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Preface and Acknowledgments

The traditional textiles of the Chittagong Hill. Tracts
reflect the region’s cultural diversity,. adaptations to d1'fferir1g
environments, and varying external mflqences. Weaving, in
both its traditional and innovative applications, emerged across
the Chittagong hill Tracts hundreds of years ago and preserved
by indigenous women Wwho dedicatedly wove their own
clothing. This book identifies the uniqueness of hanq weaving
by examining the relationship between culture and identity. I
will also take a closer look at how the production of textiles
reflects broader social, economic and political issues in the
Chittagong Hill Tracts. After several decades of neglect, a
traditionally hand woven fabric is once again commanding
recognition as a cultural artefact and as an identity marker.

The presentation of textiles in this book has been
organized around ethno-linguistic groups since the manner of
dress is often used as a way of distinguishing one group from
another. This tradition of linking dress styles with ethnic
1dentity still continues today although acculturation and other
forces of change have greatly reduced the actual wearing of
fiistinctive dresses. Traditionally made fabrics still have a very
important significance to indigenous communities but some
creative measures are needed to preserve and revive the art of
weaving. My research in a weaving village led me to explore
lf‘:r“;;:?igzﬁ?;lsaclxzvnér:ﬁnities can foster a greater appregiation
its creative limi e g aftempF {0 push the rpedlurp to
e 1mits. The. Raygula’ exhibition of fabric designs
e i;noils hte_xtlles was created to demonstrate the
YOUngerygenef Oth in a modern way and to motivate the

ation of women to rediscover their cultural
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heritage and weaving knowledge. This book was realized to
celebrate the cultural heritage of distinct indigenous groups and
to highlight how the textiles act as cultural bearer of the
society. It is hoped that this research may help draw the
attention to the indigenous clothing and unleash a new vision

that promotes an alternative discourse about cultural diversity
and 1dentity.

It is a very pleasant duty for me to firstly thank my
parents, Dr. Aditya Kumar Dewan and Shikha Rani Dewan, for
always encouraging me to do my research work in the
Chittagong Hill Tracts. I am equally indebted to my husband,
Vaskar Roy, for his encouragement and generous support in
my endeavours. I want to also thank all my family members
and friends for making me feel at home in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts and giving me their assistance during my field research.
The village folks in different indigenous communities who
were good enough to spare time for me to collect details about
the various types of textiles also deserve my heart-felt
gratitude.

The challenge of fulfilling the requirements for the
Special Individualized Program and writing my original
masters thesis would not have been possible without the
support and guidance of my committee members. First, I wish
to extend my profound gratitude to my thesis advisor, Dr.
Loren Lerner for always encouraging me and giving me
valuable advice. I would also like to thank Professors Ingrid
Bachmann, Dr. Lorrie Blair, and Dr. Elizabeth J. Sacca for
their insightful comments and unfailing enthusiasm for my
research project.

i

Scanned with CamScanner



[ also want to give my sincere thanks to all those whq
have so kindly extended their co-operation while organizing
the Raygula project. My particular thanks to Tenzing Chakma,
Jum Aesthetics Council, CHT Regional council, District
Council of Rangamati, District Council of Bandarban, CHT
Development Board, Bandarban Cultural Institute, Rangamati
Cultural Institute and all the participants in the exhibition
because this endeavour would not have been possible without
their help and collaboration.

- Arshi Dewan Roy
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Introduction

In the Chittagong Hill Tracts of Bangladesh traditional
hand weaving is a functional need and a professional practice
among indigenous women who are “guardians of culture” at
home and in the community. By preserving their clothing
traditions, they educate future generations, show pride in being
part of unique cultures, and affirm their lasting connections to
their ancestors. Traditional textiles of various groups reveal a
wealth of information about social relations and aesthetic
conventions in the hill region. Textiles are much more than
objects to be handled and admired since they are associated
with various local rituals and they are indicators of cultural
change throughout time.

In this book, I will examine how the ritual of weaving
still motivates women to preserve and pass down their
knowledge to future generations despite being under constant
threat of cultural assimilation. Recognizing the value of their
creative work empowers women’s roles in society and
highlights the cultural significance inherently embedded in
textiles. Weaving is an art form that women teach their
daughters, generations after generations and they pay tribute to
past generations of women who were role models and
preservers of this unique heritage. Weaving still remains a

 significant statement of both historical and social magnitude

en though many may not realize it.
' ':'*Iiidigenous dress is an important characteristic of the

since one can see at first glance to which group
es according to each distinctive dress.

g is often used to define or represent a group

Scanned with CamScanner



to one’s own group and it also shows the demarcation from
others. It is the indigenous women who usually still wear the
traditional dresses but that depends on which group they
belong to and what kind of status they have in society. In
recent times, ethnic groups are no longer homogenous when it
comes to their dress so it is important to view the link between
dress and ethnic identity in a dynamic way that recognizes the
changes a people’s patterns of dress can undergo over time,
Nevertheless indigenous dresses are connected with a symbolic
value as expressions of cultural difference in the Chittagong
Hill Tracts. Indigenous people are currently renewing their
interest in wearing traditionally hand-woven fabrics and
asserting their cultural identity through dress. Through my
research, I am attempting to know and learn about the identities
of dedicated weavers and create a path to better understand the

distinct cultural heritage of indigenous people through their
weaving traditions.

In the first introductory chapter, the historical
background of the Chittagong Hill Tracts and its people will be
explored in order to understand the relation between
indigenous dress and cultural identity. The indigenous groups
are distinct and different from the rest of the Bangladeshi
population in respect to language, culture, religion, ethnicity,
and especially in the way they dress. I will consider cultural
change through dress and the various political and social issues
which are important in view of current debates concerning the

struggle and resistance of indigenous people in the Chittagong
Hill Tracts.

Chapter two is devoted to describing the various dress
styleg of eleven different indigenous groups and types of
clothing worn in the mountainous region. The highly
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