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Abstract 

We are facing a global health crisis in the name of covid-19 pandemic -that is causing unprecedented sufferings to individuals 
forcing them to the utter darkness of uncertainty and precarious existence.  Labour market crisis seems to be one amongst many of 
those issues that caught the attention of the policy planners and academicians equally during these unusual times.While this has been a 
major cause of worry across the world but this crisis in developing countries across the world particularly in India exposed the deep-
seated inequalities and the precarious nature of certain vulnerable sectors of economy. The restrictions imposed as part of the 
confinement measures even though it has affected all kinds of workers but it has been enormously awful for the individuals engaged in 
self-employed industries at the beginning of the legal restrictions almost shutting down their everyday livelihood generating activities. 
But what needs reiteration here is the ways in which this sector showed it resilience amidst economic crisis. Based on review of the 
existing literature, case studies published in media platform, this paper aims to understand the precarious nature of artisan production 
during the pandemics and the vulnerable conditions of the enterprises who are significantly tied up with tourism activities. It also 
seeks to offer insights to various policy interventions offered by the state towards the revamping of this sector and strengthening the 
resilience spirit of the craft industries by adopting innovative strategies of doing business.  
       
Introduction 

The pandemic caused by the coronavirus disease (COVID-19), the gravest health emergency of our times, is poised to disrupt 
social, economic and political systems and lives worldwide (Sengupta Jha 2020). While it affects all sections of society across 
geographical spaces, the impact of this pandemic is far from being uniform on different sections and communities of our society. 
Artisan communitiesi are part of those worsely affected communities whose life and livelihood conditions have raised serious doubts 
over its revival or comeback post covid-19 with markets shut, disruptions in transportation, shrinking demands and tourists flow. The 
debate therefore is on the future of the artisan industries and those in the business of the arts and crafts as ‘start-ups and small 
enterprises are among the most vulnerable players in the economy (Koltai et al 2020) 
 

The recent policy intervention in the form of an economic package in past few months declared by Indian government for the 
informal industries though is seen as a respite for many business houses but it is imperative at this moment to understand the 
repercussion of this pandemic on the larger community of artisans At this backdrop this paper aims to articulate some of the concerns 
of the handicraft industries during pandemic times and the ways in which these communities are coping such a crisis by showing their 
spirit of resilience. 
 

Artisan industries are mostly represented by the weavers, potters, block printers, applique makers, painters and a host of 
others. These people are not visible like the migrant workers and they are being neglected in the policy discourses and their livelihood 
is in danger in the face of this pandemic. Many of them hail from rural India and work from their villages and sell their crafts in 
bazaars and fairs in cities and to big time retailers. But due to the forced lockdown all their raw materials are stuck, orders have been 
canceled, resulting in unending worries to their life. Based on review of the literature this paper brings out mainly the precarious 
nature of the artisanal industries vividly during the last few months that has been transforming itself in the face of Covid-19. Efforts in 
the paper have also been made to suggest ways of revamping the artisanal industries post Covid-19 and to showcase the acts of 
resilience of the Indian artisans amidst this pandemic. 
 
Handicraft/Handloom production, MSMEs andCOVID-19 
 Handicraft/Handloom describes a craft or occupation requiring skilled use of hands. Handicrafts are items made by hand, 
often using simple tools (Sixth Economic Census). The Sixth Economic Census has recently incorporated a major section on craft 
industries keeping the huge contributions this industry is making towards the economy of the entire country. The Census describes the 
rural character of these industries. According to it the total number of handicraft/handloom establishments in India is 18,73,624, out of 
which 59.6% are located in rural area. Further, 14,77,380 (78.9%) establishments were run without hired workers. Moreover 88.7% of 
these establishments were perennial, 9.0% were seasonal and rests 2.3% were casual in nature. The top 5 States, in terms of number of 
handicraft/handloom establishments are West Bengal (17.6%), Uttar Pradesh (16.5%), Odisha (7.8%), Andhra Pradesh (7.5%) and 
Tamil Nadu (6.8 %). One of the significant aspects of Indian hand loom industry is that it employs significant number of women 
(Table:1) 
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Table :1 
Number of Hand loom workers by gender 
 

Gender    Rural    Urban     Total 
Male   7,78,772   1,96,961    9,75,733 
26%    42%    28% 

 
Female   22,74,516   2,71,769    25,46,285 
74.5%    58.0%    2.3% 

 
Transgender  403    91     494 
0.0%    0.0%    0.0% 
Total    30,53,691   4,68,821   35,22,512 

 
Source: Handloom Census 2019-20 
 

Central to the discussion of artisan industries is the important role played by tourism industries. Within the contemporary 
tourism it is increasingly observed that   tourism itself is becoming the arena for the development of skills in most of the third world 
countries that is well reflected in the tourism led artisan production process. Indian handicraft industries like the other craft industries 
of the world too are closely tied up with tourism industries. This association has been an important catalyst in the survival and growth 
of the artisanal products by providing a wider market for the craft economies. However, the nature of tourism industries is far from 
being uniform or certain.  

 
However, it has been proved in many empirical studies that many artisanal economies are increasingly becoming part of the 

tourism industries as we witness a rise in tourist flows across the world. Recent Corona crisis has affected enormously this industry in 
many ways almost altering its normal processes. According to the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) nearly 120 million direct 
tourism jobs could be lost or at risk due to the COVID-19 pandemic and this could implore US $ 1.2 trillion loss of revenue in the 
global tourism industry because of 850 to 1.1 billion lesser tourist arrivals in 2020 (UNWTO, 2020). Artisan industries across the 
globe as ancillary industries of tourism have been majorly affected by this drastic transformation owing to their primary dependence 
on tourism markets. Indian Handicraft industries are no aberration to this turmoil.According to the initial estimate of Export promotion 
council for handicrafts, the handicraft sector could suffer a loss of Rs 8000-Rs 10000 crores in the wake of the pandemic that means 
doubling up of the woes of this labour intensive sector. Scholars and policy planners in this context predict that with a decline in 
tourist trends across the globe it is to have a disastrous effect on the life and livelihoods of the artisans (see Fig. 1). 
 
Fig. 1 International Tourist Arrivals Fell Sharply in March 2020 
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Being part of 24000 crore industry these economies are the worst affected ones of all sectors of economy perhaps, with 

complete absence of tourist flows, fractured supply chains and crippled markets (Tyabji 2020). According to a report published in 
Business Today, artisans across India are having more of less similar kind of owes (see fig 2) 

 
Source: (Pati2020) 
 

Similarly, according to All India Artisans and Craftworkers Welfare Association (AIACA) while there was a general sense of 
panic and uncertainty, the responses to the pandemic had been varied. The study discovered that even in the face of a health 
emergency, livelihood and financial issues were the most important ones. Widespread cancellation of orders, pending payments, a 
mounting product inventory, shipments on hold or stuck in transit and a generalized sense of confusion about area-specific 
government relief activities and measures, were some of the difficulties faced by both artisans and craft enterprises during phases 1 
and 2 of the countrywide lockdown. Production for business came to a complete standstill. According to an estimate most of the 
artisan enterprises that fall under the MSMEiis would incur heavy losses.it was states that Over 25% of India's 6.9 crore micro, small 
and medium enterprises (MSMEs) may close down if the lockdown extends beyond four to eight weeks, according to an estimate. (ET, 
April 7 2020). Jamal (2020) writes describing the owes and agonies of the handloom workers as the lockdown continues, making 
artisans to lead a measurable life with no food, money work or help.  
 
Recent policy interventions 

Governments and communities across the world are adopting a variety of strategies to tackle the health care burden from the 
ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, along with finding ways to tackle the question of livelihood. On July 2, 2020 World Bank announced a 
US $750 million budget support to 15 crore MSMEs to increase liquidity access for viable small businesses impacted by 
COVID-19(Antonescu 2020). Since most handicraft sectors fall under the medium and small-scale industries, it would be 
pertinent at this juncture to understand the MSMEs and their overall contributions to the national economies. According to an 
estimate the MSME segment accounts for 31 percent of India’s GDP and 45 percent of exports. There are an estimated 55.80 million 
MSMEs employing close to 130 million people. Out of this, 14 percent are women-led enterprises and 59.5 percent are in the rural 
areas (Nasscome community 2020). It was in this context also emphasized that this sector has the scope for acting as a catalyst for 
economic growth across the geographic, social, and cultural strata of the country.   
 

India’s initial response to deal with the crisis was through a complete lockdown, beginning 25 March 2020 that was later got 
eased out at several time intervalsiii. The complete lockdown as a policy measure to fight back the covid crisis had huge implications 
for the economy in general and for the informal economies and small business enterprises. On 26 March, the Indian finance minister 
announced a relief package for the poor affected by COVID-19.  Similarly realizing the greater need of the informal economies and 
MSMEs, which was almost at the brinks of stand still, job loss, loss of livelihood options owing to the complete shutdown 
nationwideiv, the On May 12 Indian’s prime minister announced 20 lakh crore economic relief package titled as ‘Atmanirnhar Bharat 
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Abhiyan’ and the first tranche of its money release was for the support of the MSMEs. The ‘Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyaan’ is being 
regarded as major fiscal policy and relief measure package to assuage India’s economic predicament amidst the pandemic with 
specific emphasis on MSME revival. 
 

Some of the high lights of this financial support need a mention here to understand it larger impact on the artisan 
communities.  This package redefined the nature of Micro enterprise in India by reclassifying types of MSMEs. it states that a micro 
enterprise is one where the plant and machinery investment does not exceed one crore rupees and turnover does not exceed five 
crores, a small enterprise would be that in which investment shouldn’t exceed ten crores with turnover up to fifty crore and in a 
medium enterprise the investment shouldn’t exceed Rs 50 crore with turnover at Rs 250 crore. Under this scheme the 
government decided to give Rs 3 lakh crore in collateral free automated loans to MSMEs. 

 
There has been mixed reactions from the side of the scholars and researchers as to what impact it will have on the people in 

MSME sectors including artisans. While some argued that the current package and reclassification are not sufficient to rescue the 
MSME sector. They argue that the Reboot India campaign will not succeed until the entire ecosystem for micro players with the 
MSME sector is simplified to the encourage even undergraduates to boldly venture into initiating a business (Vaishali 2020).  
 

Although it is difficult to determine the exact impact the corona virus will have on the world’s economy and Indian economy 
in particular yet, it is clear the impact had been substantial and pervasive and long lasting as well. And it appears the worst is yet to 
come. COVID-19 is an unprecedented challenge for India no doubt; its large population and the economy’s dependence on informal 
labor make lockdowns and other social distancing measures hugely complicated. However, the central and state governments have 
responded aggressively—but this response should be just the beginning. India must be prepared to scale it up and instantiate even 
greater public program support and policies that keep the artisan production survive amidst this crisis.  
 
Artisans as resilient communities: case reports 

The craft persons of India have always shown their resilience spirit amidst crisis. The recent corona outbreak though has 
devastated their economic backbone but have not been able to devastate their spirit of resilience, the same spirit that have kept them 
alive even amidst large scale automation/industrialization. Production for glory and production for saving the tradition still is visible in 
the spirit of the artisanal communities amidst the marketisation of their craft. While the newspapers and media channels are being 
flooded with news of untold stories of misery and agony, few news reports also become visible of those untold stories of strength 
power and resilience. Few of such stories/interviews needs a mention here.  
 

Prakash Joshi a master craftsperson says: we are artists and the artist shapes the tomorrow with his art, dissipating 
the negative energy because after a thick dark night there is always a golden morning. 
 
Madhubani craftsman, Devendra jha has been using chemical colours for years, unable to buy paints during 
lockdown, he went back to making natural colours like earlier times and is eager to refine his art and create 
something unique by utilizing this time. 
 
Hirabhai and Laxmiben Chauhan from Gujarat are in applique business for over last 70 years though are worried 
because of a slump in their business but are now using the time of lockdown to think and create new designs for 
their next exhibitions.  
 
Mohan a Sanjhi paper cutter from Mathura says it’s a great time to pass with family and is happy that his son is 
learning and showing interest to learn craft making as the schools are not opening due to lock-down (Tayabji 
2020). 
 
A careful analysis of the above case studies though is routed through media channels but these can be taken as ethnological 

narrations of communities from ground. Though these case reports do not represent the whole of the community but these can truly be 
analyzed for academic discourses. These narrations depict deeply ingrained resilience spirit of the Indian artisans. While the first case 
study reveals the indomitable power of Indian artisans to fight and adapt the new situations, in others artisans are being depicted as 
seasoned entrepreneurs who know how to take advantages of the opportunities to come out of crisis situations and haw to stay in 
business by constantly working on innovations on new designs, raw materials, and new patterns.  
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iiMicro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSME) 
iiihttps://www.rgics.org/wp-content/uploads/Impact-of-Covid-19-on-Artisans-and-Crafts-Enterprise.pdf 
ivhttps://www.womenonwings.com/2020/08/working-with-artisans-in-a-covid-19-world/ 
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