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Abstract

This paper applies a Postmodern lens to analyse the production, aesthetics, and cultural significance of the Sonajhuri textile
and associated practices in Santiniketan, West Bengal. Postmodern concepts illuminate the complexities of the Sonajhuri
textile and its related cultural practices in Santiniketan. It moves beyond traditional, linear narratives of craft and heritage to
explore the contemporary realities of the Sonajhuri area, particularly the weekly Sonajhuri Haat (local market). The research
argues that the Sonajhuri craft-scape exemplifies key postmodern themes, including pastiche and hybridity. The textiles often
blend local, indigenous motifs with global design elements and contemporary materials, challenging notions of a "pure" or
"authentic" tradition. Commodification and the simulacrum: The market environment, driven by tourism and global demand,
transforms cultural artifacts into commodities, where the ‘authenticity’ of the 'village craft' becomes a carefully curated
spectacle, a simulacrum that potentially masks the economic struggles of the artisans. This piece of work is an attempt to

discuss the transformation and transcedation of culture from singularity to plurality in terms of its forms and nature.
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Introduction

From modern era to a postmodern moment of Rabindranath
Tagore's establishment of Santiniketan in the early 20th
century was a visionary project rooted in a form of
contextual modernism. It was a deliberate departure from
the colonial-era education system and a rejection of a purely
Western-centric worldview. Tagore's vision sought to create
a harmonious blend of nature, art, and rural life, promoting a
form of self-sufficiency and cultural revival that was
distinctively Indian. This project, while innovative, was still
guided by a singular, overarching narrative of spiritual and
creative liberation. However, in the post-liberalization era,
this cultural landscape has evolved significantly. The forces
of globalization and a burgeoning consumer society have
introduced a new set of values, aesthetics, and economic
realities. This paper argues that these changes are best
understood through a postmodern lens. The once-insulated,
self-contained art of Santiniketan has been drawn into a
global marketplace, and in doing so, has taken on the
characteristics of postmodern bricolage, pastiche, and
hyperreality. The most visible manifestation of this shift is
the vibrant Sonajhuri Haat (Saturday Market), a hub for the
sale of local handicrafts and textiles. This study examines
how the traditional textiles and dresses of this region have
been transformed from being artifacts of a local culture into
commodities in a globalized marketplace. Theoretical
Framework: Postmodernism and Cultural Hybridity-
Postmodernism, as a theoretical framework, challenges the
foundational principles of modernism. It rejects the idea of a
single, universal "truth" or "grand narrative," favouring
instead fragmentation, eclecticism, and a playful re-
contextualization of historical forms. In the context of art
and culture, this manifests as pastiche, the blending of
different styles and genres without necessarily the element
of parody or irony. It also involves the commodification of
authenticity, where traditional or "authentic" experiences are
packaged and sold to consumers. In the Indian context, the
impact of these ideas is filtered through a post-colonial lens.

Scholars have explored how Indian art and culture, in their
encounter with globalization, do not simply imitate Western
postmodernism but create a unique, hybrid form. This is the
essence of cultural hybridity, where traditions are not lost
but rather merge with contemporary influences to create
new expressions. This paper applies this framework to the
textiles of Santiniketan, arguing that they are not a passive
victim of globalization but an active participant in a new
cultural dialogue.

Methodology

Case Studies for Postmodern Analysis The case studies
focus on tangible examples at the Sonajhuri Haat and in the
surrounding artisan villages that demonstrate the tension
between tradition and the global market.

The Transformation of the Kantha Motif: From Ritual

to Pop Art (Rejection of Grand Narratives)

1. Traditional Narrative: Kantha embroidery was a
ritualistic, intimate craft performed by rural women,
recycling old cloth (rags) to create quilts (lep) with
sacred motifs (e.g., the central lotus, Tree of Life)
intended for personal or familial use. This represents a
singular, 'pure’ origin narrative.

2. Postmodern Case Study: The analysis of Kantha-
embroidered phone covers, denim jackets, and canvas
sneakers sold at the Haat. The motifs are no longer
sacred or narrative; they are bold, fragmented, and often
brightly coloured, serving purely aesthetic and
commercial purposes.

3. Postmodern Lens: This case study demonstrates the
rejection of the grand narrative (ritual/utility) and the
triumph of pastiche, where motifs are unmoored from
their original meaning and repurposed as surface-level
decoration for a global fashion market.
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The Khesh Sari: A Hyper-Hybrid Textile (Hybridity and

Bricolage)

1. Traditional Narrative (Pre-Khesh): Handloom
textiles in Santiniketan followed distinct, traditional
weaving patterns and utilized new yarn. Khesh is a
relatively recent innovation (early 20th century).

2. Postmodern Case Study: An in-depth look at the
Khesh weaving technique, which uses torn strips of
recycled cotton sarees (the weft) woven with new
cotton yarn (the warp). The final product is a patchy,
colour-blocked, textured fabric. Furthermore, Khesh is
now blended with Tussar Silk or used to make Western
garments like blazers and dresses.

3. Postmodern Lens: Khesh is the ultimate bricolage—a
creation made from found parts (scraps) that is now
celebrated as a high-fashion textile. Its existence
inherently defies the idea of a singular, 'pure' textile
form, embodying radical hybridity.

Sonajhuri Haat as a "Cultural Village™ Simulacrum

(Commaodification)

1. Traditional Narrative: The haat (market) was a
simple, periodic village gathering for local exchange
and trade.

2. Postmodern Case Study: Analysis of the market
setting itself. The market is deliberately positioned in
the Khoai forest, features scheduled Baul music and
tribal dance performances, and uses rustic, temporary
stalls. This entire staging is highly promoted to tourists.

3. Postmodern Lens: The Haat operates as a simulacrum.
The performance of rural authenticity becomes more
real, and more valuable, than the underlying reality of
the artisans' economic struggles. Visitors are buying the
experience of traditional Bengali village life along with
the textiles, illustrating the complete commodified
nature of local culture.

The Artisan's Adaptation: From Quilt-Maker to

Accessory Designer (Decentering of Production)

1. Traditional Narrative: The artisan's identity was
fixed—the Kantha shilpi (artist) who created utility
items.

2. Postmodern Case Study: Focusing on an artisan
collective that has successfully pivoted its Kantha and
Khesh production to small, quick-sale accessories (e.g.,
sling bags, spectacle cases, wallets). This shift is
directly influenced by the taste and price point of the
urban tourist.

3. Postmodern Lens: This shows the decentering of
production authority. The artisan is no longer solely
guided by tradition or the vision of Visva-Bharati, but
by the unstable, fluctuating demands of the tourist
consumer. The local craft is forced to conform to a
globally recognized format (the handbag) to ensure
economic survival.

The Digital Footprint: E-Commerce and Artisan
Identity (Globalization)
1. Traditional Narrative: Craft sales were local,

dependent on physical proximity to the buyer. *

10

www.socialsciencejournal.in

Postmodern Case Study: Examination of the online
presence (e.g., social media pages, small e-commerce
sites) used by Sonajhuri artisans or intermediaries.
These platforms market the products using terms like
"Bohemian," "Eco-friendly," and "Handmade in
Bengal."

2. Postmodern Lens: The global reach of the internet
dissolves the local character of the craft. The textiles
are rebranded with globalized, Western aesthetic
categories (Bohemian, Eco-friendly) to appeal to a non-
local audience. This final stage completes the
postmodern cycle, where the local product achieves its
highest value through global consumption and
ideological rebranding. The provided "Findings"
section already synthesizes the impact of postmodernity
on the Sonajhuri handicraft and socio-culture based on
the research paper's stated theoretical framework. To
elaborate on the key aspects of the impact, here is a
breakdown structured for clarity, directly addressing
how postmodernity affects the craft, the market, and the
social/cultural setting. Impact of Postmodernity on
Sonajhuri Handicraft and Socio-Culture The research
finds that postmodernity fundamentally alters the nature
of the Sonajhuri craft and its social ecosystem by
introducing themes of hybridity, commodification, and
narrative fragmentation.

Impact on Handicraft (Textile Aesthetics and
Production) Postmodernity shifts the focus from the
utility and ritualistic meaning of the textiles to their
surface-level aesthetic and their value as hybrid
commodities.

1. Aesthetic Pastiche: Traditional crafts like Kantha and
Khesh lose their original narrative coherence. Kantha
motifs are stripped of their symbolic, often sacred,
context and used as pure visual decoration (pastiche) on
modern, non-traditional forms like accessories and
Western apparel.

2. Material Hybridity (Bricolage): The Khesh textile is
the prime example of postmodern material bricolage,
being a composite fabric created from new warp threads
and weft threads made of recycled, torn rags. This
fusion of waste and newness appeals to the modern
consumer's demand for unique, "eco-friendly" textures.

3. Product Reinterpretation: Production is dictated by
the market, not tradition. Artisans pivot from making
large, utilitarian items (like traditional Kantha quilts or
lep) to small, fast-selling accessories (wallets, bags)
that are easier to transport and afford, confirming the
rejection of fixed craft forms.

Impact on  Sonajhuri  Haat (Market and
Commodification) The marketplace itself is transformed
into a postmodern cultural spectacle where the
atmosphere is as important as the product.

1. The Cultural Simulacrum: The Sonajhuri Haat is no
longer just a place of trade; it is a meticulously
commodified cultural space. The entire ambiance—the
folk music, tribal dancing, and rustic setting—is staged
for the visiting tourist. This environment functions as a
simulacrum, where the curated "authentic" experience
becomes the primary consumer good.
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2. Economic Disparity: The finding highlights a
postmodern paradox: the aesthetic value of the
"handmade" and “authentic" is dramatically increased
by the market, but the economic benefit remains largely
fragmented. Middlemen and distributors capture the
majority of the profit, leaving the primary producers
(artisans) in a cycle of high labor and low margin, a
contradiction hidden by the cultural hype.

3. Globalization of the Local: The craft is integrated into
the global commaodity chain, often through e-commerce
and urban boutiques. This process requires the local
product to be rebranded with globalized aesthetic terms
(e.g., "Bohemian,” "Ethnic Chic"), further distancing it
from its purely local and historical context.

Impact on Socio-Cultural Narratives (ldentity)
Postmodernity challenges the historical and unified
identity established by Rabindranath Tagore's
educational vision for Santiniketan.

1. Decentralization of Authority: The authority over
design and production shifts from the historical and
institutional oversight (like Visva-Bharati) to the
demands of the anonymous tourist and global trend
forecasters. This decentralization fragments the
traditional narrative of the craft's 'mission’ or 'pedigree.’

2. Fragmented Artisan ldentity: Artisan identity
becomes a dual construct: they are simultaneously
perceived as the guardians of an ancient, "pure" craft
(the romanticized identity) and as adaptable, market-
driven producers constantly responding to fluctuating
consumer tastes (the economic reality). This tension
reflects the postmodern instability of cultural identity in
a globalized economy.

3. Shifting Purpose: The socio-cultural purpose of the
textiles changes from being a medium for communal
storytelling and domestic ritual to a medium for
personal consumption and aesthetic expression in an
urban setting. Based on the objectives and hypothetical
case studies derived from the research paper's abstract
("A Postmodern Lens on Santiniketan's Sonajhuri
Textile and Culture™), the major findings would focus
on the complex, contradictory nature of tradition under
the pressures of globalization and mass tourism. Key
Research Findings The study finds that Santiniketan's
textile and dress culture, as centralized at the Sonajhuri
Haat, is not a preservation of authentic tradition, but a
vibrant example of postmodern cultural production,
characterized by hybridity, commaodification, and the
destabilization of historical narratives.

The Domination of Pastiche and Hybridity The research

confirms that the textile culture is defined by bricolage

(assembly from diverse sources) rather than continuity.

1. Kantha as Pop: Traditional Kantha motifs (e.g., the
Tree of Life, various deities) are lifted from their
ritualistic context and applied to non-traditional
products like denim jackets, laptop bags, and footwear.
This act of pastiche prioritizes surface-level aesthetic
appeal over the original cultural or sacred meaning,
transforming the motif into a purely commercial design
element.
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2. Khesh as Fusion: The Khesh textile itself is found to
be a hyper-hybrid material, combining recycled waste
strips (a nod to sustainability) with new yarn. Its
aesthetic value is now globally recognized and is
frequently mixed with modern synthetic or luxury
fibers like Tussar silk to increase its market price,
demonstrating a fluid, post-traditional identity.

The Triumph of the Simulacrum and Commodification

the Sonajhuri Haat functions as a carefully curated

space where the performance of tradition is the primary
commodity, often eclipsing the craft itself.

1. The 'Authenticity’ Fetish: The Haat's success is tied to
its staged atmosphere—the red Khoai earth, the folk
music, and the rustic stalls—which creates a market
where the 'experience’ of buying village craft becomes
more valuable than the utilitarian function of the textile.
This constructed reality is a simulacrum of rural
Bengal, designed to meet the urban tourist's romantic
expectations.

2. Pricing and Value Contradiction: The study finds a
significant ~ disconnect  between the perceived
‘traditional' value of the craft and its global market
pricing. While Kantha work is labor-intensive, the bulk
of the profit is captured by middlemen and retailers,
rather than the village artisans, reinforcing the
economic vulnerability concealed by the cultural
spectacle.

Decentered Authority in Production The traditional

authority figures in craft production (like the Visva-

Bharati institution or the master artisan) have been

displaced by the tourist consumer.

1. Market-Driven Design: Design innovation is found to
be consumer-led. Artisans report prioritizing the
production of small, quick-sale accessories (wallets,
pouches) over large, intricate quilts (Sujni Kantha)
because these items cater to the tourist's budget and
ease of transport. This shift indicates that the market
(global consumerism), rather than tradition or local
aesthetics, dictates the future form of the craft.

2. Narrative Fragmentation: The traditional, cohesive
narratives that once defined Kantha are dissolving.
Artisans now weave personal, fragmented stories, or
simply abstract designs, reflecting the postmodern
fragmentation of a collective cultural identity under
rapid commercial pressure. Conclusion The findings
conclude that Santiniketan's textile culture is a powerful
illustration of how local heritage in a globalized world
survives not by resisting change, but by embracing
postmodernity. It thrives by constantly reinterpreting
and commaodifying its own historical symbols for the
consumption of urban and global markets, resulting in a

constantly  evolving, commercially viable, and
aesthetically hybrid identity.
The trajectory of the Sonajhuri handicraft and its

surrounding  socio-cultural ecosystem demonstrates a
profound negotiation between the local and the global, the
traditional and the postmodern. Far from being a static
remnant of Bengal’s artisanal heritage, the Sonajhuri craft
has emerged as a living laboratory of postmodern cultural
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transformation—where  authenticity is  continuously
reconstructed, meanings are fragmented, and identity is
rendered fluid under the pressures of globalization and
tourism. Through the lens of postmodern theory, the study
reveals that the evolution of the Sonajhuri handicraft is not
simply a case of cultural dilution but a sophisticated process
of re-signification and survival within the global symbolic
economy. At the heart of this transformation lies what Jean-
Francois Lyotard terms the incredulity toward
metanarratives (Lyotard, 1984).

The once-unified narrative of Santiniketan’s craft
tradition—anchored in Rabindranath Tagore’s pedagogical
and spiritual vision—has fragmented into multiple,
localized, and market-responsive micro-narratives. The
authority of the grand narrative that positioned the artisan as
a custodian of cultural authenticity has been displaced by
plural, contingent discourses that prioritize economic
viability and aesthetic innovation. In this context, the
Sonajhuri craft embodies Lyotard’s notion of the
postmodern condition: knowledge and creativity no longer
legitimated by overarching ideals but by performativity—
measured through adaptability, market success, and
visibility within a globalized aesthetic economy. Jean
Baudrillard’s theory of the simulacrum (Baudrillard, 1981)
provides a compelling framework for understanding the
Sonajhuri Haat’s transformation into a cultural spectacle.
The market has evolved into a performative simulacrum of
rural authenticity—an aestheticized space where the “real”
experience of artisanal Bengal is both represented and
replaced by its commodified image. The red earth, folk
music, and rustic stalls do not mirror reality; they constitute
a hyperreality—a stage-managed environment designed for
the tourist’s consumption of authenticity. Here, the aura of
the “handmade” and ‘“‘authentic” is no longer tied to its
cultural origin but to its representational effect. The
Sonajhuri Haat thus becomes a Baudrillardian site of
simulation where the image of tradition precedes and
defines its substance. The craft object, detached from its
ritualistic context, becomes a signifier of authenticity rather
than an embodiment of it.

In parallel, Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of hybridity and the
Third Space (Bhabha, 1994) illuminates the complex
negotiations between traditional craftsmanship and global
consumer culture. The hybrid aesthetics of Kantha and
Khesh textiles—where recycled rags meet luxury fibers, and
traditional motifs adorn modern accessories—create a
liminal zone of cultural production that transcends binary
oppositions of pure versus impure, traditional versus
modern. This hybridity does not merely signify cultural
contamination but serves as a creative strategy of survival
and reinterpretation. The artisans’ ability to merge old and
new, sacred and commercial, situates them within Bhabha’s
Third Space, where meaning is neither fixed nor lost but
continually renegotiated through intercultural dialogue and
economic necessity. The postmodern reconfiguration of the
artisan’s identity further reflects this theoretical intersection.
The artisan is no longer solely a transmitter of inherited
cultural forms but a producer within a fragmented,
consumer-driven economy. Their identity oscillates between
that of the “authentic craftsman” celebrated by cultural
tourism and that of the pragmatic entrepreneur adapting to
fluctuating trends. This duality exemplifies the postmodern
decentering of the subject—a condition where identity is
constructed through negotiation rather than inheritance,
through performative agency rather than collective tradition.
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Economically, postmodernity introduces a paradoxical
dynamic of empowerment and exploitation. While the
global commaodification of Sonajhuri crafts amplifies their
visibility and desirability, it also reinforces structural
inequalities within the value chain. The artisans’ creative
labor, though celebrated in the discourse of authenticity,
remains undervalued in material terms. This aligns with
Baudrillard’s critique of the political economy of the sign,
wherein value is determined by symbolic consumption
rather than production. The “authentic handmade” becomes
a fetishized commodity that accrues prestige and profit
primarily for intermediaries and urban consumers, not for
the artisans themselves. From a cultural standpoint, the
dissolution of the traditional authority structures—such as
Visva-Bharati’s  institutional — guardianship—marks a
decisive shift from collective cultural preservation to
individual artistic agency. Yet, this shift is not purely a loss.
It signals a transition to a post-traditional framework where
creativity is democratized, where artisans can reinterpret
inherited symbols through personal and experimental
idioms. The fragmentation of narrative coherence, rather
than erasing meaning, opens new spaces for plural
interpretations and hybrid aesthetics, consistent with
Lyotard’s valorisation of difference and Bhabha’s politics of
negotiation. Ultimately, the Sonajhuri craft tradition does
not stand in opposition to postmodernity but exemplifies its
very logic. It thrives not by resisting the forces of
globalization, but by internalizing and rearticulating them.
The aesthetic pastiche of Kantha, the bricolage materiality
of Khesh, and the performative spectacle of the Haat
collectively demonstrate that cultural continuity in the
postmodern era is achieved through transformation rather
than preservation. In embracing hybridity and simulation,
the Sonajhuri craft affirms that authenticity itself has
become a dynamic construct—an evolving dialogue
between memory and market, heritage and innovation.

Conclusion

the Sonajhuri handicraft and its cultural milieu stand as a
microcosm of postmodern cultural production in
contemporary Bengal. They reveal that tradition, far from
being extinguished by global capitalism, adapts through
fragmentation, reinvention, and commodified hybridity.
Through the interplay of Baudrillard’s simulacrum,
Lyotard’s fragmentation of grand narratives, and Bhabha’s
hybridity, the Sonajhuri phenomenon exemplifies the
postmodern condition—where culture survives not by
clinging to origins but by continually reimagining itself
within the ceaseless circulation of images, symbols, and
desires.
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