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madder-dyed cotton fragments wrapped round a silver pot had been preserved by the
metallic salts that impregnated the cloth. The use of madder dye made fast with a mordant
and the presence of dye vats at the site testify to an advanced understanding of the
processes of colour fixing on cloth,...'(Gillow and Barnard, 1993, p.41).
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[Abstract : Bangladesh’s handloom industry stands at the intersection of
heritage and livelihood: a living archive of millennia-old weaving traditions
and the economic backbone of vast rural communities. Jamdani, Muslin, Katan,
Khadi, and the everyday Gamchha are not merely fabrics; they embody
Bengal’s aesthetic intelligence, regional identity, social history, and artisanal
creativity. Yet in the twenty-first century, the industry faces its most severe
crisis—worsening market competition, soaring raw-material costs, the
dominance of powerloom production, and the absence of policy support.
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Handwoven textiles require time, skill, and high labour value, which makes
them costlier, while artisans receive neither fair wages nor institutional
protection, prompting many weavers to abandon their craft. The sector largely
operates informally—without insurance, pension schemes, technological
upgrading, or legal safeguards against counterfeit products. Thus, what still
keeps handloom alive today is not a supportive industrial policy but a fragile
blend of cultural sentiment, inherited passion, and a small circle of conscious
consumers—an unsustainable foundation for a heritage industry.

In contrast, Bangladesh’s fashion sector has evolved in a sharply
different trajectory. Until the 1990s, clothing in the country functioned merely
as a utilitarian commodity. But by the 2010s, fashion had transformed into a
field of cultural capital—shaping identity, aesthetics, lifestyle branding, and a
rapidly growing creative economy. Emerging designers, fashion houses,
runway shows, online brands, photography, and style blogging have
collectively positioned fashion as a vibrant urban industry. Fusion fashion
became a defining trend—saris worn as capes, shortened panjabis, gamchha
redesigned as scarves, and handloom fabrics turned into blazers, skirts, bags,
even footwear. Fashion, therefore, is not only about preserving traditional
textiles; it is about reimagining them into marketable, contemporary, narrative-
driven lifestyle products. In doing so, the fashion industry has opened new
streams of value, visibility, and global relevance for handloom—transforming
cloth from a mere woven surface into a story, a concept, and a cultural brand.

Yet the two sectors are shaped by different forms of crisis. Handloom
primarily faces production-based challenges; fashion, structural ones. Weavers
fail to secure fair prices, while designers lose revenue to piracy and plagiarism.
Handloom has labour, but not an organized market; fashion has a market, but
lacks research, policy support, and sustainable infrastructure. Imported fast
fashion, synthetic fabrics, and cheap machine-made textiles outpace handloom
in both cost and speed. Meanwhile, the fashion sector struggles with raw-
material shortages, environmental pressure, labour inequality, and weak export-
level institutional capacity. Fake Jamdani, printed ‘“Muslin,” and Indian
Banarasi knock-offs not only distort markets but also endanger the authenticity
of indigenous craft, design, and intellectual property.

Even so, the most promising development lies in the emerging
interdependence between the two industries. Handloom offers heritage; fashion
gives it a contemporary language. The artisan weaves the fabric; the designer
generates value. Rajshahi silk, Narsingdi saris, Tangail weaves, and Sunamganj
gamchha are no longer merely regional products—they are potential brand-
driven global commodities. In today’s world, four categories dominate the
premium fashion market: handmade, ethnic, sustainable, and story-based
design. These are precisely where Bangladesh’s handloom-fashion synergy
holds its greatest future potential. With the right blend of public policy,
investment incentives, artisan protection, design research, and international
marketing, handloom can survive not just in museums but in modern markets,
while fashion can evolve beyond imitation culture into a confident paradigm of
“Bangladeshi aesthetics.”

Ultimately, in the twenty-first century, the handloom and fashion sectors
stand together at a crossroads of heritage preservation and modern economic
reinvention. Their survival depends on integrated efforts—skill development,
technological innovation, fair production systems, and strategic market
expansion. The challenges are undeniable, but with planned, collaborative
initiatives, handloom and fashion can jointly transform into a powerful engine
of Bangladesh’s creative economy—where tradition is not a burden of the past,
but a resource for the future.]



