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ABSTRACT: From ancient India to the modern one, textile remains part of the culture of 

human beings. They evolved in many forms and were used in any way for cultural ex-

pression. Every part of India identifies itself with the type of handloom it has weaved. 

The people who weaved have a long attachment to the process and identify themselves 

with it. The weavers of Odisha have many identities and one of them is Bhulia, a caste 

that identifies itself with the weaving of Sambalpuri textile. But, with the economic 

changes and the effect of globalization, the crumbling of the rural economy impacts 

the weavers. Though textile has its identity in the market, weavers gradually lose them. 

With the changing demand of the market along with failing legal protection and bet-

ter life, weavers are engaged in occupational mobility, which affects their identity 

attached to the occupation. The present study analyses the literature and earlier studies 

conducted on the issues of Bhulia and tries to correlate the identity threat the commu-

nity is facing, especially in the western part of Odisha. 

KEYWORDS: Occupational mobility; caste-based distinctiveness; social recognition; 

weavers community.

MUDANÇA DE IDENTIDADE DE CASTA DE TECELÃO NA 
ÍNDIA: UM ESTUDO NA COMUNIDADE DE BHULIA DE  
ODISHA OCIDENTAL

RESUMO: Da Índia antiga para a moderna, os têxteis continuam a fazer parte 
da cultura dos seres humanos. Evoluíram em muitas formas e foram utilizados 
de diversas maneiras para expressão cultural. Cada parte da Índia identifica-se 
com o tipo de tear manual que teceu. As pessoas que teceram têm um longo 
apego ao processo e identificam-se com ele. Os tecelões de Odisha têm muitas 
identidades e uma delas é Bhulia, uma casta que se identifica com a tecelagem 
do tecido Sambalpuri. Mas, com as mudanças na economia e o efeito da globa-
lização, o desmoronamento da economia rural tem impacto nos tecelões. Em-
bora os têxteis tenham a sua identidade no mercado, os tecelões perdem-nas 
gradualmente. Com a mudança na demanda do mercado, juntamente com 
a falta de proteção legal e de uma vida melhor, os tecelões estão envolvidos 
na mobilidade ocupacional e isso tem um efeito na sua identidade ligada à 
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ocupação. O presente estudo analisa a literatura e estudos anteriores realizados 
sobre as questões de Bhulia e tenta correlacionar a ameaça de identidade que a 
comunidade enfrenta atualmente, especialmente na parte ocidental de Odisha.
PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Mobilidade ocupacional; distinção baseada em castas; reco-
nhecimento social; comunidade dos tecelões.

1.	 Introduction

Along with the many handicrafts of India, the Handloom sector is a part of a devol-

ved and unorganized segment of the Indian economy. According to the Textile Mi-

nistry of India, (2015) people involved in handloom form India’s second-largest rural 

employment sector, after agriculture. Handloom in India, which is also popularised 

as “the craft of the people”, involves forty-three million craftspeople today. Through 

performing valid and fruitful social functions for the community, they earn themsel-

ves a certain social status. They also weave people’s traditions into their craft. Their 

skill is somewhat transmissible as they absorb it from the preceding generation of cas-

te and family affiliations, rather than any sort of professional training as per market 

demand, which has primacy in the Indian situation. The low capital investment and 

the uniqueness in designs make it stand out and are the strength of Indian craft tra-

dition. This gave them a competitive edge in terms of prices, quality, and distinctive-

ness. Whether it is Banrasi1 silk from Uttar Pradesh, Ikkat2 work of Andra Pradesh, 

Tie and Die art of Gujrat and Rajasthan, Silk of Tamil Nadu, and many more is part 

of the textile industry weaved by people and their culture. It is not only the textile but 

also the handicrafts that popularise the state identity as well as a source of livelihood 

for people. But in the present scenario, due to the impact of globalization on the tradi-

tional occupation (weaving, pottery, fishery), they struggled to sustain themselves in 

the market economy. Traditional crafts are heading towards commodification with a 

heavy compromise on quality.

Ham, Allan, et al. (2011) explained that in the context of globalization, due to 

numerous social changes, weaving as a craft-based occupation faces occupational 

1	 The weaved textile of Uttar Pradesh, India.
2	 The weaved textile of Andra Pradesh, India.
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mobility. Such kind of mobility can be understood through the metaphor of an es-

calator which represents the means of moving both forward and upward. When this 

concept is applied in the context of occupation, it suggests that if there are fewer oppor-

tunities in one occupation compared to other occupations, then those situations create 

more opportunities for occupational mobility, and then this will produce patterns of 

mobility towards those regions, where the demand for that particular occupation is 

high. Likewise, with the mounting demands of education-based occupations, many 

people from handloom sectors are shifting there. 

The handloom industry in India is often found to be allied with different caste 

groups. The concept of identity is defined variedly in many disciplines: It can be 

formed and can be given. Many times, it depends on the social and cultural circum-

stances and the socialization process. Stryker and Burke (2000) described that the iden-

tity of an individual is formed by the effect of the socialization process and the 

continuous influence of social institutions such as family, education system, and mass 

media, which also involves both elements of personal choice, circumstance, socio-cul-

tural attitudes, and environments. But every individual has a personal and social iden-

tity. According to Turner, Hogg, et al. (1987), social identity approaches indicate that 

individuals may come to regard themselves as interchangeable examples of their social 

groups by viewing themselves and others primarily in terms of their caste group mem-

berships. Such identity is related to the cultural construct of a person, while personal 

identity is somewhat related to his/her personality. With the interplay of these two 

kinds of identities, every individual identifies him/herself in society. In India, caste-

based identity plays a very important role for a person both on the social and personal 

front. Usually, this caste-based3 identity generates from the category of occupation 

in which the generation is involved. Who should the person choose as their job is de-

termined by caste and is part of the socialisation process as they grow up. The process 

sustains through generation after generation, which drives the younger generation to 

learn and take up the task further. Gradually in the subconscious state, this identity 

started to structure and function. 

This traditional identity begins to question itself when external changes like glo-

balization, industrialization, and changing economy affect the sustainability of the 

3	 The social stratification found in Hindu society that divide community in four strata (Brahmin, Khyatriya, Vysa 
and Sudra) I term of hierarchy. Each person born in a particular caste identity himself/herself with it. 
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occupation. As a result, the person started to drift off from the occupation and crawl to-

ward finding new avenues. The alternative or new occupations are mostly economic and 

educational driven and differ from the original occupation perused from generations. 

This different occupation holds a different identity to the person, again challenging 

the identity related to the caste-based occupation. In the middle of this scenario, a crisis 

happens between sticking to the left caste-based identity or moving further with the ac-

quired occupational identity. The craft-based occupations in India, in the era of global-

ization, suffer an economic impediment, and that leads to the scenarios explained above. 

In the period of globalization, the weavers of the handloom industry are more 

interested in moving forward to attain a better socioeconomic position. This process 

leads them to move outside of the geographical region for better education and em-

ployment leading toward occupational mobility in the community. When they shift 

to a different kind of occupation, their identity attached to the original occupation 

becomes uncertain. In that context, the next generation remains between the ascribed 

identity and achieved identity. According to Das (1996), as the handloom industry is 

employment-oriented today, it provides direct employment to about 10 million peo-

ple for their livelihood in the country in weaving and other connected handloom ac-

tivities. Still, due to various reasons, occupational mobility is found among the weaver 

community. Leaving their craft-based occupation, they are shifting to education-based 

occupation. Many weavers find a way to get connected to the handloom industry by 

joining the marketing sector; they have become elite businessmen in the textile. 

The handloom industry in Odisha has spread across both the coastal region of east-

ern Odisha as well as the land region of Western Odisha. In western Odisha, the sambal-

puri4 textile is renowned for its beauty and fabrics. The architects of such textiles are 

known as the weaver community with the name Bhulias5 (the henceforth in this article the 

weaver community will be identified as Bhulia). Sambalpuri textile is a kind of cotton fabric 

made of Ikkat work, which is also popularly known as the tie and dye technique. Bhu-

lia, Kustha6, and Ganda are the three main castes of the weaving community, amongst 

which Bhulias are skilled weavers and produce superior quality cotton fabrics. The weav-

ers produce sarees and other fabrics of magnificent designs. The Bhulias, who make the 

best of Sambalpuri cotton clothes, exhibit considerable taste in colour and variety of 

4	 The regional name of the textile, woven in western part of Odisha, India.
5	 The caste-based weaver community, who identify as the weaver of sambalpuri textile.
6	 Another weaving caste found in the Western Odisha lower to Bhulia in caste hierarchy.
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patterns, and even the coarsest cloths are woven with dainty borders. Bhulias identify 

themselves very much with the weaving of the Sambalpuri textile. Their culture and 

identity revolve around this fabric. Gradually these result in situations where they tend 

to forget their occupational identity as Bhulias. But like the other handloom industry, the 

weavers of the Bhulia Community also went for occupational mobility to accept the de-

velopment, migrating to another region for the search for better employment or chang-

ing the occupation result in an achieved identity in the case of Bhulia. So, the possibility 

of an identity crisis led by occupational mobility started to emerge in the new generation.

The present paper tries to explore the scenario of the weaver community in terms 

of occupational mobility and the identity crisis attached to it through the analysis of 

the data available in the secondary literature. This paper also tries to relate a few theo-

ries to secondary literature. The following reviews will help in understanding the sce-

nario mentioned above. All the data were collected through reviews of various articles 

which are relevant to the subject of interest. 

2.	 The community and its history

Ikat7 textiles command a very special status. This immensely skilled craft has develo-

ped in three diverse regions of the country at different periods. Distinct in geographi-

cal location and cultural traditions, each zone produced its own awareness experience 

and sensitivity to colour, form, and fabric. Scattered in a few towns and villages in the 

three states of Gujarat (patola textiles), Orissa (bandha textiles), and Andhra Pradesh 

(ikat textiles), looms still today resound to the vibrant rhythms of tradition and mo-

dernity. The bandha textiles of Orissa have a distinct native identity. The community 

popular for its unique ikat work is the Bhulias of Western Odisha. The population of 

Bhulia is higher in the western part of Odisha. In the reservation category by the Go-

vernment of India, Bhulias come under OBC (Other Backward Class). The study areas 

are taken as the Sambalpur and Bargarh districts of Odisha, as more handlooms and 

Bhulias are prevailing in these particular areas. L. S. S. O’ Maly referred to ‘Sambalpuri 

textiles’ in Bengal District Gazetteers, Sambalpur (1901), as “fine cotton clothes with 

colored borders, woven by Bhulias. This cottage industry does not appear to have been 

affected by the competition of imported machine-made clothes as they are woven 

7	 A weaving technique in which involve warp or weft threads, or both, which are tie-dyed before weaving.
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by the weaver from Bhulia families. Sambalpuri Textile is also well appreciated by its 

customers for its lower price and lighter texture than the machine-made stuff”. The 

last three decades have seen multiple levels of change in the ikat weaving industry. Up 

to the 1950s, the decentralized nature of the industry isolated the weaver from in-

formation regarding technological advances, changes in raw materials, and shifting 

consumer demands. The history of the Bhulia community is attached to the legend of 

Ramai Dev, the first Rajput8 King of Patnagarh9 and warrior king of Odisha. According 

to their legend, Ramai Dev was the son of Ashabati, who was supposed to be a Rajput 

queen of Rajasthan. When Rajputs were defeated by Mughals, many Rajput queens sa-

crificed themselves in Jouhar10. But at that time, queen Ashabati was pregnant. She ran 

away and took shelter in Patnagarh. The community that helped her during this time 

was the Hulcommunity, engaged in weaving. When Ramai Dev was establishing his 

kingdom in the western part of Odisha (currently the undivided Sambalpur region), he 

searched for the weaver community who helped his mother and helped them to settle 

in Patnagarh. Later two brothers of the same family divided the kingdom; the elder 

remained in Patnagarh while the younger one, Ramai Dev, established a new capital 

Sambalpur named after Goddess Samlei11. He searched for the Bhulia families and es-

tablished them near his fort. After that, the Bhulia started establishing themselves in 

Western Odisha. However, a couple of stories are also found to be related to the emer-

gence of the term Bhulia. The first is the belief that the same was derived from the term 

“Hul”, a community in Rajasthan who accompanied Queen Ashabati, mother of king 

Ramai Dev to flee from Rajasthan to Patnagarh. It is also told that they originally mi-

grated from Rajasthan and were responsible for introducing tie and die art to Odisha 

fabric. All Bhulias bear the surname of “Meher”, which seems derived from “Mihir”, 

meaning Surya or Sun since they were followers of Suryavanshis. Whether their legend 

of origin is true or not, it is found that they have certain similarities with Rajput of Ra-

jasthan, like worshipping sword, which is normally not found among the communities 

of Odisha. Surprisingly it is also found that the tie and die technique used in weaving 

by the Bhulias is also somewhere similar to the technique of Patola12 art in Rajasthan.

8	 A warrior clan found in Rajasthan and the western part of India. 
9	 Princely state of Odisha before independence and currently a district.
10	 A ritual of mass sacrificing with fire of Rajput women in case of defeat of the Rajput king.
11	 The leading deity of the place Sambalpur, Odisha, India.
12	 A form of textile art found in western parts of India. 
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3.	 Results and discussion 

Migration can enhance or reduce the status of an individual or group, enable their 

occupational or social mobility, strengthen or weaken a particular identity, activate 

a dormant identity, alter family structure and relationships and provide opportuni-

ties for the development of informal and formal support networks. After migration, 

a migrant has to undergo various changes in his/her lifestyle to adjust to the demands 

of the new place. One of the first adjustments that a migrant must make at the desti-

nation is to acquire new identities, although they continue to retain their older ones. 

Thus, they are caught between the duality of culture from the very beginning. This 

creates a situation of ‘cultural ambivalence’ for them. According to Bourdieu, Ferrie, 

& Kesztenbaum (2006), occupational mobility has been considered important to so-

cieties where occupations and positions are fixed and set at birth and are transmitted 

from father to child through rigid schemes. This left little room for innovation and 

fulfilment either for the individual or group. The caste-based occupations found in 

India have similar scope for occupational mobility due to changes in society and the 

environment. Changes in mobility patterns of the occupation, in the long run, may 

result either from an evolution of the economic structure, for example, the impact of 

industrialization, or from changes in the degree of openness and acceptance of the so-

ciety. For instance, the possibility of mobility toward becoming a farmer declines as 

the proportion of farmers in the economy declines, whereas the opportunity of beco-

ming a lawyer may grow, without any changes in the proportion of lawyers in society, 

as more and more people have access to education and societal acceptance. India’s cas-

te system provided a breeding ground for many occupations to thrive for centuries. 

As studied by Freitas (2006), caste acts as a system of enforcement for occupational 

hierarchy. It acted as a forceful system to maintain various occupational secrets of a 

particular group, thus creating a close system dedicated to a particular profession. As 

a result, the social life weaves around it to keep the future generation strangled in the 

same loop. Gradually the person identifies himself/ herself with the profession. A sys-

tem developed by himself/herself to sustain the economy of the society results in the 

personal and cultural identity of the person. 

According to Deaux (2001), social identity is related to the person’s group iden-

tity, whereas identity is the introduction of the self. Despite being a member of many 

groups, every person has a prime identity, related to a particular group. To become 
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an accepted member of the group, he/she inculcates the culture and tradition of the 

group. This remains with the person and transfers from generation to generation. This 

social identity is related to the ethnic identity of the person. In India, we can relate 

this to caste-based identity, where every caste is related to a certain occupation. The 

culture and tradition related much to that particular occupation. 

Goffman (1959) established a relation between self and social identity. According 

to him, every person behaves by the expected outcome of society. The formation of 

social identity is related to that lifestyle, which is regular and fixed by the group. The 

group projects a standardized lifestyle and every individual part of the group adopts 

a trait approved by the standardized lifestyle. This can be understood by the concept 

of ‘Dramaturgy’, which is conditioned upon the circumstances in which every person 

adopts identity and performs according to the accepted standard. Considering the 

group as the caste, it played a major role in forming the person’s identity. The person 

always performs according to the accepted standard of the caste. The caste forms all the 

traditions, rules, and regulations and follows from generation to generation. But when 

the person leaves the traditional occupation, the question arises, whether it affects the 

social identity of the person or not. If so, does it result in an identity crisis for the new 

generation, who is not willing to take up the traditional occupation? How their posi-

tion remains in the caste group?

With the changing social scenario, the system faced many challenges, collaps-

ing at various levels. According to Nandi (2015), the improved education system and 

growing industrialization bring age-old occupations to a questionable level. The sus-

tainability and viability of these caste-based occupations result in a haze. The future 

generation accepting the improved social order challenges the enforcement structure. 

As a result of that, it remains an option for those people who cannot reach an improved 

education and lack the assets to change their situation. In other words, they acclimate 

their father’s occupation, not as a choice but as a compulsion, and remain to choose 

to climb up the occupational ladder by choosing a better education-based occupation, 

thus creating a situation of occupational mobility in the Indian caste system. Support-

ing that, Chakraborty, Mukherjee, et al. (2016) discussed occupational mobility in 

extended form. Focusing on the caste system in India, they elaborated on intergenera-

tional occupational mobility in India. 

Azam & Bhatt (2012) discussed the intergeneration occupational mobility in 

India. According to him, a higher percentage of traditional occupations shifted from 
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father to son across a generation. The present generation opts for another job rather 

than pursuing the traditional occupation of their previous generation. The mobility 

is significant in OBC13 (Other Backward Class) and SC (Scheduled Caste)/ST (Scheduled 

Tribe) communities. 

According to Breakwell (1986), if any obstacle threatens the process of identity 

formation, it causes serious harm to the identity. To cope with the changing situation, 

the individual usually adopts intra-personal and intra-group level functioning to re-

store the standard. Caste identity, in a collective way, constructs the self-identity of 

the person, as it recognizes very much through the caste within the periphery of the 

society. So, any harm to the caste identity may result in an identity crisis. The caste 

identities function at the psychological level of the individual about the social pur-

views. Jaspal & Bal (2008) supported this in their empirical study on caste identity and 

its process, as caste-based identity affects the psychology of the person since birth. 

Jaspal (2010) explained that individuals develop a belonging feeling toward the caste, 

and if separated from the caste, this can cause a risk for the feeling of acceptance. It 

may result in a situation where the individual struggle to be accepted as part of the 

group, but the core principle of acceptance does not exist. 

According to Identity Process Theory (IPT) by Jaspal & Breakwell (2014), to reach 

a “desirable end state” of identity formation that is creating an identity, the following 

principle helps guide the person in the right direction:

•	 Continuity

•	 Distinctiveness

•	 Self-efficacy

•	 Self Esteem

When the person associates his/her caste identity with a historical perspective 

leading to a glorified origin, it adds to the person’s self-esteem by relating herself/him-

self to the in-group. On the contrary, the presence of any social prejudice related to the 

caste pushed by some caste out-group can be supplementary to the person’s depriva-

tion of self-esteem and self-efficacy. As an outcome, the theory proposes that in any 

13	 The caste and tribe-based categories, Other Backward Class, Scheduled Caste, and Schedule Tribe, are used by the 
Indian government to group together distinct communities with a similar socioeconomic background.
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way, the factors are compromised; it impacts the process of identity formation. That, 

in turn, contributes to a crisis. To overcome the crisis, the person needs to involve some 

coping strategies. The process of overcoming the crisis and restoring the factors are 

important for the psychological well-being of the person as well as the socialization 

process with the caste group. A person takes utmost care to restore balance with it. The 

situation of Bhulia in terms of changing occupation has an impact on identity and that 

leads to facing a similar situation of crisis.

It was discovered in the secondary literature that people are mostly looking for 

better professions in order to escape the caste-based occupation in the study of 

the Indian caste system and its impact on occupational mobility. In the study on the 

Khadi industry, the weavers are deprived of progress due to their caste-based status, 

leading to their economic condition remains lack of empowerment. A study was done 

in the handloom sector by Mukund & Sundari (2001), which concluded that weavers 

opt more towards becoming master weavers by running the weaving business. They 

usually employ other weavers on a contract basis and deal with the marketing of the 

product more than production. This introduces entrepreneurs, but the situation of 

weavers working under them remains questionable. 

Supporting, Meher (1995) pointed out three systems of production among the 

weaver of handloom: independent weavers, attached weavers of the cooperative sys-

tem of production, and attached weavers working under the private master weav-

ers-cum-capitalist producers of handloom. After the failure of the cooperative system, 

there is a rise in entrepreneurship among the weaver, who is little well off. This gives 

rise to a system where weavers working under the master weaver remain dedicated to 

the master and work according to his demand. There the master controls the remuner-

ation and everything under the weaving process despite owning the tools and factory 

building, resulting in exploitation. 

Mishra (1994), in his study, brought out the impact of handloom co-operatives 

on the social lifestyle of weavers in Western Orissa. In this study, it was found that 

member weavers were more interested in their children’s higher education and want-

ed to spend more money for the same purpose. They were less interested in putting 

their children in the traditional profession, because of a lack of scope for comfortable 

living. The aspiration toward higher education took the weaver’s children to another 

occupation. After adopting another occupation, they left their native places and set-

tled in places where they found scope for a new profession. This implies occupational 
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mobility in the weaver community, which resembles the concept of occupation mobil-

ity inducing migration. 

Nath & Chauhan (2011), while studying among weavers of the Bhulia community, 

found out that the government has less recognized the highly skilled labour and mate-

rial inputs involved in weaving these sarees. Orissa state government has helped them 

to get the National Awards but has done nothing to improve the financial conditions 

of weavers by providing the input material and marketing support. Most of the time, 

these innocent and illiterate weavers are exploited by the middleman by exchanging 

the finished products (sarees) with yarns. In their study, they identified various de-mo-

tivational factors like lack of raw materials, exploitation of the middleman, and lack 

of proper government support for the weavers. Government agencies have been 

misguiding the traditional weavers of saree to diversify to dress materials, furnishing 

bed covers and towels to cater to customer’s needs across the country. These de-moti-

vational factors push the weaver to occupational mobility. The older generation is not 

much interested in encouraging the younger generation toward weaving.

An article published in Samaj (2015) related to the situation of Bhulia weavers 

in Bargarh district put light on their plight. Despite much recognition given by the 

Government of India, weavers at the rural level are still struggling for their exis-

tence. An issue like the supply of thread as raw material is causing a problem for 

continuing the occupation, and the high rates of raw materials make the weaver im-

possible to weave. The occupation does not remain a choice for the new generation. 

Even the present weavers are also less enthusiastic about wanting their children in 

the same occupation. Even the remuneration is not promising for surviving in the 

changing environment. On the other hand, another article published in Orissa Post 

(Odia Daily newspaper) by Meher (2017) explains concern over the current taxation 

policy over handloom and its business. The downfall in the retail business will affect 

the weavers directly. 

In the growing economic world, modern marketing development has affected 

every occupation present. Globalization can be considered a more operative phenom-

enon in the modern market. While the majority of products were getting benefited 

from the global village concept, handicraft or craft-based occupation in India does 

not fall in the same flow. The article by Jena (2010) evidently explained the effect of 

globalization on the Indian craft-based industry. According to his article liberalized 

market somehow makes the rural craft-based industry vulnerable. Despite various 
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government initiatives and a rise in the craft-based economy, artisans remain in the 

clutch of middlemen and trader entrepreneurs. In such a way, the artisans failed to 

keep pace with the market’s growing demand. That results in the products getting 

popular, and the makers not being able to taste the fruits of their works. The poverty 

situation had drawn from these forces to shift their occupation. This case is very simi-

lar to many craft-based occupations in Odisha as well as outside Odisha.

Mohapatra (2014) discussed the plight of Bhulia despite many government ini-

tiatives to restructure the process. Some way or other, the craft of sambalpuri textile 

weaved by Bhulia losing existence, and the people whose lives revolve around it are 

choosing other occupations is subjected to the migration of the population from ru-

ral areas to urban areas. An existing system like Cooperative and Producers Compa-

ny motivated by state governments is trying to help, but it is not covering the wider 

perspective of weaver’s problem. Those institutions are lured by corruption and shift 

their focus from weavers’ to profit-making, and the profit cannot percolate to the 

grassroots level. 

As part of legal protection for weavers, the handloom (reservation of articles 

for production) act 1985 was created to protect the weavers from power loom and 

counterfeiting the design into machine-made textiles. As discussed by R. Jayachi-

tra and Leeson (2016), K. Srinivasulu (1994), and (1996), the act failed to protect the 

weavers from the impact of the power loom and the textile industry. The weavers 

still live under the possible threat of their design being stolen and devaluation of 

their products. In addition, The Government of India has also implemented the 

5-12% GST (Goods and Service Tax), which was zero earlier on handloom products. 

This, in turn, increases the prices of the final product and discourages people from 

purchasing handlooms. 

The situation created following the above-mentioned scenario results in condi-

tions for the coming generation of weavers, who are answering the question of pe-

rusing the traditional occupation or not. The dilemmatic condition is more difficult 

for those who have already moved to another occupation, which is education-based. 

Their struggle remains in keeping the cultural aspect of the caste and letting the occu-

pational aspect go, resulting in them remaining Bhulia only in the form of expression. 

Though the caste identity is difficult to change, the root of the identity is shaken.
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4.	 Conclusion

The above theoretical study on the situation of Bhulia as a weaver community put 

light on the present plight and future consequences. As the secondary information 

suggested, the occurrence of occupational mobility in the community has started. 

The increasing impact of globalization and the changing economy has reached the 

handloom industry and impacted its market economy. With the changing scenario 

induced by globalization and changing economy, there is an evident change in the 

caste-based occupation. In return, this moves the weavers to search for better options 

in terms of occupation other than weaving. But, with the change of occupation, the 

younger generation is opting for new occupations putting the caste-based occupation 

in danger. As mentioned earlier, the weavers of Sambalpuri textile weaving is not just 

an occupation; their caste identity is attached to it. Through the argument supported 

by Goffman (1959) and Identity Process Theory by Jaspal & Breakwell (2014), group 

identity plays a major role in sculpting self-identity. Lacking the connection with the 

weaving occupation, there is the possibility of an impact on identity and that leads to 

a situation of crisis. 

Supported through secondary literature mentioned above, it can be argued that 

the new generation of Bhulias, who were separated from the caste-based occupation, 

has the possibility of a crisis in making out a new identity. As the effect of globaliza-

tion and changing economy is inevitable to the caste-based occupation in India, the 

culture and tradition related to caste remain with them. But occupational mobility in-

duces migration, and with the change of occupation, the new generation adopts new 

culture and tradition. Moreover, due to possible migration, education-based occupa-

tion takes the place of caste-based occupation. These caste-based occupations are part 

of the craft industry found in rural India and, by large, associated with the culture of 

the land. So, it will not only be a thinkable threat to the caste-based occupation but 

also to the cultures related to it. Along with that, many structural changes happen-

ing within the weaving craft industry, like increasing private investors controlling the 

market, weavers losing faith in cooperatives, and the introduction of fake Sambalpuri 

textile sold at cheaper rates, affect the weaving economy at large, as found out by Prad-

han and Khandual (2020) in their research on cultural sustainability of the Sambalpuri 

Textile. This completely disregarded the handloom (reservation of articles for produc-

tion) act 1985 and any legal rights the weavers have. Following the decreasing legal 



2022 | v. 16 | n. 2 | p. 1-18 | ISSN 2317-2622. http://dx.doi.org/10.5935/2317-2622/direitomackenzie.v16n215572 15

CHANGING IDENTITY OF WEAVER CASTE  
IN INDIA: A STUDY ON BHULIA  

COMMUNITY  OF WESTERN ODISHA

REVISTA DIREITO MACKENZIE

rights and increased taxation, the handloom sector is still under threat despite various 

promotional schemes by the Government of India, like a celebration of handloom 

day or giving promotional recognition to the weavers. 

Leading to these contributing factors for increasing de-motivation and occupa-

tional mobility, there is a huge possibility of changing identity among the weavers. 

On the verge of that, there is a situation of identity crisis for the new generation of 

Bhulia as well as for those who left their traditional occupation. A situation induced by 

a change in the economy might result in a change in the psychological level.

There is a constant struggle by the existing community worker at ground level for 

a steady livelihood. No denial that there are many initiatives done by the governments 

and recognition given to the weavers, who have made outstanding contributions at 

the national and international level. However, for the weaver of sambalpuri textile, 

whose family income depends on it and the income is more important than the recog-

nition, somewhere grind in between. Despite their willingness to remain attached to 

the occupation, the motivation is not enough for the next generation to continue. The 

struggling situation of the handloom industry is completely off-putting for the next 

generation. The gradual decrease in pursuing the occupation act as a motivational fac-

tor for intergenerational occupational mobility, along with losing cultural identity 

among the Bhulia due to the change of occupation.

REFERENCES

APPARAO, T. Implications of occupational mobility on the handloom weavers of Andhra Pradesh. 
South Asian Anthropologist, p. 145-156, 2011.

AZAM, M.; BHATT. V. Like father, like son? Intergenerational education mobility in India. Bonn: IZA 
Discussion Paper, n. 654, 2012.

BAUMEISTER, R. F.; SHAPIRO, J. P.; TICE, D. M. Two kinds of identity crisis. Journal of Personality, 
v. 53, n. 3, p. 407-424, 1985.

BERGER, P. L.; LUCKMAN, T. The social construction of reality. New York: Garden City, 1966.

BOURDIEU, J.; FERRIE, J. P.; KESZTENBAUM, L. Vive la différence? Intergenerational occupational 
mobility in France and the U.S. during the 19th and 20th centuries. The Journal of Interdisciplinary 
History, v. 39, n. 4, p. 523-557, 2009. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40263544

BREAKWELL, G. M. Coping with threatened identities. London: Methuen, 1986.

BURTLESS, G.; JENCKS, C. American inequality and its consequences. LIS Working Paper Series, 
n. 339, 2002.



2022 | v. 16 | n. 2 | p. 1-18 | ISSN 2317-2622. http://dx.doi.org/10.5935/2317-2622/direitomackenzie.v16n21557216

•  BANDANA MEHER

REVISTA DIREITO MACKENZIE

CHAKRABORTY, T.; MUKHERJEE, A.; SAHA, S.; SHEKHAWAT, A. S. Formal institutions, caste 
network, and occupational mobility. Indian Statistical Institute, New Delhi, 2016.

DASH, S. N. Handloom Industry in India. New Delhi: Mittal Publication, 1995.

DASH, S. N. Role and working of handloom industry in Western Odisha. Financial India, p. 108-110, 
1996.

DEAUX, K. Encyclopedia of women and gender: sex similarities and differences and the impact of so-
ciety on gender. Cambridge (Massachusetts): Academic Press, 2001.

DESAI, I. M. Living with Indian handlooms. Journal of industry and trade, v. 28, p. 13-20, 1978. 

DESAI, M. Ideologies and social work: historical and contemporary analyses. New Delhi: Rawat 
Publication, 2010.

EPSTEIN, S. R. Craft guilds, apprenticeship, and technological change in preindustrial Europe. Journal 
of Economic History, v. 58, p. 684-713, 1998.

FERRIE, J. P. History lessons: the end of American exceptionalism? Mobility in the United States sin-
ce 1850. Journal of Economic Perspectives, v. 19, n. 3, p. 199-215, 2005.

FREITAS, K. The Indian caste system as a means of contract enforcement. Palo Alto (California): 
Standford University, 2006.

GLEASON, P. Identifying identity: a semantic history. Journal of American History, v. 69, n. 4, 
p. 910-931, 1983.

GOFFMAN, E. The presentation of self in everyday life. New York: Doubleday Garden City, 1959.

GREIF, A. Contract enforceability and economic institutions in Early Trade: the Maghribi Traders’ 
coalition. The American Economic Review, v. 83, n. 3, p. 525-548, 1993.

GURU, H. ‘Weavers’ Tale of Woe. The Sunday Post, p. 4-5, 2017.

HABERMAS, J. Legitimation crisis. Boston: MA Beacon Press, 1973.

IVERSEN, V.; KRSHNA, A.; SEN, K. Rags to Riches? Occupational mobility in India. Global Development 
Institute Working Paper Series. GDI Working Paper 2016-004. The University of Manchester, 2016.

JASPAL, P. S.; BAL, G. Understanding the paradox of changes among Dalits in Punjab. Economic and 
Political Weekly, v. 43, n. 41, p. 49-55, 2008.

JASPAL, R.; BREAKWELL G. M. Identity Process Theory: identity, social action and social change. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014.

JASPAL, R. Caste, social stigma and identity processes. Psychology and Developing Societies, v. 23, n. 1, 
p. 27-62, 2010.

JAYACHITRA, R; LEESON, P. J. Problems of Handloom Weavers: –an overview. International Journal 
of Multidisciplinary Educational Research, v. 5, n. 1, p. 24-36, 2016.

JENA, P. K. Indian Handicrafts in Globalization Times: an analysis of global-local dynamics. Interdis-
ciplinary Description of Complex System, v. 8, n. 2, p. 119-137, 2010.



2022 | v. 16 | n. 2 | p. 1-18 | ISSN 2317-2622. http://dx.doi.org/10.5935/2317-2622/direitomackenzie.v16n215572 17

CHANGING IDENTITY OF WEAVER CASTE  
IN INDIA: A STUDY ON BHULIA  

COMMUNITY  OF WESTERN ODISHA

REVISTA DIREITO MACKENZIE

MAHAPATRO, P. C. Economics of Cotton Handloom Industry in India. New Delhi: Ashish Publishing 
House, 1996.

MARTIN, P. Managing  International Labour Migration in the 21st Century. South Eastern European 
Journal of Economics, p. 9-18, 2003.

MEHER, R. The Handloom Industry and the Socio-economic Conditions of Weavers in Orissa. Journal 
of Rural Development, v. 14, n. 3, p. 301-322, 1995.

MEHER, S. P. GST Tears Away 20 PC Biz of Handloom Textiles. Orissa Post, p. 10, October 2017.

MINISTRY OF TEXTILES, Note on Handloom Sector. New Delhi: Ministry of Textiles, 2015.

MISHRA, A. K. Social Impact of Handloom Co-operatives on Weavers in Western Orissa: An Empiri-
cal Study. Journal of Rural Development, v. 13, n. 2, p. 259-267, 1994.

MOHAPATRA, N. A Management Approach to Sambalpuri Sari with a Sign of Cultural Facets. Odisha 
Review, p. 130-136, fev./mar. 2014.

MUKUND, K; SUNDARI, B. S. Traditional Industry in the New Market Economy. New Delhi: Sage 
Publications, 2001.

NANDI, T. K. Intergenerational Persistence of Industry in India. European Journal of Development 
Research, 2015.

NATH, P. K.; CHAUHAN B. What use Government awards…misery continues. Grassroots, v. 3, n. 1, 2011.

OYSERMAN, D.; ELMORE, K; SMITH, G. Self, self-concept, and identity. In: LEARY, M. R.; TANG-
NEY, J. P. (ed) Handbook of self and identity, New York: Guilford Press, 2012.

OYSERMAN, D. Social identity and self-regulation. In: KRUGLANSKI, A. W.; HIGGINS E. T. (ed) 
Social Psychology: handbook of basic principles. New York: Guilford Press, 2007, p. 432-453.

PRADHAN, S.; KHANDUAL, A. Community, local practices and cultural sustainability: a case study 
of Sambalpuri ikat handloom. In: MUTHU, S.; GARDETTI, M. (ed) Sustainability in the textile and appa-
rel Industries. Sustainable textiles: production, processing, manufacturing & chemistry. Springer Cham. 
2020. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38532-3_7

PRESSE-AGENTUR, D. India’s weaving industry falls victim to globalization. In: International la-
bour rights forum. Available at: https://laborrights.org/in-the-news/indias-weaving-industry-falls-
-victim-globalization. Access in: 15 sep. 2022.

RAMA M. R. K.; SUBRAHMANYAM, G. Crisis in the handloom industry: some solutions. Kurukshe-
tra, v. 43, n. 12, p. 36-38, 1995.

RIZGAR, S. The crisis of identity in a multicultural society. Master’s Theses. School of Culture and Edu-
cation, Södertörn University, 2016.

SABERWAL, S. Beyond the village: sociological explorations. Indian Institute of Advanced Study: Simla, 
1972.

SAMANTROY, E.; UPADHYAY, I. Globalization and social change. New Delhi: Rawat Publication, 2012.



2022 | v. 16 | n. 2 | p. 1-18 | ISSN 2317-2622. http://dx.doi.org/10.5935/2317-2622/direitomackenzie.v16n21557218

•  BANDANA MEHER

REVISTA DIREITO MACKENZIE

SAREE ku Adara, Bunakara ku Hatadara. Samaj, august 2015, p. 7.

SAWHNEY, S. ‘Make in India’ and its economic impact on the Indian handloom sector. Lampert Institute 
for Civic and Global Affairs. 2016. Available at: https://www.scribd.com/document/420184026/
Sawhney-Lampert-Paper-2016.

SESHADRI, N. P. Handloom in the tiny sector. Journal of Industry and Trade, v. 38, p. 17-19, 1978.

SHEJWADKAR, S. G.; MAHALE, G. Handloom products of Karnataka. Indian Journal of Marketing, 
v. 31, p. 11-19, 2001.

SRINIVAS, M. N. Caste in Modern India. Bombay: Popular Book Deport, 1970.

SRINIVASULU, K. Handloom weavers’ struggles for survival. Economic and Political Weekly, v. 29, 
n. 36, p. 2331-2333, 1994. Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/4401712. Access in: 16 sep. 2022.

SRINIVASULU, K. Textile policy and handloom industry: policy, promises and performance. Eco-
nomic and Political Weekly, v. 31, n. 49, p. 3198-3206, 1996. Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stab-
le/4404857. Access in: 16 sep. 2022.

TAJFEL, H. Human groups and social categories: studies in social psychology. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981.

TAJFEL, H. Social psychology of intergroup relations. Annual Review of Psychology, p. 1-39, 1982.

TURNER, J. C.; TAJFEL, H. The social identity theory of intergroup behaviour. In: WORCHEL, S.; 
AUSTIN, W.G. (ed). Psychology of intergroup relations. Chicago: Hall Publishers, 1986. p. 7-24.


