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ABSTRACT 

	[bookmark: _GoBack]The handloom industry is a vital socio-economic pillar in Manipur, primarily driven by women. The study adopted a descriptive research design using multi-stage stratified random sampling of 600 women handloom workers from Imphal East and Thoubal districts, with primary data collected through structured interviews and analyzed using frequency and percentage methods. The findings reveal a workforce dominated by mature artisans, with 56.17% aged 45 and above, while only 10.83% of the youth participate. A significant contradiction between educational attainment and occupational placement was evident, with 21.50% of weavers being graduates, highlighting the sector’s role as an important employment safety net. Socially, the sector supports large households, with 50.67% of weavers managing families of 5–7 members. Economically, however, the artisans face precarious conditions: 46.67% earn less than Rs. 7,000 monthly, and 84.83% remain unregistered. Furthermore, 92.50% of weavers operate without government support, relying almost entirely on local markets for raw materials (98.83%) and sales (88.67%). The study concludes that while the sector provides critical livelihood, the lack of formalization and market diversification hinders financial upward mobility. It recommends institutional registration, subsidized yarn banks, and digital market training to transition these artisans from subsistence-level workers to sustainable entrepreneurs.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The handloom sector is characterized by its traditional skills and decentralization, providing essential livelihoods to the economically disadvantaged (Kumudha & Rizwana, 2012; Rani & Bains, 2014). In Manipur, Meitei women have historically maintained a distinctive economic influence, evidenced by the Ima Keithel (Mother’s Market), which serves as a global symbol of women’s economic agency (Parratt & Parratt, 2001). Despite this heritage, the Fourth All India Handloom Census (2019-20) highlights a stark reality: while Manipur accounts for 2.10 lakh weaver households with a workforce overwhelmingly dominated by over 2.04 lakh women these workers face persistent economic instability.
In districts like Imphal East and Thoubal, weaving is primarily a rural occupation. While the production of GI-tagged items like Moirang Phee and Wangkhei Phee showcases superb craftsmanship, the workers often struggle with a lack of modernization, volatile raw material costs, and competition from power looms (Banik & Longjam, 2023; Malarkodi et al., 2020). Furthermore, unorganized women weavers frequently suffer from health issues and a lack of social protection (Vidhyanathan & Devan, 2013), factors that directly impact their overall socio-economic status.
The literature on women in the handloom sector highlights a complex intersection of cultural self-expression and economic survival. Regional studies in Manipur (Devi, 2012; Chanu & Chanu, 2014) emphasize that while women weavers assert self-reliance through their craft, they face severe market constraints and a lack of formal recognition compared to their male counterparts. This vulnerability is echoed (Vidhyanathan & Devan, 2013) and identify that gender-based inequalities and the unorganized nature of the work necessitate robust social protection and institutional support (Rahabhi et al., 2021). Furthermore, researchers (Rajani & Sarada, 2008; Gunasekaran & Suryamoorthi, 2018) stresses that successful entrepreneurship is not a solitary effort but relies heavily on family cooperation and community motivation, without which many women struggle to balance domestic roles with enterprise management.
Beyond social support, structural interventions and skill development are vital drivers of sectoral growth. Evidence suggests that entrepreneurial networks and cluster-based approaches significantly improve performance and help weavers integrate with contemporary market dynamics (Prajapati & Biswas, 2011; Ramaswamy, 2013). Nevertheless, limitations at the individual level persist, particularly the lack of managerial competencies related to access to capital, risk-taking, and confidence, which contribute to low entrepreneurial orientation (Rajani, 2008; Jayapriya et al., 2019). Although women possess strong inherent innovative capacities that contribute to social and economic well-being, these abilities require support through customized marketing strategies and government-supported cooperative frameworks to shift weaving from a subsistence activity to a high-growth entrepreneurial venture (Kumar et al., 2013; Sarkar, 2017).
Despite steady growth in production, volatile export trends and the pervasive involvement of middlemen have created a gap between the cultural prestige of Manipuri handloom and the actual financial well-being of the weavers. This article aims to assess the socio-economic status of women handloom workers in Imphal East and Thoubal, analyzing variables such as income distribution, educational attainment, and household conditions. Understanding these factors is essential for designing interventions that move beyond cultural preservation to ensure the economic sustainability and social security of Manipur’s rural women.
Objective of the study: To assess the socio-economic status of women handloom workers in the Imphal East and Thoubal districts of Manipur.
2. material and methods 

A descriptive research design was adopted, focusing on the Imphal East and Thoubal districts of Manipur. These areas were purposively selected due to their high density of weaving clusters and their significance in the production of traditional Manipuri textiles. A total sample of 600 women handloom workers (300 from each district) was selected using a multi-stage stratified random sampling technique to ensure a representative distribution across various blocks and villages. Primary data were gathered through a structured interview schedule, administered via face-to-face interactions to capture detailed insights into the respondent’s demographic profiles, income levels, educational backgrounds, and operational constraints. The collected data were subsequently coded and analyzed using frequency and percentage analysis to identify dominant trends and provide a clear statistical mapping of the weaver's socio-economic realities. This quantitative approach allows for a precise description of the workforce's characteristics, such as age distribution, caste composition, and income disparities within the unorganized handloom sector.

Descriptive statistics are appropriate for this study as the primary objective is to describe and summarize the socio-economic characteristics of women handloom workers rather than to establish causal relationships. The use of measures such as frequencies and percentages enables a clear and systematic presentation of data related to age, education, income levels, caste composition, and employment conditions. Given the heterogeneous and informal nature of the handloom sector, descriptive statistics provide an effective means of capturing prevailing patterns and dominant trends across the study population. This approach ensures clarity, comparability, and ease of interpretation, making the findings accessible and useful for policymakers, researchers, and development practitioners.

3. results and discussion

To provide a comprehensive understanding of the handloom sector in the study area, the following sections detail the empirical findings derived from the field survey of 600 women weavers. The results were categorized into socio-demographic profiles, educational backgrounds, and occupational characteristics to illustrate the complex interplay between traditional craftsmanship and economic survival. By examining these variables, the discussion highlights the critical role of women in the valley districts of Imphal East and Thoubal, while simultaneously exposing the structural and institutional gaps that define their daily working lives.
Table 1: Socio-demographic characteristics of women handloom weavers (N=600)
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	%

	Age Group
	15–24
	65
	10.83

	
	25–34
	114
	19.00

	
	35–44
	84
	14.00

	
	45 & Above
	337
	56.17

	Caste
	General
	354
	59.00

	
	OBC / MOBC
	230
	38.33

	
	ST
	12
	2.00

	
	SC
	4
	0.67

	Marital Status
	Married
	403
	67.17

	
	Unmarried
	149
	24.83

	
	Widow
	44
	7.33

	
	Divorcee
	4
	0.67

	Religion
	Hindu
	519
	86.50

	
	Muslim
	10
	1.67

	
	Christian
	2
	0.33

	
	Others
	69
	11.50



The socio-demographic profile of the 600 women surveyed reveals a workforce that was deeply rooted in tradition but facing a clear generational shift. Weaving in Imphal East and Thoubal were largely sustained by the steady hands of seasoned artisans, with over half the respondents (56.17%) being 45 years or older. In contrast, the small participation of young women aged 15–24 (10.83%) suggests that the younger generation may be drifting away from the looms in search of different career paths. Socially, the craft remains a stronghold for the General (59%) and OBC/MOBC (38.33%) communities, where it was more than just a job it was a cultural identity. This high concentration was a direct reflection of the study's geographical focus, the valley districts serve as the primary settlement areas for these specific categories, making the craft a central part of their communal and economic identity. For the 67.17% who are married, the loom was a flexible but demanding partner, allowing them to anchor their households while contributing to the family’s daily bread.
Table 2: Educational status and family characteristics
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	%

	Educational Qualification
	HSLC
	201
	33.50

	
	HSE
	138
	23.00

	
	Graduation
	129
	21.50

	
	No formal education
	122
	20.33

	Family Type
	Joint
	285
	47.50

	
	Nuclear
	287
	47.83

	
	Extended
	28
	4.67

	Family Size
	2–4
	208
	34.67

	
	5–7
	304
	50.67

	
	8 & Above
	88
	14.67



The study additionally highlights a clear disparity between educational attainment and occupational engagement among these women. Although a considerable proportion of the workforce has no formal education (20.33%) or ended schooling at the HSLC level (33.50%), a notable 21.50% of the weavers are graduates. This indicates that in Manipur, weaving frequently emerges as a primary livelihood fallback for educated women when opportunities in the formal employment sector are limited or inaccessible. Life at home for these weavers was a delicate balancing act; they are almost evenly split between nuclear and joint families, but the weight of responsibility is heavy. More than half (50.67%) were supporting households of 5–7 members, and many manage even larger families. For these women, every thread woven was a vital contribution to a large domestic circle, proving that their work was the economic backbone that keeps their families afloat.

Table 3: Occupational, production, and market characteristics
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	%

	Registration Status
	Registered
	91
	15.17

	
	Unregistered
	509
	84.83

	Experience in Weaving

	More than 45 years
	21
	3.50

	
	30–45 years
	44
	7.33

	
	15–30 years
	176
	29.33

	
	Less than 15 years
	359
	59.83

	Type of Loom Used
	Loin loom
	42
	7.00

	
	Handloom
	537
	89.50

	
	All of the above
	21
	3.50

	Source of raw material
	Local Market
	593
	98.83

	
	Direct from Manufacture
	5
	0.83

	
	Self-produced
	1
	0.17

	
	Others (specify)
	1
	0.17

	Products Made
	Home textiles
	27
	4.50

	
	Clothing
	514
	85.67

	
	Both
	59
	9.83

	Marketing Channel
	Local market
	532
	88.67

	
	Door-to-door
	68
	11.33

	
	Inter-state
	0
	0.00



The occupational profile for these women reveals a sector that were rich in skill but remains largely invisible to the formal economy. Perhaps the most striking finding was that nearly 85% (Table 3) of these weavers were unregistered, operating quietly outside the reach of official government support, subsidies, or social security. While the craft was ancestral, it is also a vital safety net; nearly 60% of the women have been weaving for less than 15 years, suggesting that many are turning to the loom later in life to meet growing family expenses or to find financial independence as they age.
The choice of tools reflects a focus on utility and local demand. The vast majority (89.50%) rely on the Handloom (Frame Loom), which were better suited for producing the everyday Clothing items like the Phanek and Innaphi that form the core of Manipuri attire. Only a small fraction (7%) still used the traditional, more labor-intensive Loin loom, highlighting a practical shift toward production that can sustain a household.
However, the economic world of these weavers were a very small circle. Almost every woman surveyed (98.83%) buys her yarn from the local market and nearly 89% sold their finished work in those same local spaces. With zero participation in inter-state trade, their livelihoods are entirely at the mercy of local price hikes and middleman dynamics. For the weavers of Imphal East and Thoubal, life was a cycle of local dependency; they buy local and sell local, a reality that keeps their beautiful craft alive but often leaves their own financial growth stalled at the village gate.
Table 4: Economic status and institutional support
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency
	%

	Monthly Income (Rs.)
	<7,000
	280
	46.67

	
	7,000–10,000
	113
	18.83

	
	10,000-15,000
	145
	24.17

	
	>15,000
	62
	10.33

	Monthly Raw Material Expenditure (Rs.)
	0-5,000
	465
	77.50

	
	6,000–10,000
	99
	16.50

	
	10,000- 15,000
	24
	4.00

	
	>15,000
	12
	2.00

	Enterprise Ownership
	Yes
	9
	1.50

	
	No
	591
	98.50

	Government Support Received
	Yes
	45
	7.50

	
	No
	555
	92.50



The economic reality of the weavers in Imphal East and Thoubal, as detailed in Table 4, paints a picture of a workforce operating on the thin margins of survival. Nearly half of the women surveyed (46.67%) earn less than Rs. 7,000 per month, a figure that places many households in a precarious financial position given the large family sizes previously discussed. While a small segment (10.33%) has managed to cross the Rs. 15,000 threshold, the vast majority remain trapped in a low-income bracket. This financial constraint was compounded by the cost of production; while 77.50% spend under Rs. 5,000 on raw materials, the rising price of yarn in local markets often eats into their meager profits, leaving little room for savings or reinvestment.
Perhaps the most significant barrier to economic mobility were the lack of institutional and entrepreneurial growth. A staggering 98.50% of the women do not own a formal enterprise, working instead as individual artisans or wage earners. This lack of "business identity" was mirrored by an equally low level of institutional aid, as 92.50% of the weavers reported receiving no government support. Without access to subsidies, credit or training programs, these women are left to navigate a modern economy using only their traditional skills and limited personal resources.


4. Conclusion

The socioeconomic status of women handloom weavers in Imphal East and Thoubal reveals significant cultural value but limited commercial achievement. The handloom industry was more of an unofficial safety net than a thriving commercial sector, with a workforce primarily made up of elderly people, many of whom are uneducated and earn less than Rs. 7,000/- a month. The present scenario reinforces economic exclusion and vulnerability because most weavers rely on local marketplaces. The study suggests changes to a market-driven entrepreneurial approach that prioritizes digital innovations, subsidized yarn banks and social security for unregistered artisans in order to support long-term growth and empower women weavers through increased market access and economic advancement.
5. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
The study has a few limitations that need to be considered. The geographical scope is limited to two districts of Manipur, which may restrict the broader applicability of the results to other handloom clusters with differing production systems and market access. The study is based on primary data collected through interviews, and responses may be influenced by respondents’ perceptions or memory, leading to possible response bias. In addition, the use of descriptive analysis limits the examination to observed patterns and does not allow for testing relationships or determining the influence of specific factors on socio-economic outcomes.
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