
 

 

From mat weavers to box-makers: agency, development and the 

production of heritage in Sri Lanka  

 

The mediation of development agencies is a growing concern for the Global-South. Further 

research is needed to explore the manner in which authorised notions of development cascade 

down to the more discrete levels of society and alter understandings of heritage. This paper 

presents everyday narratives of craftswomen working in an export production village, 

discussing how development brings significant social, cultural, material and economic 

changes. Highlighting the paradox of development - that it can intensify the very 

marginalisation it seeks to overcome - the paper suggests the need for careful integration of 

heritage within development activities.  

Keywords: craft, heritage, development, global hierarchy of value, 

marginalisation 

Introduction 

Traditional craft making tends to move from local production schemes to global 

industries. Craft promotes the local as part of a global process, thereby having 

significant effects on cultural identity and traditional values. As much as it is a cultural 

asset, the craft is also highly valued as an economic asset that offers development 

opportunities to most parts of the world, especially to the Global South (Untari et al. 

2020, Venkatesan 2009). Yet, there is little understanding of how hegemonic views of 

development, which often gets benchmarked against Western socio-economic 

conditions (Escobar 2012), shape local craft practices especially when development 

cascades down to the more discrete space at the grassroots (Venkatesan 2009). This has 

particuarly significant effects on women’s identities as such authorised and patriarchal 

views tend to marginalise women’s artisanal contributions as submordinate and 

ancillary work (Untari et al. 2020). Subsequently, in this paper, I explore the ways in 

which traditional craft practices are being portrayed within development activities. I 

indicate the key agents or actors that actively use  heritage for development puporses, 



 

 

and I show the extent to which  development scenarios marginalise local communities – 

especially women. By doing so, I present examples that demonstrate how women 

artisans have responded to development practices, as well as the ways in which they 

have re-appropriated and negotiated their traditional practices in line with development 

efforts offered to them by development agents.  

 

Structure of this article and Methodology 

 

In this article, I present a post-independence development project in Sri Lanka that was 

established as a way of conforming with international development standards of 

achieving economic growth through industrialisation in order to eradicate poverty and 

drive positive social change. Presenting ethnographic accounts of village level craft 

production of mats, boxes and baskets in the Dambadeniya area of the Kurunegala 

district, observations were made of a craft enterprise that caters to an export-oriented 

supply chain of tea box making. In-depth interviews were conducted with officials and 

women makers working in the enterprise and with other makers in the village who 

engage in traditional weaving practices. The purpose of using an ethnographic approach 

to research is to provide a ‘thick description’ of how a particular community confronts 

development and alter their traditional livelihoods and identities. In addition, the paper 

also compares the official discourses found in national and international reports and 

policy interventions to show how macro level policies are affecting individual and 

community levels.  

First, the paper outlines the processes of marginalisation with reference to a post-

independent Sri Lankan economic landscape. Given the propensity for heritage to 



 

 

support development (Wictor-Mach 2019), the first part of the paper discusses spaces 

and processes within which marginalisation takes place. Second, the paper presents 

women artisans’ appropriation of heritage in response to development efforts.  

 

Processes of Marginalisation 

A key concept in this article is the concept of marginalisation. In this paper, I discuss 

marginalisation as a way of presenting ‘life at the margin’. I do so by building on the 

work of Chambers (2020, 5) who discusses how spaces exist at the “the margin of the 

city, at the margins of the state and at the margin  of  circulations  of  capital  and  

production  in  a  globalising  economy”. Within these spaces, processes of 

marginalisation such as “labour regimes, migration regimes, capitalist development, 

neoliberal reforms, state interventions and movements of  corporate  capital” occur  

with patterns of marginalisation such as class, gender, affluence and lineage providing 

variegated  and non-hegemonic characteristics (ibid). Building on this notion of ‘life at 

the margin’, I further use a theory developed by Michael Herzfeld (2004) called the 

‘global hierarchy of value’, as a framework to analyse the findings of this paper. 

Herzfeld describes how the global hierarchy of value emerges from processes such as 

colonialism and international commerce where “notions such as efficiency, fair play, 

civility, civil society, human rights, transparency, cooperation, and tolerance serve as 

global yardsticks for particular patterns of interaction” (Herzfeld 2004, 2). While these 

can present a rather universal picture, according to Herzfeld, “so too can tradition and 

heritage” (ibid). For this reason, anthropologists (see DeNicola and DeNicola 2012) 

have found the global hierarchy of value as a useful analytical framework to study the 

traditional craft in an increasingly globalised context.  



 

 

At the margin of Traditionalism, Nationalism and Modernisation: Examples 

from Post-Independent development projects in Sri Lanka 

Sri Lanka gained independence from Britain in 1948. However, institutional set 

up and policy framework continued to reflect colonial precedent. This is evident in 

Winslow’s (1996) example of village craft, where macroeconomic policies are found to 

affect the identities of artisans and the making of craft. Winslow identifies how the 

decline of the ‘Big Three’ plantation industries (tea, coconut and rubber), introduced in 

colonial times, resulted in the nationalisation of the economy. As a result, private 

enterprises were regulated in order to balance the income and expenditure of a burdened 

economy (During 1956-1977). In 1977, a widespread reversal of previous 

nationalisation policies commenced with a programme of economic liberalisation 

involving privatisation, access to international markets, and the creation of free trade 

zones and large international donor funds to run projects in Sri Lanka1. However, such 

policies contributed to a growing disparity between the rich and poor (Winslow 1996). 

According to Herzfeld, it is here that marginalisation takes place when colonisation, 

international commerce and development agendas establish a hierarchical system that 

subjects “the physical existence and moral worlds of ordinary people to a logic that 

renders them subordinates” (Herzfeld 2004, 4).  

Development activities introduce heritage craft as being a distinct cultural value of a 

country, whilst at the same time locating traditional activities as being outmoded and in 

 

1 In the 1970s and 80s the International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) structural adjustment 

programmes were initiated to assist third world economies and led to how globalisation 

was enacted through international aid and Sri Lanka adopted the IMF’s recommendations 

for growth (see Winslow 1996 and Lynch 2007). 

 



 

 

need of modernisation in order to appeal to a global market. In this context, Herzfeld’s 

concept of Global Hierarchy of Value is organised between the requirements of local 

needs and global value systems. In this context, marginalisation occurs when 

craftswomen engage with global regimens of mass production, modernisation of craft 

through design interventions, when adopting industrial design strategies, during 

preservation, safeguarding and authenticating craft (Greru and Kalkreuter 2017, Untari 

et al. 2020). As DeNicola and DeNicola (2012) say, it is important to understand how 

local value systems are arranged within these increasingly homogenous global value 

systems.  This is because according to them, as much as these local practices are trying 

to conform with global value systems, they are also at odds with them. The way in 

which the global value systems affects the grassroot level is often obscured as it creates 

precarious conditions for local artisans in the process of commodification, 

industrialisation and internationalisation of heritage craft (Untari et al. 2020, Greru and 

Kalkreuter 2017, DeNicola and DeNicola 2012). In the following sections, I illustrate 

how local people orient themselves to an overarching valuation that defines artisans and 

craftwork through commodity connections created by post-independent industrial 

development practices.  

At the margin of global and national industrialisation strategies  

Sri Lankan industrialisation strategies adopted during the 1977 reforms 

prompted debate on how to engage in development without losing local cultural 

distinctiveness to the homogenising effects of globalisation. According to Lynch 

(2007), responses to Sri Lankan industrialisation strategies constituted a conflict 

between locally constructed perceptions of the meaning of foreign and local, rather than 

a conflict between foreign and local within economy and culture. The development of 

the craft sector should also be understood in terms of how desire for ‘foreignness’ and 



 

 

‘attraction to localness’ is constructed with reference to ideas of tradition and 

modernity; with reference to nationalism and westernisation; and with reference to 

colonial, post-colonial and globalisation strategies through which marginalisation come 

into effect.  

The role that international development agencies play is key to the discussion as they 

define how development should take place in poor and developing countries, such as Sri 

Lanka. They also make recommendations for the rural craft sector by proposing 

industrialisation strategies. In 1978, the United Nations Industrial Development 

Organization’s (UNIDO) industrial development profile for Sri Lanka concluded that: 

Sri Lanka’s industrialisation efforts have significantly contributed to the progress 

that has been made in the country during the last 15-20 years in providing social 

services and redistributing income…[but to achieve development goals such as 

providing employment and improving the standard of living] requires expanded 

exports and/or foreign assistance as well as progress in import substitution 

(International Centre for Industrial Studies 1978, iii-iv).  

UNIDO’s recommendations called for an “export-led industrial development” strategy 

for Sri Lanka, and denounced the use of “indigenous resources” which had been shown 

to be unfit for the new development strategies. Instead, UNIDO suggested an outward 

approach, where domestic materials and local inputs were reoriented to industrial needs 

(International Centre for Industrial Studies 1978). As such, Sri Lankan industrial 

strategy aimed to re-orient artisanal industries to suit export needs through the 

establishment of industrial estates that promoted small-scale artisanal enterprises, and 

delivered production skills and management training to enable the mass production of 

local products (UNIDO 1978).   



 

 

At the margin of global production schemes: The concept of Export Production 

Village  

The export production village concept was a public-private sector partnership 

introduced in early 1980s as a result of the 1977 economic liberalisation strategy by the 

Ministry of Trade (Ariyabandu and Chandrasiri 1999). The main objective of the 

concept was to provide alternative strategies to minimise the policy weaknesses of 

traditional mainstream development practices (Ratnayake 2015).  

The export production village concept has been found to be a successful in encouraging 

self-reliance and endogenous development that maintains traditional village socio-

economic systems (Ratnayake 1999, 2015). Aiming to improve entrepreneurship 

amongst rural villagers, the production village approach contributes to the government 

export diversification and expansion programme through affiliation with the Export 

Development Board (EDB). Although the concept was considered an important 

strategic initative for development by the international community (Interntional Trade 

Centre 1992), challenges have arisen at the production end of the supply chain, 

particuarly when local producers are linked to global value chains with effects on 

employment conditions and gender roles (Tallontire et al. 2005). Similarly, Ariyabandu 

and Chandrasiri (1999) identify flaws in the production village concept by highlighting 

irregularities in stakeholder relationships where marginalisation of workers can occur 

through the division of labour. Villagers can become reliant on limited production 

capabilities, resulting in a risk of being caught between buyers. A similar criticism has 

also been made of subcontracting work, with concerns that outsourcing labour can have 

a significant effect on gender identities (Jayaweera 2002).  

Irrespective of the fact that the export production village concept  has been sidelined 

from national development plans after its inception in the 1980s, the Sri Lankan 



 

 

government has a renewed interest  at present to initiate one thousand export villages in 

the country by linking rural productions with global export supply chains (Lugoda 

2020). Therefore discussions offered in this paper have implications for policy makers 

to create sustainable and desirable development opportunities for local people by 

reflecting on earlier interventions of similar projects.  

 

At the margin of the state: Idealising the village culture for international and 

national state building motives 

 

The export production village concept draws on the rural/urban divide in 

attempting to promote the village economy with strategies designed to uplift the rural 

community (Kulatunga 1993). The concept was promoted as being a “‘miracle’ of the 

newly industrialised countries”, and viewed as serving “political objectives” through the 

maintenance of democratic institutions in developing countries (International Trade 

Centre 1992, 1).  

After independence, politics in Sri Lanka initially lent towards socialism.  Yet, a 

“vernacular discourse” emerged that was shaped by the politics of a national culture 

where decolonisation was required at the same time as progressive modernisation by 

following strong Euro-American influences (Pieris 2012, 184). In the 1960s and 70s, 

U.S. cultural diplomacy and propaganda - part of cold war politicking - came to shape 

local industries in Sri Lanka. For example, US government funded exhibitions aimed to 

modernise the traditional sector, refuting the socialist state-centred developments whilst 

promoting an American way of life in Sri Lanka through the introduction of industrial 

design. Amidst these westernisation agendas, other development programmes were 

presented as being a “return to tradition” through practices such as heritage 



 

 

conservation and the promotion of local cultural practices at urban festivals (Pieris 

2012). The promotion of local cultures became an official priority. Village awakening 

programmes, such as Gam Udawa (1978-1993), idealised the village (Pieris 2012; Brow 

1999). However, in Pieris’s terms (2012, 174-79) these development projects 

underscore another purpose, aiming at “disciplining the rural periphery” or converting 

rural peasants into “citizen-subjects” by educating them about modernity. Rural artisans 

are still seen as a marginalised sector within Sri Lanka, despite the fact that traditional 

products have become commodities in a global export production scheme. Thus, when 

marginality is produced and reproduced in different spaces and through different 

processes it is important to understand how artisans negotiate and strategically 

appropriate these global value systems within their daily practices when they start 

working for development organisations such as craft enterprises. 

Locating craft enterprise at the intersection of marginalities 

The Dambadeniya Export Production Village (DEPV) scheme is one such 

industrial development enterprise. Established in 1981 as part of the export production 

village concept, the success of the DEPV enterprise model has relied on the export of 

tea packaging boxes, mainly to Europe and Japan (see image 1).  

Image 1: Samples of tea box designs developed by the enterprise on display. 

Photograph by author. 

 

Over the last 30 years DEPV expanded its operation to twenty-one village 

centres with 1200 registered producers in Dambadeniya area. Profits are achieved 

through economies of scale, with as many as a hundred thousand tea boxes being 

produced by hand every month. The DEPV model of business (see figure 1) encourages 

a division of labour through the introduction of designated supervisor and producer 



 

 

roles; integrating production into a strictly manageable supply chain that allows for 

more effective and efficient monitoring.  

The enterprise introduced the registered makers as nishpadikavo, meaning women-

producers. However, villagers also addressed these women producers as petti hadana 

aya; a commonly used informal term meaning box makers. Supervisors, also known as 

paalikava (the Sinhala translation of female-supervisor), were experienced women 

makers with additional responsibilities for management, training, organising production 

and assuring product quality.  In return, the enterprise provided training for young 

women with the expectations of sustaining the craft, acquiring a skill set and retaining 

labour in the village.  

Figure 1:The business model of the DEPV 

 

The DEPV business operation works on the principle of maintaining the “spirit 

of village life” by keeping labour within the village and preserving the domestic 

lifestyle (Ratnayake 2015). This approach invokes the village as a “panopticon”2, 

described by Lynch (2007, 140-42) as being a perennial feature of Sri Lanka’s rural-

urban divide and often associated with free trade zones and factory production being set 

up outside villages. Through the establishment of the craft enterprise, we see ways in 

which different margins are intertwined and incorporated. For example, on one hand we 

 

2 Lynch (2007, p128) referring to Michel Foucault, uses the word panopticon to describe how 

“people in modern society are governed by others but also by themselves”. Therefore, the 

enterprise official thought that export-oriented industrialisation could support local 

economies and cultures and women thought being in the village could also mean 

protecting and caring for their families and traditional practices. The concept idealised the 

village as being good, as opposed to industrial zones in the urban areas, while attempting 

to discipline the rural workforce to be more productive as a way of governing. 



 

 

see how mass production of box making follows capitalist modes of production and 

global consumer demands while contributing to nation building motives of the state by 

promoting the village and traditional craft making. On the other hand, we see how 

marginality is produced and reproduced in the bodies and lives of artisans through other 

types of relations and hierarchies (cf. Herzfeld 2004, 4). For example, by naming and 

categorising women makers with designated job roles and favouring certain knowledge 

types such as traditional and professional in their training programmes.  

The following section therefore reviews how artisans encounter, respond and 

appropriate these different hierarchies and value systems. 

Artisans’ appropriation of heritage and development 

Weaving as a domestic pursuit 

Weaving is a domestic pursuit carried out by women in the village. Rather than 

confining themselves to a particular material or skill, women in the village employ a 

variety of making practices, applying skills learned from one craft to another as part of 

self-exploration within everyday making activities. For example, mat weaving skills are 

employed for both talipot palm weaving and refined mat weaving using rush and reed.  

Weaving was viewed by village women as being a homely practice, with skills passed 

on within and between families and friends rather than being confined to one area or 

family. The daughter of a recently deceased artisan, who had been popular in the area 

for patterned rush mat weaving, revealed that her mother had liked to weave as a way of 

“showing off her skills” to other village women. Weaving patterns and techniques were 

copied and shared, and women borrowed and developed from each other’s practice. 

Talking about a pattern design which had been inspired from local stories, one village 

artisan said: 



 

 

This is a sample I have kept for a long time which shows the ‘vankagiriya’3 with 

animals like the hare, peacocks and deer that you can see in the forest. (Personal 

interview, August 2014) 

Image 2:The ‘vankagiriya’ with animals like the hare, woven in rush. Photograph by 

author 

Forgetting, loss and revival in domestic weaving 

Talipot craft items are used in village households even today, while some 

products are being slowly abandoned. Villagers talked about the use of talipot leaves in 

making coarse sacks used for cultivation activities, and  Kõdiya - small-sized mats used 

to carry freshly harvested rice stalks. Villagers still use Maagala4 to dry paddy, and 

Pata Malla - a sack used to store grain.  Whether engaged in traditional weaving in a 

dynamic, informal or improvisatory manner, to produce sacks and mats for sale to earn 

extra income, or for friendship or in exchange for labour,  mat weaving expressed a kind 

of “domestic political integrity, created through improvisatory, rather than intentional 

means” which was “on the hoof” (Bunn 2012, 2). A woman in the village explained 

how she learnt weaving not with conscious intent, but out of curiosity and by sharing 

knowledge informally.  

One of my sisters did mat-weaving. I got interested in this while watching how she 

wove. I think I was 12 or 13 years old that time, so I went to a neighbouring house 

and learnt from that nandha5.  

 
3 ‘vankagiriya’ is shape of a maze that has an association with a Buddhist story popular in the 

local culture 

4 Maagala is a long-woven mat made from talipot leaves, it is very coarse, unlike the mats made 

from rush and reed. It is basically used for hard use especially to air dry the paddy 

5‘Nandha’ is a Sri Lankan colloquial term that is used to address elder women and has the 

meaning ‘aunty’, but may not necessarily related to each other.  



 

 

These informal knowledge sharing practices are utilised by women as a way to meet 

and work together. During the process of making, women gain a sense of contentment 

and experience pleasure, patience, endurance, pride and great satisfaction at the use of 

their problem-solving skills:  

I did this maagala. It takes about a month to finish weaving. You cannot do it at 

once, you have to finish it little by little…Talipot palm strips are very coarse, 

unlike the rush. So, we only weave either in the morning or in the evening when it 

is damp due to dew. If you try to do this in the mid-day the leaf is so dry that you 

can even get cut your fingers on the sharp edges. (Personal interview, August 

2014) 

Amidst the mass production of tea boxes, weaving related heritage is often perceived by 

village women as being a living tradition rather than being seen as an object or tangible 

culture. The women talked about maintaining memory, kinship ties and community 

values within economic ambitions.  

Image 3: A Maagala mat alongside a heap of paddy at a household 

Photograph by author 

For example, when talking about heritage being a transformative process and a living 

tradition (Greru and Kalkreuter 2017), an older woman noted that:   

All the mats in our household are now destroyed. I remember I wove an intricate 

design with all the 12 months mentioned in a pattern (in 1979). It got torn apart. 

Even the ones my mother did. I think she threw them away when it could not be 

used anymore. (Personal interview, August 2014) 

Here, the maker is mindful of forgetting and loss and its impact on revival. She 

highlights what locals expect from a living tradition in the way of continuation, by 

recreating work when it becomes old and fragile, and expressing tradition through their 

skills, knowledge, practices and modes of representation. With the above in mind, the 



 

 

next section reviews how village women have responded to development opportunities 

offered by the craft enterprise and how they discuss tradition and commodification of 

craft.   

Traditional practices at the margin of mass production  

Given village workers economic circumstances, making boxes is important for 

survival and “to earn something to survive the day somehow”. Box making provides 

women with opportunities for financial independence and is appreciated by all. 

However, box making has also led to the loss of traditional skills. Asked about their 

knowledge of traditional weaving practices, the workers revealed sentimental regret at 

the loss of traditional skills:  

Woman one: “All of our mothers did know about weaving maagal mats. But our 

generation does not know about it much. We daughters know how to make boxes 

(laughing). Now see there is this dyeing method called ‘pathangi peweema’6 in 

those days. Now we do not know a thing about it”.  

Woman two: “What is that? I do not know about such a thing?” 

Women one: “It is an aged old method people in the time of our parents used. I 

sincerely do not know about it”. 

Fine mat weaving is a nostalgic activity for these women. One weaver explained that a 

mat made by an elder woman in the village, was “a marvellous piece”, an 

“unbelievable work”, and that “we don’t know whether we lost the skill of such refined 

mat weaving because of tea box making or our sheer ignorance”.  Another woman 

producer talked about the loss of skills as a result of changes in production techniques:   

We joined the enterprise in 1986. That was when they introduced pasting the 

woven mat onto a card board to make tea boxes. Well, ever since we were doing 

 
6 “Pathangi Peweema” is a natural colouration process that uses chips taken from local tree bark 

which is said to be given a reddish-brown colour 



 

 

that, we never had to think of anything else really. (Personal interview, August 

2014) 

Another elder practitioner expressed her anxiety about the loss of skills due to mass 

production methods, as women in the village now only take up weaving to make 

packaging boxes. Showing her resentment towards the less embodied practice brought 

about by mass production, she nonetheless acknowledged that the new practices had 

become part of village culture, and that during busy periods she contributes by taking 

subcontracts from the nearby enterprise women: 

A lot of these people in the village nowadays are used to making these boxes and 

they are never interested in learning anything else. It was different in our times. We 

learnt how to make mats, baskets and all those things. (Personal interview, August 

2014) 

These examples show how changes to production processes brought about by 

international and national development projects and designed to meet the needs of 

globalised consumption, can challenge traditional practices and place artisans in 

precarious conditions. According to Herzfeld, this challenge to traditional practice can 

lead to marginalisation as certain cultural practices, like artisanal making, “do not fit the 

design to perfection” and the more they protest the domination of global value systems, 

“the more they seem to confirm their own marginality” (Herzfeld 2006, 4). Herzfeld 

notes that, “it is in such places that we can see how marginality itself is actively 

produced, and reproduced, in the lives and bodies of those who must bear its stigma” 

(ibid).  

Herzfeld’s perspective is reflected in the way the older artisan expressed her concerns in 

this instance; that the more she challenged the adoption of mass production methods, 

the more she became marginalised through that process. Therefore, the artisan had no 



 

 

choice but to conform with the idea of producing piece work by taking sub-contracts, 

which ultimately disempowered her. This is discussed in more detail in the following 

section.   

Women makers at the margin of an industrial workforce 

 

Employment generation is key within the export production village concept. In terms of 

maintaining a steady supply of packaging boxes, orders are subcontracted to village 

women with specific production details from the in-house designer based at the craft 

enterprise. Box designs are drafted on a block to maintain uniformity, and designs and 

raw materials are then allocated to each maker. The assembly method is clearly 

structured, even for women making at home, in order to promote time management and 

increase production efficiency. However, this production process reduces craft work to 

mere commodity production and creates barriers to makers’ progression and skill 

development (Ariyabandu and Chandrasiri 1999). This, in turn, has led to artisans 

becoming socially and economically subordinated within a global process of mass 

production that also limits their creativity and improvisation skills. Despite this, women 

working in the enterprise appreciate the flexibility in subcontracting work, as they can 

collect their allotted supplies and make things at home whilst also attending to other 

household chores. Talking about her reasons for engaging in craft work, which also 

covers Lynch’s (2007) idea of the village as a “panopticon”, one enterprise woman 

noted that:  

We earned a decent living by making these boxes, we are much concerned about 

staying at home and working while we look after the kids…This is more important 

to us than going elsewhere to work. We can be with our children and at the same 

time carry on our traditions.  



 

 

Interestingly, the craft worker’s reference to tradition implies the use of talipot as a 

natural material and the making of boxes using basic weaving techniques. However, this 

perception of village tradition was challenged by an elderly artisan when she said: 

These days not a lot of people are working on intricate designs. They think dyeing a few 

strips of leaves and inserting one of them in between three sets of strips and repeat that 

pattern is a design. That’s a design for them but not for us. 

However, she also highlighted that: 

There is one good thing that happened through making boxes. That is, most girls 

learned how to do at least basic weaving.  But they can’t do what we 

weave…Inserting a strip of leaf is not enough. You have to have a mind of 

patience with good attention. 

Image 4: Women at a collection centre, handing over boxes they 

made to the enterprise staff. Photograph by author 

 

Women’s identities at the margin of mass production 

 

Women’s identities have changed as a result of working as box makers (petti hadana 

aya) or producers (nishpadikavo). Mat weaving and other forms of weaving practice 

such as basket making are idealised as an improvisatory practice, whilst placing 

creativity at the heart of production. Currently, the maker’s role is perceived less as a 

traditional or contemporary one, and is viewed more in terms of following clear design 

directions as a piece worker. While the craft enterprise aims to provide continuous 

orders to generate income for women makers, examples also highlight how 

marginalisation takes place when artisans attempt to comply with national development 

plans and global production regimens. The very process put in place to support 



 

 

entrepreneurship in rural villages has resulted in women being framed as petty 

commodity workers through the assignation of the box maker role.   

These new identities provide an example how certain stakeholders can further 

marginalise artisans. Ariyabandu and Chandrasiri (1999) explain how a main buyer, 

Stassen Exporters, considered their custom to be charity work for the “poor workers”. 

The Export Development Board framed producers as being “uneducated and helpless 

people” (ibid). These examples confirm how Herzfeld’s (2004) ‘Global Hierarchy of 

Value’ emerge as certain universal values of development and heritage tend to 

marginalise people who practice at grassroots level. Certainly, some women makers 

worry about the newly assigned roles that tend to marginalise them by limiting their 

skills development and displacing traditional practices. The women makers also 

understand how the practice of box making makes them dependent on international 

orders. One maker noted that: 

 There should be someone to buy the stuff we produce. All that matters now is the 

market for us…someone should be there to ask-can you do this [to give orders]. 

(Personal interview, August 2014) 

These narratives highlight the paradox of the development, by showing that new 

development work can contribute to disciplining the rural to work towards global 

trends, whilst the new village workforce slowly distance themselves from traditional 

making practices. The establishment of the craft enterprise serves the needs of a 

hierarchical, mass production business model through which a certain degree of control 

is maintained. The idea of local heritage is endorsed as a way of promoting and 

maintaining traditional village practices believed to be essential to maintaining 

nationalistic ideologies. In talipot box making, the rural village maker becomes 

symbolically and imaginatively constituted as being the backbone of the economy. In 



 

 

that sense, each village maker becomes a quintessential representative of a particular 

national identity imposed by the state through development plans.  

Through its organisational hierarchies, the DEPV enterprise attributed new individual 

and group identities in the form of supervisors or producers. However, it also generated 

a village identity and legitimised women’s production as being traditional work unique 

to the area. This selective process contributed to civilising rural peasants through 

participation in global production regimens, whilst the craft enterprise also served as ‘an 

instrument’ of heritage production (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1995, 373). This interface of 

local and global serves as a site of production of different meanings for women makers 

as box makers, enterprise workers, producers and supervisors. It also shows how 

development agents tend to frame heritage practices within global production processes, 

and the way in which this marginalises artisans as being “poor” and “helpless” makers.  

In the discussion presented above, I have highlighted how women makers are being 

marginalised in keyways when development agents from international context 

(UNIDO), to state agents (Export development board), to local enterprises (DEPV) to 

buyers (Stassen exporters) use local heritage practices for development purposes. It is, 

however, important to also show how women use these global value systems and 

authorised views of development to their own benefit and in ways that development 

agents have not anticipated or captured in their development plans.  

Beyond marginalisation 

Despite leading to a decline in traditional skills, the new production and processing 

techniques introduced by DEPV have been positively accepted by village women 

makers. New techniques improve the quality of materials and expedite the making 

process. For instance, the new chemical bleaching process, used in addition to the 



 

 

natural bleaching process using papaya leaves, and the introduction of simple tools to 

aid the making process are now part of the everyday making. Women, even in older 

generations, acknowledge that the new chemical bleaching process is important to 

smooth the coarse effect of the talipot leave, making it more versatile and easier to mix 

with other materials.  

While development agents including those at the state and intentional levels tried to 

establish an authorised narrative of labour, professionalisation and the occupational 

aspect of craft making to elevate the traditional and unmodern makers at the village by 

linking them up with global supply chains, women showed less concerns about the new 

naming and framing of the workforce. It is not to say that women are not marginalised, 

as they are. My point here is to emphasise how women instead of being mere victims of 

marginalisation, also use those same hierarchical value systems to their own benefit 

even in the smallest possible ways. Women indeed do struggle to make ends meet, but 

as one of the examples in this paper showed, women also hold the ability to adjust and 

adapt to those marginalising effects and access those networks and connections to 

continue their craft practices – while being a mat weaver at one point and a box maker 

other time.   

Instead of calling themselves “poor or helpless” women were progressive in the 

adoption of recursive technologies, such as new treatment methods.  Understanding 

makers’ strategic adaptations allows us to move beyond merely recognising the 

consequences of marginalisation, and to focus on how makers actively mitigate against 

unbalanced hierarchies and power relations. This grassroot appropriation of what 

heritage and development means to people who practice craft needs attention in heritage 

for development discourses as such understanding encourages us to value those nuanced 

and discrete choices  artisans make in their everyday practice. It is only through such 



 

 

understanding that we can make sense of agency instead of viewing it as a simple 

rendition of a universal term.  

Discussion  

Introduced in the 1980s when global recognition of heritage and development 

was not fully initiated (Wictor-Mach 2019), the development of craft enterprise, based 

on the export production village concept presented a gendered construction of global 

supply chains.  It emphasised the ways in which women’s labour is mediated through 

notions of traditionalism, nationalism, capitalistic modes of production and domestic 

maker cultures in a highly localised context. In this paper, I have further highlighted 

concerns about the implications of continuing craft practices within a universal and 

western model of development, where progress is often viewed as being synonymous 

with economic growth. The role of the craft organisation in educating artisans and 

training a new generation of makers is based on authorised discourses in which ideas of 

tradition and modernity are portrayed within an increasingly globalised standard. In this 

process of accepting heritage for development needs we see how international 

(UNIDO), national (Export Development Board) and local development agents (DEPV, 

buyers like Stassen exports ) ignore or disregard local value systems, ethics and cultures 

and instead frame heritage within a stereotypical notion of backwardness that justifies 

the imposition of a modernistic outlook to suit global consumer demands. Ways of 

tackling this authorised notion of heritage and development come to light with the 

recognition of intangible cultural heritage, also known as “living heritage” in the 

heritage and development nexus (Logan, Kockel and Nic Craith 2015), where this new 

perspective of heritage holistically includes objects, people and processes (Nic Craith 

2008). This approach to heritage resonates with what village women interviewed 

identified as heritage, as they repeatedly mentioned the value kinships, the passing on of 



 

 

skills on to the next generation, forgetting, loss and revival, and tacit knowledge in 

making as being aspects of heritage. This paradigm shift involves an acknowledgement 

of intangible cultural heritage, and calls for a change in development agents’ approach 

to focus on the ‘masters’, rather than the ‘masterpiece’ (Kirshenblatt-Gamblett 2004). It 

also acknowledges the diversity that women makers bring to craft making, rather than 

placing emphases on crafted objects, such as tea boxes, the worth of which is based on 

their quality for export. 

Conclusion 

 

This paper contributes to the emerging theme of using heritage for development 

in the context of the global south. In it, I have shown how heritage for development is 

presented as a way of creating a level playing field, whilst at the same time generating 

and acting within dominant and authorised structures. Thus, the subjective 

understanding of heritage and development as presented in different scenarios in the 

paper urge development agents to use heritage practices ‘pragmatically’ in their 

development planning (Wictor-Mach 2019). By identifying localised and specific ways 

within which marginalisation takes place, I argue that it is vital to acknowledge the 

diverse meanings that people attribute to development efforts, particularly those which 

are applied universally. In line with Chambers (2020, 248), I conclude that such an 

approach would help us to understand, “not just forms of oppression and control but 

also resistance and transformation”. 

 

References  

 



 

 

Ariyabandu, M. L. M., and J. K. M. D. Chandrasiri. 1999 Export production village 

programme: an evaluation of two EPVs. Hector Kobbekaduwa Agrarian 

Research and Training Institute: Colombo. 

Brow, J. 1999. “Utopia's new-found space: images of the village community in the early 

writings of Ananda Coomaraswamy.” Modern Asian Studies 33 (1): 67-86. 

Bunn, S. 2012. “Building on the Past, Making the Future.” Paper presented at the 

Textiles and Politics: Textile Society of America 13th Biennial Symposium. 

Washington DC, September 18- 22. 

Chambers, T. 2020. Networks, Labour and Migration among Indian Muslim Artisans. 

London: UCL Press. 

DeNicola, A. O. and L. DeNicola. 2012. “RESCUE AND REDEMPTION: Design 

schools, traditional craft and the nation-state in contemporary India.” Cultural 

Studies 26 (6): 787-813. 

Escobar, A. 2012. Encountering development: The making and unmaking of the Third 

World. New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

Greru, C. and B. Kalkreuter. 2017. “Design and the Evolving Tradition of Sanganer 

Hand Block Printing: Formation and Negotiation of Artisanal Knowledge and 

Identities Against the Backdrop of Intangible Cultural Heritage.” The Journal of 

Modern Craft 10 (2): 137-156. 

Herzfeld, M. 2004. The Body impolitic: artisans and artifice in the global hierarchy of 

value. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

International Centre for Industrial Studies. 1978. Country Industrial Development 

Profile of Sri Lanka. Vienna: UNIDO  

International Trade Centre UNCTAD/GATT .1992. Export Production Villages: A 

Study of a Sri Lankan Scheme for Rural Export Development. Geneva: 

International Trade Centre. 

Jayaweera, S. 2002. “Women Subcontracted workers in Sri Lanka.” In The Hidden 

Assembly Line: Gender Dynamics of Subcontracted Work in a Global Economy, 

edited by R. Balakrishnan,  63-86. Bloomfield, CT: Kumarian Press.  

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, B. 1995. “Theorizing heritage.” Ethnomusicology 39 (3): 367-

380. 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, B. 2004. “Intangible Heritage as Metacultural Production1.” 

Museum international 56 (1-2): 52-65. 



 

 

Kulatunga, S. 1993. “Export production villages: Sri Lanka's novel approach.” 

International Trade Forum 93 (1): 4-9. 

Logan, W., U. Kockel, and M. Nic Craith. 2015. “The New Heritage Studies: Origins 

and Evolution, Problems and Prospects.” In  A Companion to Heritage Studies 

edited by Logan, W. M. Nic Craith, and U. Kockel, 1-25. Chichester: Wiley-

Blackwell. 

Lugoda U. 2020. “Export Villages expected to save $ 1 b”, The Sunday Morning,15 

November. Available at: http://www.themorning.lk/export-villages-expected-to-

save-1-b/ (Accessed on 20 February 2021) 

Lynch, C. 2007. Juki girls, good girls: Gender and cultural politics in Sri Lanka's 

global garment industry. New York: Cornell University Press. 

Nic Craith, M. 2008. “Intangible Cultural Heritages: The Challenge for Europe.” 

Anthropological Journal of European Cultures 17 (1): 54-73. 

Pieris, A. 2012. Architecture and Nationalism in Sri Lanka: The Trouser Under the 

Cloth. Oxon: Routledge. 

Ratnayake, P. 1999. “Rural development through self-reliance approach – lesson from 

practice in Sri Lanka.” The Journal of Social Science 41 (1): 33-68. 

Ratnayake, P. 2015. “Enhancing People’s Capabilities and Entitlements in Asia: The 

Experience of an Export Production Village Project in Sri Lanka.” International 

Journal of Agriculture System 3 (1): 41-57. 

Tallontire, A., C. Dolan, S. Smith and S. Barrientos. 2005. “Reaching the marginalised? 

Gender value chains and ethical trade in African horticulture”. Development in 

Practice 15 (3-4): 559-571. 

UNIDO. 1978. The Effectiveness of Industrial States in Developing Countries. New 

York: United Nations Industrial Development Organisation. 

Untari, R., R. Gajjala and R. Sanjaya. 2020. The making of “asli” Sumba woven cloth: 

how globalising “intangible heritage” impacts women’s roles, Development in 

Practice, 30 (8), 1094-1104. 

Venkatesan, S. 2009. Craft Matters: Artisan, Development and the Indian Nation. 

Hyderabad: Orient Blackswan. 

Wiktor-Mach, D. 2019. “Cultural heritage and development: UNESCO’s new paradigm 

in a changing geopolitical context.” Third World Quarterly 40 (9): 1593-1612.   

Winslow, D. 1996. “Pottery, progress, and structural adjustments in a Sri Lankan 

village.” Economic Development and Cultural Change 44 (4): 701-733. 

http://www.themorning.lk/export-villages-expected-to-save-1-b/
http://www.themorning.lk/export-villages-expected-to-save-1-b/


 

 

 

 


