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Rural India’s art and culture embody the nation’s heritage, but face challenges from
modernisation. Tourism can act as a bridge between livelihood and legacy, helping
artisans sustain traditions through meaningful visitor engagement. Community-
led models like Raghurajpur and Khonoma, along with initiatives such as Swadesh
Darshan 2.0 and PM Vishwakarma, highlight how heritage and sustainability can
coexist. By linking education, technology, and inclusion, rural tourism fosters pride,
empowerment, and ecological balance. Promoting rural art through tourism thus
revives cultural roots while creating pathways for sustainable development.

Hemanth Menon

fIndia were to close its eyes and listen, it
would still hear the pulse of its villages:
the clatter of looms, the beat of drums
during harvest, and the steady rhythm
of chisels shaping temple wood. These

sounds carry memory. They echo centuries of faith,
patience, and rhythm, the language of a civilisation that
found beauty in everyday work. Yet as the world grows
hurried and mechanised, much of this quiet artistry
risks fading into memory.

Tourism, when understood not as business but
as bridge, can reconnect art with audiences and
livelihood with legacy. It can turn curiosity into
connection and empathy into preservation. For rural
India, it is not only economics. It is the identity,
spirit, and continuity. Sometimes it is as simple as a
stranger asking a weaver, “How long did this take?”
and listening not just out of curiosity, but also out
of respect. In that quiet exchange, culture breathes
again.

The author is Senior National Coordinator with SPIC MACAY. Email: hemanth@spicmacay.com
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When Livelihood Becomes Legacy

Every community in India has its own rhythm and
hue, a way of turning work into worship. The terracotta
horses of Bankura, the masks of Majuli, the scroll
paintings of Odisha, and the embroidered mirror work of
Kutch are not just crafts. They are a culture’s vocabulary.
Yet in many villages, the younger generation moves
towards cities and other professions for availing better
opportunities. The thread of transmission weakens. A
weaver becomes a driver, a painter joins a factory line,
and with every shift, an old song of skill turns mute.

Tourism has the ability to change that story. A
traveller who sits beside a folk musician or watches a
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craftsman at work carries home more than
an object; carry a story. In Raghurajpur
in Odisha and Hodka in Gujarat, such
encounters have restored confidence
where pride had withered. Craft trails
and homestays have brought income and
meaning back to the same courtyards
that once stood empty.

Handled carefully, tourism helps
tradition breathe again. A craftsperson
who meets admirers instead of
middlemen understands that their
skill still matters. When art becomes a
livelihood, it becomes an aspiration.

When the Village Becomes a Classroom

In the quiet of a mud courtyard, a visitor learns
to shape a pot. Each pot spun in that space is a quiet
revolution against forgetting. Rural tourism can
transform such spaces into classrooms without walls,
where learning flows in both directions. Visitors discover
patience and symbolism, while locals rediscover the
worth of what they already know.

Across India, weaving workshops in Kanchipuram,
blue pottery sessions in Jaipur, and bamboo craft
demonstrations in Tripura have become small schools
of cultural education. Students visiting under ‘Dekho
Apna Desh or Ek Bharat Shreshtha Bharat’ learn about

-

L
* Ministry of Tourism
- Government of India

—_—

»

.
s
4
|
@
I

L3
=
-

O e e Wy O Gy O Wy 0 W A

Warli Painting from

Maharashtra

mm November 2025 = Kurukshetra

27



sustainability through living examples. This is also widely
encouraged through the New Education Policy 2020.
Design institutions work with rural artisans to reimagine
traditional motifs in modern forms. Such collaboration
preserves heritage and also allows it to evolve.

When travel becomes education, heritage stops
being nostalgia. It becomes knowledge that breathes
and adapts.

The Hands That Tell the Story

The people themselves lead the most enduring
examples of cultural tourism. In Hodka, Gujarat, villagers
manage the Shaam-e-Sarhad resort built entirely of
mud and thatch. Its design reflects the surrounding
desert. In Khonoma, Nagaland, tourism operates under
community rules that prevent exploitation of forests
and customs. In Raghurajpur, every home doubles as
a studio. Visitors walk through an open-air gallery of
living art. :

Such places show how ownership transforms
tourism from performance into partnership. When
locals plan and manage what visitors see, dignity and
decision-making remain within the village. Women-led
collectives like Kudumbashree in Kerala have turned
hospitality and handicrafts into platforms for leadership.
Swadesh Darshan 2.0, launched in 2022, and the PM

Vishwakarma scheme, introduced in 2023, strengthen

this shift by offering training, credit, and digital
dccess.

Tourism thrives when communities remain
custodians of their culture. What emerges then
is not staged authenticity but lived heritage.

Culture in the Age of Screens

The loom may sit in a remote village, yet its
rhythm can reach across the world. Technology
has become a new thread in the weave of
preservation. Through digital exhibitions,
e-commerce platforms, and social storytelling,
rural artisans now find visibility that once
seemed impossible.

The Gl tags are helping crafts become
synonymous with place: Madhubani for
its paintings, Channapatna for its wooden
toys, Pochampally for its ikats, Kullu for its
shawls. Responsible travel companies curate
‘Craft Trails of India’, guiding visitors through
workshops instead of showrooms. A young artisan
uploading a short video of her process can reach
audiences across continents.

For the next generation, digital exposure has turned
tradition into aspiration. Visibility is no longer a privilege,
it is power. And when tradition meets technology, culture
learns to travel without losing its roots.

Art, Ecology, and the Earth Beneath It

In many villages, the same hands that weave cloth
also tend to the soil. Art and earth have always shared
roots. Rural tourism that promotes craft must also
protect the environment that sustains it.

In Asia’s cleanest village, Mawlynnong which is
located in Meghalaya, community-led tourism preserves
both ecology and tradition. Thenmala in Kerala blends
forest walks, bamboo workshops, and homestays to
promote sustainable living. Crafts using natural dyes,
clay, and jute remind travellers that sustainability is not
a modern invention but an inherited wisdom.

Architecture in rural India often mirrors this balance.
Walls of mud and lime breathe with the seasons, roofs
of local grass keep homes cool, and courtyards open
to the sky become classrooms. Visitors who stay in
such homes discover that climate-sensitive design has
existed here for centuries. To protect craft is to protect
the soil and seasons that inspire it.
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Recognition Beyond Revenue

The true success of cultural tourism cannot
be measured by revenue alone. Its deeper value
lies in recognising the intangible. When a traveller
understands the patience behind a weave or the story
hidden in a dance, a quiet transformation begins.
Respect travels both ways, narrowing the distance
between the urban and the rural, between the digital
and the handmade.

Such recognition restores dignity. A folk singer
who once performed only at harvest fairs now sings
to audiences that listen to his meaning, not only his
melody. A potter whose name was once unknown now
sees her work displayed globally. Tourism becomes
a dialogue of equality, where appreciation replaces
charity and understanding replaces pity.

This exchange is another kind of diplomacy, not
between nations but between people. It redefines
how culture is seen, not as a souvenir but as a shared
inheritance that grows stronger each time it is shared.

Tourism as a Bridge of Inclusion

Rural tourism also carries within itself the promise
of inclusion. When women lead homestays, when tribal
youth guide visitors through forests, when artisans from
marginalised groups conduct workshops, the circle
of participation widens. In Uttarakhand, the Umang
women'’s collective has made handcrafted products
central to the visitor experience. In the North-East, eco-
camps run by local communities employ young guides
as interpreters of their own stories.

Such models remind us that culture is not mere
spectacle but participation as well. They prove that
preservation and progress can coexist. Tourism that
includes every voice ensures that what is being
showcased is not only heritage, but hope.

The Road Ahead

To preserve art through tourism, India must
build not only roads and resorts but also respect.
Infrastructure and imagination must move together.
Villages need connectivity and comfort, but they also
need storytellers who can express the poetry of what
they create.

Training must go beyond technical skill to include
entrepreneurship, design thinking, and digital
confidence. The National Strategy and Roadmap for
Development of Rural Tourism in India encourages
collaboration amongst ministries including Tourism,
Tribal Affairs, Rural Development, MSME, and Culture
to channel benefits directly to artisans. The PM
Vishwakarma scheme provides financial and design
support in eighteen traditional trades, while Travel for
LiFE promotes responsible travel among citizens.

Private initiatives play an equal role. Ethical tour
operators, travel startups, and educational institutions
can design experiences that generate steady demand
for authentic products. Success should not be counted
in numbers alone, but in footprints left behind in the
form of revived workshops, recorded traditions, and
self-assured communities.

Every traveller who returns home with a story
instead of a souvenir adds another stitch to this fabric
of continuity.

From Roots to Routes

India’s rural art reflects its wvalues:

precision, and balance. Promoting it through tourism

patience,

is not an act of commercialisation but one of revival.
Each journey that reaches a forgotten village, each
conversation that listens instead of consuming, becomes
a quiet gesture of preservation.

The task is not to change what villages look like.
It is to help the world see them as they are: self-
reliant, creative, and quietly proud. When artisans
become entrepreneurs and visitors become witnesses,
development itself turns into an act of culture.

Between roots and routes, between memory
and movement, India discovers not only a model for
tourism but a metaphor for continuity. The sounds
that once seemed lost, the loom, the drum, and the
chisel, were never gone. They were only waiting to
be heard. O
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