicraft sector is an important cottage industry in India 
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and it is very old profession. Handloom weavers are known for their knowledge, 

innovation and brilliance in designs. Weaving is now considered almost an art. 

Handloom sector continues to employ large number of people in rural, semi urban and 

urban areas in India. There are nearly 3.8 million handlooms in India giving direct 

employment to about 3.5 million people in various pre and post loom process. In 

some states such as Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Rajasthan, North Eastern States, 

Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, West Bengal. This sector is visibly large and dominant in 

certain categories of clothing 

 

Handloom method of cloth production is also environment friendly and would 

be supportive of sustainable development policies aimed at reduction of negative 

impacts on environment and ecology. Handloom and handicraft sector is an important 

channel for balanced economic growth. Market for handloom and handicraft products 

is still large and wide. There is good domestic market as well as international market. 

There are die-hard consumers who would support handloom and handicraft products 

for every reason they can hold onto. 

There are estimated 32 other sectors which are dependant on handloom and 

handicraft productions. In various ways , including transportation , financial services , 

marketing service and maintain services, hotels and many handloom centres are well 

known tourist spots, drawing visitors for far places of India and foreign countries as 

well. Thus part of the tourism industry’s fortune is also influenced by handloom and 

handicraft sectors and its fame. Handloom and handicraft sector has umbilical linkage 

with cotton farmers and rural farm economy. Agriculture labour gets employment in 

handloom and handicraft sectors in non agriculture seasons. Handloom sectors have 

self sustaining mechanisms, including training for young weavers, irrespective of 

gender. The inheritance of skills, resources and capacity beyond the realm and reach 

of any modern training and educational institutions. It is a felicitation process, which 

is not dependant on the government and or any modern formal institutions. There is 

also sufficient flexibility for all types of communities to take up handloom 

productions as a profession. Handloom sector is a part of the culture and ethics of 

India and its glorious past. It has emotional bondage with nationalism and the 

champions of nationhood. It has a principle role in public opium formation during 

independence struggle against the ‘imported’ goods and ‘imposed’ industrialisation. 

Handloom production has significant contribution to the national GDP and export 
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earnings. Thus it has some influence over the foreign exchange levels and the well 

being of the economy. 

Problems of Handloom and Handicraft Industry 

Handloom and handicraft sector is organized in three predominant forms of 

productions independent weavers, co-operative system and wage weavers. The most 

prevalent system is the wage weavers. Presently, most of these wage weavers work at 

home. Their work ranges from pre-loom processing to mere weaving at different 

places. In any case, wages are decided as per the weaving and the skill involved in 

such weaving. Independent weavers are rarely seen. This is primarily because of the 

access and availability of raw materials and production investment. There are many 

issues of handloom and handicraft production, which have been lingering for the past 

several years, some even for the past hundred years. There has been no coordinated 

application to address these issues. They are likely to continue for the next ten years, 

with implications on production and thus the sustenance of handloom sector. These 

problems are:  

Raw Material supply: 

 Access to raw material such as yarn, dyes and stuffs has been a real problem. 

With increasing cotton and cotton yarn exports, yarn prices are steadily increasing. 

The availability of hank yarn the basic material from which handloom weaving is 

done- is a serious issue because it is controlled by modern spinning mills, which see 

more profit in large volume cane yarn. Secondly, since hand yarn is tax free and has 

subsidies, enormous amounts are diverted to the power loom and mill sectors. As a 

result, there is a perennial shortage of yarn for the weavers. Despite a few schemes, 

the hank yarn access issue has not been resolved.  Colours are expensive, and 

presently there is no system or mechanism to increase their availability. Handloom 

primarily uses natural fibers such as cotton, silk and jute. Prices of these fibers have 

been increasing during production and processing. Cotton production in India is 

expensive because of intensive and high usage of costly agricultural inputs such as 

pesticides and fertilizers. Secondly, while the fiber production most happen in the 

vicinity of the weavers, their processing is done in distant areas and as such the prices 

to the weaver are higher, with the central government new encouraging primary fiber 

and yarn exports, handloom weavers would be on the last priority for yarn suppliers. 
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Infrastructure and investment:  

Handloom and handicraft production is largely facilitated by private 

investment from master weavers, entrepreneurs and money lenders. The costs of such 

private investment have been very high, through the transaction costs are low. In 

recent years, the investment profile in handloom sector has also been changing. 

Traditional investor known as master weavers-who had been investing for several 

decades in handloom production have been moving away or have become reluctant to 

invest in new designs. There is also trend of diverting the capital accumulation to 

other businesses by the master weavers. Thus there is a change in characteristics of 

the production capital investment in handloom sector. There is no investment in sector 

growth. Common facilities have not been developed such as godowns, credit facilities 

(bank in the vicinity), roads, proper sanitation, etc. have not been provided anywhere.  

Responding to Market Needs: 

 While there are suggestions that handloom and handicraft sector should 

increase its design in response to changes in the market, the bottlenecks are many. 

The lack of change is not due to the weaver not being amenable to change, as is 

bandied. Rather it is due to unwillingness of the investor to take risk and provide 

incentive to weavers for effecting the change. This apart, government has been 

providing substantial grants to the National Institute of Fashion Technology (NIFT) to 

provide design support to handloom co-operatives, but nothing much has come of it, 

NIFT was granted . 42.71 crores in 2004-05 and . 22.78 crores for 2005-06. 

Handloom and handicraft designs are not protected. As a result, investors are not 

interested last they end up with the risk and those who copy the benefits. Production 

option includes development of handloom,/silk/jute marks and registration under 

Geographical Indications Act, Given the Indian scenario of governance and business 

cultures, protection for handloom and handicraft designs is impossible. 

Co-operative Systems:  

While co-operatives do help in maximising the benefits for weavers in the 

entire chain of production, their present condition is a cause of concern. The 

handloom and handicraft co-operative system is meddled with corruption and political 

interference. Many handloom weavers are not member of these co-operatives, 

government departments have to stop using them as primary sources for routing 

government funds and schemes. Co-operatives have to become independent with 
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district level government officers dispensing the tasks of management and decision 

making. 

Women:  

Women constitute a major workforce in the handloom and handicraft sector. 

Almost most of the handloom and handicraft products are meant for women. However 

their working, living and wages conditions need to be improved. They need to be 

empowered in various ways. Almost all the government schemes, projects and 

programmes on handloom sector have been and continue to bye pass this major 

workforce through various means. They do not have identity cards, which are the 

principal means through which government welfare measures are sought to be 

implemented. 

Wages, employment and Livelihood issues:  

Wages have not increased in the last 15 yrs. Some sections of handloom 

weavers are living in hand to mouth conditions with no house or assets. With 

emphasis on labour reforms, growth in works sheds and competitions, wages may not 

increase. As a result, the living and working conditions would continue to dismal. 

Poverty would drive people to hang on despite low wages. This is a blank scenario on 

livelihood and working conditions. 

PROSPECTS 

Handloom and handicraft sector is a mature industry. Change in mature 

industries tends to be evolutionary rather than revolutionary in nature, but also tends 

to be resisted. Rapid adjustments do not easily occur. The other sub-textiles sectors in 

comparisons are most recent although not necessarily less resistant to change. The 

main drivers of change in handloom and handicraft sectors, for better or worse, would 

be the followings: 

Focus areas of Handloom and Handicraft Production and Products; 

 Significant production in handloom sector caters to the needs of women and 

the products are predominantly shawls and Mekhalas and other traditional fabrics. 

While there is still a huge market for these products, the competitions in this and the 

changing life styles would necessitate the handloom sectors to change its products and 

broaden its consumers profile from particular segments to almost all segments. The 

ability of the handloom clusters to change has to be enhanced and this is where the 

future lies. 
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Consumer base of the handloom sectors has widen to include products for young and 

old, man and women, class and the mass, high cost to the cheapest cost, intricate 

design to plain fabric and low production investments to high production investments. 

The response of the handloom sectors to change in the last 15 years has been very 

encouraging. Government has to encourage any positive change in the sector, which 

sustains the character and employment of handloom productions. 

Skills, Training and Lifelong Learning:  

Handloom and handicraft skills have been passed down the generations 

through the engagement of the family. Sharing of skills, knowledge and design has 

been the strength of the handloom profession. While the proprietary behaviour among 

handloom weaver is rare, modern markets and competition is forcing the trend for 

proprietary rights as the factor for the achievements in the markets. Formal research 

institutions like Weaver Service Centres and Institutes of Handloom technology have 

failed in supporting the handloom sectors through effective research into the strength 

and needs of the sector. Most graduates of the institutions are employed in power 

loom and mill sector, than by handloom sector. However the growth and sustenance 

of sharing of skills, training and lifelong learning depend on the ability of the 

handloom sector to regain its glory and structure. 

Markets:  

Despite export boom, the Indian textile industry is primarily oriented to 

domestic markets. The large domestic market and rapidly rising domestic incomes 

therefore open important market opportunities for the textile industry. But there is 

uneven competition, with mill and power loom sectors getting subsidies in various 

forms. It is also that, power-looms have been undermining handloom markets by 

selling their products as handloom. 

Handloom sector has been a consistent source of textile exports from India, 

and has been the only sector which has successfully presented cheaper textiles imports 

coming into India. Handloom sector has been catering fully to the domestic needs and 

also value added exports in the international markets. It is time that the government of 

India recognises the strengths of its own textile sectors, and work upon further 

strengthening of this sector by undertaking appropriate policy measures. Indian textile 

sector is likely to be balanced by the bulwark of handloom production and would be 

able to remain competitive in the international markets only through the growth and 

vibrancy of the handloom production. 
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Globalisation: 

For the first time after almost four decades, with the elimination of important 

quotas on 1st June2005 pursuant to WTO rules, Indian textile and clothing sectors will 

be subject to the same trade and important rules as any other industrial sector. So it is 

the responsibility of the handloom sector to meet the challenges and at the same time 

the government has to establish a favorable frame work of conditions in which 

handloom, like other sectors, can develop and enjoy the opportunities to compete, 

domestically and internationally on the basis of equity. 

 It is important to assess the implications of WTO related textile and clothing 

trade agreement on the handloom sector. There is need to educate the handloom 

weaver on what these provisions are, and how the application of the same would 

benefit or affect them negatively. In any case, it is obvious that interest of the 

handloom sector have not been integrated into the national trade negotiating positions. 

Infact, none is aware of the government’s positions on the handloom sector. Every 

body agrees that it is not easy to analyse market access barriers, influence 

international standards or trace the impact of multilateral negotiating on exporters in 

handlooms. This becomes much more difficult when the government want to 

internationally keep out the handloom sector, as part of restructuring the Indian textile 

sector. Interests of crores of handloom weavers are being ignored. In the era of 

economic liberalisation and globalisation, the current thinking is market competition 

is the best, and all subsidies are wrong. In the case of handloom sector, policy benefits 

offered on paper are being withdrawn, while tax relief and subsidies are being offered 

to the power loom and mills sectors in the name of encouragement to exports. 

Presently handloom weavers are facing livelihood crisis because of adverse 

government policies, globalisation and changing socio-economic conditions. 

CONCLUSION 

The Nagaland handlooms and handicraft are reputed for their production of 

colorful and high textured woven cloths and bamboo products. A handloom weaving 

and bamboo handicraft in Nagaland is popular among the women and is popularly 

practiced in eleven districts of the state. With the influence of modern technology, the 

government has made an attempt to convert the use of loin looms into fly shuttle 

looms.  
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Handloom weaving in Nagaland is popularly practiced in the districts of 

Mokokchung, Wokha, Tuensang, Zunheboto, Mon, Phek and Kohima. The weavers 

produce shawls, shirts, jackets, bed-sheets, bed covers, shoulder bags, table mats and 

tea cozies. The motifs and designs that adorn the woven material differ according to 

the tribes preparing it. The designs are often named after the tribe that weaves and 

engineers the motif. The Rengma, Zeliang, Sema, Lotha and Angami are some of the 

popular colorful motifs. The colored designs and the embellishments are often 

symbols of the social status of the weaver. The basic colors used on the materials are 

blue, green, and red, black and white. To decorate the handloom woven cloths, the 

weaver often use beads, goat hair and cowrie shells which are representatives of the 

wealthy weavers. In early years, the tribal people used the extracted material from the 

bark of trees to dye the cloth and for its synthesis. However, advancement of 

technology has made the process easier.  

The total annual production from the handlooms of Nagaland is estimated to be 40 

lakhs while the commercial production rises to 18 lakhs per annum. The Nagaland 

Handloom and Handicraft Development Corporation market the handloom products 

in the eleven districts of the state and in other states of India as well. The handloom 

products of the corporation are produced in its centers and also bought from the local 

weavers of the state. The tourists may visit the emporiums established by the 

corporation in the seven districts while shopping in Nagaland.  

There is a future for handloom and handicraft sector in India beyond 2015 for 

different reasons. However, the living and working conditions for handloom weavers 

is likely to decline, unless they are specific interventions. The strength of the 

handloom sector is its large and skilled labour. There is also the strength of the Indian 

textile sector. One needs to enhance this strength and address factors that weaken this 

strength. It is time that government recognised the value of the handlooms sector in 

achieving sustainable developments of the country. On its own government would 

never be able to provide employment to such a large workforce. Going by the logic of 

liberalisation, government in turn ought to formulate, promote and encourage policies 

which sustain this employment, and can’t work to its detriment. Despite adverse 

conditions due to larger support from the consumers and being a livelihood options 
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for millions of weavers, handloom sector has been surviving, and has the potential to 

be so. Government has to ensure a “level playing field” for this sector towards healthy 

competition among the different sub-sectors of the textile industry. 
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