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The Influence of Traditional Women’s Craft on Art & Politics in Western Culture.

Traditional Women’s handicraft can be dated back to 1300-600BC. This essay will examine how 

mediums such as embroidery, have influenced and been practised over the past 50 years in 

Western culture. This essay will identify the utilisation of Women’s Craft in Fine Art and Politics. 

Since second wave Feminism in the 1970’s, Traditional Women’s Craft has shown to become 

increasingly popular. Hand-made items have increased in popularity for consumers, as well as the 

demand for textile art in museums. Statistics released by the Crafts Council showed that “once the 

economic contribution of craft professionals working in non-craft industries was added, the overall 

value of craft skills to the British economy each year was £3.4bn” (Glaister, 2015). With support 

from universities such as Goldsmiths which has its own embroidery department, we are able to 

recognise the “ever expanding number of embroiderers who practise it as a Fine Art 

medium” (Parker, 1996, pg. 212). It was reported in August 2009 that bookings for sewing classes 

at London College of Fashion had increased by almost a third in 12 months (Parker, 2010, pg. xi). 

Embroidery and other ‘domestic art’ such as knitting, crochet, and various types of needlework 

have traditionally been viewed as women’s ‘work’ due to the associated stigma that lies behind the 

medium. This essay will explore how embroidery 

and other needlework has been employed by 

women as a means for protest. It has been 

particularly important for myself to recognise the 

popularity of needlework in my hometown and 

neighbouring areas in Buckinghamshire, 

displaying items of crochet in public spaces, 

known as ‘yarn-bombing’ (see Figure 1). For 

example, crocheted tops on post boxes, chains along bicycle racks and scarves around trees, 

which protest the recent issues regarding plans for a new high speed rail passing through the area. 
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Figure 1: ‘Yarn-bombing’ on a post box in Great 

Missenden, Buckinghamshire



Older traditions of embroidery suggests the skill set is passed down through generations of the 

females in the family, which is indeed relevant to my practice with needlework. My Great-

Grandmother was a seamstress, her sister a milliner who passed their skill set to my Grandmother, 

to my Mother who later influenced me to take up needlework within my art practice.

History of Embroidery & Femininity

The very first art forms of embroidery can be dated back to the Iron Age, although it is difficult to 

give a precise time period of when embroidery was first distinguished (History of embroidery, 

2011). In historical times, embroidery was a form of story-telling where events would be recorded 

on fabric. An example of this is the Bayeux tapestry (see Figure 2) which hangs 230ft long and 20 

inches tall. It depicts events leading up to the Norman invasion of England and the Battle of 

Hastings in 1066. Despite being called the ‘Bayeux Tapestry’, the imagery is actually embroidered 

rather than woven. Technically not a tapestry, in recent years Art Historians have begun to refer to 

it with a more correct name, the ‘Bayeux Embroidery’. Various cultures have traditional styles of 

embroidery, based on history and traditions.

Stereotypically in Western culture, needlework has always held an ideology of femininity. Parker 

defined femininity as “the behaviour expected and encouraged in women, though obviously related 

to the biological sex of the individual, is shaped by society” (Parker, 1996, pg. 2-3). In the United 

States of America, women whose parents were able to send them to school were taught 

needlework as part of the essential curriculum for over 200 years. “They relied on their skill and 
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Figure 2: Bayeux Tapestry/Embroidery



their imaginations for the styles that would make craft and art out of linen, canvas, silk, wool, 

chenille, velvet, paper and paint.” (Jefferson, 1993). It seems that this establishment of education 

in needlework could be what initially set off the feminine association with Women’s Craft. It was 

regarded as a selfless process playing to the idea that women work for the good of others and not 

themselves. In Western culture, needlework was always produced in the domestic environment, as 

women rarely had access to education and were expected to stay at home as housewives, caring 

for the household and children - working without pay. 

“Given women’s traditional domestic role, it is not surprising that the housewife is a key figure in 

critical considerations of fibre art, where she functions as a signifier for amateurism and lack of 

creativity.” (Auther, 2009, pg. 23).

Due to this history attached to the medium, it had been difficult to define embroidery as an art for 

many reasons. Embroidery was a process of love and giving to others, it typically held a lesser 

artistic value than what was considered ‘high art’. Women had traditionally defined embroidery as 

‘work’, which seems inconsiderate of the skill behind the process. “‘Women’s Work’ - The boring, 

mundane… tasks beneath the dignity of a man.” (Auther, 2009, pg. 21). It reinforces the idea that 

women ‘work’ without pay and for the benefit of the domestic sphere. It suggests that Women’s 

Traditional Craft holds a lesser value than any creative processes done by a man. It ignores all the 

aesthetic and design elements that contribute to such an extensive process. Embroiderers were 

considered “not as art, but entirely as the expression of femininity. And, crucially, it is categorised 

as craft.” (Parker, 1996, pg. 5). Parker suggests that in order to deconstruct hierarchal 

categorisations of art forms, we need to be able to distinguish the differences between opposing 

mediums such as embroidery and painting, yet must consider that they are of artistic value. 
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Revival of needlework in the 1960s-70s

Many artists, however, are very purposeful with the use of embroidery in their work. In the rise of 

second-wave Feminism in the 1970’s, many artists used textile based mediums because of the 

feminine associations. 

“I have never worried that embroidery’s association with femininity, sweetness, passivity and 

obedience may subvert my work’s Feminist intention. Femininity and sweetness are part of 

women’s strength.” (Walker in Parker, 1996, pg. 207). 

Walker uses the association of femininity to work to her advantage towards the context of her art. 

She, and many other Feminist artists of the 1970’s did this as a tactical selection of medium to 

address Feminist issues. In America, many of these artists were considered as part of the Pattern 

& Decoration Movement. The Pattern and Decoration Movement was a movement of multicultural, 

non-sexist, non-racist, non-hierarchical art in the duration of second-wave Feminism in the 1970’s. 

Most artists of the movement incorporated various types of needlework in to paintings, collages 

and installations. It was a “rebellion against austere rigours of late modernism” (Schabsky, 1998). 

Miriam Schapiro constructed the term ‘femmage’ (Schapiro & Meyer, 1977-78). Combining the 

stems of ‘Feminism’ and ‘collage’, she defines ‘femmage’ as mediums which combine the skills of 

Fine Art and women’s work. Schapiro used needlework and embroidery in her paintings and 

collages alongside associated feminine imagery and patterns, such as hearts and floral patterns, 

often using the colour pink. Although the term ‘femmage’ takes in to account the use of needlework 

in a Fine Art context, it still separates embroidery and similar mediums from Fine Art practices such 

as painting.

The influential collaboration ‘Womanhouse’ (1971-72) was a project part of the Feminist Art 

Program at CalArts, led by Schapiro and Judy Chicago. ‘Womanhouse’ (1971-72) was a huge 
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project where artists reclaimed the domestic space and women’s ‘work’. “It sought to challenge the 

traditional roles historically assigned to women in middle-class American society by exploring the 

subject of women’s labor directly.” (Brooklyn Museum). The project took place in a Hollywood 

mansion rented out by the group for a limited time. 21 female artists were given space to exhibit, 

perform and install works to address the typical day-to-day ‘feminine’ tasks of the average 

American woman. ‘Womanhouse’ (1971-72) confronted the idea of the stereotypical housewife 

undermined and imprisoned by societal associations. Some of the works include ‘The Kitchen’ by 

Robin Weltsch with a 3D transformation of fried eggs to breasts over the walls and ceiling by Vicki 

Hodgetts. ‘Menstruation Bathroom’ by Judy Chicago, battled 

the unspoken taboo of menstruation amongst women. A 

natural process all neatly covered up in the bathroom “except 

for the blood, the only thing that cannot be covered 

up.” (Chicago, 1972). Faith Wilding installed ‘Crocheted 

Environment’ (see Figure 3) also known as ‘Womb Room’, “it 

is at once a shelter and a craft item, a linking of the male 

domain of architecture with the female world of 

needlework.” (Lord, 1995) The yarn is carefully crocheted and 

knotted to resemble cells of the body, and holds a sense of 

homeliness to the viewer immersed within it. The 

collaboration confronted so many issues within the domestic 

space, it got people talking. Whether critics approved of the exhibition or not, it certainly drew 

attention from a lot of people with over 10,000 visits in the duration of its one month opening. 

Judy Chicago, a collaborator of Schapiro, used embroidery and many other mediums considered 

as Craft within her artwork. She balanced this with skills generally perceived as male dominated, 

such as welding and pyrotechnics. Her most successful installation titled ‘The Dinner Party’ (1979) 

�7

Figure 3: Faith Wilding ‘Crocheted Environment’ 1972



(see Figure 4), was a celebration of 

Women in history, their successes 

and contributions to better society. 

She set up a triangular shaped table 

of 13 place settings each side, each 

p l a c e w i t h a p e r s o n a l i s e d 

embroidered table runner, utensils, a 

goblet, plate and napkin. The idea of 

a triangular shape was to represent 

Women and also equality, and the 13 

place settings each side represented the Last Supper where 13 men were present. Each plate had 

a butterfly or flower-like sculpture on it, representing the vulva and female form, whereas the 

Sojourner Truth plate depicted 3 faces instead. As well as ‘The Dinner Party’ (1979) set up, 

Chicago also had triangular porcelain tiling on the floor covering the whole area the Dinner Party 

sat on. On these tiles were names of more notable women who over time had made an impact on 

the lives of their, and future generations. By using processes such as embroidery, china-painting, 

and needlework, “Chicago consciously sought to reclaim and commemorate those mediums 

traditionally considered ‘craft’, as Fine Art ones equivalent to painting and sculpture.” (Brooklyn 

Museum, no date) The piece was essential to second wave Feminism of the 1970’s which focused 

on glorifying and accepting the female physique in all shapes and forms.

In 1973, artist and critic Bruce Boice targeted artist Brenda Miller’s piece ‘Subtrahend’ (1972) in a 

group exhibition at the John Weber Gallery in New York City. Her piece made from organic twine is 

a carefully thought out artwork where each strand of twine has a specific measurement, affixed to a 

grid at a specific intersection. “Next to the piece was a diagram of ‘Subtrahend’ indicating the 

placement of each measured length of twine numerically.” (Miller in Auther, 2009, pg. 95). Boice’s 
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Figure 4: Judy Chicago ‘The Dinner Party’ 1979



review was highly inconsiderate of any sort of creativity behind this piece. He described 

‘Subtrahend’ (1972) as “a white shag-rug of some sort fixed to the wall, suggesting crafts more 

than art” (Boice in Auther, 2009, pg. 93). Miller wrote to Artforum who published the article, and 

made claims that the term ‘craft’ is only used when discussing female artworks. She lists artists 

such as Claus Oldenburg who has used dyed fabric in his work, which was not considered a craft.  

She discusses Carl Andre’s metal ‘rugs’ in quotations marks, when that term was used to insult her 

fibre art. “Andre uses metal so apparently that’s male enough not to be considered crafts.” (Miller in 

Auther, 2009, pg. 95). Andre, who in some way supported this mis-reading of his work admitted the 

craft origins of his mediums and processes. “That I think derives from a sympathetic attempt to 

reduce my work from what is impossible to the bourgeois imagination - an art derived from 

working-class craft.” (Andre in Auther, 2009, pg. 97). It seemed irrational that metalwork, originating 

from working-class craftsmanship, produced by a man could be considered ‘art’, but fibre work 

from a female artist could not. 

Male artists Rob Kushner and Kim MacConnel used patterning and needlework in their practice 

during the Pattern & Decoration Movement. Although consciously distancing the associated history 

and heritage of textiles and embroidery, their work was very successful in the Pattern and 

Decoration Movement. The success of Kushner and MacConnel’s work caused dispute as to 

whether the Pattern and Decoration Movement can be considered a Women’s movement. Carissa 

DiGiovanni argued that Kushner and MacConnel’s distance from the term ‘Feminist art’ actually 

caused a positive effect. In ‘Sometimes the best Feminism, is no Feminism’ (DiGiovanni, no date) 

she writes;

“MacConnel and other Western male artists like him merely wanted to acknowledge the 

ridiculousness of Pattern and Decoration’s marginalisation, given its usefulness and worldwide 

importance, especially since Western male kind of art, which was neither useful nor globally 
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important, was so valued. They acknowledged this movement’s artistic rather than political 

worth.” (DiGiovanni, no date).

By disregarding the history and heritage behind embroidery and other fibre mediums, it was difficult 

to determine whether the Pattern and Decoration Movement was a women’s movement. For these 

artists to use embroidery and other needlework within their practice without consideration of the 

associated history suggests this was a movement of reviving processes and not of any social or 

political change in the public Fine Art sphere. It did not address the acceptance of these mediums, 

instead they were used and recognised without any issues, because the artists made it clear of 

their disassociated intent with the medium’s history and heritage.

Fine Art has traditionally been a male-dominated field, even in today’s society, most recently 

exposed by artist collective Guerrilla Girls. In 2012, they revised their 1989 poster which stated;

‘Less than 5% of the artists in Modern Art Sections are women, but 85% of the nudes are 

female.’ (Guerrilla Girls, 1989)

After revising these figures in 2012, they were able to release an updated version of the original 

poster which stated;

‘Less than 4% of the artists in Modern Art Sections are women, but 76% of the nudes are 

female.’ (Guerrilla Girls, 2012)

In the space of 23 years, the Guerrilla Girls suggest that very little has changed regarding the 

perception of women in Fine Art. In the 19th century, women who were practising Fine Artists and 

wanted to be taken seriously in a masculine world of Fine Art, would purposefully voice their 

rejection of embroidery and needlework. The aim was to distance themselves from the femininity 

associated with needlework, despite encouraging the stereotypical idea of the art associated with 

their very own gender by doing so. 
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The Hippie Movement questioned femininity and gender roles. The aims of the Hippie Movement 

were to protest a capitalist society, government and materialistic culture in a time of great social 

and political change. ‘Self-fashioning’ became a trend during this time, where men and women 

would embroider imagery or slogans in to their clothes. ‘Flower Power’ was a slogan popularly 

used in this movement, which was used in opposition to war and was for non-violent and peaceful 

protests. The Hippies demonstrated this symbolism by customising their clothes with floral patterns 

and wearing flowers in their hair. “Embroidery influenced by India made a major revival.” (Cluckie, 

2008, pg. 163). Men and women would embroider these patterns and slogans in to their clothes as 

a leisure activity with aims of making their clothes beautiful in all bright colours imaginable. Men 

embroidered and had long hair, breaking barriers between the feminine ideal and the masculine 

professionalism. Influenced by the revival of needlework during the Hippie Movement, the idea 

became more political in the run of the 1970’s and early 1980’s.

Craft in Protest

The Hippie Movement was the formation of what we now know as the Women’s Liberation 

Movement. It “rejected establishment values and refused rigid sex roles” (Parker, 1996, p.g. 205) 

as shown by the hippies. It “recognised importance of the personal life” (Parker, 1996, p.g. 205) 

which influenced the slogan of the Women’s Liberation Movement, “the personal is the political”. 

Meaning women’s personal issues are coming out the the public, it was time to be loud and be 

heard. The movement came about at a time of rapid social and political change, it fought for four 

initial demands depicted in conferences by the active women of the movement;

1. Equal pay

2. Equal education and job opportunities

3. Free contraception and abortion on demand

4. Free 24 hour nurseries
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The Women’s Liberation Movement protested for equal pay against car manufacturer Ford, whose 

female mechanists were being paid less than men, for their work was considered unskilled. The 

most notable protest led by the movement was in 1970 at there Miss World beauty pageant in 

London (see Figure 5). Televised 

live on television, active feminists of 

the movement d isrupted the 

competition by attending the event 

as audience members. Their aim 

was to highlight their outrage on the 

objectification of women in the 

competition as it focused solely on 

female physicality. In the crowd, 

the protestors threw flour bombs, causing police to step in and escort the protestors out of the 

Royal Albert Hall with arrests taking place. One of the protestors at the time, Sally Alexander, looks 

back on the event in an interview with the BBC. She described the motivation’s of the movement’s 

protest as “why do you have to be beautiful and look like this, before you get noticed as a woman?” 

(Alexander on BBC, 2014). She goes on to share her experience of what went on during that 

protest, and says the signal to throw the flour bombs was a football rattle. But apparently, this 

came early as one of the women was so sick of Bob Hope’s “jokes and demeanour” (Alexander on 

BBC, 2014). She made it to the stage and climbed up, being escorted off by 4 policemen. 

Alexander comments, “as we were being dragged out, some of the Miss World contestants….were 

saying “let them go!” (Alexander on BBC, 2014) to the policemen and security. 

The outcome of this protest pushed feminism in to the spotlight. A writer of the national newspaper 

‘The Times’, released an article about the spectacular event with heavy criticism;
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Figure 5: Protestors at the Royal Albert Hall in 1970 for the Miss World Competition



“Miss World competition should also be applied to the Women’s Liberation Movement: that they 

both exalt an essentially functionless feminism.” (Sisterhood and After Research Team, no date).

An article on the British Library website suggests this view was representative of the majority of the 

population during 1970, however “later the same year thousands of people took to the streets in 

national, local and regional rallies on International Women’s Day – held globally every year on 8 

March since the early 1900s – to raise awareness of sexual inequality.” (Sisterhood and After 

Research Team, no date) It is not difficult to understand why or how the politics of embroidery and 

needlework as a fine art medium has come to play, when this was the view of the public regarding 

active expression of women’s rights. To me, it is obvious what a massive impact the Women’s 

Liberation Movement had on women’s rights and politics. Their successes include the Equal Pay 

Act 1970, which stated men and women are to be paid equally for the same job. The formation of 

the Women’s Aid Federation in 1974, a service to provide a safe environment for women and 

children of who’m are sufferers of domestic violence. The Sex Discrimination Act was put in place 

in 1975, and the Domestic Violence Act in 1976. These were the politics and rights our sisters had 

been fighting for, that artists and protestors had been stitching for. 

Towards the end of the movement, women took a 

turn towards ideologies of peace. In 1981, a group 

known as ‘Women for life on Earth’ from Wales, 

marched to Greenham Common in Berkshire to 

stand against a decision to site 96 Cruise missiles. 

On their arrival, they passed a letter on to the Base 

Commander reading;
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Figure 6: Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp 

banner



“We fear for the future of all our children and for the future of the living world which is the basis of 

all life.” (Women for Life on Earth, 1981)

Sadly, this was ignored so the women took a stand and set up a peace camp on the common. 

Fences 9 miles long were decorated with banners made from fabric with slogans and imagery 

embroidered on to them (see Figure 6). Women who were protesting were heavily criticised by the 

public, assuming they had domestic responsibilities. The protest lasted 19 years, in “1990 the US 

had announced that Greenham was no longer an operational base. The last of the Cruise missiles 

were moved out in 1991” (Stead, 2006). Although craft may not have been the influence towards 

the success or recognition of the protest, this was certainly a beginning towards what we now know 

as Craftivism. 

Craftivism is a term coined by Betsy Greer in 2003. The term derives from the words ‘craft’ and 

‘activism’. In her book ‘Craftivism: The Art of Craft and Activism’ she writes “I felt that artists needed 

a term for crafting that was motivated by social or political activism, and ‘Craftivism’ fit the 

bill.”  (Greer, 2014, pg. 8). Craftivism has taken place all over the globe for decades. For example, 

in South Korea a bronze statue to represent ‘comfort women’ sat outside the Japanese embassy 

(see Figure 7), in honour of the 1000th weekly protest (2011) as a symbol for the hardships Korean 

women suffered as sex slaves to the Japanese army during World War 2. With no formal apology 

or compensation to the women or their 

families, people protested weekly outside the 

Japanese embassy in South Korea. It is 

estimated 200,000 women from Korea were 

forced to work in the brothels, and about 46 

survive to this day (BBC, 2015). The statue 

wore a knitted hat and scarf, a strong symbolism 
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Figure 7: Comfort Woman statue outside the Japanese 

Embassy



of women during the second World War. In 2015, the Japanese Prime Minister agreed to pay 1bn 

Yen compensation to the victims alongside an apology which considers the responsibility for what 

happened as well as consideration of the distressing experiences for the women, which have 

affected the rest of their lives. 

Another example of Craftivism throughout history is ‘The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo’ which was 

an association of Argentine mothers whose children had been kidnapped during rapid political 

change within Argentina for opposing the military. State terrorism of the military and radical left-

wing groups created political dispute and the disappearances of civilians in the country became 

concerning to the mothers. They began to march together at the Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires, to 

protest the withdrawal of human rights and dictatorship which had broken so many families (see 

Figure 8). The iconic image of these mothers protesting was a white scarf they would wear over 

their hair, tied under the chin. The colour white represented the white dove, a symbol of peace. 

Some of the mothers would embroider on to their scarves, either slogans of protest or personal 

meanings for themselves. The marches were always non-violent, and eventually due to the mass 

amount of mothers who were in protest, the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo caught international 

recognition. A government commission stated there are around 11,000 missing people however the 

mothers believe it is up to 30,000. The idea of the main protestors being mothers who embroider in 
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Figure 8: The Mothers of Plaza de Mayo in protest



to their scarves relates to the idea of embroidery being very maternal, an act of giving and made 

with love. But when used in protest, it is almost a contradiction in that the embroidery has been 

made to protest something which has deeply angered and upset the lives of mothers all over 

Argentina, yet traditionally it holds this association as a very loving and caring gesture. 

Craftivism has evolved peaceful protests in to something much more meaningful with a sense of 

irony. Betsy Greer states in her introduction of how needlework with a social and political meaning 

became a part of her life. “I had always thought that activism had to be loud and in-your-

face” (Greer, 2014, p.g. 7), this certainly is not the case as shown by protests such as Greenham 

Common and the Mother of Plaza de Mayo. Since these protests which initiated in the seventies, 

Craftivism has spread worldwide. Many artists and activists take to needlework to express the 

social and political issues of today. Sarah Corbett, an experienced activist founded the Craftivist 

Collective in 2009 when she felt that she did not fit in with many activist groups. The Craftivist 

Collective run an online blog, as well as social media accounts, release projects for aspiring 

craftivists to be a part of and sell packages of material and thread for everyone and anyone to buy 

and join in with their motive. Striving for change in society, the Craftivism Movement has been 

expanding more and more with activists and artists reviving the needlework process. 

Like today, the 1970’s consisted of rapid political and social change which spurred on activism and 

protest of all sorts. It has been incredibly noticeable how a new wave of activism has spread in to 

today’s society concerning universities, Feminism and equality. With the newly elected President of 

the United States of America, Donald Trump, Feminist activism and women’s rights have been 

pushed in the spotlight. Amongst his many campaign promises, he plans to defund planned 

parenthood, taking away many Women’s rights when it comes to abortion. Even though he claims 

“nobody respects women more than I do.. I will take care of women” (Trump, CNN interview, 2016), 

global citizens are not happy with how he has spoken about women in the media. On the TV show 
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US Apprentice, discussing a female contestant begging on her knees, Trump says “must be a 

pretty picture, you dropping to your knees”. He later claims in a CNN interview that it’s just show 

business to say those sorts of things. Caught on microphone in conversation with Billy Bush in 

2005, Trump discusses how as a ‘star’ you can get away with anything, “grab them by the pussy”. 

This footage and much more circulated the 

internet like a wild fire, women around the globe 

outraged. A Women’s march took place on 21st 

January 2017, on the day of Donald Trump’s 

inauguration. Millions of people gathered to march 

the cities of the world to protest for human rights, 

including women’s rights, racial inequality and 

immigration reform. In preparation for this, knitting 

shop owners Krista Suh and Jayna Zwiman from Los Angeles, released tutorial on how to knit or 

crochet a ‘Pussyhat’ as well as making hundreds themselves to give out at the march. The hat, 

shaped in a beanie style with cat ears on either side, was encouraged for women to make for the 

march (see Figure 9). The symbolism of cat ears attempts to reclaim the derogatory term ‘pussy’ 

Trump had used in 2005. Zweiman estimated “over 100,000 people had downloaded the 

tutorial” (Garfield and Insider, 2017) as it was proven to be extremely popular in marches 

worldwide. The march had an outstanding turn out, with appearances from celebrities such as 

Madonna, Emma Watson and Feminist icon Gloria Steinhem. It is estimated that the total number 

of marchers across the world was 4.9 million, in a total of 673 marches. 

Derogatory terms such as ‘pussy’, reinforced by authoritative figures like Trump only makes room 

for people to carry on accepting it as normal. The female body has often been perceived as an 

object, with ideas of what looks ‘right or wrong’ controlled by the media. Considering that “87% of 

teenage girls are unhappy with their body shape” (Bates, 2014, p.g. 80), it is extremely concerning 
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Figure 9: Protestor at the Women’s March part of the 

Pussycat Project



how media coverage of celebrities and models can manipulate women, particularly young girls, 

with an unrealistic expectation of what their body should look like. Hannah Hill (also known as 

‘handecote’) is an embroidery artist gaining recognition for her sew-on patches which address 

equal rights, mental health awareness and body positivity. I interviewed Hannah to gain an insight 

on her thoughts:

In an interview, Hill defined body positivity as “Body positivity means being kinder to yourself and 

being kinder to others. Trying to unlearn toxic thought processes about body image and beauty 

standards and going by what you are most comfortable with yourself. Not judging anyone else 

choices about their bodies.” She acknowledges that we have subconsciously been taught toxic 

ways of thinking, I asked if she thought social media had an influence on this;

“Social media has definitely impacted how I see myself and other women. Online I follow babes of 

all colours, shapes, sizes and abilities, who are beautiful inside and out and share ways of learning 

to love yourself.”

Social media is very subjective to the account holder, as Hill says, there are Women online with a 

goal to teach self-love to people and that there is no ‘right or wrong’. On the other hand, with 

popular celebrities posting edited images from their everyday lives, it seems that the media 

manipulation continues in to our news feed. Finally, I had asked Hill; “With the ongoing 

development of technology, why do you think artists of our generation have decided to revert back 

to forms of needlework as a medium?”

She responded, “I think its nice to take a step back from technology and to immerse yourself in an 

activity which takes skill or time and concentration. I find it relaxing to focus on the process of hand 

making something, its so rewarding. I love technology, Im obsessed with Instagram, so I actually 

like the contrast of a traditional medium such as stitching and then sharing on social media.”

It seems important that women are able to recognise these ‘toxic thought processes’ before they 

are able to address them as an issue. Self-love is essential in today’s society, as both men and 
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women are influenced by the media on ways to ‘improve’ their looks, by means of advertising and 

manipulated images. 

Conclusion

Traditional Women’s Craft has shown a great influence throughout art and politics over the past 50 

years. The history and stigma of embroidery and other needlework is very important towards the 

use of these processes as mediums. Artists part 

of the Feminism movement reclaim needlework 

and it’s history, intentionally using it as a medium 

to highlight social issues. ‘Valerie Jaudon’ (1996) 

by René Paul Barilleaux and Anna Chave 

suggests that in the 1980’s, the research and 

prices on textile art rose tremendously as well as 

the requirements of similar artworks from 

museums and buyers. With this came declaration 

of artistic value and social-status. The art also 

fluctuated in demand and pushed as an interest 

as a ‘leisure art’ or ‘home-craft’ due to the 

economic recession. Educational institutions 

began running courses and studies dedicated to material culture as demand increased. 

Furthermore, needlework became a popular activity in recent years among prisons and psychiatric 

institutions. Charities such as Fine Cell Work established in 1997, allows those in confinement to 

pick up any stitching medium to create artworks to sell and exhibit (see Figure 10) . “The work has 

been exhibited by the V&A, commissioned by English Heritage and sold to leading interior 

designers.” (Fine Cell Work, no date). Not only has this been considered as a new skill for inmates, 

but also a healthy therapy of transferring of negative energies in to a relaxing task. 
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Figure 10: ‘Virgin HQ Rolling Stones’, a piece 

of artwork from Fine Cell Work



Embroidery became popular in protest during the late 1960’s in the Hippie Movement, which 

questioned gender roles and protested capitalism. This movement seemed important to the 

breaking of the boundaries between the feminine and masculine ideal. Embroidery is a lot more 

common for both men and women now, in both art and politics. However, it has been shown by 

artists such as Rob Kushner and Kim MacConnel who would use textile based mediums yet 

disregard the history behind them. Many of these mediums have been used to achieve aesthetic 

intentions only. Despite this, it is difficult for an artist to use a medium such an embroidery and 

expect the audience to assume there is not a Feminist motive behind the work. Although some 

artists would reject the idea of Feminism in their work, the association was always in place as a 

receiving audience. The history behind embroidery and further needlework is so important to 

women’s history the association can be difficult to break. On the other hand, since the Pattern and 

Decoration Movement, a lot more people have become involved in Feminism, including men. 

Feminists today have purposefully reclaimed needlework and textiles, not only to highlight 

women’s issues, but issues of racial discrimination, homophobia and disability awareness. A male 

knitting group from Chile named ‘Hombres Tejedores’ knit in open public spaces with the aim of 

deconstructing stereotypes of knitting as a feminine past time. They raise money in order to run 

workshops so that men are able to learn this skill without prejudice. This collective has spread 

throughout Chile, Argentina and Columbia. 

Craftivism has been influential in raising awareness of sewing and knitting as means of peaceful 

protest. Greer mentions in her book ‘Craftivism: The Art of Craft and Activism’ (2014), protest need 

not to be loud, aggressive or violent. Use of craft within protest ties a sense of unity, reclaiming a 

technique traditionally used by women, to speak out and protest. Needlework as protest holds a 

positive irony, that women are using a stereotypical technique to speak out to the world. The 

female body is very much an important subject in Feminist protest throughout history. From Miss 
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World to Donald Trump, the media have 

depicted how women should look and 

what they can or cannot do with their own 

bodies. Traditional Women’s Craft has 

grown to have huge influence on these 

protests, with a sea of pink ‘Pussyhats’ at 

the Women’s March in 673 different cities 

around the world (see Figure 11). The 

Pussyhat Project is available to anybody. The project united protestors at the marches all over the 

globe with those who were not able to physically attend.

Overall, Traditional Women’s Craft is quickly transforming in to a key form of communication when 

it comes to addressing and fighting social issues with the demand for human rights, in both art and 

politics. From Judy Chicago’s use of needlework to celebrate historic women, to women all over 

the world stitching away and marching the streets in the name of Craftivism. Needlework is a vital 

part of women’s heritage that has proved to have a productive impact on all kinds of social 

activism.
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Figure 11: Sea of pink at the Women’s March in Washington DC
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Appendix (Interview with Hannah Hill over exchange of e-mails)

1) What do you think of embroidery as a medium within a Fine Art practice?

I think embroidery is such a versatile medium, which can be used seamlessly with other mediums 

in endless ways. Embroidery and other textiles techniques have been used by feminist artists who 

want to reclaim space in the art world with mediums which don't have such historical connections 

with men. 

2) With the ongoing development of technology, why do you think artists of our generation have 

decided to revert back to forms of needlework as a medium?

I think its nice to take a step back from technology and to immerse yourself in an activity which 

takes skill or time and concentration. I find it relaxing to focus on the process of hand making 

something, its so rewarding. I love technology, Im obsessed with instagram, so I actually like the 

contrast of a traditional medium such as stitching and then sharing on social media.

3) Do you think social media has impacted how women see themselves?

Social media has definitely impacted how I see myself and other women. Online I follow babes of 

all colours, shapes, sizes and abilities, who are beautiful inside and out and share ways of learning 

to love yourself. 

4) What does body positivity mean to you?

Body positivity means being kinder to yourself and being kinder to others. Trying to unlearn toxic 

thought processes about body image and beauty standards and going by what you are most 

comfortable with yourself. Not judging anyone else choices about their bodies. It feels like constant 

work but i has to be worth it in the end.
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