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ABSTRACT

Malawi, a country with a rich tapestry of cultural traditions, is renowned for its artisanal
craftsmanship, particularly the traditional basket weaving techniques passed down
through generations. This research explores integrating traditional Malawian basket
weaving patterns into fashion, analysing heritage values with an eco-conscious mindset.
These weaving methods are deeply embedded in Malawian communities' social and
cultural fabric; they not only serve practical purposes but also embody the aesthetic and
symbolic values of the region. This study demonstrates practice-based sustainable
clothing incorporating heritage revival through fashion by analysing the cultural
significance.

Firstly, we explored and unravelled historical basket patterns' multifaceted meanings for
contemporary Malawians through a critical cultural hybridity approach with semi-
structured interviews of local artists, designers, and educationalists with digital
qualitative methods. Secondly, we developed a sustainable fashion collection that
represents tradition with a contemporary appearance for the young generation. The
results indicate three layers of sustainable values through researchers' and designers'
collaboration: heritage values, cultural integration, and design development with an eco-
conscious mindset. The significance of this research is profound and multifaceted.
Firstly, it aims to preserve and revitalise an important cultural practice. The study honours
Malawian heritage by incorporating traditional basket weaving into contemporary
fashion design, ensuring its continuity and relevance in modern contexts. This aesthetic
cultural preservation provides economic opportunities for local artisans, fostering social
and economic development within their communities. The research highlights the
importance of maintaining and celebrating cultural identity through artisanal crafts,
offering a model for how traditional skills can be adapted and sustained in a rapidly
changing world.

Secondly, pre-consumer waste fabrics directly address the pressing need for
sustainability in the fashion industry. By transforming these discarded materials into
valuable fashion items, the research promotes waste reduction and resource efficiency,
aligning with the principles of a circular economy. This approach mitigates the
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environmental impact of fabric waste and showcases the potential for recycling in high-
fashion contexts. The innovative use of waste materials challenges conventional
perceptions of fashion production and encourages more sustainable practices within
the industry.

Keywords: Malawi Tradition, Basket Weaving, Sustainable Integration, Cultural Revival,
Contemporary Fashion.

INTRODUCTION

Malawian fashion, a vivid reflection of cultural identity and heritage, represents a valuable
opportunity for sustainable innovation within the global fashion landscape. This paper
explores how traditional Malawian basket weaving craftsmanship, characterised by its
artisanal methods, use of local materials, and symbolic patterns, can seamlessly
integrate into a sustainable fashion framework that preserves cultural heritage while
addressing pressing environmental and ethical challenges. This article aims to delve into
the potential for Malawian fashion to become a model of sustainability by utilising age-
old craftsmanship in ways that minimise ecological impact. This exploration highlights
the potential for sustainable fashion in Malawi. It provides insights into a global
movement toward eco-consciousness, in which consumers and producers seek to
balance style with sustainability. This topic is crucial for Malawian communities because
it offers a pathway for economic and social empowerment rooted in local culture and
environmental stewardship. Promoting sustainability that leverages indigenous
resources such as natural cotton, hemp, and other materials and clothing wastage in
Malawi can foster local craftsmanship practices that reduce the need for imported
synthetic materials, which often carry a heavy carbon footprint. For Malawian artisans,
sustainable fashion offers more than just an environmentally friendly approach; it creates
a viable economic opportunity. Emphasising hand-dyeing, weaving, and other traditional
methods promotes job creation, particularly in rural areas, while ensuring income
remains within local communities (Obonyilo and Marciniak 2023). By investing in local
craftsmanship, this sustainable model provides artisans with a means to earn a living
from their heritage skills, preserving intergenerational knowledge and promoting cultural
pride. On a broader scale, this focus on sustainable, heritage-driven fashion reflects the
current shift within the global fashion industry toward more eco-conscious practices. As
a result, there is a growing demand for fashion brands that prioritise ethical sourcing,
reduced waste, and minimal environmental impact (Wren 2022). Malawian fashion
rooted in tradition and low-impact methods, embodies these ideals and is a compelling
case study for how heritage and sustainability intersect. By preserving traditional
methods, Malawian fashion promotes slow fashion, where pieces are made with care,
longevity, and quality, contrasting with the throwaway nature of fast fashion. This
alignment meets consumer demand for sustainable products. It provides a way to share
and celebrate Malawian culture globally, enhancing its international appeal and
positioning it as a model for culturally rooted sustainability.
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To promote Malawian culture through fashion, this study explores traditional basket
weaving patterns and techniques as part of the country's rich heritage. It shows how we
can revive those traditional elements through clothing communication, incorporating
sustainability for the young generation. So, this article is structured as follows: first, the
conceptual development part discusses the heritage values of basket weaving (including
pattern and techniques) and sustainability aspects (including creative mindset and waste
consumption). Subsequently, analyses of the expert interviews show the heritage values
of basket weaving and the survey of the young generation's thinking about using cultural
elements for their fashion appearance. Finally, dresses are designed for the young
generation and practise using traditional basket weaving techniques with waste
elements.

CONCEPTUAL DEVELOPMENT AND STUDY OVERVIEW

Basket weaving in Malawi is a time-honoured tradition that is a vital link between the
past and the present, encapsulating the practical needs of daily life and the Malawian
people's cultural identity and social values. This craft, practised by various ethnic groups
such as the Chewa, Tumbuka, Yao, and Lomwe, has been passed down through
generations, maintaining its relevance as both an economic activity and a cultural
practice. The art of weaving in Malawi is not simply a skill but a storytelling tool, imprinted
with historical, symbolic, and spiritual meanings that continue to resonate deeply within
the fabric of Malawian society.

Historically, the primary purpose of basket weaving in Malawi was utilitarian. Baskets
were crafted for everyday functions, from storing food and agricultural products such as
maise, rice, and groundnuts to carrying firewood, water, and tools (Palzenberger 2021).
The sturdy yet flexible design of the baskets made them indispensable to Malawian
households, allowing for efficient handling and transportation of goods in rural and urban
settings. However, beyond their functional role, baskets have also held deep ceremonial
and symbolic importance in Malawian communities. They are woven into the social and
spiritual life of the people, playing a central role in rituals and cultural events such as
marriages, initiation ceremonies, and community celebrations. In many instances,
baskets carry sacred items or offerings during religious ceremonies, symbolising the
connection between the material world and the spiritual realm (St Pierre 2020). As
Malawian has a rich cultural heritage and traditionally uses natural elements for its
artisan, basket weaving techniques in fashion can provide sustainable exploration and
diversity. Thus, the theoretical development explores the cultural values of different
basket-weaving patterns and the integration of sustainability concepts with heritage
preservation.

Cultural Values of Basket Weaving Patterns
One of the most distinctive aspects of Malawian basket weaving is the intricate patterns
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and designs that adorn these woven objects. These patterns are not simply decorative
but imbued with deep cultural and symbolic meanings that connect the past with the
present. Each pattern tells a story, carries a lesson, or represents a core value of the
community. For example, geometric motifs such as diamonds, zigzags, and spirals are
common in Malawian baskets, and each holds its unique significance (Figure 1).

Kamwendo (Journey):

Meaning: This design features winding, path-like
patterns symbolizing life’s journey, progress, and the
experiences one encounters along the way. It often
reflects personal stories and community histories.

Mvula (Rain):

This design features
patterns that resemble
raindrops or flowing
water. It symbolizes
fertility, growth, and the
sustenance provided by
rain, which is vital for
agriculture and life in

Thunga(basket)
The Thunga pattern is common in everyday baskets used for
carrying goods. It represents practicality and the sustenance
of daily life. The design often includes sturdy, tight weaves to
ensure durability.

Fig. 1 Malawian Basket Weaving patterns with Ancestors' auspicious meaning (Source:
Author’s elaboration from collected images)

The Mvula (rain) pattern in Malawian basket weaving is a profound symbol of life,
renewal, and abundance, reflecting the deep connection between the Malawian people
and their natural environment (Mdoka 2023). Inspired by the transformative power of
rain, the pattern’s zigzags, ripples, and flowing lines symbolise fertility and prosperity,
as rain is essential for agriculture and food security in this agrarian society. Spiritually,
rain is viewed as a divine blessing, and the Mvula pattern represents gratitude and
prayers for continued rainfall and protection from drought. Additionally, the pattern
signifies community and unity, as rain benefits all members of society equally, fostering
shared growth and interconnectedness. As a storytelling medium, the Mvula pattern
conveys the artisan’s connection to their heritage and environment, enriching the
cultural and spiritual significance of baskets used in rituals, ceremonies, and daily life.

The Kamwendo (Journey) basket weaving pattern embodies a profound narrative
about the interconnection and progression of life that symbolises the cyclical nature of
life’s journeys, emphasising themes of growth, transition, and interconnected paths.
Each line and shape in the pattern can represent pivotal moments or stages in life, such
as birth, transformation, and spiritual fulfilment. Rooted in Malawian traditions,
Kamwendo designs often serve as storytelling tools, preserving migration tales,
historical events, or personal milestones. The natural materials, like grasses and reeds,
ground the pattern in the earth’s energy, reinforcing life’s sacredness and resilience. It
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acts as both a guide and a reflection, reminding individuals of life’s purpose, challenges,
and the bonds that tie humanity together.

The Thunga basket is a quintessential representation of Malawian craftsmanship,
created through meticulous hand-weaving techniques that utilise natural, sustainable
materials like reeds, raffia, and grasses. Deeply rooted in cultural and spiritual practices,
Thunga baskets are used for both practical purposes, such as storing grains and
carrying produce, and ceremonial roles, symbolising prosperity and unity in rituals like
weddings. Beyond its cultural significance, the Thunga basket also embodies
sustainability and environmental harmony, making it a cherished item in modern markets
as both a functional product and a piece of artistic expression (Conroy and Tungutalum
2022). The intricate craftsmanship, spiritual connections, and evolving relevance of the
Thunga basket highlight its role as a bridge between tradition and innovation, reflecting
the creativity and resilience of Malawian culture. The colours used in Malawian basket
weaving also carry symbolic weight. Traditional Malawian baskets are often woven with
earthy tones such as browns, greens, and blacks linked to the land and the environment.
These colours symbolise the connection to the earth, agricultural fertility, and the
grounding force of nature. On the other hand, vibrant colours like red, blue, and yellow
may symbolise energy, vitality, and life itself, reflecting the optimism and resilience of
the people.

The Intersection of Heritage and Sustainability Fashion is a powerful medium for
storytelling, bridging the past with the present and heritage with modernity. Integrating
traditional craftsmanship with sustainable practices offers an innovative pathway to
honour cultural identity while addressing the pressing need for eco-consciousness. This
segment explores how heritage-inspired fashion collections can embrace sustainability,
empower communities, and preserve cultural traditions for future generations.

Creating a heritage-inspired fashion collection- Designing a heritage-inspired fashion
collection involves preserving authenticity while appealing to contemporary tastes. Often
rich in symbolism and history, traditional patterns are the foundation for modern
reinterpretation.

These patterns can be adapted by incorporating their geometric and nature-inspired
motifs into sleek silhouettes, minimalist aesthetics, or bold, innovative designs that
resonate with today’s global market (Palzenberger 2021). For instance, a traditional
Malawian diamond motif symbolising fertility and growth can be subtly incorporated into
the embroidery of a modern dress or as a repeating pattern on a casual jacket. Similarly,
nature-inspired motifs,

such as bird or butterfly designs symbolising freedom and transformation, can be
reimagined in vibrant, eco-friendly prints or intricate detailing on accessories like scarves
and handbags. By maintaining the essence of these patterns, the collection respects its
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cultural origins while ensuring versatility and appeal in contemporary fashion spaces.
Furthermore, sustainable materials, such as locally sourced organic cotton,
biodegradable dyes, or upcycled fabrics, tie the collection to cultural heritage and
environmental responsibility. Handwoven textiles crafted using age-old techniques
enhance the authenticity of the pieces and reduce the carbon footprint associated with
industrial production (Mulchandani 2022). This dual focus on heritage and sustainability
elevates the collection, making it meaningful and relevant.

Preserving cultural identity- One of the most profound outcomes of a heritage-inspired
fashion collection is its role in maintaining and revitalising cultural identity (Rashdan and
Ashour 2024). Traditional crafts often face the threat of decline as younger generations
gravitate toward modern lifestyles and globalised influences. The collection breathes
new life into age-old traditions by making these crafts relevant in contemporary fashion,
ensuring their survival. Modern reinterpretation of traditional designs attracts younger
audiences, encouraging them to take pride in their cultural roots. Wearing a garment or
accessory that blends cultural motifs with contemporary style becomes a statement of
identity, bridging generational gaps. This appeal to younger consumers also creates a
demand for traditional crafts, incentivising artisans to continue their work and pass their
skills to the next generation (Minhus and Huie 2022). Additionally, storytelling plays a
crucial role in preserving cultural identity. Each piece in the collection can carry a
narrative, whether it’s a pattern's symbolism, the motif's meaning, or the history of the
techniques used. By sharing these stories through branding, marketing, or product
descriptions, the collection educates global audiences about the richness of Malawian
culture, fostering greater appreciation and respect for its heritage.

The intersection of heritage and sustainability offers an inspiring vision for the future of
fashion. A heritage-inspired fashion collection not only celebrates the artistry and
resilience of local communities but also provides a meaningful response to global
challenges, proving that fashion can be a force for cultural preservation and positive
change.

METHODOLOGY

This study focused on understanding the intersection of sustainability, heritage, and
modern fashion designs in Malawi. To analyse the research significance, three steps
were employed: (i) a semi-structured interview to show Malawian heritage values in
fashion; (ii) a questionnaire survey among the young generation to get insights towards
cultural elements of their contemporary fashion; and (iii) a design practice based on the
research insights and young generation’s preference.

First, the (i) semi-structured interview was conducted among the local designers, artists,
and educationalists through Zoom meetings. Considering the participants' availability,
seven interviews were conducted, each lasting 15-20 minutes. Participants were chosen
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to ensure a rich and diverse pool of perspectives, particularly for expert opinions and
invaluable knowledge about cultural heritage and traditional crafts like Malawian basket
weaving, cultural integration in fashion, and sustainability.

Second, the (ii) survey questionnaire was conducted by an online survey among 110
students from Polytechnic University in Malawi and focused on the age group 18-30.
This selection was deliberate to explore the perspectives of the younger generation, a
key demographic in influencing modern fashion trends and pivotal in adopting
sustainable practices. To ensure relevance, the survey targeted students with diverse
academic backgrounds, including those majoring in fashion and engineering. These
participants were particularly valuable, as they possess familiarity with traditional
Malawian basket weaving, which aligns with the survey's emphasis on integrating
traditional craftsmanship with sustainability. This demographic's views are critical, as
they represent both current consumers and future designers capable of

shaping sustainable fashion narratives.

Finally, (iii) a fashion collection of 4 garments was designed based on the basket
weaving techniques and the preferences of the young generation found in the survey
analysis. Later, design practice was shown considering the sustainability aspect
integrating with heritage.

RESULTS

This study shows the research output of interviews, surveys and design practice to
illustrate the research's overall concepts and explain how each part is significant. By
integrating perspectives, this study not only seeks to honour the roots of Malawian
artistry but also aims to create designs that appeal across generations, blending the
wisdom of age with the creativity of modern fashion.

Significance of Malawian Heritage and Cultural Revival Through Fashion

Malawian heritage and cultural aspects have a depth perception that can be found in
expert analysis. This study interviewed 2 local designers, 1 local artist and 4
educationalists with in-depth ideas about Malawian culture. The interview questions
were prepared based on six themes to explore Malawian aspects in terms of heritage,
fashion and sustainability. Table 1 shows the interview analysis results derived from the
experts' opinions.
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Table 1. Expert interview analysis summarising the insights and complications of using
basket weaving patterns for culture-inspired sustainable fashion

products?

shift toward eco-friendly
alternatives.

Themes Questions Insights Complications
Most participants strongl
Do you find traditional P b , , g y Malawian fashion brands can
. support blending traditional i o
Malawian patterns and . . stand out by blending traditional
. . patterns in modern fashion, )
motifs suitable for . . , patterns with modern styles,
. . indicating a growing trend with . : .
. integration . . celebrating cultural heritage while
Integration | . cultural heritage alongside .
into modern fashion? appealing to contemporary tastes.
contemporary styles.
, Participants strongly support .
How do you think . . More research is needed to
_ this concept, as basket weaving o
using basket . explore the creative implications
. . has rich cultural aspects. The . .
. weaving in fashion for . of patterns in modern fashion and
Heritage . patterns and techniques .
heritage . . . encourage the young generation
patterns , provide diverse design concepts N .
revival? _ to wear culture-inspired clothing.
for fashion.
All participants are interested in [To appeal to younger consumers,
fashion that combines fashion brands should mix
Would you purchase s . . :
o traditional Malawian colours traditional colour palettes with
Malawian-inspired ) ) . .
Purchase tashion? with modernity, reflecting a contemporary styles, offering a
tendency preference for culturally rooted fresh, modern twist on cultural
designs. aesthetics.
C . Malawian fashion brands should
Sustainability is a top priority for| =~ - _
. . prioritise sustainability by using
respondents, with eco-friendly ,
. . . . locally sourced, eco-friendly
What sustainability materials, recycling. And : .
. . . materials, promoting
practices are most reducing carbon footprints . o .
. . . . . _ sustainability, and reducing
Sustainable mportant in fashion? being key concerns, reflecting ,
. , . carbon footprints to attract
mindset growing environmental . .
, , environmentally conscious
awareness in fashion.
consumers.
Respondents prefer a mix of Malawian fashion brands should
modern and casual styles, with offer diverse products that blend
traditional and formal attire also traditional and contemporary
. popular. This highlights a styles, from casual wear with
. What type of fashion
Fashion b demand for versatile fashion subtle cultural motifs to bold,
styles do you prefer? .
appearance that blends contemporary and formal garments featuring
traditional elements. prominent patterns.
Respondents prefer sustainable . :
P . . P . Malawian fashion brands should
materials like cotton, linen, and foritise using sustainable
What types of recycled fabrics, reflecting i o 9 . . .
) i materials in their collections. This
. materials do you growing concerns about the . . .
Material . : . : would align with the growing
prefer in fashion environmental impact and a .
preference global demand for eco-conscious

fashion clothing brands.
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Young Generation’s Perceptions Towards Culture-inspires Contemporary Fashion
This study develops a design collection for the young generation based on survey
analysis. The survey data highlights clear preferences among the younger generation,
emphasizing their strong support for fashion that integrates sustainability and cultural
heritage elements. In the fashion preference survey, aspects such as aesthetic
preferences (99%), innovation in design (98%), and pattern versatility (95%) are
overwhelmingly favoured (Figure 2). These findings suggest that young consumers value
creativity, cultural representation, and adaptable designs in modern fashion. In the
clothing style preference survey, heritage-sustainability integration and cultural-inspired
fashion emerge as strong contenders, particularly for evening and formal wear, with
significant interest in multi- functional clothing for eco-conscious designs (Figure 3). This
data reinforces the alignment of heritage with modern functionality, showing that youth
desire designs that balance sustainability, versatility, and cultural depth. The significance
of the heritage and sustainability integration survey further supports this, with nearly 90%
of respondents considering traditional representation, fashion diversity, and
sustainability as critical factors. Additionally, heritage revival (50%) and cultural aspects
(75%) are highly valued, underscoring the importance of maintaining authenticity while
adapting to modern demands (Figure 4).

Fashion Preference of Young generation

R —

Cultural
Representation b
Pattern Versatility i" &
Colour Palette IM

D EETETE}E}YEYETETiZE

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
No HEYes
Fig. 2 Shows the integration of Malawian patterns into modern fashion, blending

colours, ensuring versatility, retaining authenticity, and innovation in fashion. (Source:
Author’s elaboration from survey data)
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Clothing style preference of young generation

Contemporary fashion _ 10%_
Heritage-sustainability intergration 2_ 15% _
Eco-concious fashion _ 40% _

Basket weaving preference _ 15% _
Cultural inspired fashion _ 28% _

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%100%

B Casual wear MFormal wear ®Multi-functional clothing ™ Occasional WEvening gown

Fig. 3 Highlights the Malawian fashion preference for cultural heritage, fostering
personal connection, modernizing traditions, promoting culture, adapting to
contemporary trends and emphasizing versatility. (Source: Author’s elaboration from
survey data)

Significance of heritage intergration with sustainability in
contemporary fashion

Traditional representation o 10%

e 89%
Fashion diversity 1,6%
e 029
Sustainability aspects 5 15%
b 80%
Heritage revival 555 30%
50%
Cultural aspects 20%
Y 2
b 75%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Neutral ®Unimportant ®Important

Fig. 4 Highlights the significance of traditional representation, fashion diversity,
sustainability, heritage preservation, and cultural elements in contemporary fashion
integration. (Source: Author’s elaboration from survey data)
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This data directly supports this research by highlighting the alignment between youth
preferences and sustainable, culturally rich fashion. The survey provides valuable
consumer insights into the younger generation's preferences for eco-friendly and
culturally inspired fashion, aligning with the research objective of creating sustainable,
heritage-driven designs.

High support for pattern versatility, cultural representation, and sustainability informs
practical design directions, highlighting opportunities to incorporate Malawian
patterns into multi-functional, modern clothing styles. Additionally, the emphasis on
heritage preservation and storytelling validates the cultural aspect of the research,
ensuring that Malawian craftsmanship remains a central element in contemporary
fashion adaptations.

Sustainable Fashion Development with Heritage Integration

Insights from the research survey focusing on ages 18-30. The majority had a
preference for vibrant colours (Figure 5). They were drawn to the bright, bold colours
such as red, yellow, and orange, as they convey energy and creativity. Many
respondents expressed a desire for clothing that reflects cultural heritage in modern,
wearable formats and how this will make them feel a deep cultural connection. The
younger demographic is keen on experimenting with unconventional combinations of
these colours on the board in clothing to create standout and trendy pieces.
Incorporating these colours into contemporary fashion allows us to cater to the
younger generation's preferences while celebrating Malawian cultural artistry. This
approach will redefine modern fashion trends and create outfits that resonate both
locally and globally.

Fig. 5 The colour board below showcases the vibrant and earthy tones used in
Malawian basket weaving for centuries, with some bright colours added over the
years. (Source: Author’s creation)

The material board showcases textured woven fibres like jute or hemp and flat natural
elements such as dried leaves or bark that will be used for panels, accents, or trims,
adding a raw, organic feel (Figure 6). Braided components and coiled textures inspire
accessories and detailed embellishments. At the same time, bold geometric patterns
and brightly coloured woven pieces can translate into patchwork garments or
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statement accents using dyed waste fabric. Leftover fabric strips are reimagined into
basket-like weaves, shaping decorative tops, corsets, skirts, and accessories like
belts and bags. Techniques like weaving, knotting, and layering add depth and
texture, while structured jackets and corsets pair beautifully with softer, flowing
dresses. At its heart, this collection is about sustainability, relying on recycled fabrics,
natural dyes in earthy tones, and upcycled details to tell a story of care for the planet.

Fig. 6 A collage of all the materials used to make the clothing collection, including
waste fabric, dried leaves and other materials. (Source: Author’s creation)

The survey results revealed that formal attire eco-conscious design is the most
preferred clothing type, with respondents rating it highly for both fashion appeal and
professional use. Many respondents strongly preferred formal wear, highlighting its
importance for fashion and functionality in professional and social settings.
Modernising traditional formal wear to appeal to younger audiences was also
important. Respondents stressed the importance of eco-friendly materials, recycling
and local sourcing. This makes formal attire suitable for incorporating sustainable
practices, such as using locally sourced fabrics and promoting upcycling. Younger
consumers are interested in modernised formal wear that blends traditional and
contemporary styles. This aligns intending to create formal attire that is both stylish
and culturally relevant. This collection focuses on formal attire because it is highly
demanded, aligns with sustainability goals, and can be modernised to appeal to a
wide range of consumers, all while maintaining affordability and quality (Figure 7).

(i) Dcsign 1 ‘ (i1) Design 2 ] (iii) Design 3
Fig. 7 Design collection (i) draws deep inspiration from the concept of power, reflected
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through the symbolic colours black, yellow, and red, which carry a profound meaning
for the people of Malawi. Black represents unity, strength, and the resilience of
Malawians, serving as the foundation for progress and community; (ii) inspired by the
vibrant hues of the African sunrise and sunset, specifically reflecting the natural beauty
of Malawi. Red, yellow, black, and orange symbolise energy, happiness, light, life, and
unity, core elements of Malawian basket weaving traditions; (iii) inspired by the
resilience and style of working-class women in Malawi who seek to balance
functionality and elegance, particularly through fashionable suits. The vibrant orange
and blue colours in the design hold profound meanings. Orange symbolises creativity,
enthusiasm, and warmth, reflecting the energy and optimism of women who navigate
work and personal life with strength and grace; and (iv) a powerful and intricate blend
of Malawi’s cultural heritage and modern fashion, deeply inspired by the art of basket
weaving, particularly the Thunga pattern, a geometric and abstract motif that
symbolises the practicality and sustenance of everyday life. (Source: Author’s creation
using Procreate, Canva, and ibis Paint)

For the practice work, we will focus on design 4, delving into the intricate details of
each design component. This segment will thoroughly explore the material selection,
the structural elements, and the overall design practice, ensuring a comprehensive
understanding of every step of the dress (Figure 8). Using the Thunga basket weaving
techniques with waste materials, this design construction shows the integration of
cultural elements with an eco-conscious mindset in a creative fashion.

Final p"r ctice look

N

=

=4

=F:

.

—

Waste fabrics  Stripes_Z

T

e : N \ / )\ e ;
Fig. 8 Development process of design 4 till final look shown asa practlce work.

(Source: Author’s design practice)

By wearing this dress, women in Malawi will feel empowered and proud of their
heritage. The design bridges cultural history with contemporary fashion, reinforcing
their confidence and identity. This piece is not just a garment but a statement of
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tradition, sustainability, and innovation.

FINDINGS

The data highlights a strong interest in incorporating Malawian basket weaving
techniques and patterns into modern fashion, emphasising maintaining cultural
authenticity and prioritising sustainability. Respondents demonstrated familiarity with
sustainable materials such as organic cotton, recycled fibres, bamboo, and hemp,
with organic cotton being the most preferred due to its alignment with environmental
and traditional values. The majority supported blending traditional and modern
patterns, suggesting this approach would preserve cultural elements while enhancing
contemporary appeal. Essential design features to retain include vibrant colour
schemes, intricate patterns, and the weaving techniques that form the foundation of
Malawian craftsmanship. Challenges identified include sourcing eco-friendly
materials, high production costs, and ensuring cultural authenticity amid
modernisation. Respondents also highlighted a lack of consumer awareness and
demand for traditional crafts, suggesting education and marketing as critical to
increasing interest. Opportunities for integration span various fashion categories,
including formal attire (suits and dresses), casual wear (T-shirts and hoodies),
accessories (bags, jewellery, and shoes), and even activewear, which offers an
innovative application of traditional patterns. Younger, trend-conscious audiences
were identified as a key market, with suggestions to incorporate vibrant traditional
patterns into contemporary styles, maintain affordability, and use social media
platforms to promote Malawian-inspired designs. Sustainability was a recurring
theme, with respondents emphasising upcycling, reducing carbon footprints, and
using locally sourced eco-friendly materials. They suggested that collaborations with
local artisans would ensure authenticity and support the preservation of traditional
techniques. Additionally, many respondents expressed willingness to purchase
Malawian-inspired fashion if it combined traditional aesthetics with sustainable
practices. However, affordability was a major concern, particularly for younger
consumers. Recommendations included leveraging recycled and pre-consumer
waste materials to lower costs while ensuring ethical production methods.

Respondents also emphasised the importance of preserving cultural identity by
involving artisans directly in the design process and adapting techniques to new
materials without losing their heritage essence. Overall, the data reveals a significant
opportunity to modernize Malawian fashion by balancing sustainability, cultural
preservation, and contemporary trends, creating global designs while celebrating
Malawi's rich cultural heritage.

CONCLUSION
Integrating sustainability with cultural heritage presents a transformative opportunity
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for Malawian fashion to thrive globally while preserving its unique identity. Fusing
traditional basket weaving techniques and patterns with modern design creates a
harmonious balance between authenticity and contemporary appeal, supported by
growing consumer preferences for sustainable materials like organic cotton and
recycled fibres. Preserving cultural elements such as vibrant colour schemes, intricate
motifs, and traditional weaving techniques is critical, yet modernising these designs
for diverse applications, including casual wear, formal attire, and accessories,
enhances their market relevance. Challenges like sourcing eco-friendly materials,
managing production costs, and educating consumers can be addressed through
artisan collaborations, innovative production methods, and storytelling to highlight
these designs' cultural and ethical value. Sustainability remains at the core of this
effort, with practices like upcycling and waste reduction strengthening the eco-
conscious appeal of Malawian-inspired fashion. By blending tradition with innovation,
Malawian fashion can redefine itself as a leader in sustainable design, celebrating
heritage, empowering communities, and resonating with global audiences, paving the
way for a vibrant, ethical future.
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