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Introduction: Indian Design and 
Design Education

India in 2005, eight years beyond celebrating its half-century of 
independence, stands as the world’s largest democracy (one billion 
citizens and counting). India is in a strategic geo-political position, 
with thousands of its citizens populating the high-tech corridors of 
the West and importing “Bollywood” movies to our neighborhood 
theaters, and other thousands boning up on baseball and football 
(soccer) to provide “authentic” English-speaking technical support 
from the Asian sub-continent to Western corporations. This is in 
addition to the thousands of Indians developing software while, in 
a cliché of juxtaposition that still is true, millions of their fellow citi-
zens live without even basic sanitation and education. With cultures, 
languages, visual traditions, and craft traditions millennia old; with 
trade, commerce, and industrialization well-established; and with 
educational systems based on tradition, colonial-era models, and 
newer Western ones, India and her people work hard to develop 
and expand the rewards of democracy for all. Since 1947, Design has 
been part of the calculation, though some have argured that Gandhi 
employed the rhetoric of design much earlier.1

The papers in this special issue are the result of an open 
call; they have come from designers across India and elsewhere, at 
different stages of their design lives in practice and/or in teaching. 
Their papers present perspectives on the major issues of design and 
development in contemporary India, and provide historical and 
cultural context for the efforts of design schools and individuals. 
These authors reveal some answers to the questions involved in what 
India can and should be in the new century, and the role of design in 
that quest. Crafts, as early and continuing evidence of Indian ingenu-
ity and skill, continue to play a part in Indian production—but what 
part and how large? Only implied in several articles is the use of 
computer technology. In some places, it has become a new craft skill, 
with better integration to come. Regrettably, there is no design voice 
from large-scale industry. The forces of globalization twist India in 
unique ways; the colonial language makes her an easy target and a 
useful partner for all manner of entrepreneurial schemes. Designers 
are faced with the need to develop strategies capable of responding 
to enormous audiences in a country in which culture provides famil-
iar structure and shared values. One question that has been raised 
in this issue concerns what happens to cultural identity and social 
communities when the designers mix local practices and vernacu-
lar forms with elements imported from the increasingly pervasive 
culture of globalization. 

1 See S. Balaram, “The Power of 
Representation, “Design Issues 5:2 
(Spring 1989): 68–85.
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Ashoke Chatterjee, an active participant in early design 
education, provides historical background for governmental and 
industrial planning in relation to design, and marks points of 
progress, before setting out the current problems for design devel-
opment. An integral part of past economic and industrial planning 
was the establishment of design schools to train the designers for 
industry. The American designers Charles and Ray Eames were part 
of that effort, and their work often is referenced by other authors.2 
Singanapalli Balaram, a teacher at the first school established, the 
National Institute of Design (NID), describes the traditional prac-
tices, the influence of colonial education, how current design educa-
tion was integrated with these two conditions, and how it seeks to 
address contemporary problems, including craft practice, with 
fieldwork in local communities as one method. 

From an outsider’s perspective, Sherry Blankenship, an 
American design educator, gives her impressions of living in 
Ahmedabad as she describes her experience teaching at the National 
Institute of Design, where she proposed a project bridging Indian 
and Western cultures. The design projects explored the possible 
adaptation of some quintessential Indian products to a Western 
market, while maintaining their identity through vernacular forms 
and materials. The students’ working methods involved more 
handwork than computers. Her interests and teaching approach led 
to difficulties with the host department, and illustrate some of the 
drawbacks to visiting faculty mentioned by Balaram.

Mahendra C. Patel, another founding teacher at NID, is 
concerned that the changes around him erode national and regional 
identities. The work of his typography students, from a variety of 
backgrounds, explores identity and new communication needs 
through language and its material form in alphabets and typefaces. 
Their work in regional languages and English proposes new hybrid 
forms3 to address the Indian Diaspora and the diversity at home.

Underlying all creative practice are the cultural values shared 
by a majority of Indians. Lalit Kumar Das provides the reader with a 
short course in the structure and content of these values and theories: 
the cycles of life and the roles of humans within them; behaviors and 
relationships described in the mythical literature; and how products, 
systems, services, and environments are the expressions of these 
belief systems, with specific contemporary examples. Concentrating 
on one expressive form and practical product, the Kanchipuram sari 
(traditional women’s garment), Aarti Kawlra describes the tightest 
form of integration of belief and production. She explains the social 
and cultural context that produces and maintains the auspicious-
ness of the exacting choice of colors and weaving of the fabric, the 
buying and gifting conditions, and the wearing of this particular 
“brand” of sari.

2 See a reprint of The India Report by 
Charles and Ray Eames in Design Issues 
7:2 (1958): 65–73.

3 For a practical discussion of cross-
cultural forms, see Steiner, Henry, 
and Ken Haas, Cross Cultural 
Design: Communicating in the Global 
Marketplace (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1995). 
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Several authors discuss the ongoing cultural strengths of 
craft communities and the problems of making and keeping these 
craftspeople economically viable. Poonam Bir Kasturi, an educator 
experienced in consultation to craft practices, disputes some of the 
myths associated with “contemporizing” craft, and addresses the 
future through example: collaborations that include broad creativity 
training (reflection, critical thinking, and experimentation); bringing 
student groups to talk and work with craftspeople (another form of 
the fieldwork mentioned by Balaram); careful choices of new markets 
to maintain makers’ identity and to avoid the social destabilization 
of craft communities. 

In the face of welcome Western influences and those that are 
more involuntary, Indian designers struggle with a sense of identity 
as the familiar and vernacular forms that described their identity 
are under attack by more powerful forces. Kasturi’s article treats the 
topic more generally, while Gaurav Mathur focuses on signboards 
in public streets and shows how traditional forms, materials, and 
processes have been pushed aside by Western corporate demands, 
and how different makers have coped with the new visual landscape.  
He suggests that this industry’s response may be a model for other 
craft practices under similar pressure. 

In her discussion of a totally modern creative form—film 
animation (an art and a craft)—Nina Sabnani relates the skewed 
perceptions of animation’s worth and scope due to early government 
didactic use, and sees its future potential for creative and economic 
development as barely recognized but possible with expanded 
educational opportunities that add design to software training. In 
animation, Indian technical ability could be combined with storytell-
ing traditions and talents to create new educational and entertain-
ment forms. Here, too, Western companies have used Indian talent 
only for skilled production rather than initial creativity.

The impetus for this special issue on Indian design and 
design education comes from my experiences teaching and traveling 
in India in 2001. My colleagues and students introduced me to new 
ways of design thinking. I began to understand how the country’s 
designers and educators saw their place in the great project of 
modern India, and how they were preparing their students for their 
roles. I extend my thanks to them for their openness and hospitality, 
and to the authors and other participants in the preparation of this 
issue.

Martha Scotford
Guest Editor
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Design in India: 
The Experience of Transition
Ashoke Chatterjee

C G Road is Ahmedabad’s pride: a new shopping boulevard that 
turns its back on the crowded bazaars of this medieval city. Steel 
and glass store fronts, coffee shops, Pizza Hut, the latest in home 
entertainment, sportswear, fashion and ethnic chic—international 
brand names from India and overseas, flashing in neon to attract 
Ahmedabad’s affluent youth to a “happening place” that demon-
strates the power of what is emerging as the largest consumer 
market in the world. It wasn’t always this way. When I arrived in 
Ahmedabad in 1975, a “happening” meant sampling the street life 
of Manek Chowk, the heart of Ahmedabad’s tradition as India’s 
textile capital, around which revolved a rich pattern of community 
living and craft activity. It was in these lanes and marketplaces that 
Ahmedabad’s craft and merchant guilds flourished for generations, 
giving the city a reputation that rivaled sixteenth century London. 
Seven bridges span the dry riverbed of the Sabarmati River, which 
separates Manek Chowk and old Ahmedabad from C G Road and 
the high-rise sprawl of the new city. The traffic hurling back and 
forth—handcarts and camel carts, and an occasional elephant, to 
compete with the city’s passion for the newest in two-, three-, and 
four-wheeled speeders—is symbolic of India’s passage to and from 
modernity, and its search for a confident identity that can link five-
thousand years of history with a future in which change is the only 
certainty. 

It is from this experience of transition that design in India 
takes its meaning. Mahatma Gandhi, arriving in India from South 
Africa almost a century ago, established his ashram retreat along 
the banks of the Sabarmati. His “experiments with truth” began 
in Ahmedabad, experiments intended to bring freedom to his 
subjugated people and to build a society that could “wipe every 
tear from every eye.” Self-reliant systems of design and production 
were inherent in Gandhi’s mission. They were directed at serving 
basic needs through a demonstration of social justice and a respect 
for nature’s balance. Symbolic of this quest was Gandhi’s campaign 
for the boycott of British textiles, and for the home production of 
handspun, handwoven “khadi,” the livery of freedom which was 
to evolve into a handloom revolution that is in itself India’s great-
est achievement in contemporary design. A few kilometers down 
the riverside from Gandhi Ashram is the campus of the National 
Institute of Design. Established here some forty years ago, the NID 

 

© 2005 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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was one of several specialist institutions of contemporary knowledge 
created by free India to ensure that its youth were at the frontiers 
of knowledge; harnessing it for the developmental needs of a giant 
democracy mired in postcolonial poverty. The NID was the first 
attempt by any developing country to use the design disciplines 
inherited from the Bauhaus as a tool for national regeneration. The 
catalyst for its creation was an extraordinary one. Barely a decade 
after Independence, India invited Charles and Ray Eames of Los 
Angeles to suggest how design could assist the growth of Indian 
industry. Government officials were expecting a feasibility report. 
What they got was an extraordinary statement of design as a value 
system, as an attitude that could discern the strengths and limitations 
of both tradition and modernity, and as a profession that could use 
the wisdom of such insights to make wise decisions about India’s 
future: 

In the face of the inevitable destruction of many cultural 
values—in the face of the immediate need of the nation 
to feed and shelter itself—a desire for quality takes on a 
real meaning. It is not a self-conscious effort to develop an 
aesthetic—it is a relentless search for quality that must be 
maintained if this new Republic is to survive.”1

Four decades later, if one is to search for the impact of design on 
contemporary India, C G Road may offer an easier vantage point 
than Manek Chowk. Graduates of the NID, and of the other design 
schools that followed it, are part of the international look and the 
product excellence showcased in the shopping malls of every Indian 
city. Indian brands that Indian designers have helped build compete 
successfully at home and overseas, from machine tools, automo-
biles, and watches, to an astonishing range of textiles, garments, 
entertainment and media products, and crafts redesigned to meet 
contemporary needs. All this represents a major transformation from 
yesteryear. In the early years of the NID’s founding, India’s market 
was carefully protected to encourage local production and discour-
age competition from imports—a policy that reflected the urge for 
self-reliance that had marked the freedom struggle under Gandhi’s 
leadership. Indian planners were attempting to blend Gandhian and 
Marxist principles with the nation’s multicultural ethic, and to do 
this through centralized planning. A competitive market would be 
tolerated, but not allowed to reign supreme. Entrepreneurship and 
the profit motive (which the Indian Diaspora had taken across the 
globe) were discounted at home as something vaguely disreputable. 
Industry, public as well as private, had difficulty in comprehending 
the importance of design in an environment where consumer choice 
was deliberately limited. Designers struggled with the contradic-
tions of advocating excellence in a marketplace that did not appear 
to need it, and in social sectors which needed convincing evidence 

1 Charles and Ray Eames, The India Report 
(Ahmedabad: National Institute of 
Design, 1958).
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(which only a competitive marketplace could provide) that invest-
ment in design was worthwhile. When India’s first design gradu-
ates emerged in the mid-1970s, the business community regarded 
design as a postponable luxury, or as an option to be applied after 
a product was developed rather than integrated into the develop-
ment process. 

Not surprisingly, the first career opportunities appeared 
wherever competition existed: in export industries, in working 
with traditional crafts threatened by mass production, and in the 
advertising industry. Traditional crafts, conservation of cultural 
heritage, exhibitions to communicate the Indian experience at 
home and abroad, service to small- and medium-sized enterprises 
looking for new markets, programs for health and literacy—these 
were the demonstrations that won for India (and for the NID) the 
first international recognition of design for development. In 1979, 
this recognition brought the United Nations, through the United 
Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) in Vienna, 
to the NID campus in Ahmedabad for the first-ever UN conference 
on design. It was an effort to share the Indian experience with the 
global community, and its outcome was the Ahmedabad Declaration 
on Industrial Design for Development. The Declaration articulated a 
global mission for design: that “designers in every part of the world 
must work to evolve a new value system which dissolves the disas-
trous divisions between the worlds of waste and want, preserves the 
identity of peoples and attends to the priority areas of need for the 
vast majority of humankind.” 

The conference suggested actions essential to the achieve-
ment of the Declaration, and these were endorsed by UNIDO. 
Several national and international institutions used the opportunity 
to reinforce the thinking that had begun to emerge through Europe’s 
“green movement,” pointing out that the “world of waste” was being 
rejected by the very societies that spawned consumerism. The 1979 
Declaration should have been a watershed event for design in India, 
inspired as it was by the Indian experience. Yet the Declaration in 
India remained largely a statement of intent, and less one of 
achievement. It came at the opening of a decade that was to reject 
the socialist paradigm, and what many regarded as its Gandhian 
baggage. Instead, national policy turned toward global and domes-
tic competitiveness, and to measures that could stress international 
market success as a new hallmark of self-reliance. Design began to 
move into the center of corporate strategies, and a profound seman-
tic shift accompanied that movement. 

Sometime in the 1980s, the term “designer” changed from 
a noun to an adjective; and the image of a good Indian life from 
Gandhian austerity to one of “Just do it.” The new consumer culture 
accelerated as part of a young Prime Minister’s decision to open 
India’s door to globalization. Rajiv Gandhi took the first steps of 
dismantling protectionism. With that, design awareness accelerated 
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at a speed that would have been impossible to even imagine at the 
time the Ahmedabad Declaration was signed. Designers who had 
been urging industry for years to acknowledge the centrality of their 
role now were being challenged to deliver design of a quality and at 
a speed entirely new to their experience. 

India’s own information technology (IT) revolution took 
off in the engineering campuses that had been created soon after 
Independence as India’s technological frontiers. The computer began 
to impact every aspect of design training and service, opening vast 
new horizons of application. A gigantic media boom hit India, with 
a proliferation of products and channels that convincingly demon-
strated design as the cutting edge for market survival. Soon, the 
fashion industry stormed in, challenging concepts of identity trea-
sured by generations of Indians with its relentless promotion of an 
“international” (read European and North American) look, and an 
equally relentless demand for speed and quality. Media hype essen-
tial to a fashion culture quickly made it the most obvious expression 
of design in India, and design education soon was redefined in the 
public mind as a passport to glamour and wealth. Liberalization and 
globalization became the gospel of a new generation of international 
managers from India, leading an expanding middle class that was 
young and increasingly affluent. Their dreams of a “first-world” life-
style soon would be fueled along the C G Roads of an India busily 
redefining itself in the language of global trade. Despite massive 
swings in the world economy, the market for design has expanded 
rapidly, and young professionals emerging from design schools are 
quickly absorbed by industry. Using design to build “Brand India” as 
a global presence is a job that Indian industry is doing well. Watching 
the shoppers rush by on C G Road, can one say that Indian design 
has arrived at last, and that the mission that began with the Eames’s 
report is well on its way to fulfillment?

It often is said that whatever generalization applies to India, 
the opposite is equally true. Design is no exception: its success is in 
an organized marketplace that caters to a middle class as large as 
all of Europe, and to expanding prospects overseas. Its contribu-
tion will be essential to the role India now demands of being taken 
seriously as an economic power. Design capability is reflected in 
the improved competitiveness ratings accorded to India by the 
World Economic Forum’s annual surveys, including its report for 
2002–2003. The UNDP’s human development reports tell another 
story. Here, India ranks among the lowest in the world. The reality 
is that the vast majority of India’s one billion citizens live in rural 
settings and urban slums that remain well outside organized systems 
of commerce. For them, the quality of life remains abysmal, touched 
only at the farthest fringe by interventions from designers motivated 
by the early inspiration that defined a new Indian profession. For 
the visionaries who created the NID, the marketplace was an arena 
of interaction to be treated with great respect. It was here that qual-
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ity had to be demonstrated, made practical, and given the power to 
change attitudes and behaviors. Thus market success was essential 
to demonstrate the value of design to the broader needs of a quality 
of life. Today, it often is seen as its only value. 

The challenge is to innovate a client system that can harness 
design skills toward products and services that finally must deliver 
a freedom from want for all Indians. Such a system cannot reject 
market mechanisms. Instead, it must use them with the highest 
degree of managerial competence to build new sources of support 
for developmental priorities that can be sustained without total 
dependence on government programs. If this is to happen, Indian 
design must evolve strong partnerships and networks with institu-
tions of civil society. Tomorrow, these institutions will be the prime 
clients of design for development.

In the years of centralized planning that followed India’s 
Independence, government was the prime engine of social change in 
India. This is no longer the case, and recent years have seen a strong 
movement away from official controls and patronage to demands 
for decentralization, with decision-making and problem-solving at 
the local level. In the current period of transition that marks India’s 
new fascination for market economics, government is withdrawing 
from the “commanding heights” it once occupied, leaving a social 
vacuum that private enterprise cannot be expected to fill. The case 
for design, carefully built over the years, had just begun to impact 
planners when major shifts in policy took place. Planners in New 
Delhi and the state capitals now are preoccupied with new priori-
ties, and the case for design for development will have to be made 
elsewhere. The answer may be found in the newly empowered civil 
institutions. Building their understanding and support for design 
then can be used to restore real needs to the center of design educa-
tion and training. If this is to be achieved, it is India’s design schools 
that will need to assume the responsibility for forging the partner-
ships that can provide a client system responsive to issues of real 
need. This must be accepted as a marketing job; one that will require 
articulating the case for design with the highest level of professional 
skill. Support must come from “funders”—governments, interna-
tional agencies, and industries—currently besieged with competing 
applications. Therefore, potential donors must be attracted by hard-
headed proposals, carefully prepared with budgets, timelines, and 
benchmarks for monitoring progress. These are skills that the social 
sector often lacks, but without them no one will listen. 

An immediate step might be to document key experiences in 
design for development from the past: documented to demonstrate 
the design process as a proven strategy for poverty alleviation. The 
case must be built to demonstrate economic and social impacts, cost 
benefits, extension and replication opportunities, the barriers and 
the opportunities for sustainability, as well as the possible cost to 
India of not involving designers in efforts for social change. Indian 
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designers have demonstrated the potential of design for develop-
ment. This now could be used for advocacy: the regeneration of 
crafts, the protection of fragile ecosystems and environments, the 
conservation of scarce materials, aids for the less able (India has the 
largest population of such persons in the world), communication 
and media efforts that have impacted campaigns for health and for 
human rights (particularly those of women and children), the gener-
ation of new opportunities for sustainable livelihoods, educational 
materials that help enliven the bleakness of India’s classrooms, and 
the application of ergonomics to the reduction of drudgery, fatigue, 
and occupational ill-health in India’s workplaces and homes. Social 
scientists, particularly economists, and professional managers need 
to be recruited to help make the case for design credible and water-
tight. 

Critical to the success of such an Indian effort will be to link it 
with global efforts toward sustainability. Perhaps the most important 
of these emerged from the Earth Summit at Rio in 1992 as Agenda 21, 
with its urgent demand for alternative patterns of consumption that 
are compatible with ecological sustainability. Despite all the disap-
pointments of the past decade, the power of Agenda 21 has been 
demonstrated again at Johannesburg in 2002, and it remains the most 
important element in rethinking lifestyles and development patterns 
in India’s industrialized North as well as developing South. Another 
key opportunity for integrating design has come through the United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP) in New York, and its new 
system of Human Development Reports. This system transforms 
the traditional understanding of living standards currently limited 
to measurements of gross national product and per capita income. 
Instead, the HDR approach defines development and progress in 
terms of a quality of life that can enlarge people’s choices and their 
capacity to fulfill them. In 1998, the HDR investigated consumption 
from a human perspective—consumption for development—in what 
could be interpreted as a charter for design in the new millennium. 

Other opportunities have emerged. These include movements 
for the empowerment of women and for consumer protection, the 
new respect for the knowledge and wisdom of indigenous traditions, 
the revival of crafts worldwide, the search for alternative patterns of 
income generation and employment to meet the needs of expanding 
populations, the growing respect for institutions and professions that 
have a capacity for interdisciplinary teamwork, and the search for 
values more enduring than brand names. All of these forces represent 
major opportunities for demonstrating the power of design. None of 
them was as strong or as clearly organized as they are today when 
the Ahmedabad Declaration on Industrial Design for Development 
was ratified in 1979. Each force suggests an opportunity to communi-
cate the experience and contribution of designers around the world, 
brought together in a collective strength that can help take their 
efforts to scale. Charles and Ray Eames in their India Report spoke 
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of design as an ultimate expression of “dignity, service and love.” 
Contemporary design in India began with that message. Almost half 
a century later, India can help to ensure that this message remains as 
the non-negotiable heart of design as a twenty-first century profes-
sion in India and in every other part of the world.
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Culture as the Designer
Lalit Kumar Das

An inherent biological instability and the consequent feeling of 
insecurity motivate man to structure an environment of beliefs, 
knowledge, and theoretical structures, objects, and practices. Man 
also has a tendency to create consistency and compatibility among 
these different levels of human creation. Peter L. Berger and Thomas 
Luckman provide a theoretical framework for the study of human 
culture as an ongoing human activity.1 In a later work, Berger 
states:

The fundamental dialectic process of society consists of 
three moments or steps. These are externalization, objectiv-
ization, and internalization. Only if these three moments 
are understood together can an empirically adequate view 
of society be maintained. Externalization is the ongoing 
outpouring of the human being into the world, both in the 
physical and the mental activity of men. Objectivization is 
the attainment by the product of this activity (again both 
physical and mental) that confronts the original produc-
ers (and other participants) as a facticity external to and 
other than themselves. Internalization is the reappropria-
tion by men of the same reality, transforming it once again 
from structures of the objective world into structures of the 
subjective consciousness. It is through objectivization that 
society becomes a reality sui generis. It is through internal-
ization that a man is a product of society.2 

Meta-theoretic Consideration in Indian Culture
The Indian culture is unique in its capability to create an environ-
ment that recognizes the insecurity and instability in man. It strives 
to create a culture that provides social stability to children, and then 
prods them to reflect, as they grow older, on the illusory nature of 
physical and mental reality. The focus is on the unchanging, all-
encompassing, all-knowing nature of the consciousness, which also 
is the basis of everything in the universe. This is where the concept of 
Brahman and Maya, at a meta-theoretical level, play a foundational 
role in Indian culture. Brahman is the all-pervading creative energy 
which, through Maya, is playing all of the parts and wearing all of 
the masks. Therefore, nothing should be taken seriously because it is 
all just a play, a drama put on by Brahman. This is a cycle that goes 
on and on, never ending. Man can only comprehend the drama by 
not unleashing his own drama, but by understanding the law of 
karma and becoming one with the Brahman—the true nature of self. 

© 2005 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Design Issues:  Volume 21, Number 4  Autumn 2005

Footnotes begin on page 52.
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The Brahman, at a lower level represented by the Hindu Trinity, also 
is called Trimurti (meaning three forms). This is the representation 
of the Supreme Reality as Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. Each of these 
manifestations is associated with a specific cosmic function. Brahma 
symbolizes creation, Vishnu preservation and renewal, and Shiva 
dissolution or the destruction necessary for recreation. The members 
of the Hindu Trinity are not three different and independent gods, 
but three aspects of one Supreme Reality, called Brahman.

The second important belief is in the karmic theory. Hindus, 
Buddhists, and Jains share this. So is the concept of the true nature 
of self—atama or soul.3 

The third important belief is the existence of regenerative and 
degenerative cycles as normal to society and that, at times, it requires 
enlightened divine intervention to facilitate order. Maya creates the 
cycle of time, called Kalchakra, in order to create divisions and 
movements of life and to sustain the worlds in periodic time frames. 
These have been referred to variously by different religions. Hindus 
believe the process of creation moves in cycles, and that each cycle 
has four great epochs of time: Satya Yug, Treta Yug, Dwapar Yug, 
and Kali Yug. And because the process of creation is cyclical and 
never-ending, it “begins to end and ends to begin.”

The Building Blocks
Dissatisfaction with the frail, unjust, and illogical patterns in society 
is seen as movement within an intelligent and evolved mind. Such 
a person is encouraged to become a sadhu, or monk. Through an 
attitude of renunciation, this person moves away from an involved 
existence in society, and seeks to empirically discover the true nature 
of self, that is all-knowing, infinite, everlasting, and the support and 
nature of all that was, that is, and will be.

A sadhu is held in such great veneration that, when society 
ill-treats a sadhu, even Vishnu has to reincarnate on earth to restore 
order. A sadhu is a social rebel in the sense that he has rejected 
society. He strives to free himself from social conditioning, lives on 
natural resources and alms provided by families, and spends most of 
his time in meditation, understanding the true nature of self. Sadhus 
come in innumerable forms, but always are worthy of veneration. 
Arnold Toynbee calls them the social rebels who ultimately emerge 
as creative leaders to rejuvenate society. It is these sadhus who 
provide an ascetic underlying thread to the design of the Indian 
man-made environment.

The sadhu’s belongings are very, very few; in many cases 
limited only to a begging bowl. They may not wear any clothes; the 
directions of space are the only clothes. Yet they are alert, watchful, 
content, restrained, and pleasant. They have love, understanding, 
and wisdom. It would be an honor to have a sadhu as a friend, 
philosopher, and guide. They are interpreters and articulators of 
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the workings of the Brahman, Maya, laws of Karma, mythologies, 
scriptures, and Indian society in general.

The second important building block consists of the epics. 
Foremost, Mahabharata and Ramayana provided the theoretical 
structure for the Indian culture: a popular, captivating, allegorical, 
analogical basis for understanding behavior and relationships. In 
both of these epics, the characters are of metaphysical origin with 
highly articulated personalities. Events happen in which interests 
conflict. Pluralities of viewpoints are presented. In Ramayana, respect 
for elders, and sacrifices for the feelings and well-wishes of elders are 
given primacy. Order is seen to be achieved through love, respect, 
and sacrifice. In Mahabharata, the dialectic of revenge and reconcili-
ation is explored, and the primacy of reconciliation over revenge is 
finally established. Ram is the prime character of Ramayana, and 
Krishna is the prime character in Mahabharta. Both are the reincar-
nation of Vishnu, who is charged with preservation and renewal. 
The informal, decentralized institution of sadhus is preserved, and 
the values within society renewed.

The third building block is the pragmatic or physical level of 
Indian culture. It is meant to resonate with the vision at the meta-
theoretical and theoretical levels. It also strives to establish a cascad-
ing connectivity between space, sound, music, dance, sculpture, 
architecture, astrology, and social events. It is here that the artists, 
artisans, and social engineers working in unison find expression. 
Similarly, the product, system, services, and environment of the 
Indian milieu reflect the belief structures at the meta-theoretical and 
theoretical levels. The media and message both reinforce the same 
concepts within the culture.

The Theoretical Foundation
Thirty-two primary fields of knowledge, the concern of the learned 
within Indian society, provided the framework for the theoretical 
foundation of knowledge.4 The thirty-two vidyas (fields of knowl-
edge), except for the four vedas, were available to everybody to 
study and learn under a guru. The sixty-four kalas (arts) were deriva-
tives of the thirty-two vidyas, and constituted the level of popular 
practice. These were the substances of the day-to-day culture. 
Sixty-four kalas also were important requirements for any cultured 
citizen whose interest is evident in any household.5 All children are 
encouraged to cultivate interest in these sixty-four kalas. Thus, there 
was a symbiotic relationship between the learned minority and the 
appreciative majority. The traditional Indian design paradigm exists 
and thrives in this framework.

The purpose of society and the physical environment in 
Indian culture, in the first instance, is to provide a secure and stable 
environment to everyone. But, in itself, this is not enough. The envi-
ronment must direct the individual’s growth towards the potential 
to realize the true nature of self, the Brahman: the all-encompassing 
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consciousness that is intelligence and creativity par excellence, and 
love all-embracing. To achieve this, society and the physical environ-
ment have to be constructed in a manner that it is symmetric with the 
cosmic levels of phenomena. In our case, we may say that it reflects 
the nature of Brahman, Kala, and Maya, and the laws of Karma.

The Message and the Medium
It is apparent that certain concepts and systems must become the 
underlying basis for day-to-day design synthesis. Let us try to delin-
eate these at the level of philosophical assumptions, social system 
needs, and the requirements of the physical system.

Philosophical Assumptions:
A. Stability through patience, and tolerance of plurality and 

opposites.
B. Continuity and change.
C.  Incarnation and reincarnation.
D. Faith in the existence of all-pervading all-encompassing 

intelligence, creativity, and love.
E. Faith in a human’s capability to realize his/her true self; 

that is, all-encompassing intelligence, creativity, and love.
F. Faith in karmic theory.
G. Faith in the divine boon that whatsoever man desires and 

strives for will be achieved.
H. Everything evolves towards its essential potential.

Social System Needs:
A. A social system that discourages hedonistic expression of 

ego, selfishness, anger, hate, lust, envy, greed, vengeance 
and retaliation, attachment, aversion, killing, stealing, etc.

B. A social system that looks down upon karmic defilement 
such as ego, selfishness, anger, hate, lust, envy, greed, 
vengeance and retaliation, attachment, aversion, killing, 
stealing, etc.—especially among family members—and 
thereby prevents this from becoming deeply rooted during 
youth.

C. A social system that channels people towards creating a 
physical environment that reminds them of the potential for 
development.

D. A social system that respects natural events and calamity, 
and respects life, other viewpoints, and one’s elders.

E. A social system that encourages love and care among 
siblings and one’s peer group, sharing,  group activity, and 
group participation.

F. A social system that celebrates human development and 
enfoldment.

G. A social system that celebrates, respects, and worships envi-
ronmental good fortune.
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H. A social system that has a cordial, symbiotic relationship 
with the ascetic sadhus and even the well-to-do and influ-
ential members of society including its rulers. Also an envi-
ronment that allows everybody to joyfully experience, even 
in small measures, an ascetic life if need be. Poverty cannot 
and should not be looked down upon. Man has to be appre-
ciated for the qualities of the mind and, above all, the quali-
ties of heart.

I. A social environment that has plurality, and a joyful accep-
tance of that plurality.

J. Hardship lived with magnanimity and equanimity leads to 
evolution.

K. Evolution can take many lives and, given many lives, things 
will evolve.

Physical System Requirements:
A. A physical environment of form and ritual that recog-

nizes kundalini energy, right-left, clockwise-anticlockwise 
complementary symmetry.

B. A physical environment that maximizes the use of human/
user participation, while allocating functions between man 
and machine.

C. A physical environment that minimizes the number of 
products needed for existence and evolution.

D. A physical environment built of products with a plurality of 
uses.

E. A physical environment that allows the exploration of alter-
native uses of existing things, giving to others, sharing, and 
recycling.

F. A physical environment that is built of natural agricultural 
and forest-based natural materials.

G. A physical environment in which form is transient and 
fleeting, and content manifests itself in different forms and 
can be reincarnated in different forms. Content also under-
goes changes and evolves.

H. A physical environment that is commensurable with 
emotions and purpose.

I. A physical environment that treats hedonistic extravagance 
as merely an illusion.

J.  A physical environment that is evolution- and human-
centered.

Human Resource Infrastructure
The knowledge and practice base of the designer was constructed 
at various levels such as learned assemblies, ashrams, schools, 
guilds, an apprentice system, and a hereditary system. The first two 
provided essentially the meta-theoretical and theoretical foundation, 
and the last three the pragmatic, experiential propositions.
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Learned assemblies were an important source of consensus 
literature. Even today, Maha Kumb Mela is an important get-together 
of the sadhus and rishis. Rig Veda talks of Brahma Sanghas, the 
gathering of the learned. These assemblies were intended to facili-
tate a consensus of wisdom, the advancement of knowledge, and a 
diffusion of learning through discussion. It is through such assem-
blies that important manuals or shastras were formalized for wider 
distribution.

Ashrams of rishis or preceptors served as useful venues 
for imparting education in various disciplines, including technical 
education. The system gained much importance during the Epic 
Period (about 500 BC to 200 AD), so this period is called the “Age 
of Ashrams.” Every rishi of attainment would strive to set up huge 
ashrams, a tendency that continues today.

Schools imparting education in technical disciplines devel-
oped mostly in Buddhist times. Notable among these was Taxila 
(400 BC to 200 AD) and Nalanda University (400 to 1200 AD). Within 
these were schools for specialized education such as sculpture, 
archery, and medicine. The teaching began with theoretical instruc-
tions followed by practical work.

Guilds were organizations of craftsmen or artisans formed to 
safeguard the collective interests of an industry or craft. The chiefs 
of guilds had a special relationship with kings, who were the main 
source of contracts for implementation by the guilds. These also were 
centers for learning new styles of working. An apprentice system 
allowed master craftsmen to admit a few students, who would stay 
with their teacher until their education was completed. At the end 
of their training, the apprentices could leave, but the teacher had the 
first right to hire him/her.

In the hereditary system, the father taught his child, begin-
ning at a very young age. The child would imbibe the spirit of 
craftsmanship he was learning, and was morally bound to pursue 
the craft of his forefathers.

The six-tier system for the development of craft and technical 
education described above produced high-quality manpower, well-
versed in both the practical and theoretical foundations of design. 
They were the designers of Indian culture.

The Cultural Approach to Design
Two kinds of materials are available in the world: one is Prakrit 
(natural), and the other is Sanskrit (cultured). Things received from 
nature, as it is, may not be usable by human beings. They have to be 
cultured. The impurities should be removed, and some properties 
added, to make natural things useful. This is a three-stage process: 
removal of impurities, addition of properties, and completion of 
absent parts.
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To achieve these three aims, we treat everything in different 
ways. For example, gold taken from a mine passes through each of 
these treatments. Raw ore is smelted into gold, the gold is turned 
into ornaments by shaping symbols into it, polishing it, affixing 
jewels, making the ornaments easy to wear, etc. Similarly, the act of 
conception and the subsequent stages of development of a human 
being requires the removal of impurities, the addition of new proper-
ties, and providing new and/or replacing absent parts.

Consecrations or Sanskara ceremonies serve the same 
purpose. This literally means “making perfect, purification, cleans-
ing,” which is derived from the Sanskrit word “sanskr,” meaning 
“to form well, to put together.” Sanskara refers to a ceremony 
which is performed as a purification rite for an individual or family. 
According to Hindu belief, ceremonies are performed at two levels: 
shrauta and grihya. Shrauta ceremonies are performed on a grand 
scale, with more than one priest and a large number of people in 
attendance. Grihya ceremonies are small and private, performed at 
home with or without a priest.6 The purpose is to prepare a person 
to enter a new phase of life. Evoking everyone’s goodwill, direct-
ing attention, and providing information, knowledge, and insight 
are important aspects of these ceremonies, which are focused and 
intensified through rituals. This helps instill faith and confidence in 
facing the future. It enhances motivation to perform the transition. It 
helps leave behind the debilitating burden of the past, and provides 
the strength, motivation, and purpose for a new transition.

These sanskars are tied to the system of craftsmen. Each sans-
kar ceremony requires many objects for performing the rituals. Thus, 
craftsmanship is intrinsically tied with not only the caste categories, 
but also with the system of sanskara. Every Indian performs at least 
four if not all sixteen sanskara. The craftsmen of different trades, 
along with senior relatives and the pundits, are not only involved in 
performing these rituals, but also in creating artifacts, ritual objects, 
and other items required for all of these ceremonies. Sanskar ceremo-
nies formalize the transition to the next phase of growth and respon-
sibility, and provide the tenor of the Indian design ethos in which 
human-centric evolution and emancipation are the basic optimiza-
tion criteria and purpose of civilization.

There are many annual festivals linked to the changing 
seasons or historical/mythological events celebrated by different 
religious sects. And with each festival, there are various private and 
public functions. These festivals again provide a ready market for 
artisan craftsmen, who try to come up with new designs every year, 
but always within the tradition.

Indian world-view holds the cosmos to be holonomic7 and 
symmetric, but within that symmetry the existence of two opposite 
and complementary principles are the fundamental constituents 
of the cosmic phenomena. The Purusha-Prakriti and Shiva-Shakti 
pairs of Indian thought also represent passive and active, matter 
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and energy, gross and subtle, and the right and the left. The Right is 
Dakshina: straightforward, honest, impartial, amiable, compliant, 
and submissive. The Left is Vama: crooked, reverse, contrary, and 
opposite; yet lovely, beautiful, and charming. Breathing through 
the right and left nostril also is linked to the functioning of the left 
and right hemispheres of the human brain, respectively. Both have 
a place in life, and should be successfully synthesized.

The Indian system of creativity assumes the existence of a 
dormant energy called kundali, residing at the base of the spine. 
Arousal of the same is the purpose of yoga. Yoga is a system of 
knowledge, physical movements, breathing, and directing attention. 
It unifies body, mind, emotions, and spirit so that they work together 
very well. A yogi endeavors to discover the higher consciousness 
and how the body, mind, and emotional nature can be truly fulfilled 
through unifying their purposes, rather than living in constant inte-
rior civil war. Yoga is a part of Indian life that Indians can comfort-
ably adapt to—a floor culture for sitting and sleeping. 

The Hindu pantheon has a large portfolio of god/goddess 
images incorporated from different streams of faith and thought. 
These have been knitted together through mythological stories 
into a unified whole. Variations in the images of the same god are 
encouraged, while retaining the semantics. Design exploration with 
materials and processes further amplifies the message. The images 
of gods in the Hindu pantheon are loaded with meaning. It is this 
meaning that has to be seen in a flash darshan (direct experience). 
The images of different gods also are seen collectively because that 
way they represent a more easily comprehensible whole. The most 
important message is the complementary symmetry of the oppo-
sites—the right and the left, the top and the bottom. Ultimately, all 
opposites have to peacefully coexistence at the feet of Lord Vishnu, 
the great preserver. It is believed that such is the design of Brahma, 
the god of creation.

Vastupursha, inscribed in a square grid structure with its 
head pointing northeast, is the basis for the design of houses in 
villages, urban havelis, and temples. The square grid structure also 
is the basis of rangoli designs that every woman steeped in tradi-
tion draws [with rice powder] outside her home every morning to 
welcome divine spirits. Perhaps it also is a balancing of the right and 
left brain—a symmetry of systems at different levels—that ensures 
the easy experience of the physical environment, whether it is in the 
settlement, home, or the temple.

From Systems to Services and Products
Pilgrims to Haridwar are obliged to make offerings to deceased 
ancestors, especially paternal, as well as to make offerings to Mother 
Ganga, and ritually bathe in the holy river, assisted by the Pandas or 
priests in Haridwar. They are a clan of Brahmins who also record the 
lineage. Using an index of villages and castes, they can instantly find 
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the page detailing the lineage of the pilgrim, and update the record. 
Apart from being a historical document, this document is consid-
ered authoritative by courts of law and is referred to in matters of 
distribution of property in Hindu families. Each Panda is in charge 
of certain regions, and has records as old as four hundred years, 
but carries registers of just one century. Older records are preserved 
at home, and these can be easily examined upon the request of the 
pilgrim. The careful recordkeeping and the quick recall of informa-
tion are breathtaking.

Angadia is the traditional door-to-door courier business, 
prevalent mostly in Gujarat and Maharastra since time immemo-
rial. Earlier angadias transported goods from one place to another 
using horses and bullock carts. The angadias mostly deal in bulky 
items and not in documents and letters, unlike the modern courier 
services. Diamond merchants in Guajrat routinely send valuable 
caches of diamonds through angadias, ferrying an estimated four 
million dollars worth of diamonds daily from Mumbai, where the 
gems arrive from abroad, to cutting and polishing centers in neigh-
boring Gujarat through a service run without receipts or records of 
transfer. Angadias also deliver clothing, machinery, and jewelry more 
reliably than anyone else. The couriers are nondescript persons. Trust 
and faith are values held in great esteem in India, and this kind of 
system easily takes root in such an environment.

The dabbawallahs are unique to Mumbai, and their deliv-
ery service has been in existence for the better part of a century. 
Around five-thousand wallahs deliver approximately 175,000 dabbas 
(lunches) in tiffins (segmented tin boxes) from suburban households 
to schools, colleges, mills, and offices spread across the entire city 
and its environs. Their customers are middle-class citizens who, 
for reasons of economy, hygiene, caste, and dietary restrictions—or 
simply because they prefer wholesome food from their own kitch-
ens—rely on the dabbawallahs to deliver a home-cooked midday 
meal. Each tiffin-carrier lid carries a complex coding system: colors 
identify each suburb and individual sectors of the downtown core. 
Dashes, crosses, and dots pinpoint the street, the building, and 
even the floor to which the dabba will be delivered, and eventually 
returned to its source. The system is an excellent synthesis between 
the capability of the carrier and the end user. One tiffinwallah will 
pick only ten to twenty tiffins, which he can easily recognize and sort 
at the originating station, and deliver to the owner. Also, within a 
particular building, the tiffinwallah knows to which floor to make the 
delivery. Individual owners on the floor can readily recognize their 
own tiffins On average, the wallahs make only one mistake in two 
months, meaning there is roughly only one error for every sixteen 
million transactions. Thus, this is a “6 Sigma” performance according 
to Forbes Global, the international business magazine. It is yet another 
example of how an efficient, yet low-cost, system can work given the 
supporting value structure.
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The kabadiwallas in India run the most efficient, low-key 
recycling system in the world. These waste merchants are willing 
to buy anything including old newspapers, school papers, books, 
bottles, old clothes, and old utensils. These are reused, recycled, or 
converted into new products. Like a virus, plastics have infiltrated 
every sector of the economy from agriculture and telecommunica-
tions to consumer goods. According to one estimate, the recycling 
industry in India is a half-billion-dollar economy based on a network 
of ragpickers and waste collectors. Europe recycles seven per cent of 
its plastic waste, China ten percent, and Japan twelve percent, but 
India recycles sixty percent of its plastic waste. Indians are masters 
of junk—Nek Chand in Chandigarh created a sculpture garden out 
of city junk. Old clothes are converted into marvelous rugs. This is 
not merely because of poverty, and has a lot to do with the Indian 
psyche with its foundation in the Indian belief structure.

Here is an example of a product system. Pandals are tempo-
rary environments created for festive occasions such as marriages 
and Durga Puja twenty-four to seventy-two hours before the event. 
These are structures built essentially of tubular frame structures and 
cloth panels. They consist of ceilings, walls, carpet floorings, gates 
in colorful patterns, light fittings, floral decorations, and tea, dinner, 
and ceremonial arrangements. Pandals are laid out to create the basic 
space and to channel the flow and gathering of visitors. The end 
effect is simply a dreamlike, highly elevating, evocative experience. 
The environment is created with components that are used again 
and again in different places and at different times, making the effect 
entirely different each time based on the client’s preferences. The 
system of designing and construction is indigenous, conceived in 
the philosophical framework of India. It also is an affordable dream 
world, ranging from a few hundred dollars to many thousand of 
dollars.8

Consider an example of a commonplace Indian product. In a 
tradition more than five-thousand years old, the sari is the garment 
worn by most married women in India.9 The sari has a unique struc-
ture of unstitched clothing, and fulfils a variety of needs during the 
lifetime of its wearer. The sari embodies the essence of Shakti, the 
female creative principle. It consists of six square meters or more of 
cloth, often with intricate woven or printed patterns, and exemplifies 
the essential aspect of creativity (the body) as the manifestation of 
life. This dress highlights the navel; the intake of nourishment of a 
child which acquires a deeper meaning for women. It also highlights 
the breasts. It is versatile because it can be worn as shorts, trousers, 
a flowing gown or convenient skirt—all without a single stitch! A 
woman may express her emotions in different settings extremely 
effectively by the use of the paluu, which is the free end or the throw 
of the sari. It is a garment that brings out the feminine principle in 
women, and adds tremendous grace. Even when a village woman 
has to urinate in the fields, it provides a tent tied around the waist 
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with which she can cover her legs. It also is used by women to 
receive gifts. Old saris are recycled very effectively for making lovely 
quilts, furniture coverings, and curtains. Very old cotton saris are 
sold as polishing and cleaning cloths. It is a dress that makes the 
wearer the designer, and establishes the connectivity of the body, 
the female principle, and the universe.

Similarly, one finds many other familiar products in India 
such as cotton rugs, mats, low wooden seats, cooking vessels, trans-
port vehicles, bullock carts, and maruta—the list can be long.10 The 
emphasis always is on improvisation, extending the human being 
rather than the machine, doing with less material, extending the 
product life, and finding new uses for the product. It is a different 
way of looking at products that characterizes the Indian approach 
to design. It ranges from “jugaad”(meaning crafty improvisation) to 
extremely subtle synthesis.11 It is an approach not very amenable to 
a design environment in which the designer is set on a spotlighted 
pedestal in the hope that society will hold him in awe and internal-
ize the design into the culture. The designer in traditional India is 
not treated as a demigod; he is only one element of a cultural team. 
Innovation per se has little meaning. It must contribute to the human 
development of ever-larger numbers. The overuse of products (or 
overcrowding) is not the issue. Just keeping the wheels rolling is 
the essence of living. When everything is moving smoothly, one 
is constantly reminded that there is more to life. There is a need 
to reach out. There is a compassion that must enfold. There is the 
Brahman to be realized.

Design in all cultures is built upon meta-theoretic constructs 
subscribed to by that culture. It is on these that the theoretic postu-
lates and pragmatic experiential design propositions are based. The 
sustainability of design and culture is determined by the symbiotic 
relationships between the future of humans and the future of the 
environment. It is important to understand this framework. There a 
need for a balance between the hedonistic-ascetic continuum on the 
one hand and the technical-emotional continuum on the other hand.12 
Indulgence in any of these extremes is bound to be catastrophic both 
at an individual level and at the cultural level. Every culture’s solu-
tions to human needs can be mapped in such a space where the 
importance of the middle path is shown.
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5 The sixty-four Kalas or Arts as gleaned 
from notes on SRIMAD VALMIKI 
RAMAYANA 14. 

 See also: www.svbf.org/sringeri/journal/
vol1no1/scriptures.html
1. Histrionic talents, drama, storytelling 
techniques, mnemonics, etc.
2. Making musical instruments, simple 
mechanical devices, etc. 
3. Playing musical instruments (e.g., 
instrumental music including jalataran-
gam—creating music with water, percus-
sion, and string instruments) 
4. Decorating, dressmaking, costume 
making, artful dressing, and personal 
grooming 
5. Ornaments and head adornments 
6. Singing and dancing; practicing fine 
arts 
7. Making beds and bedroom decorations 
8. Garland making, flower arranging, and 
making designs with grains on the floor 
such as rangoli  
9. Playing games such as dice 
10. Mastering eroticism as per 
Vatsyayana, erotic devices, and sexual 
arts 
11. Making honey, liquor, beverages, and 
desserts 
12. Plucking out arrows and healing 
13. Cooking, eating, and drinking skills 
14. Horticulture, forestry 
15. Breaking and pulverizing hard rock; 
mining 
16. Making medicines from herbs 
17. Sorting, mixing, isolating ingredients 
18. Making and using astras and sustras  
19. Wrestling, boxing, gymnastics, physi-
cal culture, bodybuilding, etc. 
20. Making ICBMs 
21. Parades, army bands and dharmic 
warfare 
22. Ratha, Gaja, Turaga wars (chariot, 
elephantry, and cavalry) 
23. Asanas, postures, and mudras 
24. Training elephants, horses, birds 
25. Making vessels of clay, wood, or 
bronze 
26. Drawing 
27. Making paints and painting 
28. Architecture, sculpture, house and 
temple construction, mosaic tiling 
29. Mixing air, water, etc. (air products 
and water products) 
30. Boats, ships, chariots, etc. 

 31. Making threads, ropes, etc. 
32. Weaving and spinning 
33. Diamond, precious stones, and 
gems—distinguishing them from ordi-
nary ones 
34. Alchemy, chemistry, and preparing 
ointments and unguents for charm and 
virility 
35. Jewelry making including artificial 
jewelry 
36. Gold plating; metallurgy 
37. Skinning and preserving bodies 
38. Leather technology 
39. Dairy farming 
40. Tailoring, sartorial skills, and embroi-
dery 
41. Swimming and water sports 
42. Cleaning houses and vessels 
43. Laundering and washing 
44. Hairdressing and shaving 
45. Managing oil resources 
46. Having control over others’ minds; 
spells, charms, and omens 
47. Tilling and agriculture 
48. Handicrafts including carpentry, furni-
ture making, and furnishing 
49. Making vessels of glass, ceramic 
and pottery 
50. Drawing water and resources 
51. Gardening and fence building 
52. Caparisoning, dressing, decorating 
elephants, etc. 
53. Child rearing and pediatrics, including 
doll making and toymaking for kids 
54. Punishing guilty appropriately through 
law and order 
55. Learning languages/dialects (both 
native and foreign), literary excellence, 
semantics 
56. Preparing “tambool,” etc. 
57. Composing impromptu poetry 
58. Preparing perfumes and cosmetics; 
playing poetry games; and oratory, elocu-
tion, prosody, and rhetoric 
59. Sorcery, conjuring, sleight of hand, 
magic, illusions, impersonation 
60. Composing riddles, rhymes, verses, 
puzzles, tongue twisters, and involved 
recitations 
61. Making swords and staffs; archery 

 62. Training fighting partridges and rams, 
cockfighting, bullfighting, etc. 
63. Teaching parrots and mynas to talk; 
training animals; veterinary science 
64. Writing in cipher codes and 
languages; secret mantras; coding and 
decoding. 

6 There are sixteen sanskara described 
on the Website www.urday.com/
sanskar.htm.

7 The Holonomic worldview assumes a 
relationship between the part and the 
whole. The part has information and 
perception of the whole. Besides the 
part is created in the image of the whole. 
The Holonomic worldview also implies 
there is coherence from the moment of 
creation (the big bang) and now the pres-
ent moment. The moment of creation can 
be experienced now.

8 Readers may remember the trials 
related to the pandal in the recent movie 
Monsoon Wedding.

9 A detailed study has been made by 
Chantal Boulanger (see www.devi.net/
saribook.html). She has recorded more 
than one-hundred different styles of 
draping.

10 Known alternately as a “jugaad,” a 
“maruta,” or a “boogi,” the vehicle offers 
barebones transportation for Indian farm-
ers at a low cost. For more details, see: 
www.j-bradford-delong.net/movable-
type/ archives/000327.html. 

11 Readers may refer to Google‘s cache 
of <http://straitstimes.asail.com.s
g/analysis/story/ 0,1870,145975-
1033336740,00.html> and to Steven 
Rudolph‘s musings on development in 
India. <<October...posted by Steve at 
07:31proJogaad at <jiva.emegic.org/
archives/2002/10/06/>

12 Lalit K. Das, “Towards a Non-parochial, 
Non-partisan Framework for the Study of 
Design History” (Paper presented at the 
3rd International Conference on Design 
History and Design Studies, Istanbul, 
Turkey, 9–12 July 2002.
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Designing Freedom
Poonam Bir Kasturi

“Craft is an antiquated way of producing goods, 
I don’t see why Indians need to waste time preserving crafts 
when more important issues like poverty, corruption and educa-
tion demand attention.”
  —A participant at a 2002 meeting on craft,   
  design, and technology.1

 
The same participant believed that technology was the primary 
tool that could help solve the issue of craft in India. In his view, a 
romantic preoccupation with history as embedded in crafts would 
do nothing to help chart the nation’s future direction. He postulated 
his defense with an aggressive proposition: “Ask any craftsperson 
if he wants his child to continue being a craftsperson.” Another 
posed the efficiency argument: “What is the need to have primitive 
patterns of production in this day and age—why should cloth take 
so much effort to weave when we have easier, faster, cleaner ways 
of making it?” So, what to do? “I think the only thing we can do is 
turn [crafts] into a tourist attraction—make some money by ‘brand-
ing’ craft, culture, and local wisdom.” And as a parting shot, “I do 
like beauty and admire the human endeavor of using hand skills to 
create. But give me a break; most of the stuff in the emporia is kitsch. 
As a discerning Indian, I have to either go to a fancy designer shop 
or abroad to buy a great craft product.”

There were, however, also those with positive voices. Even 
though they sounded tentative in the face of such strong opposition, 
they were heard. One NGO working in the sector of income genera-
tion through craft stated emphatically: “Craft is a viable livelihood 
option—it is dignified and fulfilling, and it needs support.” Other 
views ranged from “The craftsperson is a respected member of any 
community and fulfils basic needs—especially in the rural pockets” 
to “Gandhi got it right, we need the village economies to be robust 
if our nation needs to grow.” 

In spite of a healthy debate, there was no resolution on how 
one could address the complex nature of the issues raised by the 
dissenting side. To summarize the points made against craft:
        1 Craft is an old, inefficient way of production.
        2 Craft is not, and should not, be an important item on the 

national agenda.
        3 Technology is the most important tool we have to “solve” 

our problems; not craft.

  

1 “Aagaman—Listening to Craft” was a 
workshop held in Bangalore, India 9–13 
May 2002. 

© 2005 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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        4 Craftsmen don’t have a great image of their own work (and 
perhaps of themselves, too?). They wouldn’t want their 
children to work as they do.

        5 The best thing to do is to turn it into a tourist attraction—
nothing more. 

        6 Current Indian craft is mostly kitsch, nonutilitarian.

This list highlights a perception shared by a large group of people 
as well as the policymakers; it seems to be the current construct in 
India surrounding craft. The trend is for the government and NGOs 
to involve designers and design firms to “spruce up” the craft sector; 
and to move from “traditional” products to “contemporary” prod-
ucts, packaging, and so on. The implication—the “old” will not hold. 
Design is used to apply ideas such as “brand” to this sector. This has 
spawned the “designer” product that is said to be successful in urban 
markets at home and abroad. A good example is Khadi.2

An impressive exhibition of Khadi garments entitled Khadi: 
The Fabric of Freedom has just concluded at the National 
Gallery of Modern Art, Mumbai. The exhibition will 
now go to other metropolitan cities including Kolkata 
and Bangalore. This exhibition, sponsored by the Volkart 
Foundation of Switzerland, features ensembles by the seven 
leading fashion designers including Ritu Kumar, Abu Jani 
and Sandeep Khosla, Manish Arora, Asha Sarabhai, and 
Raghavendra Rao. It is the first one to be held on such a 
large scale. Khadi: The Fabric of Freedom has culminated after 
two years of extensive research by Rahul Jain, a well-quali-
fied textile technologist from India. More than a hundred 
different varieties of both refined and coarse Khadi from 
Andhra Pradesh, West Bengal, Karnataka, UP, and Bihar are 
showcased in this exhibition.3

Better packaging, the incorporation of new technology, and product 
design all constitute this current approach to craft—an approach 
aligned with the thinking of our dissenting participant. Yet, nowhere 
is the craftsperson mentioned. Ironically, Khadi: The Fabric of Freedom 
seems to do little to create “freedoms” for the people who make it. 
The development and design of this product seems to exclude real 
participation of some stakeholders; whereas, as Amartya Sen main-
tains, we need to include them: “An adequate approach of develop-
ment cannot really be so centered only on those in power. The reach 
has to be broader, and the need for popular participation is not just 
sanctimonious rubbish. Indeed, the idea of development cannot be 
dissociated from it.”4

I have been there and done that myself. As a designer, I have 
worked with precisely this approach in the past—”contemporizing” 
craft—thinking that it held promise for the sector. The assumption of 
this approach is: “Good design is good business.” And one assumes 

2 Khadi is the local hand-spun and hand-
woven fabric whose manufacture and 
use Gandhi said should free India from 
imports. 

3 Apunkachoice.com, Khadi Is 
Back in Vogue, (1 May, 2002), 
www.apunkachoice.com/scoop/fashion/
20020501-0.html.

4 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom 
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
1999).



Design Issues:  Volume 21, Number 4  Autumn 200570

that good business translates to better living standards. However, 
such a generalization does not allow a real examination of the issue 
of craft and its development. This assumption needs to be ques-
tioned. Larry Keeley writes: 

The idea that good design is good business is a ridicu-
lous statement, most often trotted out by designers who 
are trying to prove that whatever they do—which they 
frequently have difficulty articulating—must be really 
central to business because somebody said this a really long 
time ago, and it sounded so pithy at that time. This is delu-
sional. I’m convinced that, when it happens, good design 
rises above, surrounds, and is vastly more important than 
trivial things like commerce. That’s why it’s really crazy for 
designers to have concerns about articulating the relation-
ship between design and business.5

I started asking questions such as: “Is there a different way for 
design to engage with craft?” and “What can design contribute to 
craft—apart from just ‘packaged designs’ for others to thoughtlessly 
reproduce?” I recall Chambers’s caution:

For learning, power is a disability: all who are powerful are, 
by definition, uppers, sometimes uppers many times over, 
others relate to them as lowers. In their daily lives, multiple 
uppers are vulnerable to acquiescence, deference, flattery, 
and placation. They are not easily contradicted or corrected: 
their word goes.6 

A designer, a government official, a development professional, and 
a cultural academic all are “uppers.” To explore what design can do 
for the craft sector, let us look at some popular myths. Remember, 
designers are as responsible as others in perpetuating these myths, 
and must understand their position of power.

Myth 1 
Craftspeople can’t be expected to design contemporary products; 
they need to join with someone who has exposure in the urban 
and international markets.
On the face of it, this seems a logical and reasonable stand. So the 
trader, the design house, and the merchandiser emerge apparently 
to support and help the crafts community. Then, slowly a lucrative 
market compels the industry to move to the next scale of manufac-
ture; and without real freedom to become informed, to debate, or 
to choose, the crafts community is sucked into a social change the 
consequences of which are not foreseen and very often destabiliz-
ing. This is the real problem—the change uses inequitable processes 
and decisions which often don’t include the craftsperson’s point of 
view. 

5 Larry Keeley, Facts, Forces, Fog: Reckless 
Guesses in a Time of Change,  Keynote 
address at Aspen Design Conference, 
June 2001 (published subsequently in 
Blueprint 186 August 2001).

6 Robert Chambers, Whose Reality Counts? 
(London: Intermediate Technology 
Publications, 1997).
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But, of late years, these handicraftsmen, for the sake of 
whose works the whole world has been ceaselessly pour-
ing its bullion for 3,000 years into India, and who, for all 
the marvelous tissues and embroidery they have wrought, 
have polluted no rivers, deformed no pleasing prospects, 
nor poisoned any air; whose skill and individuality the 
training of countless generations has developed to the high-
est perfection; these hereditary handicraftsmen are being 
everywhere gathered from their democratic village commu-
nities in hundreds and thousand into the colossal mills of 
Bombay to drudge in gangs, for tempting wages, at manu-
facturing piece goods, in competition with Manchester in 
the production of which they are no more intellectually and 
morally concerned than the grinder of a barrel organ in the 
tunes turned out from it.7 

Note the word “democratic” used to describe the way products were 
produced. Urban guilds and village community manufacture were 
governed by strict rules and laws that made sure there was a distri-
bution of work and protection of the weaker members’ interests. The 
societal framework allowed for what, nearly a hundred years later, 
Fisher says was an egalitarian framework:

In the co-operative, egalitarian society, there is fear of the 
independent self-reliant person, as well as of the “bossy” 
person. Strength and success are achieved by unity of 
approximate equals, who must be regarded as powerless 
alone, for if someone felt competent working by himself he 
might not cooperate with others when needed. Moreover, 
since directions for work are given on the whole as subtle 
suggestions rather than as firm commands, a strong trait 
of obedience and responsiveness to the wishes of others is 
highly valued and useful.8

The crafts community always has lived on the above premise of 
“approximate equals,” but now in the face of globalization and 
free market economy thinking, this social structure has given way 
to fierce competition, loss of quality, and the firm establishment 
of the “upper.” So the myth that the craftsperson cannot design is 
sustained.

Government policies and development projects reinforce 
this notion of “inequality.” For example, in 1998, the Government of 
India commissioned me “... to develop new designs which should 
be easily marketable in the global market.” This project involved a 
community of traditional lamp makers in southern India. Note the 
language—I was not asked to “facilitate a process of design.” I was 
asked to “provide designs.” The implied notion here is that the craft-
person is a passive recipient, and cannot be a co-creator.

7 Sir G. Birdwood, Industrial Arts of India 
(London, 1880).

8 J. L. Fischer, “Art Styles as Cultural 
Cognitive Maps” in The Sociology of 
Art and Literature: A Reader, Milton C. 
Albrecht, James H. Barnett, and Mason 
Griff, eds. (London: Gerald Duckworth 
and Company, Ltd., 1970).
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The Designer-as-Facilitator
Charles and Ray Eames, in their “India Report,” hoped that design-
ers leaving the new Institute of Design would:

... leave with a start towards a real education. They should 
be trained not only to solve problems—but what is more 
important—they should be trained to help others solve 
their own problems. One of the most valuable functions of a 
good industrial designer today is to ask the right questions 
of those concerned so that they become freshly involved 
and seek a solution themselves.9

Has Indian design, in fifty years of the country’s independence, 
empowered the crafts community to become “freshly involved” 
and “seek solutions themselves” on how to resolve this problem 
of designing for new markets? Have designers asked the right 
questions of the crafts community to lead to such empowerment? 
Perhaps it is now time to do so. “With adequate social opportunities, 
individuals can effectively shape their own destiny and help each 
other. They need not be seen primarily as passive recipients of the 
benefits of cunning development programs.”10 

So the point is not that craftspeople don’t need links with 
experts—it’s about the quality of that link. Is the link exploitative or 
authentic in its equality? Design needs to be seen as a powerful tool 
that can create and nurture this equality—by the institutions, the 
policymakers, and the designers themselves. 

Myth 2 
Craftspeople need to be trained in skills and new technologies.
Again, this is a plausible and reasonable statement. Without a doubt, 
the pace and intensity of change requires inputs from new skills and 
technologies. This is such a universal need today that it seems ridicu-
lous to state the obvious. Yet, is the training effective? Doing things 
right is “efficiency,” but “effectiveness” is about doing the right 
thing.11 Does the current method of training create an empowered 
craftsperson through new learning that integrates both the techni-
cal and the conceptual? Is design contributing to the effectiveness 
of craftspersons’ training? Traditionally, the craftsperson learned 
through apprenticeship.

Learning still continues this way wherever hereditary craft 
is practiced. Added to this are numerous government-run training 
programs and NGOs, who train people to learn a craft to provide 
a livelihood. And yet creativity, the mainstay of this profession, 
is not addressed through this or any other process. Craftspeople 
cannot create strategies for innovation; competence is seen only as a 
mastery of one or other technical skills. The craft sector has no insti-
tution dedicated to the learning, training, and growth of the people 
involved in it. There is no broad and long-term focus, and a dearth 
of good trainers in this field amplifies the problem.

9 Charles and Ray Eames, “The India 
Report,” (A report written for the 
Government of India, New Delhi, 1958).

10 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom.
11 Peter Drucker, Management: Tasks, 

Responsibilities, Practices (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1974).
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Most training programs for craft are dull, lifeless, and do not 
take learning styles or needs into account when being structured. In 
today’s plural society, subjects such as design, semiotics, branding, 
history, politics, philosophy, and cultural studies all need to be made 
accessible to the craftsperson. To paraphrase Neil Postman, “Can 
a nation preserve its history, originality, and humanity by refusing 
craftsmen access to creativity, innovation, knowledge, and fun?”12

Training with a Difference
To demonstrate what design can do to change this, I created a train-
ing program for craftspeople that was not Balkanized along lines 
of material or skill set. I used design and art pedagogy to “teach” 
creativity, reflection, critical thinking, analysis, exploration, and 
experimentation. It also relied heavily on visual language, move-
ment, and doing rather than talking and writing. I realized that, in 
facilitating knowledge creation in this sector, a designer has to tread 
very humbly. I knew all too well how easy it is to destroy the objec-
tive by being insensitive to method, language, myth, symbol, and 
style. This five-day residential workshop was called “Aagaman—
Listening to Craft.” The ideas and work generated in this workshop 
by craftspeople, engineers, students of design, government officials, 
and NGOs demonstrated the importance of creating invigorating 
and challenging learning environments to generate innovation 
through collaboration.

In another project, I transformed a group of fifteen students 
from different disciplines of design to a “craft cluster,” utilizing a 
traditional government-funded training program. The students, 
the craftspeople, and I engaged with the notion of design and the 
design process through a collaborative approach. Students and crafts 
workers talked together of sustainability and ways of seeing, clari-
fied the lexicon, participated in hands-on classes on urban markets 
with discussions on form, styles, movements, ergonomics, selling, 
and myths. At the end of the program, I was convinced that design 
schools can contribute significantly to the formulation and delivery 
of effective training in the crafts sector, resulting in win-win posi-
tions for all parties.

To quote Kamaladevi Chattopadhyaya, “... the pride the 
craftsperson derives from his creation and the delight in the perfec-
tion of his finished product sustain him. It is this knowledge that 
is enshrined in our faith in crafts.”13 Most craftspeople do have 
an inherent pride in their work, if their work is accorded the due 
credit, remuneration, and status it deserves. And if they have train-
ing opportunities to empower them to face the onslaught of our 
changing times, they would encourage their children to continue 
in the trade. Creation of this kind of opportunity also would open 
up employment options for other people. With a really “fun” place 
to learn, which then facilitates the earning of a livelihood, we can 
attract people to a career in crafts. Compared to the professionalism, 

12 Neil Postman, Technopoly (New York: 
Alfred Knopf, 1992).

13 Shakuntala Ramani, Sari: The 
Kalakshetra Tradition (Chennai, India: 
Craft Education and Research Centre, 
Kalakshetra Foundation, 2002).
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ambience, and culture in our corporate offices, a typical government 
craft center looks and feels depressing. This urgently needs to be 
changed.

So the solution to address failing performance in craft is not 
to “let craftspeople have training”—that is the mediocre, rote, and 
one-dimensional training primarily responsible for the kitsch that 
fills our emporia. We ought to be preparing them for the future by 
developing their capacity to cope with the pressures of ambiguity 
and change, and empower them with resilience and creativity. Yet, 
who will bell that cat?

Myth 3 
We must gear up to increase export—it is the best market for 
Indian craft (look at our software industry).
Government policies during the last ten years tend to see globaliza-
tion as an opportunity for economic growth. The buzzwords are 
“craft for export” or “income generation through craft export.” We 
are urged to follow the examples of our neighbors further East—Bali, 
Thailand, and China. The Export Promotion Council of Handicraft 
extols the few “houses of craft” that have become supply houses 
to the retail chains of Europe and the U.S. They are held up as the 
models to emulate, models that can be applied across every situa-
tion. India had a 3.8 percent share of the world handicraft trade three 
years ago, and this year it hopes to corner ten percent. Das shows the 
link between this myth and earlier ones: 

There is an old idea in economics ... that if a rich and a poor 
country are linked by trade, their standard of living should 
converge in the long run. It makes intuitive sense, because 
the standard of living depends on productivity, and produc-
tivity, in turn, depends on technology. When a poor nation 
is connected, it merely adopts the technological innovations 
of the rich one without having to reinvent the wheel.14

While everyone is happy (I am too) that India clocks another one-
hundred-million rupees in the export turnover of handicraft, we need 
to ask if it changes the relationship of the craftsperson to his craft? 
This question was raised at the Bangalore workshop during a panel 
discussion on the future of craft. Some interesting insights emerged. 
Prem Chandavarkar, an architect, said, “Craft objects originally 
were objects of use as well of contemplation. A coconut scraper is a 
coconut scraper, but it also is shaped in the form of a horse head. The 
thinking and making of an object always was interlinked.” Today, 
when we talk about making new designs or responding to markets, 
we are slowly separating the thinking and the doing. In globaliza-
tion, craft is viewed in noncontextual boundaries. A craftsman in a 
village may be producing for a consumer in Mumbai or New York, 
and hence the act of creating is grounded in “market perception,” 
and not a particular worldview. Chandavarkar also added: 

14 Gurcharan Das, India Unbound (New 
Delhi: Viking, 2000).
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Craft really is a rooted tradition—it is a process by which a 
community reflects on its condition—this sort of reflection 
is actually a search for identity. The more we move craft 
towards “market” and “customers,” the more we move it 
away from its greatest source of renewal. That is not to say 
customer requirements are not important; rather there is 
a need for dialogue with craftsmen about ways of dealing 
with these concerns.

Related to this, Sen says: “We come back to the perspective of capa-
bilities: that different sections of the society (and not just the socially 
privileged) should be able to be active in the decisions regarding 
what to preserve and what to let go.”15

If pushing export implies the basic relationship of craft to 
craftsman and society is put under pressure, it would be appropriate 
to seek solutions that counter such an effect. When designers provide 
the craftsman access to larger markets through design inputs, they 
also have the responsibility to provide the concomitant tools and 
strategies that allow him to relate to the context, and thus greater 
control.

Design as a Tool to Decision Making
So export means great markets, yet the sense of identity must be 
protected. Design can be used to help make decisions, both to 
articulate possibilities and futures as well as weigh costs. With the 
new opportunities, craftspeople also must be provided with the 
means of relating to the new contexts, and thus freed up to make 
the “right” decisions. In the words of Coomaraswamy, “The heart 
and the essence of the Indian experience is to be found in a constant 
intuition of the unity of all life, and the instinctive and ineradicable 
conviction that the recognition of this unity is the highest good and 
the uttermost freedom.”16

I see design as the integrator; the crucible within which to 
create opportunities for dialogue between customers and craft-
spersons, between buyers and exporters, and between the markets 
and the villages. Design can empower the individual craftsperson 
to create balance between these forces, and thus make the “right” 
decisions.

Myth 4 
Craft is antiquated—it needs to get in line with the twenty-first 
century.
If the attributes of a decent livelihood were to be drawn up, then 
income, work conditions, growth, and development opportunities 
would figure as the basic minimum. Craft scores on all counts, and 
therefore often is used by NGOs to create livelihood options. 

15 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom.
16 Ananda Kentish Coomaraswamy,  The 

Dance of Shiva: Fourteen Indian Essays 
(London: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, 
Kent and Co., 1924).
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On my wanderings, I met Maruthi, who studies law at a small 
town called Channapatna in the southern Indian state of Karnataka. 
His father was a craftsperson who used a hand lathe to make turned 
wooden products—utilitarian, ritual, and decorative. Maruthi also 
turns wooden beads in the morning on the veranda of his village 
home, before he leaves to catch the bus to college. Asked if he would 
like to make craft his career, he thought a bit and said he saw no 
reason why he can’t do both—law and craft.

Every time I talk to craftspeople who highlight this flexible 
aspect of their work, I contrast it with the struggle the corporate 
sector is having with this idea. Social scientists tell us that we are 
living in the age of “flexible economies.” In this age of networked 
connectivity, corporations advertise their workspace as “flexible” to 
attract employees. Flexibility often is portrayed positively as a way 
of creating work that is more meaningful and holistic for individu-
als. But in actual practice, the transition of a capitalistic industrial 
society into a post-industrial flexible economy can create “work 
environments and social structures that are elitist and divisive; with 
autonomy, discretion, and more meaningful work being reserved 
for small technical elites; while the remaining workforce is relegated 
to work that is low-grade, part-time, temporary, un-pensioned, and 
assigned in erratic ways.”17

Here in India, craft is practiced most often in “flexible” 
scenarios. The craftsperson follows work methods and processes that 
are not standardized, but are integrated into his life and the rhythms 
of the community. “Simultaneous,” “nonlinear,” and “networked” 
are ways of thinking that come naturally to this community. It is part 
of their inheritance. It is a way of life. They don’t need to learn about 
“flexibility”—they live it. It is ironical that the very strength of this 
type of production is perceived as a weakness—both by themselves 
and the world they interact with. The government tells them to stan-
dardize, the designer tells them to upgrade, modernize, and change, 
and the market tells them to make things they never have made 
before. They don’t know which is the appropriate way to respond. 

Fortunately for the Indian weaver, while he slept like Rip 
van Winkle, the world has come a full circle, and having 
soared the skies plucking fabrics out of thin air, has now 
returned to earth, and is seeking its roots in earth-borne 
products. Western cultures are slowly turning away from 
the glitz of synthetic fibers and wash-and-wear clothes, 
and are reaching out for natural fibers and dyes that do not 
pollute the earth. The devastation of nature has brought 
humankind to its senses, and there is growing realization 
that we are of the Earth and we destroy ourselves when we 
destroy nature.18

17  Andy Hargreaves, Changing Teachers, 
Changing Times (London: Continuum 
International Publishing Group, 1993).

18 Shakuntala Ramani, Sari: The 
Kalakshetra Tradition.
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I can see design used as a tool to clarify these issues and create ways 
to strategize and leverage the situation for the benefit of craft. The 
time seems appropriate too—the world seems ready to value tradi-
tional materials and processes, not spurn them. Craft could teach 
the citizens of the twenty-first century a thing or two about life and 
living. We need to listen and encourage, not condemn and force-fit. 
Design could be the means of creating this bridge.

The Role of Design Schools
The design school in India is a relatively new entrant in historical 
terms. It is not like an engineering college or a management school. 
It is not like a fine arts school, either. It combines the right brain with 
the left in its approach to pedagogy, itself a novelty in a culture like 
ours. It is this space that can and must take on the task of building 
bridges between the traditional and the modern, and the technologi-
cal and the mythical, in our culture. 

1.  First, because of the available resources of young, energetic 
designers-to-be. They are the ideal ambassadors of such a process. 
They do not carry sufficient authority to intimidate craftspeople, yet 
they still have the required training and thinking associated with 
design. If the school also teaches facilitation skills, then the design 
student could collaborate with all the stakeholders concerned to 
visualize solutions.

2.  A design school can spend longer periods of time on 
projects, with a component of research and engagement that purely 
commercial setups have trouble doing. Craft needs that kind of 
time.

3.  Also, a school is a space where multiple stakeholders can 
converge, and since its primary function is learning, the environment 
is right for experimenting, investigating, and making mistakes. It 
is the ideal platform for multidisciplinary teams to begin the job of 
designing the frameworks and materials that can solve the problems 
of the crafts sector’s search for identity, freedom to make decisions, 
and ability to face globalization, change, and growth in the future.

In conventional terms, so far design has been seen only as a contribu-
tor to the economics of craft. This narrow and shallow engagement 
is one of the reasons why the dissenting voices seem reasonable and 
true. Design must redefine its boundaries to go beyond this rather 
limited and circumscribed role to be able to contribute to the devel-
opment of this sector. Sen says, “In looking for a fuller understand-
ing of the role of design, we have to take note of its direct relevance 
to the well-being and freedom of the craftsperson, its indirect role 
through influencing social change, and its indirect role through influ-
encing economic production.”19 I believe that the design school is the 
right place for this process of “role realization” to begin.19 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom.
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