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1.1  Introduction 

 

Silk production, including sericulture is a highly labour and land intensive activity ideally 
suited for the vastly over–populated, agro-based economy like India. Throughout its vertical 
process of production (i.e., from silkworm rearing to production of silk goods) it spreads its 
welfare raising distributive impact both in rural as well as urban sector. While farmers in the 
rural areas practice sericulture activities, silk weaving and production of silk goods are 
concentrated in the urban towns and cities. Thus silk and sericulture interlink both agrarian as 
well as cottage based industrial economy and thereby has a wide spread distributive impact in 
terms of employment and income generation. Moreover, there is a substantial involvement of 
women in this industry and thus silk production, in a way is helpful to reduce the gender-bias 
in employment and income generation.   

In the 10th Five Year Plan, the priorities of the Government were to generate more 
employment (i.e., creation of 10 million new opportunities every year) especially through 
emphasizing non-agricultural rural activities. Sericulture has been identified as the most 
suitable labour-intensive agro-based cottage industry which provides gainful employment to 
more than 5 million persons in the rural and semi-urban areas in India, with a sizeable 
number of workers belonging to the economically weaker sections of the society. At the end 
of the 11th Plan period, the employment generation in Indian sericulture sector has reached 
7.56 millions, which was 6.12 millions during 2007-08. It has been estimated by National 
Productivity Council that 0.165 man year employment could be generated from 1 kg of 
mulberry finished products.  

India has been identified by UNO as a country self–sufficient in production of silk, producing 
silk “mainly for domestic consumption”, even after being largest raw-silk importer country in 
the world. In pre-Independence period (i.e., before 1948) silk production in India was 
confined within 800 tones, though the golden legacy of the pre-British era cannot be allowed 
to slide into oblivion. As has been noted by famous travelers and historians, sericulture 
industry was a prosperous industry in the Indian sub-continent during the period of the Great 
Moghuls. However, by the end of the 17th century when the British East India Company had 
established itself in India, the period of decline in silk weaving in Bengal had begun.  

Sericulture became a subsidiary occupation of poor farmers during the British period, as 
Indian silk became one of the major stumbling blocks in the path of British Industrial 
Revolution and promotion of Manchester silk. The silk weavers of the then period in India 
were mainly hit by lack of technological know-how and low productivity of the indigenous 
races apart from government-level negligence and torture. 

After independence attempts were made to transplant the temperate sericulture technology in 
the silk producing states like West Bengal and Karnataka but it failed to bring the desired 
result for the latter. The Central Silk Board in India established a number of sericulture 
research institutes throughout the country in the 1960s. With systematic efforts it became 
possible in 1970 to develop a technology ideally suited for this tropical country. 
Consequently, Indian silk production grew rapidly during 1970-1990. 

In 1970, India became the fourth largest producer of raw-silk, producing only 5.6% of the 
world raw mulberry, far behind from Japan (50.9%), China (25.33%) and the Korean 
Republic (7.07%). Raw silk production in India has experienced a quantum jump in the 
1990s. In 1990, the share of Indian raw silk in global production was 15.4% and in 2000 it 
became 18.7%. Currently, India is the second largest producer of raw silk in the world. In 
2011, India is producing 17.54% of global raw silk, while China’s share of production is 



 3 

79.10%. The third largest silk producing country is Uzbekistan, producing 1.86% of the 
world’s raw silk which is substantially lower than India’s share. 

India also possesses the distinction of producing four types of silk, namely, Mulberry, Eri, 
Munga and Tasar. In 2001-2002, Mulberry accounted for 91 percent, Eri 7 percent, Tasar 1.5 
percent, and Munga 0.5% of the raw silk production in India. According to the recent 
statistical findings, India produces 23060 MT of raw silk during 2011-12, which contains 
79% of mulberry raw silk, while eri contributes 13%, Tasar 7% and Muga 1%. The non-
Mulberry silk varieties are called ‘wild silk’ as the rearing is done outdoors. India is the only 
country that manufactures all the four types of commercially known varieties of silk. 

However, the basic edifice of the silk-industry in India has been built on its strong home 
demand. The home consumption of silk products has been growing at the rate of 9.5 per cent 
per annum. More than 85 % of its production caters to the need of domestic demand. Indian 
Silk industry is mostly inward oriented and the pattern of export of silk products in India 
appears to be the horizontal extension of its existing industrial culture. However, domestic 
production has risen on an average of 3% per annum during the 1990s. According to the 
recent available statistics in the website of International Sericulture Commission (http 
://inserco.org/en/india accessed on 25th April, 2014), domestic demand for silk in India has 
risen from 28079 MT to 28801 MT during 2008-09 to 2012-13, showing an average annual 
growth of 0.63% of demand. The domestic demand and supply gap has led the country to rely 
more on imported silk. However the gap in demand and supply has been declining which is 
reflected through its declining trend in import of silk and silk good from 9709 MT to 5122 
MT during 2008-09 to 2012-13. 

India is the second largest consumer of silk after USA. Besides USA and India, Japan and 
China are two other significant consumers of silk in the world besides European Union. In 
1999-2000, India accounted for 24 percent of global silk consumption while USA consumed 
31% of the total world consumption. Therefore we can say that over 50 percent of the world 
silk products are jointly consumed by India and USA. During 2008-09 to 2012-13, the silk 
production in India increased from 18370 MT to 2679, while the demand for silk rose from 
28079MT to 28801 MT of silk. This excess demand gap is mitigated by imports of raw silk 
mainly from China. 

So far as export of Indian silk is concerned, it occupies only 1.2 percent share in total Indian 
Exports and 4.4 % share in total textile exports of the country in 2000-01. In 2010-11, this 
share was further declined to 0.25 % indicating deteriorating trends and significance of Indian 
silk in domestic export basket compared to other commodities. According to world level 
statistics, India’s share of export was also meager (i.e. 3.1%) despite being the second largest 
producer of raw silk in the world, while China’s share was 14% and Korea’s share was 7% in 
2000-01. In 2010-11, the relative share of India’s exports in silk and silk goods declined to 
0.42% compared to global export of silk and silk goods.  The primary reason for this lower 
and declining rate of penetration in the export market as explained by the Government of 
India was the low value items in our export basket. It is also because of the removal of quota 
regime under the MFA (Multi-Fiber Agreement), India becomes a non-significant supplier to 
the major textile importing countries like European Union ( US $ 46b), US (US $ 17b), and 
Canada (US $ 4b). China and Brazil have managed the quota regime much better than India 
which reflects in their export performance. Silk export share of China and Brazil in global 
export volume has reached to 91.45% and 3.9% during 2010-11, leaving India as negligible 
range of only 0.4%. This raised few research queries which will be addressed in this research 
studies. 
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The existing literature on Indian silk industry is yet to explore adequately the lacunae of this 
sector in export orientation at the backdrop of its glorious history in trade scenario during 
colonial era. Therefore, identification of the export-depressing factors would enable the silk 
producing units to become successful Export Oriented Units. With the dismantling of the 
MFA in Jan 2005, it is important to observe the changes that the industry has undergone. 
Under the aegis of MFA, the principal markets of India’s textile i.e., US and EU, which were 
so long characterized by a large degree of protectionism in the form of high tariffs or quota, 
has been opened to all WTO signatories. The major destinations, who although being MFA 
signatories impose no restrictions, are Japan, Australia and Switzerland. On the other hand, 
MFA has been broadly used by United States and European Union. In US textile-imports 
large quota users were China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Republic of Korea, and India. 

Dismantling of MFA would undoubtedly open up new opportunity for the developing nations 
but at the same tune it would increase the competition manifold. One of the major factors of 
survival in this period of stiff competition would be cost-competitiveness. The unit cost 
depends upon factors like prices and productivity level. To make the domestic textile industry 
more cost-effective in this post-MFA era, according to one study1, one must emphasize on the 
factors like, disbursement of credit, cheaper raw materials, greater electricity availability at a 
cheaper rate, promotion of better capacity utilization, flexible labour-laws, easy entry-exit 
norms for firms, reduction in nominal rate of protection, and non-tariff barriers. Besides, 
there is a strong need to encourage large scale production which could help to convert the 
post-MFA crisis in the textile sector to an opportunity. 

 

1.2 Statement of the Problem  

India holds second position in the production of raw silk. Therefore, from the supply side, 
India undoubtedly enjoys few extra mileages over other nations in the world. However, 
India’s performance in export front is not up to the mark compared to its other counterpart in 
the global market. Question may arise whether it is the asymmetric nature of export demand 
pattern and domestic type of production, which is responsible for this dismal trade 
performance? Or the residual production of the domestic share is not sufficient enough to 
grab the export market quantitatively. One thing which naturally comes out from this 
proposition is that domestic demand for Indian silk outweighs the foreign demand for Indian 
silk and the possible reasons for this can be better explained from quantitative standpoint as 
well as qualitative perspective.  

However, the key feature of this agro-based industry is that promotion of these high end 
market products has the potential to uplift innumerable number of poor farmers associated 
with this industry through the trickle down effect of income generation. For poverty stricken 
economy like India, this welfare augmenting impact of silk industry cannot be undermined.    

Distributive impact of the silk-industry is mainly poverty alleviating and that is the major 
reason why the welfare augmenting effect of the industry is so urgently felt in India. We wish 
to summarize them in three major heads. 

a) Employment Generating Effect: Artisanal silk industry provides gainful employment to 5 
million people every year in the rural and semi-urban areas of our country. In the Tenth Plan, 
the Government had targeted to enhance the level of employment from 5 million to 10 
million per annum. The recent available statistics on employment generation reveals a boost 
in the level of employment from 6.12 million persons to 7.6 million persons during 2007-08 
to 2012-13. This rise in the level of employment is expected to increase the level of welfare 
of poverty stricken rural unskilled artisans to a greater extent. 
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b) Transfer of Income: As silk is a high value item, the expansion of the market annually at 
the rate of 5% (Thangavelu, 2002) and with the growing population and their income level, 
would create a huge opportunity for the producing nations to exploit. This necessarily implies 
a transfer of income from the rich consumer section to the millions of poor farmers who are 
involved in this vertical process of production of silk starting from sericulture to the reelers, 
twisters, weavers and traders. Thus, among the beneficiaries a large strata of the society is 
involved. Since a substantial value of the final commodity is flown back to its primary 
produces, it is often said to be a flow down effect instead of trickle down effect.  

c) Gender Promoting Impact: A considerable involvement of women is another major feature 
of the sericulture. The creation of job opportunities for women and enabling them in 
decision-making process helps the economy to minimize the gender-bias, often treated as a 
fall out of the development process. Sericulture helps to attain gender dominance by 
providing more female empowerment. Many studies indicated that 60% of the activities in 
the pre-cocoon and post-cocoon sectors are carried out by women. Recurring droughts / 
industrialization / globalization / liberalization and bountiful opportunities in the urban towns 
and cities perhaps attract men to migrate in search of better opportunities in the growing 
service sector. Women are compelled to stay back in the villages to care for the elderly 
people and children. Work burden due to migration of husbands and male members of the 
families and increased drudgery due to depletion of natural resources like ground water and 
biomass have an adverse effect on women’s health. Sericulture activities provide a perfect 
choice for the women because of the very nature of the activities that can take place close to 
the habitations. 

These are the major internal benefits that can be received from the Indian artisanal silk 
industry. While the purpose of the study is to identify such impacts in both quantitative and 
qualitative terms, it is also important to trace its link to the existing trade pattern at the back 
drop of its glorious past history.  

Since India is a very significant importer of raw silk, the question which naturally comes up 
is that whether the domestic production is not sufficient enough to meet the demand 
challenge of silk within the domestic market? Again we wish to find out the reason behind 
that dependence, whether its quality related issue or its cost effective issue which leads us to 
hinge more towards the import.           
 
1.3  Study Region: Malda Silk Industry 
 
Silk industry is grossly dependent on semi-skilled artisans who are mostly engaged with this 
industry in specific locations, where sericulture flourishes. Malda has a long association with 
the history of Bengal silk, being one of the oldest settled silk-producing regions in West 
Bengal as well as the North-Eastern part of the country. Sericulture remains the major 
auxiliary activity in this region. Since the early 19th century, while Nistari silk yarn produced 
in Malda was customarily supplied to silk weavers in Murshidabad and Varanasi via the 
river-based trade, the weaving of silk clothes became a subsidiary source of livelihood in this 
region. Being a natural port at the confluence of the Mahananda and Kalindi rivers, Malda 
rose to prominence as the river port of the Hindu capital of Pandua. One time capital of 
Bengal, the district still maintains its tradition of earning livelihood through agriculture, 
sericulture and mango cultivation for its inhabitants.  

Cultivation of multivoltine silk had been established in many parts of Eastern India during the 
late Pala Period, by which time silk had also become a major global trade commodity. Inland 
trade in Silk patta bastras was controlled from the city of Gaur, which was a major river 
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trading port with a large resident of weaving community, regularly visited by the merchants 
from distant fields like Western India. Chinese travelers during the period of Iliyas Shahi 
dynasty reported silk manufacture as well established in this region. The importance of the 
textile trade rose to its zenith with the expansion of the market after the Mughal advent in 
Bengal in the late 16th Century and fine muslin of superlative quality was being woven in 
Malda at that time. As British traders started monopolising textile trade, Malda moved from 
Silk-cloth weaving to weaving of reeled silk to other cloth weaving of India and England. 
With the growth of textile industry at Lancashire, artisanal weaving at Malda underwent 
decline and death, even though sericulture and the reeling of silk has remained an important 
activity in the Shujapur, Bakharpur, Mothabari, Gayeshbari and Shershahi areas of 
Kaliachack block.    

Presently, it produces 6% of the national raw silk and 80% of this industry is confined within 
Kaliachak block. More than 19,000 acres of land in the district are occupied with   mulberry 
cultivation and more than 60,000 families are involved with sericulture either directly or 
indirectly for their economic livelihood. In the year 2004-05, annual production of 
commercial cocoon exceeded 11,000 MT and raw silk production also exceeded 1,200 MT 
per annum, while silk waste was above 1,000 MT and Matka was above 100 MT per annum. 
The face value of the produces ranged from Rs. 110 – 112 crores of rupees per annum. The 
annual per capita income from this sector ranged between Rs.18000/- to Rs. 20,000/-.       

 

1.4  Review of Related Literature 

 
1.4.1 Studies on the Global Trade in Silk &India’s Status in International Silk Trading 
 
Giovanni Federico (1997) has examined the rapid growth of the world silk industry from the 
early nineteenth century to the eve of the Great Depression of the 1930s. He explained how 
silk industry was growing as a result of Western industrialization, which in turn brought 
about increased incomes that resulted into increased demand for silk products. He 
documented the changes in method of production and the technical progress which enabled 
the silk industry to cope with the new influx of demand. Italy was the traditional supplier of 
thread to the Western weaving industries. China, the cradle of sericulture, became a large 
supplier to European weavers from the 1840s and finally Japan entered into the market in 
1860s. Federico (1997) also pointed out that silk indeed became the first example of a 
Japanese success story in the world market. Italy and China, both were losing their markets 
due to Japan’s artisanal supply of raw silk and its adroitness in importing and adopting 
Western technology. Federico (ibid) recognized that Italy had retained a sizeable share of the 
market until its industrialization diverted labour from silk to higher wage occupations. The 
same misfortune took place for Japan’s silk industry after the Second World War. 
 
On the other hand, silk trade was flourished in India during the Mughal period. Nanavaty 
(1990) showed that silk was exported from Bengal and Kashmir by Moors to Europe during 
14th – 15th Century. The British had tried to upgrade the processing of silk. Ray (1995) 
substantiated how the British government had promoted the wage structure for processing 
silk. But consequent to the abolition of monopoly trade in silk, the company wound up its silk 
trade since 1833, leaving it to private entrepreneurs. During the last quarter of the 19th 
Century, Bengal silk started to decline due to lack of proper technical know-how, husbanding 
authority and absence of proper organization. The first authentic enquiry into the nature of 
Indian silk industry was under taken by H Maxwell Lefroy and E C Ansorge during 1914-15 
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and following their suggestion Central Silk Board was established in India on 1949. 
Gopalachar (1978) indicated various functions and responsibilities of Central Silk Board, 
which includes organizing sericulture research and training, basic seed (egg) production and 
collection of statistics pertaining to sericulture and silk industry.   
 
According to CSB’s ‘Compendium of Statistics of Silk Industry’ (1999), artisanal silk was 
emphasized through development of seed organization and improvement of silk reeling 
during the Second Plan (1956-57 to 1960-61). A FAO Service Bulletin (1973) showed that 
the demand for silk during 1960 to 1970 registered a growth rate of 2.5 %   per annum. The 
trend of the world demand can be read from the import demand of the significant consumers 
or the export growth of the significant producers or exporters. The leading importing country 
of silk fabrics in the world was US followed by Japan, whose own production failed to meet 
its domestic demand during this period. As we have noted earlier that in Japan, for a period of 
70 years preceding the second-world war, silk used to head the list of exportable item and 
accounted 30 to 50 per-cent of Japan’s foreign exchange earning. In course of time the focus 
had been shifted. Japan became a leading consumer in silk in stead of dominant supplier. 
After US and Japan important consumers are  the converter countries, i.e., Italy, Switzerland, 
France, Germany and UK, who import raw silk partly for their home-use and partly for 
exports after processing. 

Global silk industry was undergoing through a radical change in the’80s and ’90s both in 
terms of production and in terms of consumer preference (Survey of ITC, 1998). It has 
affected both the demand and supply pattern of the industry over the years. The report 
indicates that the world silk production in many countries was either stagnant or reducing. 
China, the largest producer of silk experienced a drop of about 24% in its silk production. 
From 77900 MT in 1995 the Chinese raw silk productions plummeted to 59000 MT in 1996. 
On the other side, labour intensive agriculture was becoming too expensive for industrially 
developed countries like, Japan, Republic of Korea. They started relying more on imports to 
meet their domestic demand. Japan’s raw silk production slipped to about a quarter from its 
previous level (From 6840 MT in 1998 to 1920 MT in 1997 and 557mt in 2000). The 
Republic of Korea’s fall was even more dramatic. (From 1343 MT in 1998 to 146 MT in 
1997) Silk production was declining in Brazil, too (i.e., from 1680 MT in 1990 to 1389 MT 
in 2000) due to its dependency on Japan. Thus market researchers foresaw that silk 
availability would remain limited in the days to come. According to Anterio Hyvarinen 
(2000), an ITC Senior Market Development Officer, millions of families in rural areas of 
China, Thailand, Brazil and other countries started facing the socio –economic choice  
whether  or not to continue producing silk. As a matter of fact working with silk worm 
requires strict discipline learned by the tradition through generations. 

Contrast to the picture as portrayed above, India had shown a consistently positive trend in 
production of raw silk. In 1980 its production was 4.9% of the world production. In 1990 its 
global production share raised to 15.42% and in 2000 the share reached to 18.71%. Despite 
dismal supply side performance across the globe, silk has become widely popular in the ‘80s 
and ‘90s. The sand-washed boom of 1980s that democratized the silk market perhaps 
continued to influence the market even in the later days. Another reason for this upswing 
could be the eco-friendly nature of silk which is also a natural fiber. Silk Review (1997) has 
mentioned another interesting point in this context - demand for silk in the producer country 
is also picking up. Japan has the highest per capita consumption of silk in the world. India 
consumes about 85% of its domestic production internally. The local demand is rapidly rising 
in China with rising living standard especially in the coastal belt. Similar is the trend in 
Republic of Korea and Vietnam. 
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However, in the post sand-washed boom era silk consumption is down in some non –silk 
producing countries. According to the market researchers (Anterio Hyvarinen 2000), the 
sand-washed boom has destroyed the luxury image of silk in the highly sophisticated market 
segment of the developed countries and no international campaigns were made so far 
addressing this issue which reflects lack of cohesiveness among suppliers, traders and buyers.   

In case of India, Rajesh (2011) has shown an extending gap between demand and supply 
during 2000-05 by 73% while imports of silk as a percentage of production has been raised 
from 39% to 68%, indicating that India has neither been able to meet the increasing demand 
for silk in domestic market by increasing its production, nor it could exploit its export 
potential and instead resorted to raw silk imports to fill the excess demand gap in the 
domestic silk market. 

Umesh et al. (2009) estimated growth functions of India’s aggregate silk production and the 
associated trade parameters using annual data from 1984-85 to 2006-07. Their performance 
analysis was analysed considering both mulberry and non-mulberry silk sectors at all India 
level for pre-WTO period (1984-85 to 1994-95) and post-WTO period (1995-96 to 2006-07). 
The over all growth in production of cocoon and raw silk in India exhibited a declining trend 
with moderate instability. The over all performance of non-mulberry silk was encouraging as 
the growth rate was positive particular for Eri and Muga. This analysis documented that 
during 1984-85 to 2006-07, the import of silk goods was increased both in quantity and value 
terms. Not only that, their trade competitiveness measures also revealed that India did not 
possess competitiveness in the production of raw silk during the said period.  

In the back drop of changing trade equations arising out of the upcoming free-trade regime, 
specially after the removal of Multi-Fiber Agreement from 2005 onwards, the Indian silk 
industry was facing the complex problems of meeting the quality silk on one hand and safe-
guarding the interests of the local demand on the other. The major focus of development of 
silk industry in India, for long, was generating full-employment and meeting domestic 
demand. According to many commentators, silk production in India was chiefly identified as 
a highly employment oriented and low capital intensive activity ideally suited to its condition 
of vast labour abundant (unskilled) and agro-based economy (Sinha, 1989). This lack of 
orientation was plausibly the chief reason why despite being the second largest producing 
country, India accounted only 8% volume in the international trade of silk (Kumaresan 2002). 
Koshy (1993) has vividly explained about the procedures of exporting silk in India with its 
loopholes along with various other aspects of silk production, processing and procurement of 
silk.  

According to a study (Kumaresan 2000), exporters in Indian silk industry have failed to make 
a big dent to attract the attention of the leading buyers all over the world mainly because of 
inadequate production of quality silk. In spite of producing at an average rate of 14,000 MT 
annually during 2000, the bulk of silk produced in India falls into the lower grades in terms of 
standard of silk (2A or below grade). Moreover, the productivity level in Indian sericulture 
industry is also low with reference to other major silk producers in the world, e.g., China, 
Japan and Brazil. The silk produced in India cannot be used in high speed looms and mill 
sectors. Even the domestic power loom weavers prefer imported raw silk rather than the 
domestic variety due to their greater and uniform quality (Naik and Babu, 1992). In this 
respect, EXIM Bank (2002) identifies few inhibiting factors, such as deployment of simple 
reeling devices, un-improved rearing environment, conventional throwing and dyeing 
technology etc., which obstructs the path of export promotion. 

Fragmentation of domestic industrial structure and unorganized nature of the textile industry 
are assumed to be some other inhibiting factors in the pace of export growth of the textile 
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sector, as a whole (Hashim, 2005). Large numbers of small farmers fail to make a big dent on 
the developed market as capability of capturing the latter depends more upon quality and 
related factors. Since the cocoon output of an individual farmer is rather small in size and 
varies lot to lot in quality (denier), it is really difficult to plan for production of a given 
quality of raw silk in bulk. This is perhaps the reason which hindered the entry of corporate 
sector into the industry and thereby lowering its position in the international market of silk 
exports. 

According to a report of UNCTAD (2002), ‘silk’ has registered an upward trend in the global 
market in spite of the prevailing general recession. In case of India, with strong domestic 
market demand support and expanding export trade, it was estimated that the demand for silk 
would shoot up from an estimated 23,300 MT in 2001 to 43200 MT by 2010 (Indian Silk, 
2002) , though in real sense the demand has reached only 28,801MT in 2012-3. This 
eventually has thrown upon various research queries regarding the artisanal silk industry in 
India, which will be subsequently addressed through out the analysis of this research studies.  
 

Table 1.1 : Indian Sericulture at a Glance 
 
Particulars Unit 95-96 96-97 97-98 98-99 99-

2000 
2000-
01 

Raw Silk 
Production 

Tones 12,884 12,954 14,048 14,260 13,944 14,432 

Production of 
Silk Fabrics 

Million 
Rupees 

42579.9 42764.9 51505.9 64837.8 82107.8 87480.0 

Production of 
Silk Fabrics 

Million 
Sq. Meter 

273.29 258.12 265.4 275.88 307.43 305.52 

Exports of silk 
goods 

Million 
Rupees 

8451.6 8764.7 9044.2 10037.6 17019.2 23758.6 

Employment 
generation 

Million 5.95 5.97 6.06 6.21 6.61 7.03 

Number of 
reeling units 

Cottage 
Basin 

28655 28522 25648 25649 25785 25785 

Handlooms Number 227701 227701 227701 227701 227701 227701 
Power looms Number 29340 29340 29340 29340 29340 29340 
Source: Central Silk Board (online) 

 
 

1.4.2 Studies on Domestic Status of Silk Industry & its Distributive Impact on Income, 
Employment & Gender Perspective 
 
Narasaiah (1992) has claimed that during last 30 years, India has made tremendous progress 
in the production of mulberry silk due to an expansionary international demand. According to 
that study, Indian sericulture has achieved enormous progress in evolving suitable mulberry 
varieties and techniques to bring about raw silkworm races suitable for tropical climatic 
conditions. With the evolution and introduction of more productive silkworm races, the 
productivity has increased and sericulture has become a highly remunerative activity to all 
most all states in India.  
 
Income generation at regular intervals inspires the low skilled poor farmer-artisans to adopt 
sericulture along with other cultivation of crops in India. A vast literature in this specific 



 10 

areas have been found in literature, where several researchers from different parts of the 
country derived the same conclusion, i.e., sustainable income generation capacity of 
sericulture always fares better than other alternative food or cash crops. Kumaresan and 
Prakash (2001) selected few areas of Tamilnadu to make a comparative income analysis of 
mulberry crops vis-à-vis other competing crops like, paddy, sugarcane, turmeric, gingelly and 
groundnut in that area. The crops cultivated other than mulberries are all annual crops with 
the life duration varying from 3 months to 12 months, while the production nature of cocoon 
involving mulberry cultivation and silk worm rearing, is different from that of other crops. 
Labour was the chief input in the production of mulberry leaf which occupies around 42 
percent of the cost share in mulberry cultivation. Farm manure and fertilizers were the other 
major cost component in cultivation of mulberry. Labour was the prime input in silkworm 
rearing too. It occupies around 55% of the total rearing cost. Therefore, as a whole the share 
of labour cost in total leaf production and rearing activities adds up to 50 percent of the whole 
production. Given this situation if the labour productivity is raised, the consequences would 
be reflected in the rise of profitability of the artisanal income. The study also revealed ‘net 
income’ and ‘benefit–cost ratios’ of mulberry crops vis-à-vis other crops2. According to the 
study revenue obtained from sericulture was comparatively higher than all major crops except 
turmeric-sorghum / gingelly. Addition to that, mulberry-cultivation requires comparatively 
less area of land for farming and comparatively low graded-land is able to generate good 
productivity which ultimately turns into good profitability.  Therefore it can be inferred that 
sericulture is cultivated with using more land-productive technology.  
 
Similarly at Virbarha region in Maharashtra a study was conducted in two villages by Hajare, 
Jadhav et al (2008) to find out the economic viability of sericulture across other crops like 
paddy, soyabeen, and sunflower. The comprehensive report of their study reveals that 
sericulture has its edge over other crops, when flow of income generation is the consideration 
for sustenance of any crop3. Though Khobana and Dhapewada was not the traditional belt of 
sericulture in Maharashtra, mulberry proved its higher productivity with consistent income 
generating potentials.  The mulberry crop efficiently utilized sub-soil moisture of deep soils 
in dry period and its income started after three months of plantation with optimum production 
from second year onwards and sustained income continued up to 15-20 years. In marginal 
lands with protective irrigation, farmers obtain higher returns from sericulture than other 
traditional crops and also generated employment for more than 170 days. Therefore 
productivity is not only higher in terms of greater output but also with use of inferior lands.   
 

The beneficial outcome of this productivity led income generation flows more in favour of 
the farmers and artisan group whose assembly line location is much lower in this vertically 
integrated silk industry. According to Sinha (1989), roughly 30 percent of the value of a final 
silk good is added by the primary cocoon producer whose location is almost at the bottom 
stage of the entire silk industry. The silk processing accumulates value of 10 percent or more 
and 12.5 percent is accrued by the weaver leaving 22.5 percent to the printing. Thus total cost 
of production accrues to 75 percent while 25 percent is accrued by the traders. Thus 
sericulture has the potential to maneuver pro-poor growth in a developing economy.  

According to another study report by Vijayakumar (Raman et al., 2007), out of total share of 
income distribution in the sericulture sector, 54.6 percent share is captured by primary 
producers like farmers, silkworm growers. Unlike other vertically integrated industry there is 
no trickle-down but flow-down effect in this sector. They illustrate how despite being the 
early staged contributor in the production process, the share capturing capacity of the farmers 
ameliorates the condition of the rural poor in the country. The study infers the percentage 
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share of income earned by the farmers, traders, reelers & twisters and weavers are 54.6, 17.8, 
15.3 and 12.3 percentages respectively4. The average income of silkworm rearers or farmers 
depends upon the area of land holding, rearing of silkworms, technology adoption and 
available infrastructure. The study shows that they get a substantial income of Rs 15,000 to 
20,000 per year, if they strictly follow the advocated technologies in time. In tropical states of 
the country, the silkworms are reared through out the year and the income flow will be round 
the year and at regular gaps. Mulberry cultivation by farmers and cocoon production by 
rearers create a large scale employment for family members in the rural India. Most of the 
times it has been found that rearers have their own filed of mulberry cultivation. However, 
there are also instances of non-mulberry growers taking up cocoon production alone as full 
time occupation (Eswarappa, 2000). They buy leaves from mulberry growers and use them as 
raw material for cocoon production. Therefore in their cases the income generation will be 
related more with labour productivity instead of land productivity. 

The reeling activity involves a large semi-skilled labour force in rural or semi urban areas. 
The income generation opportunities emerged through this sector helps to combat the rural 
poverty on one hand and prevent the involuntary migration of rural people to the urban areas 
on the other (Gangopadhyay, 2008). Kumaresan et al. (2008) showed that in India, sericulture 
operations remain confined to small and medium scale farms mostly with the holdings 
ranging from 0.5 acres to 2 acres. The small and marginal farmers are more associated with 
sericulture because of its inherent labour intensive technology and the need of adequate 
personal care required for silkworm rearing operations. This automatically ignites the age-old 
debate, i.e., farm-size and productivity.  It has been observed through several studies that the 
nature of operation makes it suitable for small farmers only, both in terms of productivity and 
cost efficiency. The cost of production of cocoon was more for the large farmers (Rs 100.61 / 
kg of cocoon) than that of small scale rearers (Rs 93.48/ kg of cocoons). Large scale farms 
produce less quantity of cocoons bearing almost same level of expenditure due to problems in 
management. As a matter of fact, the expenditure incurred on labour by the small farmers 
was comparatively more than that of large scale rearers.  But that labour force is mostly 
family labours, which protects the small scale rearers against high market wage rate on one 
hand and make their process of production more care intensive on the other. The studies 
conducted by Hanumappa and Erappa (1985), Lakshman et al (1998), Kumaresan et al.(2001) 
also indicated more involvement of family labour.  High returns to family labour and efficient 
management in silkworm rearing are the key aspects of success for small-scale Sericulturists. 
Small-scale silkworm rearers obtain better yield and thereby obtained higher revenue from 
sale of cocoons and generation of by-products than their larger counterpart. 
 
Analyzing the cost inefficiency factors of the Large Scale Rearers, it has been found that cost 
intensive inputs such as farmyard manure and fertilizers escalate the cost price of the large 
scale operators. Dependence of hired labour and higher market wage rate also act as a 
stimulating factor for cost acceleration. From the decomposition analysis of cocoon 
production, it has been found ( Kumaresan et al., 2008) that the income gap between large 
scale rearers and small scale rearers with respect to cocoon production was attributed to 
technology difference and management practices. This means the small-scale farmers adopt 
better technique of production. Moreover, small scale rearers normally rear silkworm in small 
or medium sized rearing houses in which adjustment of temperature and humidity can be 
easily controlled. Again with the help of family labour, the small farmers could provide 
timely feed for silkworm and maintain hygiene in silkworm rearing. This has also been 
evidenced when deviation in rearing practices due to non-availability of labour or work 
pressure adversely affect the yield performance.  Kumaresan et al. (2008) has shown that 
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despite earning lower profit compared to its smaller counterpart, the large farm remains 
economically viable only due to its favourable cost-benefit ratio (1:1.48). 
 
Dhane and Dhane (2004) explained the  income generation process of the silkworm rearers,  
are threatened by some significant supply-side constraints, which includes several types of 
inefficiency starting from technological inefficiency, cost inefficiency, labour inefficiency 
and market inefficiency( including both product market and factor market) like  (i) 
inadequate availability of silkworm rearing equipment; (ii) high cost of construction of 
rearing houses; (iii) expensive rearing appliances and materials; (iv) knowledge constraint 
specially in respect of adoption of new technology; (v) constraints regarding marketing of 
cocoons, (vi) lack of credit facilities for construction of rearing room; (vii) unavailability of 
subsidy for rearing silkworm; (viii) difficulties in identifying diseases of silkworm; (ix) lack 
of protection facilities of silkworm from diseases; Their study also reveals that caste and 
social participation of the respondents have a highly significant relationship, while 
knowledge of the farmers have significant relationship with constraint faced by them in 
sericulture. The other characters such as sericulturist’s age, education, family size, available 
family labour, land holding, irrigated land, and experience in sericulture and information 
source did not have any statistically significant relationship with the constraint faced by them 
in sericulture. 
 
According to Dhane and Dhane (2004), there also exists some conventional reservation 
among the farmers that acts as the barriers in the path of income generation. Large farmers 
irrespective of their size of holding keep their irrigated fertile land for food-crops. Only 
marginal and reclaimed land was taken up under mulberry in the initial stage. Cattle grazing 
have been found to be one of the important difficulties in sericulture. Indian tribal and cattle 
grazing farmers confine their cattle only in the rainy season. After the harvest season they 
loose their cattle, which pose menace to mulberry plantation. Besides the relative low 
productivity of cultivable land the large farmers also face above type of externality issues 
within their own group which inhibits their income growth in sericulture and reinforces the 
inverse relation between ‘farm size and productivity’. 
 
Eswarappa (2000) has shown another dimension of labour productivity which is responsible 
for the income generation in sericulture in the villages of Andhra Pradesh where the 
traditional occupational patterns in the villages have been dismantled. Caste hierarchy has 
been demolished by the lower caste as sericulture has brought all the groups in a level playing 
ground to compete with each other. This is a new dimension of labour productivity growth 
which helped in generating income growth in sericulture. However, he has also mentioned 
that regarding the utilization of benefits, upper caste people still maintain their traditional 
advantage over education.  
 
Narasaiah (1992) examines in details the growth of sericulture in India with special reference 
to Anantapur District in Andhra Pradesh. He points out that sericulture which is an agro-
based cottage industry fits well in the perspective of rural infrastructure.  He also explains 
strengths and weaknesses of sericulture operations with some practical suggestions to 
overcome various current problems and hindrances of industry to ensure overall 
development. Ramana (1987) give a picture of artisanal silk in India covering both on farm 
and off farm activities. He intricately analysed the benefits of sericulture bringing out its 
importance in terms of income and employment generation. 
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In fact, the Statistics Biennial (CSB, 1986) also shows the employment generation in 
sericulture was lifted to 51.52 lakh persons in 1985-86, which was a quantam jump of 
employment opportunities in Indian sericulture from 16 lakh persons in the year 1979-80. 
The comprehensive and continuous employment statistics, which is available from the period 
of 95-96 onwards, shows a positive upward trend. In the year 2006-2007, it reached a peak of 
60.03lakh persons among whom 47 lakh persons are sericulture farmers and rest 13lakhs are 
from off-farm sector ( like, reeling, twisting, weaving etc.) This evidenced that sericulture 
generates more farm employment than non-farm employment. 
 
Rajpurohit and Gobindraju (1981) narrated sericulture as a tool which helps to increase 
employment opportunities in the economy. The employment and yield potential of the 
economy was reinforced by the fact that most of the silk production is of menial in nature and 
are all in informal sector. For this reason, about 90 percent of their labour employment either 
goes to landless rural people or to marginal farming families that hire out their labour, or to 
the sericulture families (Sinha, 1989). 
 
According to another survey conducted by CSRTI, Mysore (Benchamin et al., 1987), 
sericulture provides direct employment of 19 lakh persons in the year 1985-86, out of which 
11 lakh mandays were devoted to sericulture and another 8 lakh mandays to post-cocoon 
process. Indirect employment, according to that study, amounts to one-third direct 
employment so that 25 lakh persons could be devoted around these artisanal silk industries 
along with its ancillary activities5.  
 

Table 1. 2: Performances of Artisanal Silk Industry in India (1979- 2007) 

Year Employment (man 
days) 

(Lakh persons) 

Production 
of Raw Silk 
(MT) 

Area of Cultivation 

(in lakh hectare ) 

1979-80 16.00 4193 1.55 

1985-86 51.52 7029 2.17 

1995-96 50.50 12884 2.86 

1996-97 50.70 12954 2.80 

1997-98 53.00 14048 2.82 

1998-99 53.50 14260 2.70 

1999-00 53.50 13944 2.27 

2000-01 54.00 14432 2.15 

2001-02 55.00 15842 2.32 

2002-03 56.00 14617 1.94 

2003-04 56.50 13970 1.85 

2004-05 58.00 14620 1.72 

2005-06 59.50 15445 1.79 

2006-07 60.03 16525 1.91 

Source: CSB, 2003 
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From the employment statistics, it is clearly revealing that area of cultivation has started 
showing a declining trend from the mid of ‘90s while increase in land productivity (perhaps 
due to irrigation or other technical innovations) have kept the output at its positive trend path. 
Employment generation has shown a positive spurt through out 1995-96 to 2006-07. The 
output elasticity of employment has mostly shown positive trend besides few aberration. This 
indicates as the percentage of employment rises, the percentage of output level also rises, but 
the value was never greater than one.  
 
Hanumanappa & Erappa (1985) has shown how the employment and income generating 
potential of silk industry diverges between traditional and non-traditional areas due to 
differing costs of mulberry leaf production and rearing of silk worms. Their analysis on silk 
reeling employment also reveals that dependence of family labour increased both in 
traditional and non-traditional belt in production. The demand for hired labour shows a 
declining trend in non-traditional region, while in traditional region it shows a marginal 
increase. On the other hand, the scope of hired employment opportunities expanded in the 
farm level outdoor activities of both the regions. 
 
Employment opportunities have also been estimated by several researchers and field 
surveyors comparing the employment opportunities generated by alternative crops. Activity 
wise cross-section analysis shows that sericulture opens up several channels of work-
employability like, garden establishment, leaf production, silkworm rearing, and marketing of 
cocoon. Mulberry cultivation and silkworm rearing are conducted round the year. It is usually 
observed that five to six crops can be cultivated from one acre of mulberry gardening every 
year. On the other hand many agricultural crops like paddy, sugar cane, turmeric and banana 
are planted and harvested once in a year and therefore could provide limited employment 
opportunities compared to sericulture. Usha Rani (2007) has also made a brief account of 
comparison of labour involvement in sericulture and other activities/ crops. It has been 
observed that sericulture activity is generating an average of 481 mandays per annum while 
Milk/ Dairying( another common occupation for the low skilled labour) generates 217 
mandays, followed by Paddy (153 mandays), Groundnut (135 mandays), Ragi (110mandays). 
 

Vijaykumar et al. (2007) estimated that 1 ha of mulberry creates employment of 13-16 
persons per year. Thus a location specific analysis indicates that for a production of 1  kg of 
raw silk 11 mandays are required which can again employ 30 mandays for production of silk 
fabric. According to Rama Lakshmi C.S. (2007), the Sericulture Commissioner, Andhra 
Pradesh, sericulture is a labour intensive industry in all its phases. It can generate 
employment up to 11 persons for every kg of raw silk produced. Out of which more than 6 
persons are women. More than 60.00 lakh persons are employed as full time workers in the 
production chain out of which 35-40 lakh persons are women. Ever increasing demand to 
meet the domestic handloom industry requirements provide tremendous opportunities for the 
women to avail sustainable income generating activities. 

However, from the current statistics (Annual Report, 2009-10), it has been observed that 
16322 metric tones of raw silk is being produced by 68.17 lakh persons in India, which on 
average indicates 1 kg of raw silk can generate employment of 0.41 persons. This reveals 
existence of heterogeneous nature of states which pulls back the average level of national 
performance. Gangopadhyay (2008), in his review of Sericulture Industry in India has 
classified the employment generation pattern of the industry into two major types: 
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(i) Direct Employment   (a)  Mulberry Cultivation; 
   (b) Leaf Harvesting; 
   (c) Silk Worm Rearing; 
(ii) Indirect Employment   (a) Reeling; 
                            (b) Twisting;     
                            (c ) Weaving; 
                            (d) Printing & Dyeing; 
                            (e) Finishing; 
                            (f) Silk Waste Processing; 
A model chart of Activity Wise Employment Generation which is very relevant to our present 
analysis is depicted below: 
 
Table 1.3: Activity-wise Employment Generation in Mulberry Sericulture (per ha) 

Activity Man –days Man Years 

A. Mulberry Cultivation 
& Silkworm rearing 

  

a) Mulberry Cultivation 585  

b) Leaf/ Shoot harvesting 320  

c) Silkworm rearing 350  

Sub Total 1255 (19.5%) 5.020 

B. Reeling of Silk 
Cocoon 

(@300mandays per 
1000kg of reeling 
cocoons) 

2250(34.9%) 9.120 

TOTAL (A+B) 3535 (54.9%) 14.140 

C. Twisting 

(@ 220gm of silk per man 
days) 

432 (6.7%) 1.727 

D. Weaving   

Handloom (@0.13kg/md) 438 (6.8%) 1.752 

Powerloom (@0.31kg/md) 122( 1.9%) 0.42 

Sub Total 560 2.238 

E. Printing & Dyeing 

(@40 man days for 40kg 
of raw silk) 

95 (1.4%) 0.380 

F. Finishing (@ 751 man 
days /40 kg of raw silk) 

1784 (27.7%) 7.135 

G. Silk Waste Processing 

(@18.775 man days per 

26 0.104 
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kg of raw silk) 

Total (C+G) 2896 11.58 

Grand Total 6431 26 

Source: Central Silk Board, Bangalore , Gangopadhyay (2008) : Silk Industry in India _ A Review, Indian 
Science  & Technology (online) 

Usha Rani (2007) has shown that 96.36 mandays  of employment  is generated for the 
establishment of 1 acre of mulberry garden for rearing 300 dfls of silkworms in two months. 
She has also shown the female dominance in almost all work activities. Prabha Shekhar and 
Ravi Kumar (1988) also said that if rural households are to be made economically viable self 
sustaining units, the employment and income generation by rural women need to be given 
utmost priority. 
 
Banerjee (1990) justified the reason of female dominance in sericulture by stating that 
silkworm rearing calls for intensive attention as well as mother’s care, especially during the 
later stage pf larva. Identification of mature silkworms for putting in spinning trays requires a 
great deal of expertise skill and intensive labour. Moreover, there is hardly any time 
specificity of this round the clock activity with intervals. These beget problems of getting 
hired labour and dependence of family labour increases. These are the reasons why female 
dominance in sericulture is so much prevalent in sericulture. M. Prabha Sekhar and C. 
Ravikumar (1998) state that in order to make the rural households economically viable self-
sustaining units, the employment and income generation by rural women need to be given 
utmost priority. Studies conducted at Institute of Social & Economic Change (ISEC) 
Bangalore, by Acharya et al. under the Beneficiary Assessment Program of National 
Sericulture Project (1989-96) have addressed the women issues and come out with some 
meaningful measures. Some of the main issues addressed were a). Access to land, credit and 
other family assets through formation of working group, b). Technical awareness and skill 
development  enlisting women oriented technologies, c). Access to credit to women group, 
d). Access to marketing and awareness to make women sericulturists more reliant. 
 
Kirsur et al. (2007) remarked that although the NSP period (1989-96) witnessed 
commendable initiations in the form of implementing exclusive programs for women and 
intermittent interventions during the subsequent plan periods, the programs were not aimed 
for a sustainable development on consistent basis. There was no target set for women 
participation as such and in the absence of any governance and monitoring mechanism the 
women development could not attain to devise a frame work of equitable and sustainable 
development on constant basis.  Kirsur et al. (2007) inferred that the need is to move from 
integrating women into existing development approaches, providing them with a framework 
of equitable and sustainable development. The issue is not merely ‘adding on’ women to 
various programs but of reshaping these processes to create the space for women’s 
involvement in decision making procedures, too. Women in sericulture were rather neglected 
as their contributions were never recognized and wage inequalities between a male and 
female hired worker were never removed through affirmative actions. The root cause of all 
these problems lies in gender bias of this patriarch society. Patriarch society always makes 
women powerless in several ways – by convincing them of their own inferiority compared to 
their male counterpart, by demanding that they conform to certain stereotyped appropriate 
roles and behaviours, by denying their control over their own lives and labour, by limiting 
their access to resources and by restricting their opportunities to participate in decision 
making. The development efforts especially in artisanal silk sector during the years of 1989-
96 failed to address specifically on women empowerment issues. Rather those addressed over 
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the subordination and gender bias issues. Most of the main stream approach have not been 
based on dynamic role of women workers including the household and hired women, but 
tried to focus on their roles like mother, housewife which is no way connected to their 
empowerment in true sense. 
 
1.4.3 Studies on Sericulture & Silk Industry of West Bengal  
 
The eastern region of India contributes 10% of the total country’s production. Considering 
these facts, silk industry in this region needs to be viewed not only as a tool of employment 
generation and poverty alleviation but also as export oriented sector. West Bengal is the 
largest silk producing state in this region with some organized development of the industry. 
Sericulture in the rest of the region has spread thinly and widely with many families 
practicing sericulture but with very little rearing capacity. The soils, climate, social, cultural 
and economical conditions vary from place to place to a great extent. Even within a region 
the climate changes rapidly from season to season. Therefore a total region based approach of 
development should cover all most all of these problems. Eastern Region has a rich heritage 
of making exclusive design making on fabrics, which needs to be encouraged through 
development of the local artisans (Saratchandra 2000).   
 

Literary evidence points out the Eastern region specially Bengal as being the main sources of 
indigeneous silk , though Kashmir was better suited climatically to silk production than 
Bengal.(Varadarajan, 1988). Bodos in Assam have traditionally been associated with silk 
weaving. According to Suniti Kumar Chatterjee, the original home of Bodos may have been 
the Sikiang region in China.In centuries prior to the Chritian era they had moved to Bengal. 
They were referred to as Kirata in Sanskrit literature.In the absence of of organized 
sericulture in India, the Bodos might have provided a fillip to the development of wild silk in 
Eastern and North eastern India. 

According to many famous travelers and historians sericulture industry in Bengal during the 
period of Great Moghuls was a prosperous industry. At the end of the 17th century when the 
British East India Company established itself in India, the period of decline of silk weaving in 
Bengal began. The Company assuming the Dewany of Bengal Presidency introduced new 
feature in the silk export policy which manifested in the increase of raw silk at the cost of silk 
manufactures. Submitting to the interest of the British textile industrialists this was 
consciously engineered so as to meet the big potential increase in the demand for raw silk in 
Great Britain (created mainly due to the introduction of power driven machines), to protect its 
own manufactured silk products from competition and to capture the entire market for textile 
products in Bengal. In pursuing this interest the Company undertook various measures to 
destroy the silk weaving industry in India, and particularly in Bengal. In many cases the 
Company people went to the extent of forcibly chopping off the thumbs (the finger which is 
one of the most essential organs in hand weaving) of the weavers. Consequently, during the 
British rule over India, mulberry as a cash crop resorted to a much less important position in 
comparison to indigo, tea or opium.  

However, increase in export of raw silk necessitated enhanced mulberry cultivation as well as 
quality improvement of raw silk. Thus, all the subsequent measures taken by the British Raj 
for the development of sericulture and silk sector were directed towards this. In comparison 
to the efforts and supports necessary to rejuvenate the sericulture sector of Bengal, these 
attempts were inadequate and could not bring tangible results. Moreover, the general policy 
thrust of the colonial power was in contradiction to the greater interest of the growers, sector 
as well as the country. With the growth of textile industry at Lancashire, artisanal weaving in 
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Bengal underwent decline and death. However, despite all these odds, Kaliyachak block in 
Malda district in West Bengal remained occupied with sericulture and the reeling of silk as 
the major economic activity of its inhabitants ( HDR Malda, 2006). 

Comparatively less significant research work has been done regarding income generation 
issues of sericulture in West Bengal. Mookherjee (1992) has done a geographical analysis in 
her book ‘Sericulture in West Bengal: A Geographical Analysis’.  She vividly sketched role 
of sericulture in state of West Bengal in the back ground of the land-tenure system in the 
state. Ali et al. (2008) have worked over the mulberry cultivation pattern of Malda district in 
West Bengal and revealed a grimy picture. They have commented that technological 
inefficiency has blocked the income generation growth in sericulture, where scarcities of 
underground water and unpredictable rainfall have enhanced the problem for mulberry 
cultivation.  The quantity and quality of mulberry leaves produced by the majority of the 
farmers in the district remains sub-standard. They commented that productivity led growth is 
possible through introduction of high yielding varieties, application of fertilizers and 
irrigation. De Sarkar et.al. (2013) have shown how sericulture can be used as a tool for 
economic development in Malda district. They estimated the income generation through silk 
reeling in Malda district during 2008, 2009 and 2010 was Rs.11.16 crore, Rs. 14.80 crore and 
Rs. 24.08 crore respectively. Thus income generation has almost been doubled through 
sericulture in Malda district. 
 

1.5 Research Gap 

Although artisanal silk industry has a vast national level literature and the case studies, but 
major part of those analysis done so far were concentrated on Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and 
Tamil Nadu. Compared to these three traditional silk producing states very little literature has 
been found on the West Bengal’s artisanal silk industry. At the back drop of its rich historical 
milieu how this artisanal industry decayed over the passage of time and how it did resurrect 
into new form needs to be studied chronologically. There also exists a void regarding the 
analysis of the current problems faced by the artisans of West Bengal on the issues of income 
earning, employment generation and gender perspective of sericulture and silk industry in 
West Bengal.  

      

1.6 Objectives of the Study 

The research design has been framed in such a manner so that the aforesaid research gap can 
be accurately addressed. This research study intends to fulfill twin major objectives. The first 
objective is to portray the historical genesis of silk industry across the globe along with its 
development in India. Bengal silk was famous by its name not only within local hub but also 
at far abroad. The Dutch and the English traders started trading Bengal silk by exporting them 
to European market. This golden history needs to be unraveled before stating the current 
problems of the industry. The export pattern of Bengal silk needs to be analyzed from the 
colonial era. The evolution of the artisanal silk industry in India should be narrated and 
justified reasons are to be investigated regarding the failure of the industry in the present 
day’s export frontier. This issue would drive the research design especially on the post MFA 
phase where quota restriction made by the developed countries was withdrawn. In this 
context, the study will also attempt to derive the domestic production response in relation to 
the export pattern.  

The second objective of this study is to analyze the performance and current problems of 
artisanal silk production among the poor farmer cum artisans of the rural economy of West 
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Bengal. This focal theme will be narrated on the basis of the (i) Income earning Issues, (ii) 
Employment Generation aspects and (iii) Gender promotional role of the silk industry in 
West Bengal. The study will be mostly hinged on mulberry silk as the production share of 
this silk is 79.04 per cent in India (CSB, 2014).  

Observations made in literature state that the Indian silk industry is not sufficiently 
technology driven and is mainly domestic demand based. However, it is also noted that India 
also imports silk pointing to external dependence of the industry. In this context, analysis on 
the basis of size of the firms is necessary which may have an influence on the export pattern 
as well as export performance of the silk industry. It is observed that the large firms are 
successful in deriving all kinds of benefits (like, credit facilities etc) and technologies are also 
not scale neutral. These mark the reasons for innumerable poor farmers who fail to take the 
advantage of any kind of institutional interventions in the market. This in turn perpetuates the 
poverty scenario in the rural areas concentrating on sericulture. Thus research analysis would 
also attempt to arrive at plausible solutions and explore meaningful strategies to meet the 
challenge faced by the domestic silk farms.  

The current problems of the silk farmers and artisans in the state of West Bengal need to be 
categorically explained with some recommendations of policy restructuring. Artisanal silk 
sector uplifts income level of those poor marginal sections who belong to either backward or 
minority communities of this district. It also includes the women workers who are also 
ignored in this patriarch social periphery. This research study has the objective to throw some 
lights on those issues very emphatically. 

1.7  Research Questions 

The specific research questions which the research intends to clarify are provided below:a 

a) How the silk industry was invented in the world and how the manufacturing technique is 
reached in India and specifically in West Bengal? 

b) How the artisanal silk Industry progressed in West Bengal along the time scale of history? 

c) What is the present status of the artisanal silk industry in India against the global 
perspective?  

b) How the productivity parameters help the artisanal silk industry to attain its growth pace in 
India? Are there any regional inequalities in productivities?  

c) What is the impact of globalization on the silk industry? Effect of Globalization has been 
perceived by more or less all the sectors in the economy and the silk industry is also not an 
exception.  

d) What is the impact of China’s participation in WTO over Indian artisanal silk industry? 

e) What is the impact of quota removal by the developed country with MFA abolition on 
India’s silk trade? 

f) What are the current problems of the industry? How does the transfer of income take place 
from high-end urban consumers to the rural artisans and labour? 

e) How does income generation take place along with rise in production in sericulture as well 
as the silk industry? What are the major impediments in the path of income generation in 
artisanal silk industry? 

f) Sericulture is a purely rural based agro-industrial activity. It raises the job opportunity of 
the rural mass in the agro-sector and thus stops the rural-urban migration propensity within 
the rural workforce. The research question would be to determine those determinants which 
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raises this level of employment in West Bengal and what are the problems faced by he silk 
farmers and artisan household in employing these family as well as hired labour? 

h) Sericulture helps to attain gender dominance by providing more female employment but 
whether that employment dominance is translated in empowerment is a big question which 
will be addressed in this research study. Many studies indicated that 60% of the activities in 
the pre-cocoon and post-cocoon sectors are carried out by women. Recurring droughts / 
industrialization / globalization / liberalization and bountiful opportunities in the urban towns 
and cities perhaps attract men to migrate in search of better opportunities in the growing 
service sector. Women are compelled to stay back in the villages to care for the elderly 
people and children. Work burden due to migration of husbands and male members of the 
families and increased drudgery due to depletion of natural resources like ground water and 
biomass have an adverse effect on women’s health. Sericulture activities provide a perfect 
choice for the women because of the very nature of the activities that can take place close to 
the habitations. The lower spectrum activities in the artisanal silk industry are mostly carried 
on by the marginal and landless people of the rural areas in West Bengal. Women dominance 
further signifies concentration of more marginal people in this trait. Whether success of 
artisanal silk actually depends on the exploitation of these marginal class people or their 
dominance is work activities ultimately leads to their empowerment will be a major research 
query.   

  
1.8  Research Hypotheses: 

The major research hypotheses which will be pursued are summarized below:  

i) History & Genesis of silk production in China, Japan and India were influenced by the 
global trade demand which mostly generated from European countries. 

 ii) Having the supply-side advantage, the silk industry in India fares strongly against global 
competition.  

iii) Despite being second largest producer of raw silk during the past few decades India’s 
export trend reveals a depressing scenario. 

iv) Growth Indian artisanal silk industry is constrained by regional inequality. 

v) The abolition of MFA has made the artisanal silk industry more vulnerable to its 
international competitor China. 

 vi) Silk industry aids in income generation across the rural mass. This hypothesis has to be 
tested from the micro-economic frame work. Since Malda district in West Bengal has been 
chosen for carrying out the micro-survey and primary data collection, the hypothesis will be 
tested on the basis of the average annual income generation by the farmers and artisans of this 
artisanal silk sector.  

vii) Income generation is secure enough for the rural family and they do not need to depend 
on any supplementary income generating activities. There is seasonality involved with this 
income generation.  

 viii) Employment generation by this sector has been increasing over the years, although a 
decling trend in the numbers of sericulture workers have been observed in West Bengal 
during 2002-03 to 2010-11.  

ix)  Social security provided by the silk industry, in terms of employment and income is 
adequate. In case it fails to provide that security there is a high chance of switch over to other 
lucrative cash crop cultivation.  
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x) The silk industry promotes gender equality by reducing gender wage differentials and 
increasing income earning opportunity to women workers. 

xi) The apparent female workers domination in sericulture activities are translated to women 
empowerment through improving their power relation within household. 

 

1.9  Research Methodology  

 

Multiple regressions through Ordinary Least Square Methods will be usually applied to the 
proposed econometric models based on the research hypothesis. To handle the operation we 
will use SPSS software package. Kaliyachak-I and Kaliyachak-II are those specific blocks in 
Malda district where predominance of sericulture activities have been observed in silk worm 
rearing and reeling. Silk weaving is very rarely found in the district though artisanal silk 
involves their value addition too. Therefore in our primary survey it has been decided that 
around 200 household from rearing, reeling and weaving activities will be chosen.   

A priori information tells us that KaliachakI & II blocks have dense population on sericulture 
farmers and artisans. Using stratified random sampling eight villages were chosen from these 
blocks, namely Gayes Bari, Sujapur, Mothabari, Marupur, Alipur, Sershahi, Feranchak, 
Jotkabil. Thus primary survey of these two areas will be undertaken. Selection of farmers will 
follow the usual random sampling procedure while care would be taken to ensure maximum 
coverage of these areas. Twenty five to thirty households involved with sericulture activities 
have been chosen from each village using stratified random sampling. In addition, interviews 
of workers in different activities of sericulture and silk processing will be undertaken so that 
the socioeconomic background of all categories of workers can be studied. Silk industry 
including sericulture is a vertically integrated industry which normally involves value 
addition by the successive sectors as follows: 

1). Mulberry cultivation and Cocoon producing sector (30.4% value addition); 2). Reeling 
Sector (7% value addition); 3). Twisting Sector (3.6% value addition);  4). Weaving of Silk 
Fabrics (12.5%value addition); 5). Printing of Silk Fabrics (21.7% value addition); 
6).Manufacturing of Readymade Garments, Carpets etc, & Trading (24.8% value addition). 
Thus instead of being concentrated to a particular rich farm, the generated gross income is 
disseminated across different cottage based sectors of the agrarian economy where the share 
of value addition is significant in the first and last two sub sectors. Primary information 
would thus be collected from all section of workers performing such activities in the villages 
of Malda.  
   

1.9.1  Data Set 

At the macro level, secondary data will be compiled from Central Silk Board (both published 
and on line data), silk sector study by Export Import Bank of India, Online Data published by 
Ministry of Textiles of India, UN Commodity based Statistics data, Online data and 
information provided by International Sericulture Commission, Online data and information 
provided by Directorate of Sericulture, Govt. of West Bengal as well as the other state 
governments of traditional silk producing states like, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Andhra 
Pradesh and Jammu & Kashmir.   

Primary data will be collected from the field survey on the randomly chosen household from 
the villages chosen in Kaliyachak I & II blocks of Malda district. The office of Deputy 
Reeling, Government of India in Malda district will also be a plausible data source  
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1.10 Plan of Study 

As it has already been noted, the study has triptych objectives and the research work will be 
proceed along with that desired goal. The initial objective is to substantiate the genesis of 
artisanal silk industry in Bengal at the backdrop of global genesis of sericulture and silk 
manufacturing technology. Bengal silk bears a glorious heritage which will be intricately 
analysed in perspective of changing political situation of the country as a whole. Bengal silk 
had a contributory role in global silk trade and Dutch and British merchants have significant 
role in exporting the silk in European market. Plan of this research work is to include and 
enlighten all those issues in the second chapter of this research study. The next objective 
highlights about the performances of this artisanal industry and before delving into the focal 
state West Bengal, the national level performance was considered as integrated part of the 
research analysis. Review of the existing literature help us to have an idea about the income 
generating factors and employment generating determinants in the artisanal silk sector in 
India. This idea would help us to form few models based on some hypothesis. The available 
secondary data will help us to test those hypotheses. The third and last objective is to locate 
the current problems of the artisanal silk Industry of West Bengal. The filed level survey 
work in the sericulture rich villages of West Bengal will help us to identify those problems. 
In addition to our tested result this analysis would include some regional flavour to make a 
situational analysis of silk artisans in West Bengal. The plan of our study can be interpreted 
through the chapterisations too. 

 

1.11  Chapterisations: 

 
Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
Statement of problems & prioritization of the issue, Objective of study, Study region, Review 
of related Literature, Research gap to be addressed in thesis, Research questions & 
hypothesis,  Research methodologies, Plan of study 
 
Chapter 2. Origin, Manufacture & Trade in Silk 
 
Introduction , Spread of silk from China, Trade via silk route, Trade via silk road, Genesis of 
sericulture in silk-trade driven countries of world, Asian countries (Japan, Korea, Thailand, 
India, Vietnam), European Countries (Italy, France, England), Latin American Countries, 
Conclusion 
 
Chapter 3. Origin & Genesis of Artisanal Silk Industry in India  
                         (With special reference to Bengal Silk) 
 
Historical origin of silk manufacture in India, Silk trade in pre-colonial era, Problems faced 
by silk artisans of Bengal during colonial era (1612-1820), East India Company’s policy for 
artisanal silk Sector,  History of Indian artisanal silk industry during British Raj1820-1947, 
Silk production &tTrade in Bengal & Kashmir, Export trends of Indian silk vis-à-vis global 
trends, Socio-economic status of silk artisans in colonial India, Conclusion 
 
Chapter 4. Indian Silk Industry after Independence (1947-1990) 
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Establishment of Sericulture Board, Varieties of silk cultivation (Mulberry, Eri, Tasar, 
Muga), Procedures of silk manufacturing, Performance of silk producing states during 1947-
90- Traditional Vs. non- traditional  states,  Silk Manufactures in Different Traditional 
States –Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, Silk production in non-
traditional silk producing states, Conclusion 
 
Chapter 5. Performance of Artisanal Silk in Post Liberalised Period (1990-2010) 

 
Location of Indian silk in post liberalised period (Production & Trade based), Problems faced 
by artisanal sectors in the globalised regime, Problems faced by Indian silk artisans after 
China’s joining in WTO, Consequence of Multi Fiber Agreement (MFA) in artisanal sector, 
Policy formulations , Regional inequality with trade openness, Conclusion 
 
Chapter 6. Problems & Performance of Artisanal Silk Industry in West Bengal 
 
Status of West Bengal in production & trade, Performance West Bengal artisanal silk 
Industry in planning periods, Productivity comparisons with other traditional states, Problems 
faced by silk artisans of West Bengal (Production Chain Analysis), Income generating issues, 
Employment generating issues, Gender involvement, District level Analysis : Malda, 
Murshidabad, Birbhum, Conclusion 

 
Chapter 7. An Empirical Analysis on Income & Employment Generating Issues in 

Rural Artisanal Silk Industry (A Case Study in Malda District) 
  

Introduction, Income generation trends in Indian sericulture in pre & post periods of 
globalization (1983-2011), Employment generation model building in national perspective : 
a. Employment boosting model, b. Cross-section model of Employment generation, Artisanal 
silk industry in Malda district: a. Econometric model building on income generation aspect : 
b. Employment generation model building, Conclusion 

 
Chapter 8: Situational Analysis of Women Workers & their Employment in Artisanal 

Silk Industry of West Bengal 
 

Introduction, Family dynamics in sericulture households, Issues of child labour in artisanal 
silk sector. Women workers in artisanal silk sector, Involvement of women workers in 
sericulture, A case study in Malda district,  Construction of women empowerment index in 
sericulture, Conclusion 
 
Chapter 9: Summary & Conclusion 
 
Summary of research findings, Policy recommendations & way ahead 

 
1.12 Limitation of the Study 
 
 
The study will be done focusing on mulberry silk industry, as it captures the major part of silk 
production both in state of West Bengal as well as nation. Non-mulberry silk is alternatively 
known as Vanya silk and Cooch Behar district in West Bengal has the tradition of producing 
tasar and muga silk. Our research analysis has included sericulture rich villages of Malda 
district only as Malda is the largest mulberry silk producing district in West Bengal. Gender 
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analysis has also been done with limited vision emphasizing on the economic aspect of the 
women labour both within household and hired. The gender power relation within the 
household is beyond the scope of this study though few of its areas will be highlighted with 
that limited vision. Despite these restrictive approaches, this research work will surely cover 
a vast part of the present status of silk artisans in West Bengal at the backdrop of its glorious 
heritages and future challenges and would presumably add some substantial value in the 
literature.  
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