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Abstract

Kantha embroidery, one of the most distinctive traditional textile crafts of Bengal, represents
a rich legacy of indigenous knowledge, artistic expression, and sustainable crafismanship.
Traditionally created through layers of repurposed fabrics stitched together with intricate
running stitches, Kantha embodies the principles of resource efficiency, cultural identity, and
community-based production. Despite its historical significance, the craft faces challenges
arising from industrialization, changing consumer preferences, mass-produced alternatives,
and limited market adaptation, threatening both its cultural continuity and the livelihoods of
artisan communities. This study explores the potential of integrating traditional Kantha
embroidery into contemporary apparel design as a strategy for promoting cultural
sustainability and fashion innovation.

The research adopts a design-oriented methodology to reinterpret traditional Kantha motifs,
stitch patterns, and storytelling elements into contemporary apparel that aligns with modern
aesthetic preferences while preserving the authenticity of the craft. Sustainable fashion
principles, including slow fashion, ethical production, circular design practices, and
handcrafted value addition, form the conceptual foundation of the study. The research
emphasizes balancing heritage preservation with product innovation to enhance the
commercial relevance of Kantha embroidery in both domestic and global fashion markets.

The study further investigates how design intervention can contribute to safeguarding
intangible cultural heritage by creating innovative apparel collections that appeal to
contemporary consumers without compromising traditional craftsmanship. It highlights the
role of Kantha embroidery in promoting responsible consumption, supporting artisan
livelihoods, encouraging women's economic empowerment, and strengthening the market
competitiveness of handmade textile products. The findings indicate that integrating Kantha
embroidery into contemporary apparel design not only enhances the aesthetic and functional
value of fashion products but also provides a sustainable pathway for preserving traditional
craft practices in an evolving fashion industry.
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The study contributes to the growing discourse on heritage-based fashion innovation and
offers practical insights for designers, researchers, policymakers, and fashion entrepreneurs
seeking to integrate indigenous textile traditions with sustainable product development. It
demonstrates that culturally rooted design innovation can serve as an effective model for
achieving both heritage conservation and sustainable growth within the contemporary fashion
ecosystem.

Keywords: Kantha embroidery, cultural sustainability, fashion innovation, contemporary
apparel design, sustainable fashion, indigenous textiles, slow fashion, artisan empowerment,
design intervention, heritage conservation.

1. Introduction:

India's rich textile heritage reflects centuries of traditional knowledge, artistic excellence, and
cultural diversity that have been preserved through numerous indigenous crafts. Among these,
Kantha embroidery occupies a distinctive place as one of the oldest and most recognizable
forms of hand embroidery practiced primarily in the eastern states of West Bengal and parts of
Bangladesh. Traditionally developed as a household craft, Kantha emerged from the practice
of stitching together layers of discarded cotton fabrics using simple running stitches to create
quilts, wraps, and utility textiles. Over time, this utilitarian craft evolved into an intricate
decorative art form characterized by symbolic motifs inspired by nature, mythology, religion,
folklore, and everyday life. Beyond its aesthetic appeal, Kantha embroidery represents a living
repository of cultural memory, reflecting the values, beliefs, and creative expressions of the

communities that have nurtured the tradition across generations.

In recent decades, globalization and rapid industrialization have transformed the fashion
industry, creating unprecedented opportunities as well as significant challenges for traditional
textile crafts. The expansion of fast fashion, mechanized production, and mass consumption
has intensified pressure on handcrafted textile traditions, resulting in declining demand for
labour-intensive artisanal products and increasing competition from inexpensive machine-
made imitations. Consequently, many traditional crafts, including Kantha embroidery, face the

risk of losing their cultural relevance and economic sustainability. These changing market
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dynamics have affected artisan livelihoods and have weakened the transmission of traditional

skills to younger generations, thereby threatening the continuity of intangible cultural heritage.

The concept of cultural sustainability has emerged as an important dimension of sustainable
development, emphasizing the preservation, transmission, and revitalization of cultural
traditions while enabling them to adapt to contemporary social and economic realities. Unlike
conventional approaches that primarily focus on environmental sustainability, cultural
sustainability recognizes traditional knowledge, craftsmanship, and indigenous creative
practices as valuable resources that contribute to community identity, social cohesion, and
inclusive development. Within this framework, Kantha embroidery represents more than a
decorative textile technique; it serves as a medium through which cultural narratives, local
identities, and artisanal knowledge are continuously preserved and reinterpreted. Ensuring the
sustainability of Kantha therefore requires strategies that balance heritage conservation with

innovation and market relevance.

Simultaneously, the global fashion industry is witnessing a growing shift towards sustainable,
ethical, and slow fashion practices. Consumers are increasingly seeking products that
demonstrate authenticity, craftsmanship, environmental responsibility, and cultural value. This
transformation has encouraged designers to explore traditional textile techniques as sources of
creative inspiration for developing innovative apparel that combines heritage with
contemporary aesthetics. Kantha embroidery possesses considerable potential in this regard
due to its handcrafted character, distinctive surface textures, versatility, and adaptability across
diverse garment categories. The incorporation of Kantha into contemporary apparel design not
only enhances product uniqueness but also promotes sustainable production by extending the

life cycle of textiles and supporting artisan-based manufacturing systems.

Despite its increasing visibility in domestic and international markets, the application of
Kantha embroidery within contemporary apparel remains relatively limited. Existing
commercial products continue to concentrate largely on sarees, dupattas, home furnishings,
and accessories, while comparatively fewer initiatives have explored its integration into

innovative ready-to-wear garments, contemporary silhouettes, and fashion collections
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designed for evolving consumer preferences. Furthermore, issues such as inadequate design
intervention, limited branding, fragmented market access, dependence on intermediaries, and
insufficient technological integration continue to constrain the growth potential of Kantha
artisans and enterprises. These challenges indicate the necessity of adopting design-led
approaches that preserve the authenticity of traditional embroidery while enhancing its

commercial viability and global competitiveness.

Fashion innovation provides an effective pathway for revitalizing traditional crafts by
encouraging experimentation with new materials, silhouettes, construction techniques, colour
combinations, and product categories without compromising cultural identity. Contemporary
apparel design can transform Kantha embroidery from a heritage craft into a dynamic element
of sustainable fashion capable of addressing modern consumer expectations while
strengthening artisan livelihoods. Such innovation contributes not only to product
diversification but also to the broader objectives of cultural preservation, ethical production,
and responsible consumption. Integrating traditional embroidery within contemporary design
frameworks also reinforces the principles of circular economy and slow fashion by promoting
handcrafted production processes and extending the cultural and functional value of textile

products.

Although previous studies have examined Kantha embroidery from historical, anthropological,
and socio-economic perspectives, relatively limited research has investigated the intersection
of cultural sustainability and fashion innovation in the context of contemporary apparel design.
Existing literature often treats heritage preservation and design innovation as separate domains,
overlooking the potential of their integration in creating sustainable and commercially viable
fashion products. Moreover, there remains a need for comprehensive academic inquiry into
how Kantha embroidery can simultaneously preserve traditional craftsmanship, enhance
artisan livelihoods, and contribute to the development of culturally meaningful contemporary

fashion.

Against this background, the present study examines Kantha embroidery as a significant

cultural resource capable of supporting both heritage preservation and fashion innovation. It
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explores the adaptation of traditional Kantha techniques and motifs within contemporary
apparel design while evaluating their contribution to cultural sustainability, sustainable
fashion, and artisan empowerment. By establishing a connection between traditional
craftsmanship and modern design practices, the study seeks to contribute to the growing
discourse on sustainable fashion and demonstrate the relevance of indigenous textile traditions
within the contemporary apparel industry. The findings are expected to provide valuable
insights for designers, researchers, policymakers, and craft development organizations

working towards the preservation and revitalization of India's rich textile heritage.

2. Review of Literature:

Kantha embroidery is one of the oldest indigenous textile traditions of the Bengal region,
originating as a domestic recycling practice in which women stitched together layers of worn
cotton saris and dhotis using running stitches to create quilts and household textiles. Over time,
the craft evolved from a utilitarian household activity into a highly valued decorative
embroidery characterized by motifs depicting flora, fauna, mythology, religious symbols, and
rural life. This transformation reflects the dynamic relationship between cultural traditions and
changing socio-economic conditions. Contemporary research further indicates that Kantha has
expanded beyond household textiles into apparel, accessories, and home décor, demonstrating
its adaptability to modern design markets while retaining its cultural identity (Nayak & Sood,
2025).

Cultural sustainability has emerged as an important pillar of sustainable development,
emphasizing the preservation of cultural identity, traditional knowledge, and artisanal skills
alongside environmental and economic sustainability. Within the textile sector, cultural
sustainability extends beyond the conservation of historical artefacts to include the continued
practice, adaptation, and transmission of traditional craftsmanship across generations. Recent
systematic reviews argue that embroidery traditions should be viewed not merely as heritage
objects but as living cultural practices capable of evolving through innovation while
maintaining authenticity (Singh & Singh, 2025).

Studies on indigenous textile traditions further suggest that sustaining cultural heritage requires
collaboration among artisans, designers, educational institutions, policymakers, and
consumers. Such collaborative approaches facilitate knowledge transfer, product
diversification, and market expansion without compromising cultural integrity. Researchers
therefore advocate integrating traditional embroidery into contemporary fashion systems as a
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practical strategy for safeguarding intangible cultural heritage while supporting sustainable
economic development (Singh & Singh, 2025).

The growing demand for ethical and sustainable fashion has encouraged designers to
reinterpret traditional textile crafts within contemporary apparel collections. Handcrafted
embroidery techniques have become valuable sources of innovation because they combine
aesthetic uniqueness with cultural narratives and environmentally responsible production
methods. Kantha embroidery, in particular, has gained recognition among fashion designers
due to its versatility and handcrafted appeal. Contemporary applications include jackets,
dresses, shirts, outerwear, and accessories that integrate traditional stitches with modern
silhouettes and construction techniques (Nayak & Sood, 2025).

Kantha embroidery is recognized as one of the most significant textile traditions of the Bengal
region, with its origins rooted in the domestic practice of recycling worn cotton garments into
functional household textiles. Early studies describe Kantha as a form of women's domestic art
in which layers of discarded saris and dhotis were stitched together using simple running
stitches to create quilts, wraps, and ceremonial textiles. The embroidery gradually evolved
beyond its utilitarian function, incorporating motifs representing religious beliefs, flora, fauna,
mythology, and everyday village life, thereby becoming an important visual archive of Bengali
cultural identity (Chen, 1984; Perveen, 1997).

Dongerkery (1950) and Naik (1996) documented Kantha as one of India's distinctive
embroidery traditions, emphasizing its regional variations, stitch vocabulary, symbolism, and
craftsmanship. Their studies established that Kantha differs from other Indian embroidery
styles because of its emphasis on narrative storytelling through embroidery rather than purely
decorative ornamentation. Gillow and Barnard (1991) further argued that Kantha reflects the
close relationship between material culture and everyday life, illustrating how textile traditions
preserve indigenous knowledge and social memory.

The concept of cultural sustainability has become increasingly important within sustainable
fashion research because it recognizes that sustainability extends beyond environmental
protection to include the preservation of cultural heritage, traditional knowledge, and
community identity. Soini and Dessein (2016) proposed that culture should be viewed not
merely as a fourth pillar of sustainability but as a fundamental dimension that shapes social
resilience and sustainable development.

Within the textile sector, traditional embroidery represents intangible cultural heritage that is
transmitted through intergenerational learning. UNESCO (2003) emphasizes that safeguarding
intangible cultural heritage requires the continued practice and adaptation of traditional
knowledge rather than simply conserving historical artefacts. Consequently, textile traditions
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such as Kantha should be understood as living cultural practices that evolve while maintaining
their cultural identity.

Traditional textile crafts have increasingly become sources of inspiration for contemporary
fashion designers seeking alternatives to mass-produced garments. Fletcher (2007) introduced
the concept of slow fashion, emphasizing craftsmanship, durability, and emotional attachment
as essential components of sustainable apparel. Since then, several researchers have argued
that heritage crafts provide fashion designers with opportunities to develop culturally
distinctive products while reducing environmental impacts.

Industry evidence further demonstrates that leading designers have successfully integrated
Kantha into contemporary fashion collections. Abraham & Thakore, By Walid, Ssone, and
Osman Yousefzada have adapted Kantha techniques for jackets, coats, dresses, and luxury
apparel, illustrating how heritage embroidery can be reinterpreted within global fashion while
supporting artisan communities.

Growing environmental awareness has substantially influenced consumer attitudes toward
handcrafted and culturally authentic fashion products. McNeill and Moore (2015) observed
that younger consumers increasingly appreciate sustainable fashion because of its ethical and
environmental values, although purchasing behaviour is often constrained by price and
availability.

Joergens (2006) similarly found that consumers express positive attitudes toward ethically
produced apparel but frequently fail to translate these attitudes into purchasing decisions,
highlighting the well-documented attitude—behaviour gap.

Within the context of Kantha embroidery, contemporary consumers increasingly associate
handcrafted products with authenticity, exclusivity, sustainability, and cultural storytelling.
Studies indicate that heritage-based apparel gains greater consumer acceptance when
supported by innovative design, quality craftsmanship, effective branding, and compelling
narratives about artisan communities (Nayak & Sood, 2025).

Challenges faced by Artisans

1) Kantha embroidery is a highly labour-intensive craft requiring patience, precision, and
considerable time. However, artisans often receive inadequate remuneration compared to the
time and skill invested. The majority of profits are captured by traders, exporters, and retailers,
leaving artisans with low and unstable incomes. Seasonal demand and inconsistent orders
further contribute to financial insecurity.
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2) Most Kantha artisans lack direct access to organized markets and rely heavily on
intermediaries for selling their products. These middlemen purchase handcrafted products at
relatively low prices and sell them at significantly higher margins in urban and international
markets. This unequal marketing structure reduces artisans' bargaining power and limits their
economic independence.

3) The rapid expansion of textile manufacturing has resulted in the widespread availability of
machine-embroidered products that imitate traditional Kantha designs. These products are
produced quickly and sold at lower prices, making it difficult for authentic handmade Kantha
to compete. Consumers often fail to distinguish between handcrafted and machine-produced
embroidery, reducing demand for genuine artisan products.

4) Kantha embroidery possesses immense artistic potential, many artisans continue to produce
conventional designs due to limited exposure to changing fashion trends. Insufficient
collaboration with professional designers and educational institutions restricts product
diversification, making it difficult to meet evolving consumer preferences in contemporary
apparel markets.

5) Despite growing interest in sustainable and handcrafted fashion, many Kantha artisans have
limited access to national and international markets. Poor marketing infrastructure, inadequate
branding, lack of participation in trade fairs, and limited knowledge of export procedures
constrain market expansion. Consequently, artisans remain dependent on local markets where
profit margins are comparatively lower.

6) The increasing importance of e-commerce and digital marketing has transformed the fashion
industry. However, many Kantha artisans, particularly those in rural areas, have limited
knowledge of digital platforms, online marketplaces, social media promotion, and digital
payment systems. This digital divide restricts their ability to reach broader consumer markets
and directly engage with customers.

7) The prices of cotton fabrics, embroidery threads, dyes, and other essential materials have
increased considerably over recent years. Since most Kantha artisans operate as small-scale
producers with limited financial resources, higher input costs reduce profit margins and make
it difficult to sustain production while maintaining quality standards.

8) Younger members of artisan families increasingly seek employment outside the handicraft
sector due to low earnings, uncertain career prospects, and changing aspirations. Migration to
urban areas for alternative occupations has reduced the number of skilled artisans engaged in
Kantha embroidery, posing a serious threat to the continuity of traditional knowledge and
intergenerational skill transfer.
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9) Although various government agencies and non-governmental organizations have
introduced programmes to support handicrafts, many Kantha artisans remain unaware of
available schemes or face administrative barriers in accessing them. Limited availability of
affordable credit, insufficient design training, inadequate infrastructure, and weak
implementation of development programmes continue to hinder the growth of artisan
enterprises.

10) Kantha embroidery is predominantly practiced by rural women who simultaneously
manage household responsibilities and income-generating activities. Limited mobility,
unequal access to education, financial resources, and market networks often restrict their
entrepreneurial opportunities. In many cases, women's contributions remain undervalued
despite their central role in preserving the craft tradition.

11) Although Kantha embroidery has gained national and international recognition, authentic
products continue to face imitation by mass-produced replicas. Limited awareness regarding
Geographical Indication (GI) protection, inadequate branding, and weak intellectual property
enforcement reduce the market value of genuine handcrafted Kantha and create unfair
competition for artisans.

Suggestions:

Based on the findings of the study, the following recommendations are proposed to strengthen
the cultural sustainability of Kantha embroidery while promoting its integration into
contemporary apparel design.

1) Fashion designers should collaborate directly with Kantha artisans to develop contemporary
apparel collections that retain traditional embroidery techniques while meeting current fashion
trends. Such collaborations facilitate knowledge exchange, encourage innovation, and create
products with greater market value. Studies show that design-led interventions improve
product diversification and increase artisans' income opportunities.

2) Kantha embroidery should be extended beyond conventional products such as sarees,
dupattas, and quilts into contemporary apparel categories including jackets, shirts, dresses, co-
ord sets, outerwear, denim, and accessories. Diversification will enable artisans to access wider
consumer segments and reduce dependence on seasonal markets.

3) Traditional Kantha motifs, stitch techniques, oral histories, and symbolic meanings should
be systematically documented through digital archives, museums, academic institutions, and
community-based projects. This will facilitate intergenerational knowledge transfer and
safeguard Kantha as an important element of India's intangible cultural heritage.
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4) Regular training programmes should be organized to expose artisans to contemporary
fashion trends, colour forecasting, apparel construction, quality standards, and sustainable
design practices. Partnerships between fashion institutes, design schools, government
agencies, and artisan cooperatives can significantly improve innovation and product
competitiveness.

5) Artisans and self-help groups should be trained to utilize digital platforms, social media
marketing, and e-commerce marketplaces. Digital storytelling highlighting the history,
craftsmanship, and cultural significance of Kantha can increase consumer awareness and create
direct market linkages, thereby reducing dependence on intermediaries.

6) Authentic Kantha products should be supported through geographical indication (GI)
protection, artisan certification, and craft-specific branding. Labelling products with
information about the artisan, production process, and cultural significance will strengthen
consumer confidence and differentiate handmade products from machine-made imitations.

Development of a New Product Line- Men’s Wear Shirt

Fig. 1. Traditional Kantha Embroidered Fabric

The men's shirt was developed using hand-embroidered Kantha fabric produced by artisan
communities in West Bengal. Natural wooden buttons and cotton sewing thread were used to
maintain consistency with sustainable production principles. Lightweight fusible interfacing
was applied only where structural support was required.

Materials

e Hand-embroidered Kantha cotton fabric
e Cotton sewing thread
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e Natural wooden buttons
e Lightweight fusible interfacing

Design Development

The design concept aimed to reinterpret traditional Kantha embroidery within a contemporary
men's shirt while preserving its cultural identity. The entire shirt is crafted from Kantha
embroidery fabric to maintain design consistency and emphasize the intricate embroidery
work.

A modern regular-fit silhouette was selected to appeal to contemporary consumers. Vibrant
colours including green, pink, red, yellow, mustard and orange were combined with
handcrafted Kantha embroidery to enhance versatility across casual, semi-formal, and resort
wear categories.

The design process emphasized minimalism by allowing handcrafted embroidery to become
the focal element of the shirt. This approach maintains the authenticity of Kantha while
responding to current menswear trends that favour understated craftsmanship and timeless
aesthetics.

Fig. 2. Front View of Shirt Fig. 3. Back View
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The shirt was constructed using standard industrial shirt-making techniques integrated with
handcrafted Kantha embroidery. The garment features a classic regular collar reinforced with

lightweight interfacing to maintain shape without compromising comfort.

A full-length front placket with natural wooden buttons provides convenient fastening while
complementing the handcrafted appearance of the garment. A patch pocket positioned on the
left chest incorporates Kantha embroidery, creating a focal design feature while maintaining

functional utility.

The shirt includes full-length set-in sleeves finished with adjustable buttoned cuffs. Additional
Kantha embroidery was applied to the cuffs and inner collar stand to enhance visual interest
without overwhelming the overall design. Pattern placement was carefully planned to preserve
motif continuity and minimize material wastage during cutting. All seams were finished using

durable stitching techniques suitable for repeated wear and laundering.

The shirt features a gently curved hemline, allowing it to be styled either tucked in for a formal
appearance or untucked for a more relaxed, contemporary look. The garment construction
prioritizes durability, wearer comfort, ease of maintenance, and superior finishing quality
while preserving the aesthetic integrity and artisanal value of traditional Kantha embroidery.
The integration of meticulous tailoring with handcrafted surface ornamentation ensures a

harmonious balance between functionality, craftsmanship, and modern menswear design.

Results:

The developed men's shirt demonstrates that Kantha embroidery can be effectively adapted
into contemporary menswear while preserving its traditional identity and cultural significance.
By using Kantha embroidery fabric throughout the shirt, the design maintains visual
consistency and allows the intricate handcrafted embroidery to remain the focal point. The
thoughtful integration of traditional craftsmanship with a modern shirt silhouette creates a

product that is both aesthetically appealing and relevant to today's fashion market.
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The prototype highlights how Kantha embroidery enhances the overall appearance of the
garment by adding rich textures, vibrant handcrafted details, and a unique cultural story that
distinguishes it from machine-made apparel. The use of soft, breathable cotton fabric further
improves comfort, making the shirt suitable for everyday wear while maintaining a premium

handcrafted look.

The product also reflects the principles of sustainable fashion. Since Kantha embroidery is
entirely handmade, the shirt encourages slow fashion by promoting craftsmanship, durability,
and reduced reliance on industrial manufacturing processes. At the same time, it creates
opportunities for rural artisans, helping preserve traditional embroidery techniques while

supporting their livelihoods and encouraging the continuation of India's rich textile heritage.

Overall, the developed shirt has strong commercial potential in premium casual wear, designer
fashion, resort wear, and sustainable fashion markets. By successfully blending traditional
Kantha embroidery with contemporary design, the product appeals to modern consumers who
value authenticity, craftsmanship, and environmentally responsible fashion. It demonstrates
how heritage textiles can be reimagined into marketable products that celebrate cultural

traditions while meeting current fashion trends.

Conclusion:

The study demonstrates that Kantha embroidery can be effectively adapted into contemporary
men's shirts through thoughtful design intervention and sustainable production practices. The
developed garment successfully combines traditional craftsmanship with modern apparel
design, preserving the cultural identity of Kantha while meeting the functional and aesthetic
requirements of present-day consumers.

The design intervention highlights the importance of integrating indigenous embroidery into
contemporary menswear as a strategy for cultural sustainability. By expanding the application
of Kantha beyond traditional textiles, the study contributes to the preservation of artisanal
knowledge, diversification of product categories, and enhancement of livelihood opportunities
for embroidery artisans.

Furthermore, the research establishes that designer—artisan collaboration and sustainable
product development can create culturally authentic garments with strong commercial
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potential in both domestic and international markets. The proposed men's shirt demonstrates
how fashion innovation can support heritage preservation while responding to the increasing
demand for ethically produced and sustainable apparel.

Overall, the study reinforces the role of contemporary apparel design as an effective medium
for revitalizing traditional textile crafts and ensuring their continued relevance within the
global fashion industry.
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