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THESIS ABSTRACT

This thesis is a sociological study of an artisan community - the Padma Saliyars - who
specialize in weaving the famed Kanchipuram silk sari in Tamil Nadu. By locating
collective and individual identities within the discourse of cultural products and
technologies, this investigation highlights the significance of goals of life in human
artifice. The first chapter introduces the notion of ‘praxis’ and draws attention to the
need for its application to the study of artisans in existing literature on development,
material culture and community studies. The Introduction then goes on to present the
research methodology and areas of field-work of the study. A discussion of the
reformist and revivalist measures since the colonial period, in chapter 2, points to the
neglect in viewing weavers as members of ‘work communities’. Chapter 3 establishes
‘leadership’ as the basis for the organization of ‘community’ in the context of the
production and exchange of silk saris among the Padma Saliyars. The myths and
rituals of the Padma Saliyars are then shown to reinforce their distinctive work
identity as ‘professional’ weavers in chapter 4. Chapter 5 examines the complex
interrelations between the specific technology (the pit loom) and the weaving process,
in order to explicate the ‘commensal’ nature of household production. Crucially, the
body is established as an instrument of production in artisanal work. Through an
examination of the actual technique of weaving the wedding sari - korvai, chapter 6
highlights the cultural value of ‘auspiciousness’ as being intrinsic (rather than
extrinsic) to the very nature of craft products. In drawing together the various strands
of the research, the conclusion reasserts the unity between a community, the product
and technology in craft praxis, to underscore the vital necessity of micro-level

research in current policy and activism in the artisanal sector.
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