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 A B S T R A C T 

The mat handcraft industry in Sabang Block located in the West Medinipur district of West Bengal, 

has played a pivotal role in the region's rural development during both the colonial and post-colonial 

periods. This study examines the evolution of this traditional craft and its socio-economic impacts, 

tracing how colonial policies influenced the industry and how it adapted and transformed in the post-

colonial era. Through a historical lens, this analysis explores the industry's contribution to rural 

livelihoods, cultural identity, and local economy. The study draws on archival records, oral histories, 

and contemporary accounts to provide a comprehensive understanding of the mat handcraft industry's 

role in rural development. The findings reveal that while the industry faced challenges during the 

colonial period due to exploitative practices, it also served as a site of resistance and resilience. In the 

post-colonial period, the industry experienced revitalization, driven by government initiatives and the 

efforts of local artisans, contributing significantly to rural empowerment and economic sustainability. 

Keywords: Mat Handcraft Industry, Rural Development, Colonial Period, Post-Colonial Period. 

1. Introduction 

The Sabang Blok of West Medinipur district in West Bengal is a region steeped in the rich tradition 

of mat handcraft, a craft that has sustained local livelihoods and embodied cultural identity for 

generations. Mat weaving in Sabang Blok is more than a mere economic activity; it is a deeply 

ingrained cultural practice that reflects the community's resilience and ability to adapt to changing 

socio-economic conditions. This industry has been a vital part of the rural economy, providing 

income for numerous households and contributing to the social fabric of the community. However, 

the historical trajectory of the mat handcraft industry in this region is marked by significant 

transformations, particularly during the colonial and post-colonial periods, which have profoundly 

influenced its development. During the colonial period, India's traditional industries faced severe 

challenges due to the imposition of British economic policies. The influx of industrial goods from 

Britain, coupled with exploitative practices, disrupted local industries and altered the economic 

landscape of rural India. The mat handcraft industry in Sabang Blok was no exception; it struggled to 

compete with mass-produced goods, leading to a decline in its prominence. Despite these challenges, 

the industry managed to survive, primarily due to the tenacity of the local artisans who continued to 
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weave mats, albeit on a smaller scale, to sustain their livelihoods and preserve their cultural heritage. 

In the post-colonial period, the Indian government recognized the importance of reviving traditional 

crafts as a means of promoting rural development and alleviating poverty. Various policies and 

programs were introduced to support artisanal industries, including the mat handcraft sector. 

Initiatives such as the Khadi and Village Industries Commission (KVIC) played a crucial role in 

providing financial assistance, training, and market access to artisans, leading to the resurgence of 

the mat handcraft industry in Sabang Blok. This period also saw a growing appreciation for 

indigenous crafts, both within India and internationally, which further contributed to the industry's 

revitalization. This study aims to explore the historical evolution of the mat handcraft industry in 

Sabang Block focusing on its role in rural development during the colonial and post-colonial periods. 

By examining the socio-economic and cultural impacts of this industry across different historical 

contexts, this research seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of how the mat handcraft 

industry has shaped, and continues to shape, rural development in the region. 

2. Objectives 

The objectives of this study are: 

1. To trace the historical evolution of the mat handcraft industry in Sabang Blok from the 

colonial period to the post-colonial era. 

2. To analyze the impact of colonial policies on the mat handcraft industry and the local 

economy in Sabang Blok. 

3. To examine the role of the mat handcraft industry in rural development in Sabang Blok 

during the post-colonial period. 

4. To explore the socio-economic challenges and opportunities faced by mat artisans in Sabang 

Blok across these periods. 

5. To assess the contributions of government initiatives and local efforts to the revitalization of 

the mat handcraft industry in the post-colonial era. 

3. Review of Literature 

The existing literature on rural development in India, particularly in the context of traditional 

handcraft industries, provides a foundation for understanding the dynamics at play in the Sabang 

Blok's mat weaving industry. Studies have highlighted the decline of traditional crafts during the 

colonial period due to the influx of British manufactured goods and the imposition of colonial 

economic policies (Roy, 2000; Mukherjee, 1993). The role of traditional industries in sustaining rural 

economies during the colonial era has been debated, with some scholars emphasizing their decline 

(Chakravarti, 1981), while others note their resilience and adaptability (Banerjee, 2007). 

In the post-colonial context, literature has focused on the revival of traditional crafts as part of rural 

development strategies, emphasizing the role of government policies and grassroots movements in 

supporting these industries (Gupta, 1999; Chatterjee, 2012). Studies specific to West Bengal have 

examined the socio-economic conditions of artisans and the impact of development programs on 

traditional crafts (Dasgupta, 2015; Ghosh, 2018). However, there is a gap in the literature concerning 
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the specific historical analysis of the mat handcraft industry in Sabang Block which this study aims 

to address. 

4. Discussion and Major Findings 

The mat handcraft industry in Sabang Block West Medinipur, has a long-standing history, deeply 

intertwined with the region's socio-economic and cultural fabric. During the colonial period, the 

industry, like many other traditional crafts in India, faced substantial challenges due to the influx of 

British-manufactured goods and the colonial administration's economic policies. The introduction of 

cheap, mass-produced goods from Britain drastically altered local markets, leading to a decline in 

demand for handmade products, including mats. This decline was exacerbated by the lack of 

institutional support for local crafts, as the colonial administration prioritized the promotion of 

British goods over indigenous industries. 

Despite these challenges, the mat handcraft industry in Sabang Blok did not completely vanish. The 

resilience of local artisans played a crucial role in the industry's survival. Oral histories and archival 

records suggest that mat weaving became more than just an economic activity during this period; it 

emerged as a form of cultural resistance. The act of continuing to weave mats, using locally sourced 

materials and traditional techniques, became a way for the community to assert its identity in the face 

of colonial exploitation. The mats produced during this time were often sold within local markets or 

bartered, ensuring that the industry remained a small but persistent part of the local economy. 

The colonial period also saw the adaptation of techniques and materials by the artisans of Sabang 

Blok. Faced with the competition from industrial goods, artisans began experimenting with different 

materials that were more readily available and cost-effective. This adaptability not only helped the 

industry survive the colonial period but also laid the groundwork for its eventual revival in the post-

colonial era. 

The post-colonial period marked a significant turning point for the mat handcraft industry in Sabang 

Blok. After India's independence, there was a renewed focus on reviving traditional crafts as part of 

the broader rural development strategy. The Indian government, recognizing the potential of these 

crafts in providing employment and preserving cultural heritage, introduced several initiatives aimed 

at supporting artisanal industries. 

One of the most significant initiatives was the establishment of the Khadi and Village Industries 

Commission (KVIC) in 1956. The KVIC played a crucial role in revitalizing the mat handcraft 

industry in Sabang Blok by providing financial assistance, training programs, and market access to 

artisans. Through these initiatives, artisans were able to increase production and improve the quality 

of their products, making them more competitive in both domestic and international markets. 

The government's efforts were complemented by various rural development programs that aimed to 

alleviate poverty and empower marginalized communities. These programs often included 

components focused on skill development, microfinance, and the promotion of local crafts. In 

Sabang Block these programs helped to formalize the mat handcraft industry, transforming it from a 
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subsistence activity into a more organized and sustainable economic sector. 

The revival of the mat handcraft industry also brought about significant socio-economic changes in 

the region. The industry became a major source of income for many households, contributing to 

poverty alleviation and economic stability. Furthermore, the industry's growth provided opportunities 

for women's empowerment, as many women in the region became involved in mat weaving, either as 

primary artisans or as part of cooperative ventures. This not only enhanced their economic 

independence but also increased their social standing within the community. 

The socio-economic impact of the mat handcraft industry in Sabang Blok during the post-colonial 

period cannot be overstated. The industry became a vital component of the local economy, providing 

employment to a large number of people, particularly in rural areas where job opportunities were 

otherwise scarce. The increased income from mat weaving enabled families to invest in better 

education for their children, improve their living conditions, and access healthcare services, 

contributing to overall social development in the region.In addition to its economic contributions, the 

mat handcraft industry played a significant role in preserving the cultural heritage of Sabang Blok. 

The traditional patterns and techniques used in mat weaving are deeply rooted in the region's cultural 

history, and the continued practice of this craft has helped to maintain these traditions. The industry's 

success also led to a renewed interest in indigenous crafts, both within the community and among 

external stakeholders, including government agencies and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). 

The cultural significance of mat weaving is also reflected in the way it has been integrated into local 

festivals and rituals. Mats are often used in religious ceremonies and community events, symbolizing 

their importance in the region's cultural life. The preservation of these practices has helped to 

strengthen the community's sense of identity and continuity, even as the region has undergone 

significant socio-economic changes. Despite the significant progress made in the post-colonial 

period, the mat handcraft industry in Sabang Blok faces several challenges that threaten its 

sustainability. One of the primary challenges is competition from industrially produced goods, which 

are often cheaper and more readily available in the market. This competition has put pressure on 

local artisans to reduce their prices, often at the cost of their livelihoods. 

Another challenge is the limited access to larger markets. While government initiatives and rural 

development programs have helped to some extent, many artisans still struggle to reach customers 

beyond their immediate geographical area. This is partly due to inadequate infrastructure, including 

poor transportation links and limited access to modern marketing channels such as e-commerce 

platforms. 

Moreover, the younger generation in Sabang Blok is increasingly moving away from traditional 

crafts, opting for more modern and potentially lucrative employment opportunities in urban areas. 

This trend poses a threat to the continuity of the mat handcraft industry, as the knowledge and skills 

required for mat weaving are passed down through generations. Without sufficient incentives and 

support to attract younger artisans, the industry may face a decline in the future.Despite these 

challenges, there are also significant opportunities for the mat handcraft industry in Sabang Blok. 
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The growing global interest in sustainable and ethically produced goods presents a potential market 

for handmade mats. By leveraging this trend, the industry can position itself as a provider of eco-

friendly and culturally significant products, appealing to both domestic and international consumers. 

Additionally, the increasing availability of digital technologies offers new avenues for market access 

and product promotion. E-commerce platforms, social media, and online marketplaces can help 

artisans reach a wider audience, thereby increasing their sales and income. However, realizing these 

opportunities requires targeted support, including digital literacy training, access to technology, and 

the development of marketing strategies that highlight the unique cultural and environmental aspects 

of the mats produced in Sabang Blok. 

The success of the mat handcraft industry in the post-colonial period underscores the importance of 

supportive policies and community-driven initiatives. Government programs such as those 

implemented by KVIC have been instrumental in providing the necessary resources and 

infrastructure to support the industry's growth. However, the role of community initiatives should not 

be underestimated. Local cooperatives, self-help groups, and NGOs have played a critical role in 

organizing artisans, facilitating access to markets, and advocating for their rights and interests. 

For instance, several cooperative societies have been established in Sabang Block bringing together 

mat weavers to pool their resources, share knowledge, and collectively market their products. These 

cooperatives have also been successful in securing better prices for the artisans, as they have more 

bargaining power when dealing with buyers and suppliers. 

In addition to economic benefits, these community initiatives have fostered a sense of solidarity and 

mutual support among the artisans. This has been particularly important in overcoming challenges 

related to market access and competition, as well as in preserving the traditional knowledge and 

skills associated with mat weaving. 

The discussion reveals that the mat handcraft industry in Sabang Blok has experienced a complex 

and multifaceted evolution, influenced by both external pressures and internal resilience. The 

colonial period, marked by economic challenges and cultural resistance, set the stage for the 

industry's survival, while the post-colonial period saw its revival and expansion, driven by 

government support and community initiatives. 

The industry's contributions to rural development in Sabang Blok are significant, encompassing 

economic, social, and cultural dimensions. However, the future of the industry depends on its ability 

to adapt to modern challenges, including market competition, technological advancements, and 

generational shifts. With continued support and strategic innovation, the mat handcraft industry in 

Sabang Blok has the potential to not only sustain itself but also to thrive as a model of sustainable 

rural development. 

6. Conclusion 

The mat handcraft industry in Sabang Blok of West Medinipur district has undergone significant 

transformations from the colonial to the post-colonial periods. Despite the challenges posed by 
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colonial exploitation, the industry survived and adapted, providing a source of livelihood and cultural 

identity for the local population. In the post-colonial period, the industry's revitalization, supported 

by government policies and local initiatives, has contributed to rural development, economic 

stability, and social empowerment in the region. 

This study highlights the importance of traditional crafts in rural development and the need for 

continued support to sustain these industries in the face of modern challenges. The findings suggest 

that the mat handcraft industry in Sabang Blok not only represents a significant aspect of the region's 

cultural heritage but also serves as a model for rural development through the preservation and 

promotion of traditional crafts. 
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