5.3 Harris Tweed
To identify and understand the markers of authenticity of Harris Tweed, two sequential
sets of investigations were undertaken in this study. The first phase consisted of semistructured interviews while the second was a closed-structured questionnaire.
5.3.1 Phase 1
A total of 17 weavers were interviewed for Phase One. These weavers are not a
homogenous group but are differentiated by their skill levels, their main customers and
whether they are native to the islands. Table 40 shows the analysis under the three
differentiators.
Mill-Related Weavers
Native
Non-Native
4
2
2
0

Independent Weavers
Native
Non Native
3
1
1
0

Expert
Inter-mediate
Skilled
Beginners
2
1
0
1
Total
8
3
4
2
Table 40: Categories and Number of Harris Tweed Weavers Interviewed.

The two main categories – Mill-Related Weavers and Independent Weavers –
correspond to those described earlier (Section 2.4.2), Figure 28. In the Mill-Driven
approach, the cloth is woven by Mill-Related Weavers while the Weaver-Driven
method is associated with Independent Weavers. Also, those non-native weavers
interviewed (30%) explained that they were from England.
• Genesis, Development of Weaving Practice and Context of Harris Tweed Weaving
Most weavers are familiar with the history of Harris Tweed (described in Chapter Two),
as the history and the development of the cloth are well publicised and information is
readily available. Also weavers have a formal education and all have read articles
concerning Harris Tweed.
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• Examination of the Physical Characteristics of Harris Tweed to Identify Markers of
Authenticity
Comparison of Physical Characteristics between Harris Tweed and Other Types of
Tweeds
According to the weavers, one of the major differences between Harris Tweed and other
types of tweed is the weaving density; Harris Tweed is less dense than, for example,
Yorkshire Tweed. The texture and weight of mainland tweed is also different because of
the different type of wool used; mainland tweeds are lighter in weight, less hairy and
rough. The yarns of these mainland tweeds are thus thinner and less coarse than Harris
Tweed. Finally, all weavers concurred that the quality of Harris Tweed is superior to
mainland tweeds; the longevity of Harris Tweed is renowned, often lasting the life of
the wearer. Expert weavers commented that Harris Tweed is very similar to Irish Tweed
as both these textiles use similar wool from the Blackface sheep.
o Exemplars of Old Harris Tweed
During the course of Phase One, four significant pieces of old textile were
studied to draw comparison between new and old textiles. These were:
§

Blanket/Bed Cover. This cloth was produced over a century ago and was
very typical; all households would have several of these blankets, frequently
used during winters.

§

Jacket from the 1940s. The textile was typical of Harris Tweed produced
during that period before lightweight tweeds became popular. In spite of its
age, the jacket is well maintained, showing minimum wear and tear.

§

Textiles from the 1960s. A good representation of Harris Tweed produced in
that era. The weight of the cloth is heavier of those produced today but not
as heavy as the 1940s Harris Tweed jacket. The quality is good as the cloth
is still ‘fresh’ and the weaves are stable and strong.

§

Textiles from the 1980s. A lightweight Harris Tweed.

The Table 41 below shows an analysis between all the exemplars.
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Colour

Yarn

Texture

Blanket
Dominant
Colour: Natural
White
Accent Colour:
Solid Green
Very Thick

1940s Jacket
Dull Brown
Melange

1960s Textile
White and
Green
No Melange

1980s Textile
Blue
Melange

Thick

Thinner

Uneven
Hand-spun
Very Scratchy
Very Hairy

Even
Machine-Spun
Scratchy
Hairy
Thicker and
Heavier than
Today’ Cloth
Basic
Herringbone
(four-by-four)
Mechanical

Medium
Thickness
Even
Machine-Spun
Scratchy
Hairy
Heavy Weight
No longer
produced today
Houndstooth
Mechanical

Mechanical

Woven for Mill

Woven for Mill

Construction Simple Twill
Loom

Bearst Bheag

Function

Domestic Use
Bartering
None

Orb Stamp

Woven for Mill

Even
Machine-Spun
Scratchy
Hairy
Medium Weight
Twill

Label on the
Unseen
Unseen
Jacket
Table 41: Comparison of Past Harris Tweed Textiles

The common feature among all the old textiles was the texture of the cloth. All were
scratchy and hairy. Weavers explained that the same wool from the Blackface sheep has
been used throughout the various periods of production. However, there was a slight
difference in the degree of hairiness, scratchiness and roughness. All other
characteristics are dissimilar. Surprisingly, mélange, which is often cited as a common
characteristic of Harris Tweed, was not a common feature among the four cloths.
Form, Design, Motifs and Patterns
The study found that no one design was used universally though the ages. Rather,
various periods favoured different designs and different designs were used for the
diverse products. For example, eight-by-eight herringbone weaves were popular in the
1940s while in the 1960s, four-by-four hounds-tooth was very much in demand; stripes
were popular for blankets while herringbone patterns were usually used for men’s
outerwear.
In terms of incorporating new designs from other cultures into Harris Tweed textiles,
those that were in favour (mainly independent weavers) said that they would only do so
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under two conditions. Firstly, that the looms must able to execute these new weaves.
For example, both the Hattersley and the Double Width looms cannot weave designs
with discontinuous supplementary wefts. Thus, if the looms were unable to
accommodate such new weaves, they were not interested in incorporating such designs
into their work.
Secondly, new designs have to adhere to the rules of HTA. That means keeping to the
number of shots (ends/picks) per inch, the weight of the textiles, the size of the yarns,
etc. The weavers commented that there was no point in developing new designs if HTA
was not going to certify these as Harris Tweed.

Specifically, two of the expert

independent weavers observed that they are unable to see such developments occurring
in the near future unless explicitly sanctioned by HTA.
Mill weavers were more open to incorporation of new designs from other cultures into
Harris Tweed textiles. They believed that the mills would have already considered all
the issues before approving the designs for production.
Those who are not in favour of the introduction of new designs asserted that it is
important to keep to the general characteristics of Harris Tweed textiles as these are the
cloth’s USP. If the cloth is changed, Harris Tweed will lose its characteristics and there
will be no differences between Harris Tweed and any other textiles. Interviewees also
felt that older generations of weavers would not have appreciated such changes to the
designs of Harris Tweed.
The size and width of the cloth have also changed through its history. A typical width
woven on the wooden frame and the Hattersley loom was only 75cm (also known as
single width cloth). Today, with the Double Width loom, fabrics are 150cm wide.
Colour
The use of colours to identify authentic Harris Tweed is questionable because colours
have changed through the course of time and are also dependent on the target market.
Although all interviewees stated that the colours of typical Harris Tweeds often
reflected the sea and landscape of the islands, the study found that this may not
necessarily be true today. One intermediate skilled weaver recalled that during her
grandfather’s era, the colours were mainly muted and obtained from natural dyes, which
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were mostly browns, whites and blues. During her father’s lifetime, the colour range
was expanded to include the dark colours, obtained from a combination of both
chemical and natural dyes. Currently, the colours are brighter and more vibrant,
achieved through chemical dyes only.
According to several expert mill weavers, the industry is market-led. It is necessary to
respond to colour trends and the needs of different market segments. For example, for
the southern European markets, dark browns, dark greens and rusts are preferred while
Japanese clients prefer more interesting and diverse colour mixes (Figure 70a & 70b).

Figure 70a (Left) and 70b (Right): Harris Tweed for the Southern European (Left)
and Japanese Markets (Right)
Moreover, some patterns and weaves only use certain colours. For example, older
expert mill weavers said that herring bone weaves are typically in black and greys only.
Another characteristic of Harris Tweed cited by weavers is the mélange of colours.
Although this is true when examining the textile as a whole, each individual yarn may
not necessarily be so, as seen in the microscopic details below.

Figure 71: Microscopic Details of Harris Tweed Yarns
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All of the weavers interviewed remarked that they are not opposed to trying new
colours. However, the motivation remains different for each group of weavers. Expert
independent weavers revealed that they are willing to do so because they are responsible
for designing the fabric. Mill weavers were open to using new colours because they do
not have a choice. Whatever the mills have designed, they have to weave it, unless they
turn the job down.
	
  
Materials (Fibres and Yarns)
Coinciding with the official definition of Harris Tweed, all the weavers interviewed
asserted that only 100% virgin wool is used to produce genuine Harris Tweed.
Therefore, authentic Harris Tweed can be identified through this criterion.
When asked if the type of wool used can be identified as a marker of authenticity,
weavers were unsure. They explained that in the past, only Blackface wool was used.
Weavers explained that because of the harsh environmental conditions of the islands,
the Blackface sheep has developed a very thick and hardy fleece to protect itself from
the severity of the winds, rains and snow. The fibers are very thick and rough giving the
resultant textile its famous characteristic – longevity. Importantly, it is this wool that is
also responsible for the cloth’s other physical characteristics – itchiness.
However, with the increased demand for Harris Tweed, there was insufficient wool
from the Blackface to satisfy the market. Hence, the wool from the Cheviot sheep was
introduced. When asked if the introduction of wool from the Cheviot sheep would affect
the characteristic of Harris Tweed textiles, one of the expert mill weavers mentioned
that this did not change the nature of Harris Tweed textiles. Moreover, among all the
different types of wool, the characteristics of Cheviot wool are closest to that of the
Blackface. Other weavers were not sure about this observation.
Another reason for introducing wool from Cheviot sheep was that the wool from the
Blackface sheep did not take dyes well as these sheep were fed on kelp (as kelp is
abundant on the shores of the islands), resulting in wool that was resistant to dyes. In
order to cater to the aesthetic demands of the markets where coloured textiles were
preferred, the industry had to mix Blackface wool with other types of wool.
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Subsequently, the law was adapted to allow the use of wool from different types of
sheep to weave Harris Tweed.
With regards to the possibility of expanding the range of wool used to include Merino
wool, expert weavers (58%) believed that the quality of such wool would change the
characteristics of Harris Tweed textiles. Such wools are too soft and the resulting
textiles will not be hardy enough to qualify as Harris Tweed. However, all of the mill
weavers (64%) replied that they had no opinion on this matter; their responsibility is to
provide the manual labour to weave the textiles only. For independent weavers (35%),
as they can only purchase their yarns from the mills on the island, as specified by HTA,
they assume that if the yarns are available, HTA would have already given its approval.
There is no conclusive evidence that the source of the wool affects the authenticity of
Harris Tweed as 47% of the interviewees were unsure about the origins of the wool.
The size and count of yarns has also changed through the years and thus, cannot be
identified as a marker of authenticity. Most of the weavers agreed that the yarns of
today are finer than those of previous generations and that there is a wider range of sizes
today. When asked whether yarns could be any finer than those in use today, some of
the expert weavers replied that they were unsure as the looms and accessories would
need to be changed to accommodate finer yarns. Importantly, HTA would have to
approve such yarns first before they could be used.
In terms of whether the authenticity of Harris Tweed will be threatened by mixing old
and new yarns, expert independent weavers replied that such mixes may not satisfy
HTA’s requirements; the texture will be uneven and the structure weak. However, mill
weavers were less worried because if the mills have issued these yarns, it implicitly
indicated that it had been done with the understanding that HTA would qualify the cloth
as Harris Tweed.
Finally, the study also found that the types of dye do not affect the authenticity of the
textile as long as the act of dyeing is conducted on the islands.
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Quality
All weavers interviewed defined the quality of Harris Tweed as being hard-wearing,
lasting the lifetime of the wearer (as quoted by all of the expert weavers). They
elaborated saying that the reputation of this cloth is based on this quality.
All five groups of weavers interviewed mentioned that the quality of Harris Tweed
textiles is very high because quality control is strictly enforced. The physical
manifestation of the quality is exercised through the Orb mark that is stamped on all
certified textiles. Therefore, according to weavers, quality can be proposed as a marker
of authenticity for Harris Tweed. Failure to meet the quality standard set by HTA means
that the cloth is not a Harris Tweed, even if all other conditions have been met.
Two thirds of those interviewed mentioned that the quality of textiles today is better
than those of past years. This is because the yarns are finer, resulting in subtler textures
while the tension and the thickness of the cloth are more consistent. However, a third of
the weavers noted the downside - that the durability of such cloth has been
compromised. These feather-light weight textiles are not as long lasting as the textiles
of the past. This would appear to be a contradiction because these new textiles fail to
satisfy this perceived basic marker of authenticity.
Interestingly, weavers also shared that because each bale of cloth is woven by
individual weavers, although the design and the construction may be similar, the quality
of each bale is different. Weavers explained that this is because of the ‘handling’ of the
cloth as weaving varies from weaver to weaver.
Function
Interestingly, weavers reported that today, islanders themselves do not wear Harris
Tweed garments as very few garments are available on the island (all are exported and
those that are on sale are mostly for the tourists). Moreover, Harris Tweed garments are
too expensive for the local markets.
The function of the cloth has also changed through the years. Weavers explained that
initially the cloth was made into gentlemen’s garments and outerwear. But through the
course of time, it has evolved to include women’s fashion, fashion accessories and
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furnishing. When asked if they would mind foreigners using Harris Tweed for purposes
other than its intended use, all but one weaver replied positively to the proposal.
• Examination of the Production Process of Harris Tweed to Identify Markers of
Authenticity
Labour
94% of the weavers reported that they work alone in their own weaving shed, apart
from the beginner who was learning from her aunt in her aunt’s weaving shed. Weavers
specifically stated that HTA does not allow more than two looms working at the same
time in each weaving shed. If this happens, the cloth will not be certified as Harris
Tweed. According to interviewees, this is to prevent mass on-site factory production of
the cloth.
Older native weavers recalled a time when weaving was a family or community based
activity. Evidence of community-based weaving can still be seen in weaving sheds in
Kennedy and West View Terrace. Such practices were the norm during the 1940s, 50s
and as recently as 30 years ago. The cloth produced then was also recognised as Harris
Tweed, but as noted by one of the older expert weavers, it is unfortunate that such cloth
would not be considered as Harris Tweed today.
When asked if weavers would hire non-members of the local community for assistance,
respondents were divided in their opinions. Only independent weavers (35%) said that
they would solicit the help of another weaver if they had a large order that they are
unable to fulfill. The majority from this group said that they would only hire under the
condition that these weavers were qualified and certified by HTA while one respondent
emphasized the preference for hiring locally as they are ‘able to understand the textiles
better’.
All of the weavers felt that non-native weavers had the same ability to produce Harris
Tweed textiles, as long as they were qualified and certified by the Authority. As it is,
the study noted that almost 30% of the respondents are retirees from England, only
working for the mills.
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Therefore, as both natives and non-natives can weave Harris Tweed, the ethnicity of the
weaver cannot be used as a marker of authenticity. However, it is mandated that
weavers must work alone in their own weaving shed with their skills certified by HTA.
Skills
While younger and non-native weavers learned their weaving skills from the weaving
courses conducted by the college in Stornoway or from courses organized by the
Authority, most of the older native weavers learned their trade informally from a young
age by watching and assisting their family members with weaving. Thus, the way that
weaving skills are transmitted bears no influence on whether a cloth is Harris Tweed or
not.
The majority of the weavers (76%, with the exception of beginners) have upgraded their
skills since they started weaving. This is especially true for older weavers who had to
have their skills certified by the Authority. Also, following the introduction of Double
Width looms in 1993, any weaver who wanted to change from the Hattersley loom had
to undergo a six-week course to learn how to operate and maintain these new machines.
One hundred percent of the mill weavers stated that their certification is obligatory and
compulsory for mills contracts, even if they are experienced weavers.
The study noticed a marked difference in attitude when it came to upgrading of skills
between independent and mill weavers. For example, the study found that independent
weavers were enthusiastic in learning about new methods and about how to design
textiles, while mill weavers were not interested as design was not their responsibility.
However, those who were willing to learn maintained that they would only do so under
two conditions. Firstly, the new weaves must be within the capacity and capability of
the looms and secondly, these new construction methods must be within the guidelines
of HTA.
The study found that learning new skills also enable independent weavers to be more
confident and take pride in their work. Mill weavers, in spite of obtaining the
certificates, said that the courses did not make much difference in their work.
When asked if weavers would teach non-natives how to produce Harris Tweed textiles,
94% replied that they were willing to do so, with one weaver saying that he had no
	
  

214	
  

spare time. All of the weavers said that it was good to share skills and knowledge with
others, especially if they were interested in Harris Tweed textiles. Moreover, 30% of
those interviewed were not natives anyway, and thus, the respondents felt there was no
harm in teaching non-natives weaving skills. Besides, the HTA does not discriminate
against anyone from weaving Harris Tweed on grounds of ethnicity.
Therefore, the study deduced that certification of skills is important as only those who
are certified are able to weave cloth certifiable as Harris Tweed.
Tools and Technology
Weavers recalled that looms have changed over the years from wooden frame-looms
with treadles and the shuttles to the Hattersley Looms and now, the Double-Width
Looms. Native weavers maintained that as late as 1940s, weavers were still using
wooden frame-looms. The change of technology was mainly because of the commercial
demand for the cloth. Older weavers commented that they first learned how to weave
on the Hattersley while younger mill weavers said that they started on the Double Width
loom.
The study noticed that the majority of the mill weavers used the Double Width loom
while the independent weavers still used the Hattersley looms. As claimed by an expert
independent weaver, the Double Width loom produces 90% of Harris Tweed cloth
today, but both looms are able to produce equally authentic Harris Tweed.
It was also noticed that independent weavers have more equipment than mill weavers.
For example, mill weavers do not have warping mills because they are not involved in
this process (as all warping is done at the mills). Some mill weavers have hole punchers
but the majority said that the mills provide pre-punched plastic films that embed the
code to weave textile design (Figure 71).

Figure 72: Punched Plastic Film
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Expert independent weavers were most sentimental about their looms. As Hattersley
looms are no longer made, they feel that these are community treasures needing to be
conserved for the next generation of weavers. Mill weavers weaving on Double Width
looms felt less emotionally connected with their equipment. Their loom is seen as a tool
and a means for them to earn an income.
Significantly, the study found there exists a profound relationship between weavers and
their equipment that is symbolized by a sense of ‘pride’. For example, 88% of the
weavers felt that the weaving shed is like a garage while the loom is like a car. They
disclosed that it is their pride and joy to maintain the loom as it is an ‘artistic
machinery’. Importantly, as complex mechanically engineered equipment, the looms
need constant maintenance and servicing in order to weave well. As the loom is a
means of their livelihood, they feel that it is important to look after the loom and to treat
it with respect. All of the weavers emphasised that they have an ‘intimate relationship’
with the loom as they work with it everyday. They were able to diagnose a problem just
by hearing or feeling changes in the operation of the loom when weaving.
All of the weavers using the Double Width loom have modified and improved them.
For example, battery alarm systems have been incorporated to detect the breakage of
any weft yarn while adding lights above the path where the rapier runs enables the
operator to better see the laying of the weft (Figure 72).

Figure 73: Light Box on Double Width Looms
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The Hattersley looms have also undergone some transformation. For example,
according to the intermediate skilled independent weaver, the revolving box is bigger in
the Mark Two model than Mark One model. This means that the shuttles are able to
accommodate more yarns making it more productive and efficient.
All but one of the weavers interviewed commented that they welcomed such changes as
it has increased productivity and also improved the quality of Harris Tweed textiles.
However, they also said that any modifications need to be approved by HTA.
Regardless of sentiment, all of the weavers felt that as long as Harris Tweed textiles
were woven on manual looms, and the construction and other processes follow the
guidelines stipulated by HTA, the textile is authentic.
Construction
The weavers confirmed that there is a wide variety of weave structure for Harris Tweed
textiles. They claimed that the two-by-two twill is the most common weave as it can be
produced on both the Hattersley and the Double Width looms. Other weaves may only
be possible on certain looms; for example, the Double Width looms cannot produce the
Basket Weaves while Hattersley looms are unable to carry out the Plain/Tabby weaves.
Even within each type of weave, there are variations. For example, there are different
types of herring bone weave and each variation is used for different purposes. The
eight-by-eight Herring Bone is most popular for jackets while the 12-by-12 Herring
Bone is more suited for coats. Interestingly, customers from certain countries have their
preferences for specific weaves. For example, during the 1970s, Germans ordering
Harris Tweed textiles always requested Bell Celtic Weaves. Some textile constructions
are also no longer practiced, such as the Celtic and the Basket weaves which are no
longer fashionable today.
All of the weavers reported that the diverse construction methods for Harris Tweed
textiles have not changed. Most of the weaves that weavers learned when they began
working are still in use today. Respondents also believed that previous generations of
weavers employed similar construction methods.
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When asked whether new weave designs would affect the uniqueness of Harris Tweed,
respondents were unable to comment. They reasoned that the uniqueness of Harris
Tweed has been defined according to HTA and that it is not their decision to decide
whether new types of weave could be considered as part of the Harris Tweed family.
Therefore, although a wide variety of construction methods have been employed to
weave Harris Tweed, each weave has been clearly specified – the number of shots per
inch, the weight per inch, etc. Importantly, the specification of new weaves needs the
approval by HTA before it can be used to weave Harris Tweed.
Process of Making
The study ascertained that the respondents’ view concerning the process of making
correspond with those described earlier (Section 2.4.2). Hence, there is a conspicuous
difference between the processes undertaken by independent and mill weavers.
Only the independent weavers are involved in the designing process. Mill weavers said
that all their cloths are designed at the mill and they are not involved in the
conceptualization of the design. Hence, the authenticity of Harris Tweed does not
depend on the designer.
All the interviewees agreed that in order for the textiles to be authentic, apart from the
cleaning of the fleece, all other processes have to be undertaken in the Outer Hebrides.
Interviewees mentioned that the processing of the yarns is special because instead of the
yarns being yarn-dyed, they are fleece-dyed, blended and then spun. This gives the yarn
the mélange effect that is characteristic of Harris Tweed.
Apart from weavers who have changed their status (either from mill to independent
weavers or vice-versa), all the respondents remarked that since they started weaving,
processes have not changed much, except for the mode of delivery that is linked to the
improvement of transport links.
Another expert mill weaver told the researcher that waulking today is also no longer
practiced; it finally stopped in 1950s when the mills provided more efficient means to
finish the cloth. At best, waulking is now only demonstrated during fairs and festivals as
witnessed by the investigator during the study visit.
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The majority of the independent weavers reported that they sometimes outsource part of
their work, especially when they have a large order to fulfill. Besides weaving, they also
hire people in the community to help in cleaning the weaving shed and do other chores
that may or may not be directly related to weaving. On the other hand, none of the mill
weavers outsource. Those respondents involved in sub-contracting qualified that this
has been an age old practice as weavers from the past would also ask others to help in
winding yarns onto the pirns. However, one task that no weavers sought assistance with
was during the tie-in of the warp yarns. This is a very important process that they
themselves will execute and for which they will be totally responsible.
One common sub-contracting process that all the weavers engage in is the finishing
stage. They all send their textiles to the mills to be washed and finished. Expert
independent weavers claimed that sub-contracting did not affect the special and
uniqueness of Harris Tweed textiles while responses from mill weavers were mixed.
All weavers said that Sunday is a day of rest, as designated by the Church. Therefore,
weavers who are religious do not weave on a Sunday. Weavers who are not religious
said that they refrain from weaving on Sunday out of respect for their neighbours, as it
is a very noisy activity, instead doing quieter activities such as tie-in. Only one weaver
said that she might weave on a Sunday only if she absolutely has to, such as rushing for
a deadline. One weaver believes that if she weaves on a Sunday, that particular textile
will face many difficulties (such as constant breakage of the yarn, etc.). However, both
weavers made it clear that weaving on Sundays does not mean that the cloth is not
authentically Harris Tweed, as HTA has no such stipulations.
The researcher was informed that customary practices of the past are no longer seen
today. For example, historically, if there was a death on the island, weavers would stop
weaving, out of respect for the bereaved family. Warping would need to be completed
within a day and traditionally; it was the women who would warp up the loom while the
men would weave. However, the abolishing of such practices has had no impact on the
authenticity of the cloth.
Therefore, it can be seen that some of the process of weaving Harris Tweed differs
between mill weavers and independent weavers. Yet, both groups are capable of
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producing authentic Harris Tweed. Sub-contracting, as practiced by individual weavers,
will also not affect the authenticity of the cloth. Finally, although symbolic acts, such as
not weaving on a Sunday have been observed and practiced, the textiles produced on
this day will not be disqualified from being inauthentic.
• Examination of the Economy of Harris Tweed to Identify Markers of Authenticity
Forms of Exchange
The study found that there was no single universal method of selling the cloth. In the
past, mills would order or commission weavers to produce specific textiles. Weavers
could also design their own textiles and sell them through agents from the mainland.
Another means of exchange was through tourism where tourists would go to weavers’
homes or weaving sheds to buy the cloth directly.
Today, the methods by which independent weavers sell their finished textiles differ
from those of mill weavers. Although all weavers are in theory self-employed, mill
weavers are contracted by the mills to provide labour in weaving the cloth. Currently,
independent weavers employ a wide variety of marketing strategies. The most popular
channel is selling directly to customers from their weaving studio or shed. Others have
websites offering their cloth for sale online. They only sell their textiles to end-users
because of their limited production capacity. However, occasionally, they also receive
commissions to produce bespoke textiles in large quantities.
Time and Value
None of the weavers process wool or spin their own yarns, they are unfamiliar with the
mill’s time, value and costing of these processes. Today, with the exception of the
cleaning and processing of wool, all other activities such as dyeing, spinning, weaving
and finishing must be undertaken on the islands. Weavers suggested that the greater
proportion of the time, value and cost are added to the cloth from activities on the
islands rather than from those in the mainland. Therefore, because of the regulations
mandating that all the processes (except for the cleaning of the wool) have to be
executed on the island, time and value added on the island (i.e. added on in the Outer
Hebrides) could be proposed as one of the markers of authenticity for Harris Tweed.
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• Examination of the Context, Setting and Spirit of Harris Tweed to Identify Markers
of Authenticity
Site and Geographical Location
Significantly, all respondents agreed that one of the most important characteristics of
Harris Tweed is the site of production. Equally important, the cloth needs to be woven
in the weavers’ home. However, weavers clarified that they do not necessarily have to
own the premises; rented premises are permissible, as long as the weaver lives there.
The study obtained a significant insight: One of the native independent weavers
explained that in the past, HTA would issue specific labels to certify that the cloth had
been woven at specific locations - ‘Woven in Harris’ or ‘Woven in Lewis’ or other
islands. Apparently, similar textiles woven in Harris could command a higher price than
those woven on other islands. Today, HTA issues a generic label asserting that it is
‘Woven in the Outer Hebrides’. Hence, specific locations of the production of Harris
Tweed are no longer deemed a marker of authenticity.
When relating this fact to other native Harris weavers, they were in support of reviving
such a labeling system but those in Lewis said that such a system was not necessary.
Understandably, non-native weavers were not particularly concerned with such subtle
differentiation.
Being geographically indicated is important because weavers maintained that it gives
the cloth a unique selling point. It is a good branding strategy as it creates an image for
customers; they are able to relate the production of the cloth to this remote part of
Scotland. Without a label, the cloth would be like any other tweed and they would not
be able to compete in the market. Weavers also added that the label endorses the
textile’s heritage, tradition and culture of the Outer Hebrides.
Respondents made it clear that if native weavers left the islands and settled elsewhere,
the textiles they produced outside of the Outer Hebrides would no longer be labeled as
‘Harris Tweed’ and HTA would not stamp them with the ‘Orb’ logo. Therefore, the
geographical site of where the cloth is woven is more important than the type of person
weaving it.
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The conclusion is that anyone is able to weave Harris Tweed textiles as long as they live
in the Outer Hebrides, pass the test set by the college in Stornoway and are registered
with the HTA.
Concept, Context and Meaning
All categories of weavers agreed they feel proud of being a Harris Tweed weaver
because of their association with a textile that is steeped in history with a strong
tradition. Even non-native weavers stated they are honoured to be part of this unique
living heritage. Hence, weaving for most of the weavers is not merely ‘work’ but
‘privileged work’. Weavers added that Harris Tweed is far more than just a commercial
piece of cloth, it is a representation of a way of life in the Outer Hebrides.
Importantly, weavers were also proud of being associated with the reputation of a
famous textile; it is the only textile in the world that is protected by an Act of
Parliament. One of the weavers cited that being a Harris Tweed weaver was akin to
being part of a prestigious club with restricted membership! This sense of belonging
was also felt through the achievements of Harris Tweed; such achievements are not an
individual effort but involve the entire community including those at the mill – dyers,
spinners, menders, administrators, etc. Everyone is connected and contributes to the
success of the fabric.
Personally, weavers mentioned that they are especially proud when their textiles have
been certified as ‘Harris Tweed’ by HTA as it is also a form of professional
endorsement of being a Harris Tweed weaver. Their sense of achievement is enhanced
when they are able to weave complex designs. This physical sense of accomplishment is
particularly felt upon completion - when they cut the finished cloth from the beam and
fold the cloth. Lastly, the knowledge that someone will be wearing the fruit of their
work has significant meaning for the weavers.
Eight-eight percent of the weavers involved in the study said that weaving has enabled
them to generate an income and on the macro level, contributes to the economy of the
islands. Significantly, one of the weavers added that weaving has enabled him to be ‘his
own boss’ as he is able to work at his own discretion, in his own home.

	
  

222	
  

Remarkably, weavers who were able to maintain their own looms said that they were
most proud of their ability to repair the looms when they breakdown. Most of these
weavers referred to the analogy of a man maintaining his old car and the pride he feels
when the car is in perfect working condition.
Symbolically, weavers claimed that the Harris Tweed material reflects the values of the
community. Whilst living conditions on the island are harsh and challenging, because of
their tenacity, austerity and resilient nature, they are able to overcome all the hardships
and flourish. Similarly, the textiles they produce are also tough, strong, lasting and
hardwearing and have survived the test of time.
The study found that the significance of weaving also differs from group to group. For
independent weavers, weaving is a form of self-expression and self-actualisation. Their
passion for creativity is expressed through design of their own textiles, marketing them
directly to those who appreciate both the design and that the cloth is hand-woven.
Interestingly, independent weavers said that they are more fulfilled as they are not
merely ‘producing’ but ‘creating’ the cloth, with design as part of the process of
creation. Socially, weaving enables them to meet other weavers. It is a platform for
them to support and exchange ideas with other independent weavers.
Those weaving for the mills hold less philosophical notions of weaving. Being practical,
all of them said that it is their principal job and an income generating activity. They
identify themselves as ‘Harris Tweed weavers’ and they are not interested in designing
or marketing the textiles.
For non-native weavers, it is the lifestyle of the islands that brought them to the Outer
Hebrides. Weaving suits their lifestyle as retirees, a meaningful activity that keeps them
active. At times, it is also therapeutic and certain processes, such as the tie-in of yarns,
is relaxing. Weaving Harris Tweed is also a hobby that enables them to generate income
on a regular basis.
One native weaver observed that the major difference between a native and a non-native
weaver is that native weaver weaves with passion as it is part of his/her heritage and
culture while non-native weavers weave because it suited their lifestyle.
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For the native weavers, all recounted that they came from a long line of weavers. It is an
intrinsic part of their identity. Moreover, they feel that it is their duty to continue this
tradition and be its custodian, passing on the legacies, skills, knowledge and resources
to the next generation.
All weavers interviewed felt that if Harris Tweed textiles were to develop further,
certain aspects of the cloth should not change. In particular, an essential characteristic
that weavers believed should remain is that the textiles should only be woven by human
labour and not on an electrically powered loom. Quoting an expert independent weaver,
the cloth must always be a result of ‘the sweat of the weaver’.
As Harris Tweed textiles are part of the island’s tradition, heritage and culture, all
processes in making of the cloth need to be undertaken on the island. Moreover, it
should always be woven on the weaver’s own premises and not in a factory.
Another requirement that weavers said needed to be maintained is that the quality of the
cloth must always be excellent. The source of the weavers’ pride is intrinsically linked
to their work, producing the best quality cloth.
Weavers also felt that the wool must remain Scottish and only 100% virgin wool should
be used to weave the cloth. Finally, the colours of Harris Tweed textiles have always
been unique, in that the dyed wool is blended and the yarns are speckled with different
colours.
As custodians of these living arts, interviewees said that these timeless characteristics
should always remain in order for the product to be identified as ‘Harris Tweed’.
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5.3.2 Phase 2
Discussions of the findings are as follows:
•

Wool

In Table 42 are the consolidated responses of weavers’ opinion on wool.
S/
No

Statements

Agree
No.

No.

%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

A

Raw Material – Wool

1

An authentic piece of
9
43%
10
48%
2
10%
Harris Tweed can only be
woven by using 100%
virgin sheep wool from
Scotland.
An authentic piece of
5
24%
10
48%
6
29%
Harris Tweed can only be
woven by using 100%
virgin sheep wool from the
British Isles.
An authentic piece of
6
29%
13
62%
2
10%
Harris Tweed can only be
woven by using 100%
virgin sheep wool from
anywhere in the world, as
long as it has been
approved by the Harris
Tweed Authority.
Using only 100% virgin
8
38%
10
48%
3
14%
sheep wool from the
Western Hebrides will
further enhance the
authenticity of Harris
Tweed.
Only wool from the
4
19%
10
48%
7
33%
Cheviot and/or Black Face
Sheep (regardless of where
they are bred) can be used
to produce authentic
Harris Tweed.
The cleaning and
15
71%
5
24%
1
5%
processing of the fleeces,
if executed on the island,
will render the eventual
piece of Harris Tweed
more authentic.
Table 42: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Wool
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Weavers’ opinions remain divided when considering if the source of the wool could be
used as a marker to identify authentic Harris Tweed (S/No. A 1, 2, 3 and 4). The wool
from Cheviot and/or Blackface Sheep cannot be a key factor in determining the
authenticity of Harris Tweed as only a minority (19%) stated that only the wool from
these sheep could be used to produce authentic Harris Tweed (S/No. A 5). Therefore,
the geographical sources of wool and the type of sheep cannot be credibly considered as
markers of authenticity for Harris Tweed.
Seventy-one percent of the weavers surveyed concurred that if the cleaning and
processing of the fleece was executed on the island, it would render the eventual piece
of Harris Tweed more authentic (S/No. A 6). This confirms that the site and
geographical location of production is an important factor in ensuring authenticity of the
cloth.
Yarns

•

Harris Tweed weavers’ responses regarding yarns are shown in Table 43.
S/
No

Statements

Agree
No.

%

No.

%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

B

Yarns

1

Only fleece-dyed wool
13
62%
2
10%
6
29%
spun into yarns can
produce authentic Harris
Tweed textiles.
Tweeds woven with
6
29%
5
24%
10
48%
yarn-dyed yarns are not
authentically Harris
Tweed textiles.
One means of
8
38%
7
33%
6
29%
recognizing an authentic
piece of Harris Tweed is
that the texture of the
yarn is more ‘hairy’ any
other types of wool yarn.
Using hand-spun 100%
8
38%
7
33%
6
29%
virgin wool produced in
the Western Hebrides
will enhance the
authenticity of Harris
Tweed.
Table 43: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Yarns
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Concerning whether the processing of yarns could be used as a marker of authenticity,
the study found mixed views. Initially, 62% subscribed to the idea that only fleece-dyed
wool spun into yarns can produce authentic Harris Tweed textiles (S/No B 1). However,
when it was proposed that textiles woven with yarn-dyed yarns were not authentically
Harris Tweed textiles, one would expect that the majority of the weavers to agree
because of their previous concurrence. Yet, only 29% agreed (S/No. B 2). Therefore,
erring on the side of caution, this study will not identify fleece-dyed wool spun yarns as
a marker of authenticity for Harris Tweed.
There was little support (28%) for the recognition of authentic Harris Tweed textiles
through the hairiness of the yarn (S/No. B 3). Usage of hand-spun yarns would also not
enhance the authenticity of Harris Tweed textiles as only 38% supported this proposal
(S/No. B 4). Therefore, it can be confidently concluded that authenticity of Harris
Tweed, from the perspective of the weavers, is not related to any particular yarn
characteristics.
Colour

•

Table 44 shows Harris Tweed weavers’ responses to colours as markers of authenticity.
S/
No
C

Colour

1

Usage of dark, sober,
dull and muted colours
instead of bright, vivid,
vibrant colours is not
essential to the
authenticity of Harris
Tweed.
Using colours that
reflect the physical
landscape of the Outer
Hebrides enhances the
authenticity of Harris
Tweed.
The colours of the wool
yarns of authentic
Harris Tweed are
speckled with a
multitude of different
colours.
	
  

2

3

	
  
	
  

Statements

Agree

Disagree

No.

%

No.

0

0

19

90%

2

10%

15

71%

5

24%

1

5%

13

62%

6

29%

2

10%
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%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

S/
No
4

5

Statements

Agree

Disagree

Don’t
Know
No.
%
5
24%

No.
%
No.
%
The authenticity of
10
48%
6
29%
Harris Tweed will be
enhanced if natural
dyes from the islands
are used.
Because of the way that
8
38%
6
29%
7
33%
the yarn is constructed
(fleece dyed), the
colours of an authentic
Harris Tweed cannot be
duplicated elsewhere.
Table 44: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Colours

Ninety percent believed that the usage of dark, sober, dull and muted colours was not
essential to the authenticity of Harris Tweed textiles (S/No. C 1). But if the colours
reflected the physical landscapes of the Outer Hebrides, the authenticity of Harris
Tweed textiles would be boosted (71%) (S/No. C 2). However, only 62% agreed the
mélange characteristic is an essential feature of authentic Harris Tweed (S/No. C 3).
Hence, although dark colours cannot be used to identify authentic Harris Tweed,
colours of the landscape of the Outer Hebrides could be used as one means of
identification. However, the characteristics of these colours need not be mélanged.
Only 48% of those interviewed stated that the usage of such dyes would enhance the
authenticity of Harris Tweed textiles. Thus, the usage of natural dyes will not be
considered as a marker of authenticity.

•

Tools and Technology

Responses to determine if tools and technology could be identified as a marker of
authenticity are shown in Table 45.
Seventy-six percent believed that different types of manual handloom could be used to
weave authentic Harris Tweed textiles (S/No. D 1). Also, 67% stated that technical
improvements and modifications on these looms would not affect the authenticity of
Harris Tweed (S/No. D 2). Therefore, manually operated looms can be judged as a
marker of authenticity for Harris Tweed but these looms can be improved.
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S/
No

Statements

D

Tools and Technology

Agree
No.

%

Disagree
No.

%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

1

An authentic piece of 16
76% 2
10% 3
14%
Harris Tweed can be
woven on any type of
hand or manual loom
such as back-strap,
wooden frame,
Hettersley or Doublewidth looms.
2 Technical
14
67% 6
29% 1
5%
improvements and
modification on any
manual looms will not
affect the authenticity
of Harris Tweed.
3 Weavers’ personal
9
43% 10
48% 2
10%
ownership of the loom
will enhance the
authenticity of its
production of Harris
Tweed.
4 Weaving on the
0
0
15
71% 6
29%
original wooden
frame-loom will
enhance the
authenticity of its
production of Harris
Tweed.
5 A loom with a
5
24% 14
67% 2
10%
traceable history will
enhance the
authenticity of its
production of Harris
Tweed.
Table 45: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Tools and Technology
Regarding ownership of the loom (S/No. D 3), there is no conclusive evidence with
only 43% stating that self-ownership of the loom would enhance the authenticity of the
cloth. Furthermore, the results showed clearly (71%) that the reversal of technology - by
going back to the wood frame looms - would not enhance the authenticity of Harris
Tweed (S/No. D 4). Finally, the history of the loom – of knowing where the loom is
from - will not affect the authenticity of the loom as only 24% said that the history of
the loom was not significant factor contributing to the authenticity of Harris Tweed
(S/No. D 5).
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In short, the context and history of the loom have no impact on the authenticity of the
cloth produced and therefore cannot be included as a marker of authenticity for Harris
Tweed.

•

Construction

Table 46 summarizes Harris Tweed weavers consolidated responses on aspects of
construction as candidates for markers of authenticity.
S/
No

Statements

Agree
No.

%

Disagree
No.

%

E

Construction

1

An authentic piece of
15 71%
3
14%
3
14%
Harris Tweed can be
woven using any type
of construction (plain
twill, herringbone,
basket weave, satin,
plain/tabby weave,
etc.)
An authentic piece of
0
0
18
86%
3
14%
Harris Tweed can only
be woven using the
twill construction
method and no other
type of weave is
allowed.
New and innovative
15 71%
1
5%
5
24%
types of weave (such as
manipulating the
tension of warp and
weft yarns) can be used
to weave authentic
Harris Tweed textiles,
as long as these fulfill
the requirements of the
Authority.
In my opinion, the
14 67%
4
19%
3
14%
number of picks and
the weight of the
textiles should not
define the authenticity
of Harris Tweed.
Table 46: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on

2
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4

Aspects of Construction
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Seventy-one percent agreed that an authentic piece of Harris Tweed could be
constructed through using different types of weave (S/No. E 1 and 2). Hence, it is
possible to introduce new weaving techniques as long as the weave fulfills the
requirements of HTA (S/No. E3). In order to support innovative Harris Tweed textiles,
67% said that HTA should not define the authenticity of Harris Tweed based on the
number of picks and the weight of the textiles (S/No. E 4). Therefore, weave
construction, as long as it is within the framework of HTA, can be considered as marker
of authenticity. However, such a definition might restrict innovation in textile
production.

•

Process of Making

Harris Tweed weavers’ opinions on processes of making as a marker of authenticity are
shown in Table 47.
S/
No
F
1

2

3

	
  

	
  

Statements

Agree

Disagree

Don’t
Know
No.
%

No.
Process of Making the Material

%

No.

%

The authenticity of
Harris Tweed will be
enhanced if and when
traditional practices
such as waulking and
blessing of the cloth are
revived.
A change in the
production process (as
long as it is done in the
Outer Hebrides) does
not affect the
authenticity of Harris
Tweed.
When I ask others to
assist me (in warping,
winding the pirns, etc.),
this will not affect the
authenticity of Harris
Tweed.
	
  

1

5%

16

76%

4

19%

11

52%

6

29%

4

19%

16

76%

2

10%

3

14%
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S/
No

Statements

Agree

Disagree

Don’t
Know
No.
2
10%

No.
%
No.
An authentic piece of
5
24%
14
67%
Harris Tweed does not
depend on the number
of weavers weaving at
the same time on a
particular site.
5 A piece of Harris
8
38%
13
62%
0
0
Tweed woven in a
crofter’s shed is more
authentic than one
woven in towns in the
Outer Hebrides.
7 The ability to be able to
18
86%
2
10%
1
5%
trace a piece of Harris
Tweed back to the
weaver will enhance the
authenticity of Harris
Tweed.
Table 47: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on the Process of Making
4

Seventy-six percent of Weavers did not believe that returning to the traditional practices
of producing Harris Tweed would enhance its authenticity (S/No. F 1). Therefore,
traditional practices such as waulking and blessing of the cloth would not add value to
the textile. There is only marginal support (52%) for the proposal that changes in the
production process would not affect the authenticity of the cloth, as long as it is
conducted in the Outer Hebrides (S/No. F 2). Thus, there is possible indication that a
change in production process of Harris Tweed will affect the authenticity of the cloth.
But this indication is not strong.
Significantly, 76% said that seeking assistance from others such as warping, winding of
the pirns, etc. does not jeopardize the authenticity of Harris Tweed (S/No. F 3).
However, 67% felt that weaving must be done individually, in isolation (S/No. F 4).
This shows that it is necessary for weavers to weave in isolation in order to produce
authentic Harris Tweed.
Weavers did not discriminate against where the cloth is woven (S/No. F5); weaving
sheds at both rural and urban town centres were equally valid in producing authentic
Harris Tweed (62%). Therefore, the actual site of weaving – rural or urban – was of no
consequence and cannot be identified as a marker of authenticity.
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Eighty-six percent of the weavers surveyed asserted that the authenticity of a piece of
Harris Tweed would be enhanced if the cloth could be traced back to the weaver (S/No.
F 7). This suggests that a system to link the bale of cloth to the maker would have
potential as a marker of authenticity.

•

Labour

Table 48 presents the consolidated response on aspects of Labour as a marker of
authenticity.
S/
No

Statements

Agree
No.

G

%

Disagree
No.

%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

Labour

1

The authenticity of
4
19%
15
71%
2
10%
Harris Tweed will be
enhanced if woven by a
native person from the
Outer Hebrides.
2 The authenticity of
2
10%
15
71%
4
19%
Harris Tweed will be
enhanced if the
weaving process reverts
back to a more
communal activity.
Table 48: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Aspects of Labour
Seventy-one percent of weavers disclosed that they do not discriminate against nonnative weavers weaving Harris Tweed textile as the cloth will be equally authentic as
one woven by native weaver (S/No. G 1). Furthermore, 71% of the respondents also felt
that if the weaving process reverts to a more communal activity, it would not enhance
the authenticity of the cloth (S/No. G 2). Therefore, the origin of the weaver will not
add value to the authenticity of Harris Tweed. Furthermore, the finding enforces the
concept that Harris Tweed is not a communal activity.

•

Skill

Harris Tweed weavers’ consolidated response on skills as a marker of authenticity is
shown in Table 49.
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If a weaver upgrades his or her skills, it will not affect the authenticity of Harris Tweed
(S/No. H 1). Significantly, 95% of respondents believe that Harris Tweed produced by
weavers of the past without a SVQ certification are just as authentic as those who are
certified (S/No. H 2 and 3). Hence, weavers with SVQ certificates cannot be considered
as the only weavers producing authentic Harris Tweed.
S/
No

Statements

Agree
No.

No.

%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

H

Skill

1

The upgrading of a
17
81%
1
5%
3
14%
weaver’s skill will not
affect the authenticity of
Harris Tweed.
Harris Tweeds woven by
1
5%
20
95%
0
0
weavers of the past
without a SVQ
certification are not
authentic Harris Tweed.
The authenticity of Harris
2
10%
16
76%
3
14%
Tweed will be
compromised if woven by
a weaver without a SVQ
certification.
Table 49: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Skills

2

3

•

%

Disagree

Function

Table 50 shows weavers consolidated responses to function as a means of identifying
authenticity.
S/
No

Statements

Agree
No.

No.

%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

I

Function

1

The authenticity of
0
0
21
100
0
0
Harris Tweed will be
%
enhanced if it is only
used for men’s
outerwear.
The authenticity of
19
90%
2
10%
0
0
Harris Tweed is not
determined by the way in
which the textiles are
used.
Table 50: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Function
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A large percentage of the respondents (90%) agreed that the authenticity of the cloth is
not determined by the way in which the textiles are used (S/No. I 1 and 2) as the cloth
can be made into different products and still remain authentically Harris Tweed.

•

Forms of Exchange

Harris Tweed weavers’ responses on forms of exchange as markers of authenticity are
shown in Table 51.
S/
No

Statements

Agree
No.

J

%

Disagree
No.

%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

Forms of Exchange

1

The way which Harris
16
76%
3
14%
2
10%
Tweed is sold, retailed,
wholesaled, bartered,
etc… does not affect the
authenticity of Harris
Tweed.
2
A Harris Tweed that is
1
5%
20
95%
0
0%
sold from a weaver’s shed
is more authentic than one
that is sold elsewhere.
Table 51: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Forms of Exchange
Seventy-six percent stated that the ways that Harris Tweed textiles are exchanged, be it
sold or bartered, would not affect the authenticity of the cloth (S/No. J 1). Even if the
cloth is sold from the weaver’s shed where it is made, 95% believed that it would not
affect the authenticity of Harris Tweed (S/No. J 2). Thus, forms of exchange cannot be
rightfully used as markers of authenticity.

•

Form and Design

Table 52 illustrated Harris Tweed weavers’ consolidated response on Form and Design
as markers of authenticity.
Ninety-five percent of the surveyed weavers stated that authenticity of Harris Tweed
does not depend on any particular form and design of the cloth (S/No. K 1). Moreover,
while certain types of weave are typical of Harris Tweeds, it does not necessarily mean
that using these weaves will enhance the authenticity of Harris Tweed as only 38% said
that using such weaves will make the cloth more authentic (S/No. K 2). The authenticity
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of Harris Tweed is not determined by the size (width and length) of the textiles (S/No.
K 3). Hence, form and design cannot be designated as markers of authenticity.
S/
No

Statements

Agree
No.

K

%

Disagree
No.

%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

Form and Design

1

The complexity or
20
95%
0
0
1
5%
simplicity of the design,
colour and weave does not
affect the authenticity of
Harris Tweed.
2
Traditional designs such as
8
38%
11
52%
2
10%
herring bone, plain twill,
celtic cross and barley
corn enhance the
authenticity of Harris
Tweed.
3
The authenticity of Harris
19
90%
2
10%
0
0
Tweed is not affected by
the size (width and length)
of the textile.
4
Incorporation of motifs,
8
38%
10
48%
3
14%
patterns and designs from
other cultures onto Harris
Tweed textiles will not
affect the authenticity of
Harris Tweed.
5
A hairier piece of Harris
2
10%
17
81%
2
10%
Tweed is more authentic
than one that is less hairy.
6
All other things being
3
14%
18
86%
0
0
equal, a heavy-weight
Harris Tweed is more
authentic than a lightweight Harris Tweed.
7
All other things being
2
10%
18
86%
1
5%
equal, a denser weave will
render a piece of Harris
Tweed more authentic than
one that is less dense.
Table 52: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Form and Design
Concerning the incorporation of foreign motifs, patterns and designs into Harris Tweed,
the responses were not conclusive as there was no clear majority of weavers that felt
strongly in any way (S/No. K 4).
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Eighty-four percent said that when comparing the textures, weight and density of weave
between two cloths, it is not possible to determine if one of the pieces is an authentic
Harris Tweed (S/No. K 7). Similarly, 86% disagreed that if all things being equal, a
heavy-weight Harris Tweed is more authentic than a light-weight Harris Tweed (S/No.
K 6).
Although the physical characteristics of Harris Tweed cannot be conclusively used as a
marker of authenticity for the cloth, it is not conclusive that employment of foreign
motifs, designs and patterns will jeopardize the authenticity of Harris Tweed. By
comparing the weight, texture and density of two types of tweed, it would not be certain
that the heavier, hairier and denser woven textile is more authentic than the other.

•

Quality

Table 53 shows the consolidated responses from Harris Tweed weavers on quality as a
means to identify authentic Harris Tweed.
S/
No

Statements

Agree
No.

%

Disagree
No.

%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

L

Quality

1

An authentic piece of
18
86%
1
5%
2
10%
Harris Tweed will last a
life-time.
Only hand-woven textiles
14
67%
7
33%
0
0%
that reflect the best of my
weaving abilities are
considered authentic
Harris Tweed.
Inconsistency of weave
3
14%
12
57%
6
29%
and yarn quality will
render a more hand-woven
feel to Harris Tweed
which will in turn make it
more authentic.
Table 53: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Quality

2

3

Eighty-six percent of the weavers surveyed agreed that an authentic piece of Harris
Tweed would last the lifetime of the wearer (S/No. L 1). There is a clear indication
(67%) that textiles woven to the best of weavers’ abilities could be identified as
authentic Harris Tweed (S/No. L 2). Furthermore, only 14% felt that if the textiles
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acquired a more hand-woven look - inconsistent yarns and weaves – they would
increase the authenticity of Harris Tweed (S/No. L 3). Therefore, the only certainty
about authentic Harris Tweed is that the quality of the cloth should last the lifetime of
the wearer. No other quality indicators are credible in serving as markers of
authenticity.

•

Site and Geography

Harris Tweed weavers’ responses to site and geography as markers of authenticity are
shown in Table 54.
S/
No

Statements

Agree
No.

M

%

Disagree
No.

%

Don’t
Know
No.
%

Site and Geography

1

Having specific labels
11
52%
8
38%
2
10%
stating whether a textile is
woven in Harris, Lewis or
elsewhere will render the
Harris Tweed more
authentic.
2
In my opinion, the
8
38%
10
48%
3
14%
production process
executed on the islands is
sufficient to make a piece
of textile authentically
Harris Tweed. The Orb
logo is only an
institutional endorsement
for marketing, commercial
and legal purposes.
Table 54: Harris Tweed Weavers Consolidated Responses on Site and Geography
The survey found that there was no credible evidence that having specific labels stating
where a textile had been woven - in Harris, Lewis or elsewhere - would render Harris
Tweed more authentic (S/No. M 1). There was certainly no agreement that institutional
endorsement – the stamping of the Orb logo – was necessary to certify a piece of cloth
as authentic Harris Tweed as the production process executed on the islands was
sufficient to validate it, or, perhaps, that the Orb was only a tool to fulfill the marketing,
commercial and legal functions (S/No. M 2).
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•

Pride

Table 55 shows 71% of the respondent agreed that taking pride in their work and
weaving to the best of their abilities are important characteristics associated with an
authentic piece of Harris Tweed.
1
2
3
4
5
Totally
Disagree
No Opinion
Agree
Strongly
Disagree
Agree
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
0
0
3
14%
3
14%
3
14%
12
57%
Table 55: Consolidated Responses to the Statement: ‘Pride in my work and in the
quality of textiles I weave are the most important characteristics associated with an
authentic piece of Harris Tweed’.
Symbolically, 66% said that this pride is manifested through maintaining their looms
which enhances the authenticity of their textiles (Table 56).
1
2
3
4
5
Totally
Disagree
No Opinion
Agree
Strongly
Disagree
Agree
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
0
0
4
19%
3
14%
7
33%
7
33%
Table 56: Consolidated Responses to the Statement: ‘I take pride in the maintenance of
the loom. This pride enhances the authenticity of Harris Tweed textiles’.
1
Totally
Disagree
No.
%
0
0

2
Disagree

3
No Opinion

4
Agree

No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
0
0
0
0
8
38%
Table 57: Consolidated Responses to the Statement:

5
Strongly
Agree
No.
%
13
62%

‘An authentic piece of Harris Tweed is woven by the ‘sweat of the weaver’.

•

Human Labour, History, Traditions and Culture

It can be confirmed by the Table 58 that an authentic piece of Harris Tweed needs to be
hand-woven (62%) while the majority of weavers (81%) believe that the signifiers of
history, tradition, culture and a way of life are intangible attributes and yet, these are
deeply embedded into the cloth.
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1
2
3
4
5
Totally
Disagree
No Opinion
Agree
Strongly
Disagree
Agree
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
0
0
0
0
4
19%
9
43%
8
38%
Table 58: Consolidated Responses to the Statement: ‘An authentic piece of Harris
Tweed signifies the history, continuation of tradition, culture and way of life of
the people of the Outer Hebrides. And these qualities may not be
physically perceived on the textiles’.
5.3.3 Discussion
One of the most profound findings is that Harris Tweed weavers are not a homogeneous
group. There exist both native (70%) and non-native weavers (30%) as well as those
who weave for the mills (65%) and those who are independent (35%). Therefore, their
responses and attitudes towards similar questions, including authenticity, are likely to
differ accordingly. For example, independent weavers were more aligned with the
Experiential perspective when examining authenticity than mill weavers who often
quote the physical characteristics of the cloth promulgated by the HTA as markers of
authenticity, this latter aligning with the Object perspective of authenticity (Figure 33).
For independent weavers, designing and weaving the cloth is a means of self-expression
and self-actualisation. Significantly, they differentiate clearly the concept of ‘producing’
and ‘creating’. In ‘creating’ a textile, a relationship exists between the cloth/object and
the weaver/maker (Wherry, 2006; Kettler, n.d., 2007)) that is beyond the required
manual labour to produce the cloth. On the other hand, mill weavers are less reflective
of their work as weaving is a means by which their labour is exchanged for cash and are
not interested in ‘creating’ textiles. Hence, from this perspective, it is proposed that the
two groups of weavers seem to adopt two different sets of markers of authenticity for
the cloth.
Furthermore, for native weavers, weaving Harris Tweed is significant because of its
linkage with their history, tradition and heritage. For this group of weavers, weaving
Harris Tweed is a continuing legacy as their ancestors were all weavers. Therefore, as
stated in Chapter Two (Section 2.1.7), when a common act is shared and extended from
self to group (and in this case, inter-generational groups), weaving becomes a shared
authentic experience, adding to the identity of the community – a process of ‘becoming’
(Vannini and Williams, 2009). Concurring with Burner (1991), these weavers identify
themselves as custodians of the islands’ traditions and heritage.
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This sense of belonging is also extended to non-native weavers but the impetus is not
based on their ancestry. Rather, their sense of belonging is compared to being members
of a prestigious club, driven by a sense of nostalgia. This reinforces Grüinewald
(2005/6) notion that the ideological representation of authenticity is more important
than the attributed itself.
In terms of community building, weavers further acknowledged that the success of
Harris Tweed is not solely dependent on a particular group but rather, the achievement
is attributed to the entire community. Hence, the ownership and the sense of authenticity
are communal rather than an individual or private matter. As a collective experience,
this perception is more connected to the non-occidental cultural concept of authenticity
(Kreiglestein, 2008).
Yet, in spite of this communal ownership of authenticity, the degree of authenticity
differs from group to group. This study proposes that those Harris Tweed textiles woven
by native independent weavers are the more personal as their work is most closely
related to their identity and to their existential self. This corresponds with Shen’s
(2011) study where different types of tourists seek different levels of authenticity and
textiles woven by this group will appeal most to ‘serious collectors’ who are
knowledgeable in hand-woven textiles and the history of Outer Hebrides.
The discussion of the markers of authenticity of Harris Tweed cannot ignore the laws
stated by HTA in defining the cloth (Section 2.4.1). Returning to Figure 33, the
characteristics of Harris Tweed of relevance to the discussion on authenticity are based
on:
•

Object: Objective / Material (fiber, yarn type, twist of yarn, weight of cloth, density
of weave)

•

Object: Non-Material (Spinning, dyeing and weaving methods, certified weaving
skills and geographical location of production)

As described previously (Section 2.5.4), the authenticity of the cloth is certified through
the Orb stamp. It is an internationally recognized and registered trademark, protected in
over 30 countries (The Harris Tweed Authority, n.d.).

	
  

241	
  

Hence, in spite of the different approaches (thus resulting in different markers) and the
various proposals for markers of authenticity made by different groups of weavers, the
study found that the following are some commonalities from interviewees regarding
candidates for physical markers of authenticity.

•

Site and Geography. All Harris Tweed textiles are produced in the Outer Hebrides.
Moreover, the cloth needs to be woven in the weaver’s home. Within each weaving
shed, there should no more than two looms.

•

Labour. Weavers need to weave in isolation but are able to solicit assistance for
other aspect of the work.

•

Tools and Technology. Only hand-looms can be used to weave authentic Harris
Tweed.

•

Construction Technique. Only as specified by HTA.

•

Quality of the Textile. Needs to be hard-wearing, often lasting the lifetime of the
wearer and woven to the best of a weaver’s ability.

•

Raw Materials. Only 100% virgin wool can be used.

Significantly, it is important to acknowledge that there is a possibility that Harris Tweed
weavers have internalised these institutional definitions of Harris Tweed. Thus, the
theory of ‘Cool Authenticity’ (Selwyn, 1996) would apply, as it is evident these
weavers ‘know’ the attributes of Harris Tweed. For example, when asked to explore
possibilities for innovation and experimentation, weavers were careful to acknowledge
such possibilities only if these were sanctioned by HTA. Hence, most innovations today
are industry-driven as discussed in Chapter Two (Section 2.4.3). More importantly, the
internalization of the legal definition of Harris Tweed has in some ways limited their
interest in pushing the boundaries of innovation and experimentation. Hence, the recent
innovation of embedding the scent of whisky into the textile is industry driven (Section
2.4.3), not propelled by the creativity or curiosity of weavers. Viewed from sociological
perspectives, the internalization of the concept of authenticity could be seen as a means
of social control while enforcing conformity (Vannini and William, 2009).
The study found that these current markers of authenticity have evolved through time.
For example, when comparing old and newly woven Harris Tweed materials, there are
marked differences in terms of quality, weight, function, process of making and mode
of exchange. This echoes the paradigm of Constructive Authenticity (Cohen, 1988[a],
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Olsen, 2002) where the concept of authenticity is not static; rather, it is constantly being
re-defined by members and stakeholders. Also, the theory of Conservative Conception
(Cohen (1988[b], 1993) could be employed because in spite of these changes, new
Harris Tweed still resembles those materials of the past. Importantly, once created,
these criteria need to be widely practiced, closely monitored and strictly enforced
through legal systems and those in power in order to sustain their acquired ‘authentic’
status (Wherry, 2006; Vannini and Williams, 2009).
However, because the above markers of authenticity identified by the weavers are also
reflected in the rules and regulations set up by HTA, it is not certain whether these
opinions are merely shadowing the institutional requirements of the cloth or are
independent voices from weavers’ own consideration. Therefore, this study proposes
that examining the markers of authenticity from the existential perspective of the
weaver will provide a more convincing and stronger indication of the essence of Harris
Tweed from the perspectives of the weavers themselves.
However, there are limitations in this perspective as well. For example, conversations
held with a Scottish textile expert and academic (as recorded in the reflective journals)
have attributed the uniqueness of Harris Tweed to the Blackface wool. It is this wool
that has given the textile its special characteristics – that which is hardwearing and
waterproof – most suitable for Scottish climate and for gaming. Furthermore, because of
the Blackface sheep diet of kelp, the wool is resilient to dyes and thus gives it the
mélange effect.
It is noted that weavers are not necessarily informed as they are not directly involved
with the sourcing and production process of the yarns. Furthermore, their source of
knowledge of the wool is channeled from HTA and the mills. Therefore, because of the
institutional framework of the cloth, their views are strongly influenced by HTA
directives.
5.3.4 Interim Conclusion
Analyzing responses from weavers’ experiences, one of the strongest commonalities
found among respondents is their sense of pride in their work. This sense is manifested
in:
•
	
  

Loom repair and maintenance, to keep it in good working order, coupled with
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•

weaving to the best of one’s ability, which is acknowledged by

•

the Orb stamp, and thereby

•

being recognized as a ‘Harris Tweed weaver’.

Furthermore, the sense of pride is synonymous with the textile they weave. As
explained in Section 5.3.1, the cloth is a reflection of their lives as islanders. It
symbolises their value system resulting in a cloth that is hardy and long-lasting while
the colours often reflect the landscape of the islands. This again echoes Wherry’s (2006)
concept of the existence of a relationship between the object and its maker and also the
Harkin (1995) and Jones, et al., (2005) views of authenticity, it being created and
enhanced within the environment where it is formed.
Apart from attention to loom repair and maintenance (which directly affects the quality
of the cloth woven on the loom), the markers of authenticity of Harris Tweed textiles
might be analysed through the following figure (Figure 74) where the weavers’ pride in
weaving Harris Tweed textiles ensures that they produce the best quality cloth possible,
satisfying the requirements stated by HTA. In doing so, the cloth is certified by HTA in
receiving the Orb Stamp, further propelling weavers’ pride in weaving Harris Tweed
textiles.

Pride	
  
(Existential)	
  

Orb	
  Stamp	
  
(Object)	
  

Quality	
  
(Constructed)	
  

Figure 74: Diagrammatic Representation of Markers of Authenticity
for Harris Tweed
Importantly, once such a linkage is created, widely practiced, closely monitored and
strictly enforced through the legal systems, ‘authenticity’ becomes self-sustaining and
becomes ‘real’ (Wherry, 2006; Vannini and Willians, 2009). Lastly, although founded
on Existential Authenticity, this virtuous circle also establishes close relationships
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between all three perspectives of authenticity – Existential, Constructive and Object
Authenticity.

	
  

245	
  

