
The importance of spinning, weaving and embroidery is reflected in 
mythology. Athene, the Greek goddess of wisdom, was challenged to a 
weaving competition by the cunning Arachne (a story localised in Patricia 
Grace's 1981 children's book The Kuia and the Spider/ Te Kuia me te 
Pungawerewere). In Homer's Odyssey, Penelope evades the attention of 
unwelcome suitors by weaving (and unweaving) a large shroud. Historically, 
the greatest highway ever made was the Silk Road, the much-travelled 
East-West trade route dedicated to the transportation of silk from China 
to European textile-makers hungry for the exotic products and fine 
craftsmanship of the East. 

Tradition, of course, is not static. Migration, colonisation and mechanisation 
have all had an impact on the textile crafts of a particular people or location, 
but maybe because of such influences and the growing realisation that 
many of these crafts and techniques are in danger of being lost, organisations 
around the world are now endeavouring to collect, understand, learn and 
teach these ancient craftmaking processes. Textiles are usually made of 
perishable materials. Unless they are preserved in tombs or through 
exceptional natural circumstances, the skill and sophistication of these 
early items do not survive more than a few generations. But the skills 
involved do - passed down from generation to generation, much of this 
knowledge has been taken into new countries and re-established as part 
of a vital sense of cultural identity, such as the ancient Khmer traditions 
now being practised in Vietnam. Trade Aid and other fair trade organisations 

have been able to support the preservation of such skills by ensuring that 
demand for these items continues and that the labour-intensive work 
involved in the creation of many of these fine textiles are recognised by 
way of a fair return to the craftmaker so that future generations may be 
able to appreciate and learn these traditions rather than moving to the city 
in search of employment. 

In India, for example, the Sasha Association for Craft Producers has helped 
to breathe new life into the ancient art of Aari embroidery, which has 
existed in India since the Moghul courts of the twelfth century. After the 
Moghul Empire began to decline, these craftsmen scattered throughout 
India, and the fine needlework was replaced by rougher, less time
consuming embroidery on coarser fabrics. Now Sasha is supporting moves 
to revive the intricate stitchwork and so renew the respect held for these 
ancient skills. 

Today, craftmaking is recognised as an important function in any community 
and craftspeople are valued as heirs to a people's culture and traditions. 
Through the manufacture of fine textiles many women pastoralists, 
agriculturists and artisans - be they Hindu, Muslim, Jain, or Christian - are 
given added respect as income earners and as holders of traditional 
knowledge pertaining to the transformation of inexpensive cloth and thread 
into highly prized works of textile art. 

Producers from Peru - Minka 

Craftmaking, however, is one of the most lowly paid sectors in the world. 
Indeed, most craftspeople live in abject poverty. Research from India, 
where craft production forms the second largest employment sector after 
agriculture, shows that households headed by artisans generally have the 
lowest net wealth in the country and almost all (90%) are landless. Lack 
of capital to invest in raw materials, scarcity of raw materials, absence of 
sales outlets, difficulty of transport and long-distance communication, and 
lack of guidance in areas of market design and quality control all conspire 
to keep craftmaking a last option for many disadvantaged peoples. Yet, as 
a solution to rural and urban unemployment and as a means to raise the 
standard of living - particularly of women - handcrafts can be the vital first 
step out of complete poverty. As a home-based industry the handcraft 
sector requires minimum expenditure, infrastructure or training. And the 
manufacture of crafts can fit in with the demands of the agricultural 
calendar, child care and housework. 

Alongside woodwork pottery and basketry, the art of weaving and sewing 
textiles remains one of the most important crafts in the world. Not only are 
they fundamental for warmth and shelter, in many places they also play 
a vital role in ceremonies and religion as gifts and talismans. Vibrant 
garments and household decorations, bags and even games have traditionally 
been used to create festivity on auspicious occasions, to honour deities 
or generate wealth. Embroideries are often used as part of a substantial 
economic exchange at times of marriage and even everyday textiles are 
often imbued with colour, vibrant designs and exquisite craftsmanship. 

The appreciation and sale of such textiles through organisations such as 
Trade Aid ensure that these skills survive, that craftmaking does provide 
a viable livelihood, and that the traditions and expertise involved in each 
of these articles is awarded the recognition they so richly deserve. 












