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Anyone’s heritage? Indian Fashion design’s relationships with craft 

between local guardianship and valorization of global fashion. 

The paper contributes to our understanding of current global Indian fashion 

engagements with textiles craft by studying the work of Manish Arora and 

Rahul Mishra. The research starts by analysing what both designers say about 

their use of crafts; it then considers their collections with special regard to sites 

of craft production before gauging the international fashion press’s perceptions 

of craft in Indian fashion. The paper finds that Arora and Mishra assign 

variable degrees of agency to the craftspeople they work with, and that their 

divergent modes of employing artisans are as strongly influenced by their 

personal relationships with Indian textiles as by their individual approaches to 

fashion. The findings are then reflected against recent calls from within Europe 

for fashion’s return to textiles heritage, and while we suggest that fashion 

design capabilities beyond the global north tend to be underestimated in this 

context, we propose that interactions between fashion and craft in the global 

south can indeed offer interesting new working models for fashion cultures 

even where these have no hinterland of living textiles heritage. 

Keywords: Manish Arora, Rahul Mishra, craft agency, textiles heritage, 

fashion futures. 

  



Anyone’s heritage? Indian Fashion design’s relationships with craft 

between local guardianship and valorization of global fashion. 

In 2011, the Professor of Design Craftsmanship at the University of Northumbria, 

Bruce Montgomery declared “(l)abour intensive craftsmanship (as) the new luxury” 

and quipped that “(h)eritage will be revisited as craft plays its part in providing (…) 

missing skills to the useless generation” (Montgomery 2011, 20-21). This effort by 

the luxury industry to gain local credentials had been predicted by Li Edelkoort in her 

Ode all’industria when she said that “inspired by the work ethics of yesteryear, 

fashion will roll up its sleeves and get down to construction, at once rebuilding our 

society, our economy and our wardrobes” (Edelkoort 2009). The forecaster later 

published ‘Anti_Fashion’ as a manifesto for the next decade, praising textile 

designers’ contribution to fashion since “(…) emerging economies (…) (and) their 

mills do not yet possess the talent and skills needed to preview new trends and design 

inspiration guided by cultural change.” (Edelkoort 2014). A range of scholars in the 

second decade of the 21st century have explored craft in the context of Tony Fry’s 

sustainment, with Matthew Kiem theorizing a transformative agenda for craft due to 

its potential “to facilitate cultures of quality and social transformation in the interest 

of sustainability” (Kiem 2011), and Eiluned Edwards finding craft to be “a blueprint 

for sustainability” after tracing Indian textiles’ transition from local consumption to 

global commodities. (Edwards 2012) The above are amongst a chorus of authors, 

forecasters and designers who have more recently been highlighting the value that 

traditional skills, local production and the heritage of craft might add to the global 

business of fashion. 

This paper elaborates on a presentation given by the author at the Global Fashion 

Conference in Stockholm in autumn 2016 (Kalkreuter 2017) by presenting 



comparative research into Indian fahion designers’ relationships with crafts. The aim 

is to contribute to the debate on whether the valorization of making has more to do 

with Baudrillard’s understanding of the role of craft for symbolic artifacts in capitalist 

economies (Baudrillard 1996), or Fry’s potential for craft as an activity which secures 

a direct human presence amidst material things (Fry 2007) beyond the ‘romantic 

fictions of traditional or authentic’ (Kiem 2011). In two case studies it will focus 

especially on whether Indian fashion designers can and wish to be seen as guardians 

of craft, or whether craft features in their work as a strategic value addition amidst 

limited regard for the wider heritage concerns of ownership and identity. We will be 

comparing internationally acclaimed designers Manish Arora and Rahul Mishra by 

analysing what designers and brand managers say they do, what their designed object 

and the circumstances of its production can reveal, and how their work is received by 

international fashion editors. The outcomes of this research will then be reflected 

against Edelkoort et al’s call for fashion’s return to textiles in order to ascertain what 

the global north might learn from the well-developed and multifaceted interactions 

between craft and design around Indian cloth. 

 

 

Figure 1 Manish Arora in conversation with design students, Scotland, March 2016 



Provenance and ownership of craft-what designers and brand 
managers say 

Researchers from the Indian Institute of Management in Bangalore prefaced their 

2008 interview with Manish Arora by writing that his brand “uses colours and 

embroidery to ‘define’ his garments” and that he thereby communicates symbolic 

value within his fashion products to shape and influence consumer preferences. At the 

same time, the writers credited the designer’s international appeal to his label’s ability 

to escape country of origin bias and limit negative perception of place of manufacture 

by registering as a UK business, and by collaborating with “deep pocketed 

multinationals such as Reebok, Mac and Swatch” in a bid to gain ”access to 

resources, markets and building reputational capital.” (Ramachandran and Patvardhan 

2012, 145) Potential contradictions such as these make Manish Arora’s fashion 

business a fascinating case to study cultural intentions and connotations behind crafts 

in Indian luxury fashion. The interviewers seem to perceive the company similarly 

when they call Manish Arora the ‘fashion artiste’ alongside his commercial director, 

highlighting a clear division of roles between the label’s eponymous designer and its 

long term business partner Deepak Bhagwani. Bhagwani himself soon agrees that the 

creative and business aspects of the brand operate quite separately, in what Arora had 

also earlier described as ‘clearly bifurcated’ roles. (Ramachandran and Patvardhan 

2012, 152 and 146) 

In the interview Bhagwani reveals that he saw registering the business in the UK as a 

way to ensure that Indian-ness was not becoming a promotional disadvantage to the 

brand, especially in nascent markets such as Australia and South America that do not 

(yet) associate the subcontinent with fashion. Arora, meanwhile, confidently named 

his first London collection “Made in India”, says Indian-ness defines his style, and so 



to some might seem to use his heritage in line with Jacinthe Bessiere’s observations 

on food and tourism, where regionality alone provides a marker of identity and source 

of specificity. (Bessiere 2011, 275) Both creative and commercial director at Arora 

are at the same time agreed on the importance of being perceived as an international 

brand with its origin in India, and Bhagwani’s statement that the brand’s identity is in 

“innovative embroideries” is refined by Arora’s explanation that he uses Indian 

techniques in “very very contemporary and unusual” ways. (Ramachandran and 

Patvardhan 2012, 149) 

Honoured with the International Woolmark Prize 2013/2014 for his “progressive 

graphic hand embroidery”, Rahul Mishra on the other hand foregrounds the 

contribution of artisans as he likens his own role to telling craftspeoples’ stories in a 

new light (Woolmarkprize 2015). Coming to textiles only at postgraduate level and 

from a background in science may have contributed to an analytical, yet initially 

distanced eye on craft techniques, the desire to “decode design” and to understand the 

logic behind crafts. Believing that taking techniques from other crafts can be 

“desperate”, that it “ruins the beauty and advantages of the original textile”, Mishra 

believes that “you can understand so many things about the people just by studying 

their textile” as he understands craft as “a footprint of how humanity has lived in the 

region” (Banerjee and Routh 2015). He confidently devolves part of the design role to 

artisans when he praises the “amazing art and the interpretations they can do” and 

likens the embroiderers who worked on his Impressionist inspired A/W 2017 

collection to “artists who may not be known like van Gogh today” (Menkes 2017a). 

When he positively describes a separateness between the goals of his fashion house 

and the craftspeople creating its trademark fabrics by saying “we have dreams of 

creating a big brand (…) but the weavers just want to earn enough money for food 



and send their children to school” (Banerjee and Routh 2015), he acknowledges the 

artisans’ agency and recognizes craft’s enduring connection to local priorities. In this, 

Mishra’s approach to the ownership of the Indian crafts contributing to his fashion is 

artisan focused as opposed to the designer centred approach that Arora’s claim of his 

own ‘Indian-ness’ reveals. 

At the same time Rahul Mishra, not unlike Manish Arora, believes the international 

success of his brand to lie in the ability to adapt local tradition to global contemporary 

sensibilities when he (perhaps rather gallantly) assigns 99% of the work to his wife 

Divya who “makes these bulky, industrial looking fabric into feminine clothes” and 

“handles the cuts and styles of the collection, their sales and distribution…” (Banerjee 

and Routh 2015). 

Flexible and flexed traditions 

Arora’s and Bhagwani’s above quoted approaches to Indian origins, making heritage 

and artisans might suggest they understand craft’s importance principally as an 

economic opportunity of manufacture and marketing. Indeed, Arora’s serendipitous 

arrival on the international fashion scene indicates flexibility around questions of 

cultural authenticity and integrity of craft heritage. His interview suggests that this 

could have as much do to with Arora’s explicit Indianness (or otherwise as the next 

paragraph might show) as it had with global fashion’s desire to embrace international 

(even ethnic) brands with perceived strong local links: 

Arora recounts that in his fifth successful year at Indian Fashion week in 2004 he 

invented an Indian Princess having travelled to Thailand with Red Indians (sic); the 

story, he continues, was important to convey meaning -to him as the creative behind 

the collection- as this cross-cultural inspiration allowed him to “go beserk with colour 

(…) in a naïve way”, well beyond the colours seen then in Indian fashion. Given this 



idiosyncratic approach to the collection’s inspiration, he was amused “(…) to hear 

that it was very ‘Indian’! People told me what I was!” (Ramachandran and Patvardhan 

2012, 146) Arora’s surprise at this characterisisation is of note given his earlier 

readiness to explicitely capitalize on his Indian heritage, and this once more concurs 

with Bessiere’s observations when she queries whether there really is “a point of 

convergence between the selection criteria employed by local actors and the criteria 

behind the tourists’ [here: the non Indian consumers] symbolic quest”. (2011, 278) 

Whichever criteria Arora applied locally, they caught the attention of the British 

Fashion Council who invited him to show in London, thereby offering an entry into 

the international fashion scene that would eventually see him settle in Paris. Having 

left the “basic silhouettes” of the conservative Indian market geographically behind, 

Manish Arora interestingly regained a sense of local focus as he went global, while 

staying alert to market potential: “My work may look international, but it is very India 

centric-the techniques, the fabric, and the embroideries (…) are much sought after.” 

He goes further to assert his lack of a foreign design education as helpful in helping 

him retain such a national flavour, before claiming that “(t)he advantage I have as an 

Indian designer is that the technique belongs to me so I can experiment.” 

(Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008, 146-8) This latter point is of particularly 

interest for our exploration of how crafts are used in luxury brands: Arora 

interestingly focuses on technique rather than craft, allowing him to apply 

“exceptional ideas” (Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2008, 149) to the rather less 

culturally precious technology behind heritage craft. This attitude is akin to Pickering 

and Edensor’s observation on traditions requiring flexibility as they are continually 

reinvented in a range of different context (Edensor 2002, 6) and being always in the 



process of being recreated subject to evaluation in terms of what they bring to a 

contemporary situation. (Pickering 2001, 105) 

Rahul Mishra’s contemporary situation similarly seemed to influence his approach to 

using traditional craft in the A/W 2016 collection of his label when he cited the arrival 

of his first child to a new found focus on domestic nuances, motifs and materials. 

Traditional Bhandani dyeing was applied to a new material, organza, in order to 

mimick the drape of tablecloths that had inspired square cut dresses and the craft of 

cotton applique stood out on neoprene fabrics, thus modernising and flexing the use 

of craft in his collection away from traditional substrates. (Thawley 2016) The 

innovation focus here is on fashion garments -their materials, style and cut- while the 

craft itself stays comparatively traditional. Mishra is on record as saying “ best 

fashion and best craft is created at a juncture where the newest technologies and 

oldest methodology come together” (The Woolmark Company 2014, 0.56-1.02). As a 

designer known for his accurate technique, he praises the ‘imperfect beauty of 

handwork’ (Bumpus 2014) and sees synergies in “connecting things which are really 

far apart” (The Woolmark Company 2014, 2.45). This Indian designer, from his 

respectful distance to the masters of traditional textile techniques presents in new 

contexts rather than seeks to change their heritage hand crafts, calling such human 

intervention to the technology driven finish of contemporary couture “the fourth 

dimension” (Menkes 2015). 

Engaging craftspeople in fashion 

Manish Arora describes his formula for success as challenging himself to select new 

techniques and novel themes for every season, just like when he persuaded the 

“genius master weavers” of Banarasi to allow Japanese warrior motifs onto their 

looms. His tendency to culturally divert venerated craft traditions into the 



contemporary and global fashion mindset of at times random collection themes 

initially goes unnoticed in his Indian by Manish Arora label which is aimed at an 

Indian market and retains closer links to the silhouettes and fabrics of traditional 

Indian dress: 

 

Figure 2 Indian by Manish Arora alongside Manish Arora Paris garments on a rail in 

his Noida premises, May 2016 

In his own words, he “cultivated” Banarasi weavers, showing them new ideas to get 

them excited about new challenges. (Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2012) We learn 

that these weavers now come to his Indian shows where they enjoy a perspective 

beyond their traditional sphere of experience, to see scope for immediate and 

continuous business through engagement with contemporary design, one scenario 

amongst many in which designer connect with artisans in modern India. (see Littrell 

and Frater 2013 or Greru and Kalkreuter 2017) 

Rahul Mishra equally recognises the need to engage weavers in order to arrive at 

results that will find favour by an international fashion audience and has shown a 

collection with Project Eve at Lakme Fashion week A/W 2017; in the relationships 



with local makers he, however, foregrounds mutual exchange as he explains that the 

“team of weavers (…) were really encouraged, and they kind of encouraged me also 

to take this bolder step of making wool in a completely newer kind of way” (The 

Woolmark Company 2014, 1.44-1.55) Mishra here again strongly assigns agency to 

the craftspeople he works with, and he has been credited with not just providing 

artisans with livelihoods but also “giving them their rightful due on a stage that’s far 

away from their place of origin” (The Hindu 2016). His award winning fashion label 

accordingly lists amongst its trademarks ‘the intricacies of centuries old craft and the 

deep ocean of wealth in handcraft’ but also concedes that ‘the journey brings on board 

diverse, influenced and timeless traditions.’ Fashion writer Suzy Menkes points at 

how Mishra questions the motivations behind the use of traditional craftsmanship in 

today’s world of technology and quotes him as saying “a lot of technology is required 

with the hand workmanship (…) so it matches to perfection”. (Menkes 2016) 

Bandana Tewari, fashion features editor of Vogue India adds that  

"Rahul [Mishra] won the Woolmark Prize (…) not just for his creative and 

technical skills, but for the conviction with which he believed that fashion can be 

a powerful catalyst for social change, especially in his own country.” (BoF 2016) 

Menkes and Tewari both separate out Mishra’s technical skills from his commitment 

to traditional Indian handwork, as the level of precision expected of luxury fashion 

requires a coming together of hand work and technology to mitigate against the 

former’s idiosyncratic imperfections, when, for example matching hand embroidered 

samples to the seams of sharply tailored coats. Much of Rahul Mishra’s current work 

is in that respect another excellent example of how flexibility in traditional craft can 

be achieved to successfully integrate it into a contemporary context. (cf Pickering 

2001, Edensor 2002 and Greru and Kalkreuter 2017) 

https://www.businessoffashion.com/bandana-tewari


Working in close collaboration with the masters of tradition rather than merely 

commissioning selected output from artisans might be one factor in how resulting 

design collections can appear to a global audience. 

The chaos of too many ideas-global receptions of craft 
Manish Arora dismisses criticism of his collections as containing “just too many 

ideas” as a Western point of view that disregards the chaos of Indian sensibilities, 

while he is not unaware of the important role that professional bodies like the British 

Fashion Council and the international press played in helping distinctly Indian fashion 

gain recognition in a global scene. (Ramachandran and Patvardhan 2012, 146-148) 

Rahul Mishra equally attracted some global criticism for “colours (…) sometimes too 

vivid for fashion reality” (Menkes 2017a), but this Indian admirer of Dries van Noten 

and Azzedine Alaia (Deeny 2017) has equally been feted in Vogue for his artistic 

simplicity (Menkes 2017a) and saw his critical success in the 2013/14 Woolmark 

competition launch his international career. A closer look at how Arora’s and 

Mishra’s collections have been received by one influential international fashion editor 

over the past few years allows us a glimpse at how their global collections work as 

semiotic artefacts containing local craft: 



 

Figure 3 Swatches and materials in Manish Arora studio, Noida, May 2016 

High visibility or quiet knowledge-two different approaches to the use of 
craft 
Rather critical of the “complexity of pattern, decoration and vibrant colour” in the 

Romany Rave collection, Suzy Menkes’ online commentaries for Vogue on Arora’s 

S/S 2016 show in Paris suggest meaning in this designer’s work might easier be found 

in a franchise with company Vog that espoused an environmental cause by decorating 

pollution busting face masks. Unusually perhaps for a fashion editor, and quite 

possibly best taken as sarcasm, Menkes declares that the fashion makeover for these 

masks “seemed more worthwhile than a multitude of embroidery, floral and butterfly 

decoration“ (Menkes 2015). She later referred to Arora’s S/S 2016 collection as “a 

Bollywood parody of Indian clothing trying to look western” but detected a return to 

integrity in his A/W 2016 ‘Prairie goes pop’ show and its “mix of bright colours and 

patterns (…) still out of India, with all that county’s (sic) sizzling shades, but the 

clothes (…) comprehensible and the patterns controlled.” (Menkes 2016) What 

Menkes is describing here again concurs with Pickering’s and Edensor’s reinvention 

of tradition for different contexts as she enthuses that “Manish has come out of India 



to the international world” with his Prairie goes pop show (Menkes 2016) while she 

declared that “the sporty, international side had melted away in this summer 2016 

(Romany Rave) collection”. (Menkes 2015) Apart from silhouette, she comments 

here on the replacement of traditionally and exuberantly embroidered pattern so 

evident in S/S 2016 with digitally printed versions by A/W 2016. Other editorials, 

however, explicitly remind us that Arora’s (A/W 2016) collection still “frenetically 

(…) let(…)s us travel back and forth from the Far East to the Far West, at times 

making it even possible to be in more than one place at the same time” (Cafaro 2016). 

Arora’s A/W 2016 then is perceived as reigning in the ‘chaos of too many ideas’, by 

seeking more contemporary ways of expressing them, by reducing craft techniques, 

but not motifs. 

Menkes’ apparent preference for contemporary manufacturing processes over 

traditional artisanship is in interesting contrast to “the challenge of negotiating a 

market where surface aesthetics equated with value” perceived by Indian designer 

Samant Chauhan (Jay 2015) and the chorus of writers in our introduction predicting 

luxury’s turn to craft. It is in some contrast also to when the same influential editor 

contests that “the greatest fashion luxury is found in things touched by human hand” 

while commenting on Mishra’s ready-to-wear S/S 2015 show. (Menkes 2014) A year 

later she commends Mishra for “combin(…)ing ancient craft with clothing for today” 

(Menkes 2015) and she even forgives a lack of easily visible craftsmanship on his 

runway two years on when she invites the wider fashion world backstage to 

“appreciate the extraordinary elements of handcraft” (Menkes 2017a) Taken together, 

Menkes’ editorials on Mishra over several years very clearly indicate her view that 

the knowledge rather than the overt visibility of traditional handcraft being used 

works well for producing a modern fashion asthetic, and she goes as far as saying that 



“Rahul Mishra is a rare Indian designer to bring his creativity and figuratively and 

literally away from his homeland” (Menkes 2018) 

In Manish Arora, on the other hand, she always detected a designer “quintessentially 

Indian in decoration but global in culture” (Menkes 2014) who has “after 20 years 

absorbed his Indian heritage” after he had “initially both accept[ed] and laugh[ed] at 

the tropes of Indian style. (Menkes 2017b) 

Benefits of craft in fashion 

Based on their own words, by the realities of their working practices and in the 

reception of their collections, it can be said that Arora and Mishra follow different 

philosophies and motivations for incorporating local craft into global fashion. 

Craft in fashion as an agent for social and economic change 
While both Mishra and Arora joined tens of thousands of signatories to successfully 

stop the repeal-the-handloom-reservation-act in India in 2015 in a petition which 

proclaimed that  

“each weave has a cultural tradition and a story(…) If we remove the protection 

and incentives for handloom weavers to continue weaving their traditional 

products and saris, we would suddenly be bereft of both our past and our future” 

(Change.org. 2015. https://www.change.org/p/the-government-of-india-save-

handlooms-don-t-repeal-the-handloom-reservation-act),  

only Mishra is credited with  

“building his burgeoning brand (…) rooted in his respect for the provenance of 

his materials, the sustainability of his production lines and the necessary 

preservation of India’s traditional craftsmanship and its craftsmen and women.” 

(BoF 2016). 

https://www.change.org/p/the-government-of-india-save-handlooms-don-t-repeal-the-handloom-reservation-act
https://www.change.org/p/the-government-of-india-save-handlooms-don-t-repeal-the-handloom-reservation-act


The role of the designer seems key here to allow makers as gatekeepers of local craft 

tradition rise to the demands of global fashion, and Indian education of fashion 

designers can be identified as the likely cradle for such nurturing attitudes towards 

craft. 

 

Figure 4 Junior designer Swati Chopra with feather fabric sample on display for 

machine embroiderers in Noida, May 2016 

Safeguarding local production 

Mishra is a graduate of the near legendary National Institute of Design in Ahmedabad 

with its vision for 

‘education to create design professionals of excellence to help meet India's 

diverse design needs’ alongside ‘Design intervention for craft (…) for capability 

and institution building and sustainable livelihood, employment opportunities 

and economic growth.’ (NID 2015. 

http://www.nid.edu/institute/mandatemission-vision-values.html) 

True to NID’s mission, the fashion student Rahul Mishra travelled camera in hand to 

Kerala where he experienced ‘a sense of wonder’ about the textiles he came across 

that would make him sample countless crafts from Odisha to Gujarat to West Bengal. 

http://www.nid.edu/institute/mandatemission-vision-values.html


(Banerjee and Routh 2015) On awarding Mishra its International Prize 2013/14, 

Woolmark lauded “his contribution to (…) empowering and employing the Indian 

Craft Community through his sustainable design interventions” (Woolmark 2014a and 

Woolmark 2014b) and the man himself is on record as being on a mission to “secure 

fashion democracy” (Bumpus 2014), to “provide people with employment” and to 

“one day employ one million people” (Deeny 2017). An ambition as yet unrealised. 

What is particular about his brand’s philosophy of integrating craft into global fashion 

centres around “a system for maximum participation for the villagers and the artisans” 

(Woolmark 2014b), that favours “reverse migration” away from city slums and back 

to secure livelihoods in the artisans’ native villages. In 2017, 85% of all production 

for the brand happened outside the factory (Deeny 2017) with artisans who are bound 

by strong partnerships rather than exclusivity contracts (Banerjee and Routh 2015) 

and whose benefits of working for Mishra include social security and medical 

assurance. Deeny describes the designer pointing to a halter neck dress to explain that 

it took 2000 hours to embroider, “which meant a livelihood for 20 days and for 10 

families”, and quotes Mishra as saying that it was the delivery company Amazon’s 

efficiency in India that allowed his brand this way of working as he sends fabrics and 

patterns back and forth between his headquarters in Delhi and the farmost villages in 

India (2017), so to wherever the craftspeople originate from. 

Centralising craft production for quality and efficiency 

Manish Arora works a largely different set up to Rahul Mishra when it comes to 

integrating craft production into his designs, and Arora explained his motivations in a 

face to face interview before inviting the author to observe the actual operations of his 

business a few months later: On a flying visit from Paris to the Scottish Borders in 

March 2016, Arora explained how his business had managed to harness Indian textile 



craft for a global fashion audience by retaining total control over the craftsmanship 

shown by the traditional embroiderers, pattern cutters and sewing staff working for 

his brand. 

Physically bringing together designers and makers, and organizing them in a system 

of crafts foremen and supervising design staff affords a level of quality control that 

Arora regards as essential for the successful integration of traditional crafts into 

global fashion. Outsourcing of production to existing localities of traditional 

craftsmanship in his mind poses a considerable risk to the uniformity and timeliness 

of production required on the global fashion circuit. Deepak Bhagwani adds that their 

model of centralized production was initially adopted also to aim towards a round the 

clock schedule, before these rather industrial production ambitions were dropped to 

safeguard important elements of handcrafting and individual craftsmanship. 

(Ramchandran and Patvardhan 2012, 152) 

Communicating design intentions to craft 

At Arora’s invitation, the author experienced the reality of this compromise scenario 

some two months later on a visit to the heart of a commercial Noida neighbourhood, 

just 30 minute east of Delhi’s Tibetan market. Products manufactured in Arora’s 

modern and airy studio were light years from the clichéd selection of Indian crafts 

flogged to rushing tourists in said market, different also from the price controlled 

‘authentic’ heritage crafts from different Indian states sold in the state emporia around 

Connaught Place and Janpath, and still very much distinct from what mainstream 

design interventions on craft offer national and international followers of ethnic 

fashion at FabIndia and Anokhi’s outlets in nearby Khan market. 

With Manish Arora himself smoothing the waves for the arrival of his latest collection 

in a flood ravaged Paris in late May 2016, about 10 recent graduate designers, 



internationally trained and almost exclusively female, were using props and 

persuasion to get several dozen craftsmen (and 3 women) to realize Arora’s latest 

fashion vision some 6500 km to the southeast of the brand’s headquarters. The 

international motifs for the collection destined for Paris showrooms where they had 

premiered months ago, contrasted strongly with the kneeling craftsmen embellishing 

fabrics, with feathers being appliqued onto a wide range of sheer and digitally printed 

fabrics and machine embroidery used to cover large areas of fabric with intricate 

flower arrangements. 

 

Figure 5 Embroiderers adding sequins to a digitally printed fabric at Manish Arora, 

Noida, May 2016 

The Americana theme of this Prairie goes pop collection was perfectly expressed by a 

jewel studded denim jacket with pistols alongside Arora’s ubiquitous hearts. Its young 

designer Gauri Malhotra exemplified the quiet confidence of designers working 

amongst the almost always male, often older and frequently Muslim craftsmen, with 

the casual dress sense of global youth underplaying her determined management style 

over the entire Noida operation. She was at pains to point out that her jacket design 



was ‘not in her own taste but right for the Manish Arora brand’, so clearly 

subordinating her own design aesthetics to the demands of a global fashion business. 

The competing scene of three Sari clad women working on a pile of half embroidered 

denim fabric ready to be turned into more such jackets perfectly demonstrated that 

those realising the design creations in Arora’s studio through craft could be as 

removed from the intended meanings of the manufactured objects as their young 

urban designer; a trait quite alien to craft practice while quite typical for the distinct 

division of labour often associated with designed objects. Working in this part of the 

supply chain for Arora’s, or indeed Mishra’s fashion business as Anupama Pasricha’s 

image below shows, is undoubtedly empowering women with hitherto few economic 

opportunities, but instead of continuing a line of inherited or apprenticed craft 

knowledge, we witness craft skills that like Littrell and Frater’s observation of the 

Handwork of India MarketPlace outfit are “India inspired but not rooted in the textile 

traditions of a singular geographic region”. (2013, 372) 

 

Figure 6 Women finishing garments in Rahul Mishra’s studio in Noida, January 2017 

Despite the relative serenity of the scene and the vibrancy of designs, Kiem’s 

‘romantic fictions of traditional or authentic production of craft’ heritage for the 

global market (2011) was hard to find in Arora’s Noida studio. Instead, the factory 



like realities of being able to produce fashionable and highly crafted garments in 

considerable volume and within the price range of its intended global market, could 

be witnessed in this three story building hidden within Noida’s commercial district. 

 

Across the pieces being manufactured for Manish Arora that day in May, the colours 

betrayed the vibrancy of the collections’ Indian roots while less of the cream tones of 

the collection’s Americana theme were on show; partly so as many more highly 

mechanized and digitized manufacture of the brand’s fabrics happens elsewhere; 

some digitally printed fabrics were however in the building, now given a hand crafted 

finish in techniques belonging to the Indian craft traditions, such as appliqué, but 

executed with unusual materials such as vinyl. The juxtaposition was embodied by a 

young female European designer lowered onto the floor to offer an even younger 

male Indian embroiderer this novel ingredient to stitch onto fabric in the traditional 

way. The scene strongly showed re-evaluation, in Pickering’s and Edensor’s sense, of 

the skills heritage of his craft community for a new global context. 

The embroiderers kneeled over traditional floor frames to add sequins, threads and 

beads to pre-printed fabrics with impressive speed; with digital backgrounds adding 

modernity to traditional techniques, the motif of kitchen paraphernalia within a 

geometric border was even further away from the artisans’ local traditions than the 

location of their embroidery frame was from their Gujarati home. 

We have here then an example quite different to Littrell and Fraters’s observation at 

the American led Indian craft enterprise and design school of Kala Raksha Trust, as 

we witnessed a certain loss of control of cultural property where artisans had not 

acquired an identity as designers who actively participate in the global fashion 

market. (Littrell and Frater 2013, 386) 



During a 2016 visit to the School of Textiles and Design at Heriot-Watt University in 

Scotland, Arora described the resulting fabrics as ‘traditional but never ethnic’, and 

this deliberate avoidance of keeping the creations of the craftsmen ‘authentic’ to their 

roots was ensured in Arora’s Noida studio in several ways:  

Crafts foremen facilitated verbal translation of design goals, and their strong technical 

skills, combined with knowledge of tradition and the benefit of long years of service 

for the brand meant they spoke the languages of designer and craftsman in more than 

the linguistic sense. 

 

Figure 7 Embroidery foreman assessing work of a craftsman in Arora’s Noida studio 

May 2016 

 

One observation on the day was the one-directional nature of most conversations as 

designers and foremen directed words at the craftsmen, eager to convey the design 

visions for the final piece, and negotiate how it could be realised within the skillset of 

the makers. The stylistic markers of the brand thus took precedence over the idiom of 

the craft, in a sense illustrating David Pye’s words that “design imaginatively 



prefigures and represents the future existence of a thing (…), workmanship involves 

the material realization of an imagined design.” (Pye 1968/2015, 17) 

This approach is quite different to the one taken by Mishra when he explains the 

mutual exchange and encouragement between designers and weavers in the hotbed 

around the loom sheds of traditional villages while at the same time acknowledging 

that the design originates in a studio sketch. (The Woolmark Company 2014) 

 

Figure 8 Rahul Mishra sketch, studio in Noida, January 2017 

Paper sketches were also used in Arora’s production rooms to guide the creation of 

hand embroidered fabrics, but what craft contributed to fashion here again seemed 

somewhat divorced from the ontological powers that scholars have attributed to the 

creation through the embodied practice of making, as craftsmen were very clearly not 

facilitating “the redirection of their own practice (…)” as they followed strict 

instructions from the design department. (Fry 2009) 

Modernizing craft or adding heritage to fashion? 
We are witnessing at Manish Arora’s Noida studio a version of modernising craft for 

a contemporary and global context (Maldini 2014, Makovicky 2009, Liebl and Roy 

2004) and a common feature in this process is commodification where new values are 



added while old ones diminish or get lost (Ajani 2012). Irene Maldini has argued that 

“local objects going through the process of contemporary design may transcend in the 

new global reality, by being adapted or ‘hybridized’ (…).”(Maldini 2014, 113-114). 

With regards to the initial point of view presented in this paper, Arora’s way of using 

traditional craft confirms Montgomery’s prediction of luxury’s return to ‘labour 

intensive craftsmanship’ as a way to bridge a gap between the intricate visions of 

market savvy designers and commercial manufacturing capabilities; it can be of little 

surprise that those skills are often found in economies where craft practices as a broad 

societal phenomenon have not yet been (fully) replaced by means of industrial 

production. The fact that the markets for such highly crafted fashion creations are 

often, though not always, far away from the centres of production, does however call 

into question the same author’s assessment that such practice might serve a greater 

role in luxury’s endeavour to reduce its carbon footprint and go local (Montgomery 

2011, 20-21). Mishra’s critical dependence on Amazon’s delivery capabilities is also 

of great interest here, and the reputational, economic and marketing argument for 

inclusion of crafts into Arora’s fashion has certainly been shown to be as strong as 

any desire to support local production. 

What Manish Arora’s set up evidences is that an Indian fashion brand at the luxury 

end of the market can benefit greatly from the inclusion of traditional skills into its 

contemporary creations, in the economic sense as well as by way of differentiating a 

product from the mainstream, but that craftsmen might trade a degree of their cultural 

agency to designers in order to gain fast track access to a contemporary and distant 

culture that values their productions. 

The case was shown to be subtly different with Rahul Mishra’s modus operandi as he 

seeks to promote the integrity of craft communities by decentralising operations and 



relinquishing a degree of control over the execution of designs to artisans; while his 

educational roots at NID might well be a factor in his particular engagement with 

crafts, possible links between a brand’s turnover and different practices of craft 

inclusion also deserve further research. 

Our investigation into two of the most well known international designers from India 

has above all shown that another key to different practices around craft and fashion 

lies neither with the socio political convictions nor the scale of a fashion designer’s 

business; instead, Arora’s and Mishra’s individual perceptions and preferences within 

the vast canon of Indian textile crafts seems to favour two different approaches to 

including local traditional craft within global contemporary fashion: 

Arora’s brand is so characterised by its designer’s very visual take on Indian-ness that 

tight control over its execution by craftspeople is paramount in order to preserve a 

brand look. 

Mishra’s link to Indian heritage crafts is on the other hand much less visually 

dominant in his collections, and such visual subtlety of crafts in fashion allows the 

artisans more agency. 

What the centralised or dispersed places of work that are so important in Arora’s and 

Mishra’s different set ups do in terms of widening global awareness within local 

markets and the material development of the craft, would be of great interest for a 

later investigation. Such future studies might want to focus on whether and how the 

construction of new heritage through craft-design-encounters forges lasting new paths 

for making culture, and the repercussions of such research could go well beyond the 

sub continent, which brings us back to Edelkoort’s assertion that fashion’s future can 

only be in crafts: 



Craft in contemporary fashion-recognising new global design 
capabilities and identifying local models of making  

Christopher Breward rightly assigned Li Edelkoort a degree of complicity in the state 

of the fashion industry bemoaned in her Anti_Fashion: a manifesto. To hear the call 

for a rejection of the corporate face of fashion from ‘the most celebrated proponent of 

trend forecasting’ who asserts that “(…) saturation is slowly turning travelling global 

consumers away from too much sameness” (Edelkoort 2014), might seem ironic to 

some, and “engineered maximum exposure for her own brand” to others. (Breward in 

Jenss 2016, xvii) Whatever balance of earnestness and calculated move might be 

behind the publication of the manifesto, two aspects of the many perennial worries 

about fashion that Edelkoort here revisits are of key interest in the light of our 

consideration of Arora’s, Mishra’s and indeed more widely Indian Fashion’s 

relationship with crafts. They shall briefly be discussed here in turn: 

First the manifesto’s concern over the alleged lack in emerging industries of “talent 

and skills needed to preview new trends and design inspiration guided by cultural 

change”. (Edelkoort 2014) Edelkoort’s suggestion of an inability to innovate fashion 

through textiles other than in the ever narrowing confines of the European design 

houses is surprising at a time when “academic (fashion) focus has turned to the world 

at large” and “(t)he dominance of Western fashion has been questioned by fashion 

practices in the manufacturing countries outside the West, who were historically 

renowned for feeding exotic impulses into the fashions of Europe and North 

America”. (Skov and Riegels Melchior 2011, 133) Edelkoort’s assessment does seem 

especially partisan, perhaps even neo-colonial, when considering this paper’s 

observations on Arora’s and even more Mishra’s ability to innovate global fashion 

through craft. The real cause for her preference of European textiles craft is revealed, 



perhaps, when she bemoans significant unemployment as erstwhile manufacturing 

industries in Europe lie deserted and large corporations follow ever cheaper 

manufacturing bases to maximise profits in main stream and luxury fashion. Indian 

fashion designers working with local craftsmen can constitute a version of that 

phenomenon as we have seen in Arora’s case. But in Mishra’s brand we have also 

seen guardianship of Indian crafts that did not subordinate the artisans and their life 

worlds to the commercial manufacturing realities of a global label. The devastating 

effect of corporate greed in fashion has been eloquently stated by Naomi Klein and 

many others, but in the light of our Indian fashion case studies such greed is unlikely 

to be countered effectively by a return to traditional European manufacture or indeed 

aesthetics; cultural anthropologists have, however, begun to detect and analyse new 

models of “craft entrepreneurialism” in industrial societies that are resisting the role 

of “creative industries as champions of capitalist growth” (Luckman 2018). 

Which leads us secondly to Edelkoort’s praise of “textile fashion designers’ (…) 

amazing pictures based on rekindled jacquards, remodeled folklore and restored fabric 

fragments of the past” (Edelkoort 2014) which are probably best understood in a 

similar context: The European textiles industry has a limited living heritage to turn to 

when trying to revive fashion with (traditional) skills. Archives and museums have 

arguably taken the role here of providing a link to heritage and (nearly) forgotten 

making competences, often leading to creations with a distinctly and deliberate retro 

appeal; Manish Arora was intrigued to learn that fashion and textiles students in 

Scotland continue to find major inspiration from white gloved visits to the precious 

holdings of a textiles archive, often dating back centuries and including some 

creations born out of prior design interventions in craft. 



 

Figure 9 Manish Arora viewing Paisley shawls in HWU archive 

Our study of Manish Arora and Rahul Mishra has shown that Indian fashion designers 

connect with their country’s rich craft heritage in different ways, for different reasons 

and with different outcomes; while the majority of fashion business will not have 

equivalent access to its designer’s living textiles heritage, a global fashion industry in 

relative crisis might nevertheless want to take note of design’s engagement with craft 

in the global south, not least as smaller scale making as embodiment and sustainment 

regains traction in post-industrial societies. (e.g. Fry 2007 and Luckman 2018) 

In this light Li Edelkoort’s assertions on fashion’s required turn to craft can be seen as 

making a very strong case for the good health and prospects of a fashion industry that 

embraces the opportunities for collaborations with non industrial making wherever 

these might be. As Breward (Jenss 2016) seemed to hint: it is hard to entirely disagree 

with a forecaster of Edelkoort’s (under)standing, even if you think you did; in the 

context of her thinking, our study has shown that work making it all the way from 

India onto a global stage has the potential to show the way to a fashion future. 

 



Photographs are the author’s own, with the exception of Figures 1 and 7, published by kind 

permission of Dr Suzanne Thomas, and Figure 6 and 8, published by kind permission of Dr 

Anupama Pasricha. 
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