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Abstract 

This study provides an analysis of Western amateur crafting as a social practice that is informed 

by a complex matrix of historical, social, cultural, ideological, and economic influences. A historical 

overview of amateur craft culture establishes how it became a practice that was axiomatic with middle-

class femininity and domesticity beginning in the late-eighteenth century. A case study expands on this 

assessment, and situates the handicrafted material culture of the O’Keefe women – members of one of the 

first Anglo-Canadian families that settled in the interior of British Columbia in the 1870s – as an example 

of how amateur crafting, through imperial and colonial processes, became a racializing directive that 

marked and imposed social boundaries within Canadian settler-colonial society. The historical overview 

and the case study outlines amateur craft’s genealogy, which provides an understanding of how its 

ideological and symbolic associations with femininity, middle-class status, and whiteness frame 

contemporary amateur craft culture and practices. The thesis interrogates these symbolic associations 

which remain at the heart of contemporary craft culture and discourse through an examination of the 

white moralism of craftivism, a form of lifestyle activism popular among white, middle-class women 

where domestic crafts are utilized in service of a public expression of protest and dissent.  

The thesis employs a queer feminist methodology to support the investigation of amateur craft as 

a social practice that is inherited as a direction that keeps or places the maker in line. This methodology 

draws the various contexts of a person’s existence into direct consideration – how they inhabit their body 

and negotiate social constructs such as race and gender; the straight or queer orientation of their desire; 

and the meanings ascribed to the body’s size, and shape, and ability. These aspects play an integral part in 

determining if craft is in line with that person’s direction. This project presents an analysis of how some 

people are oriented toward certain forms of amateur domestic crafting based on their positionality as 

feminine, white, and middle-class, and how amateur domestic crafting as a practice imbued with symbolic 

and ideological associations with whiteness, femininity, and gentility, receives and returns this direction. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

This thesis interrogates the complex social, cultural, political, and economic 

circumstances that structure amateur crafting practices from the Victorian era up to today. 

Throughout the thesis, I demonstrate how handicrafts became the quintessential marker 

of middle-class femininity in Britain beginning in the late eighteenth century. Then, how 

through imperialism and colonialism, handicraft in the Canadian colonial context, 

became a racializing process that marked difference and imposed social hierarchies. This 

historical consideration also includes an analysis of shifts in domesticity, leisure 

consumption practices, and the organization of labour and leisure along gendered, 

classed, and raced lines. Tracing domestic craft’s geneology and symbolic associations – 

with femininity, middle class-ness, and whiteness – over the last two centuries, across 

two continents, grounds a critical assessment of contemporary craft culture and its social, 

ideological, and political directions. This thesis positions amateur crafting as a social 

practice through which the maker not only creates a craft, but is simultaneously 

constituted through the practice of crafting. 

I approach amateur craft and women’s domestic culture using a feminist, queer, 

phenomenological methodology to demonstrate how amateur crafts as a practice often 

direct the maker, and place them in line with craft’s dominant associations. This 

particular methodology draws the various contexts of a person’s existence into direct 

consideration – how they inhabit their body and negotiate social constructions such as 
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race and gender; their straight or queer orientation; the meanings ascribed to the body’s 

size, and shape, and ability. These aspects play an integral part in determining if crafts are in 

line with that person’s direction. Here, I present a careful consideration of how some people 

are oriented toward certain forms of amateur domestic crafting based on their 

positionality as feminine, white, and middle class, and how amateur domestic crafting, 

imbued with symbolic and ideological associations with whiteness, femininity, and 

gentility, receives and returns this direction.  

This phenomenological approach allows me to consider amateur craft from a 

different angle. Much of the historical and theoretical writing on Western craft over the 

twentieth century derives its structuring values from modernist, formalist aesthetics and 

Arts and Crafts principles and philosophies. For the most part, women’s creative 

expressions – usually in the form of domestic crafts – are not included in these accounts, 

and when they are, they are positioned as antithetical foils for modernism and the 

professionalism of ‘studio’ or ‘fine’ craft. This binary opposition – between professional 

studio or fine craft (coded as masculine) and women’s amateur domestic crafts (coded as 

feminine) – is, at its roots, undergirded by sexist biases within the field, representative of 

larger social prejudices. These sexist biases are interconnected with elitist and racist 

ideologies central to Western cultural ordering. My project is emboldened by discussions 

of craft and amateur culture that take place outside of these traditional boundaries, and is 

further committed to contributing to interdiscursive considerations of historical and 

contemporary amateur craft and women’s creative cultures.  
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Literature Review 

As I have engaged with the scholarly, critical, and popular texts on craft written 

over the last two centuries, I have observed that often the same genealogy of craft’s 

history and theoretical underpinning is reproduced. Today, for the most part, craft 

scholarship still draws from traditional art historical conventions and modernist aesthetic 

theories – either in earnest, or as a position to push back against – regardless of the 

maker’s social positioning, whether professional or amateur practices are being 

addressed, whether an object is contemporary or historical, and whether non-Western or 

Western traditions are being approached. The practice of resorting to formalist language 

within craft discourses began in the 1960s, largely influenced by Clement Greenberg’s 

agenda to save art from the threat of kitsch.1 It is still a common practice to situate texts 

and exhibitions of craft in the West within a modernist paradigm of values and aesthetics. 

Modern craft is often positioned as the evolutionary outcome of both the shifts in 

production and economics following the Industrial Revolution, as well as the attitudes 

that accompanied it, namely nineteenth-century Design Reform, the Arts and Crafts 

Movement, and the avant-garde ideas of the aesthetes that preceded aesthetic 

modernism.2 

                                                      

1 Sandra Alfoldy, Crafting Identity: The Development of Professional Fine Craft in Canada (Montreal and 

Kingston: McGill–Queen’s University Press, 2005), 218. 
2 Adrian Forty, an English architecture and design historian, has argued that the trend within the history of 

architecture, craft, design – and I would argue also art – is to write about changes in products or production 

as though they were naturally occurring by causation or a ‘natural selection’ process of consumption. 

Where products and objects are on the linear march of progress toward perfection, if they are “good” they 

will be remembered as classics, if they are poor or inadequate or eccentric, they will be culled from 

memory/the canon. Forty asserts that this is contentious because it falsely imposes connections toward 

deterministic results. Forty writes, “Changes in design are described as if they were mutations in the 

development of products, stages in a progressive evolution towards their most perfect form. But artefacts 

do not have a life of their own, and there is no evidence for a law of natural or mechanical selection to 

propel them in the direction of progress. The design of manufactured goods is determined not by some 
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With the Industrial Revolution, the way things were made and the relationship 

between a new class of consumers and the rapidly growing market, inspired the powerful 

reactionary ideas about design, material, and process championed by design reformers, 

and later, proponents of the Arts and Crafts Movement. Indeed, as Tanya Harrod states, 

“William Morris and the Arts and Crafts Movement tower over any discussion of modern 

handwork.”3 But even Morris’s fantasy of a “glorious art, made by the people and for the 

people, as a happiness to the maker and the user,” was a contradiction to the reality that 

Morris himself was predominantly a designer who contracted the creation of his designs 

out to other professional craftsmen, and that his products were – while quite fine – only 

affordable to the very wealthy.4 And while much of today’s writing on craft inherited its 

emphasis on the hand-made as an antidote to the mechanization of industry from the Arts 

and Crafts movement, Morris himself was not a Luddite. For Morris, machines 

themselves were not culpable for the degeneracy of modern English society and its 

proliferation of things, instead, he argued, the evil rested in “the great intangible machine 

of commercial tyranny, which oppresses the lives of all of us.”5 In opposition to this 

looming capitalist evil, Morris along with John Ruskin and their intellectual and artistic 

peers, idealized the collective structure of medieval guilds, wherein communities of men 

and women toiled alongside one another to benefit themselves and their direct 

                                                      

internal genetic structure but by the people and industries that make them and the relationships of these 

people and industries to the society in which the products are to be sold.” Understanding a society’s 

examples of successful industrial manufacture, as well as the artworks that are celebrated and the 

craftworks that are esteemed, clearly illustrate the biases and values of that society. Adrian Forty, Objects 

of Desire: Design and Society since 1750 (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1992 [1982]), 8. 
3 Tanya Harrod, The Crafts in Britain in the 20th Century (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999), 

9. 
4 William Morris, “The Art of the People (1879),” in The Collected Works of William Morris, vol. xxii 

(New York: Russell & Russell, 1966), 50. As quoted in Harrod, Crafts in Britain, 16.  
5 Ibid., 17. 
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communities.  

This pastoral romance cemented a rift that had begun in the Renaissance; dividing 

painting and sculpture (fine art) from the decorative or applied arts (the crafts), where the 

crafts became positioned as anti-machine and anti-modern (even while the opposite was 

true), and avant-garde artistic movements became more thoroughly oriented toward 

technology and progress.6 In line with Enlightenment philosophy, and formally 

articulated first in the art criticism of French writer Charles Baudelaire, aesthetic 

modernism and its various artistic iterations from the late-nineteenth century through to 

the 1960s and 70s, privileged several key principles.7 First among these, was the 

disavowal of an inherited academic or historicist artistic tradition that was ever-focused 

on looking backward in an effort to achieve the classical perfection of ancient Greece and 

Rome, and instead, an intentional focus forward was adopted, determined on progress 

and the never-ending hunt for “the new.” “Modernity,” according to Jürgen Habermas, 

“revolts against the normalizing functions of tradition; modernity lives on the experience 

of rebelling against all that is normative.”8 Second, released from narrative conventions 

and an emphasis on pictorial realism and representation, artists began to be inspired by 

the rapidly changing world around them, choosing to experiment with techniques and 

                                                      

6 Sandra Alfoldy, Introduction to NeoCraft: Modernity and the Crafts, ed. Sandra Alfoldy (Halifax: The 

Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 2007), xviii–xix. 
7 The project of modernity was formulated in the eighteenth-century philosophical treatise of 

Englightenment thinkers, most notably René Descartes and Immanuel Kant, who strove to develop 

objective science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art. Jürgen Habermas, “Modernity – An 

Incomplete Project,” in Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (London: Pluto Press, 1985), 9. Immanuel Kant 

postulated in his Critique of Judgement, written in 1790, that viewers of art should not try to extoll any kind 

of deeper experience of self-betterment from looking at an artwork. He suggested that art should be 

appraised for its inherent aesthetic qualities, which required a “disinterested” disposition on the part of the 

viewer. This “disinterested” attitude meant rejecting the sensual and emotional avenues of appreciation and 

intrepetation. Art was only appropriate when it was not pretending to be something else. 
8 Habermas, “Modernity,” 5.  
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mediums in order to fully explore their own authentic expression; art became self-

referential. Over the early decades of the twentieth century, these ideas became more and 

more refined, until, at its height at the mid-century point, modernism had been 

synthesized to expressions of “pure form.”  

For Harrod, modernism represents an emphasis on “pure form,” and an 

antagonism toward popular, derivative, or commercial designs – which included amateur 

domestic crafts.9 The American art critic Clement Greenberg, one of the most articulate 

spokesmen for Modern Art and the champion of abstract expressionism, provides a clear 

program for Modern Art and its prevailing aesthetic, suggesting that  

the avant-garde poet or artist sought to maintain the high level of 

his art by both narrowing and raising it to the expression of an 

absolute in which all relativities and contradictions would be 

either resolved or beside the point. ‘Art for art’s sake’ and ‘pure 

poetry’ appear, and subject matter or content becomes something 

to be avoided like a plague. … Content is to be dissolved so 

completely into form that the work of art or literature cannot be 

reduced in whole or in part to anything not itself.10  

Just as art under modernism was refined to its purest components, craft underwent a 

similar process in order to distance itself from kitsch and folk culture.11 Thereafter, 

institutions and scholarship specializing in the crafts mimicked the values of aesthetic 

modernism, legitimating crafts that pursued purity of form and material, and respected 

tradition and honed technique.12 However, craft – defined by its handmade-ness, its 

                                                      

9 Harrod, Crafts in Britain, 11. 
10 Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” in Art Theory and Criticism: An Anthology of 

Formalist, Avant-Garde, Contextualist and Post-Modern Thought, ed. Sally Everett (Jefferson, NC: 

McFarland & Co., 1995 [1939]), 38. 
11 Alfoldy, Crafting Identity, 218. 
12 Texts that supported this program are extensive; a selection of the most prominent examples include: 

Bernard Leach, A Potter’s Book (London: Faber and Faber, 2011 [1940]); Peter Dormer, New Ceramics: 

Trends and Traditions (London: Thames and Hudson, 1986); Peter Dormer, “The language and practical 

philosophy of crafting,” in The Culture of Craft: Status and Future, ed. Peter Dormer (Manchester: 
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perfect imperfection, and by its relationship to the body as something that was handmade 

and could be worn, used, or lived with – is sensual and bodily; the very things modernism 

eschews.13 Because of this, craft was doomed to be repeatedly marginalized in a modern 

paradigm that continually pitted craft against its most successful and “pure” form: art.14 

This division was hotly debated from the 1960s into the 1990s (and continues to crop up 

in current craft discourse); however, beginning in the 2000s, following postmodern 

advances in critical theory approaches to culture, a shift in language reframes the ‘art 

versus craft’ contest in terms of interdiscursivity.  

 

Myths and Histories: Intervention 

Regardless of whether it is the fabricated history of a cottage craft industry 

romanticized by the Arts and Crafts movement, the avant-garde strictures of aesthetic 

modernism, or new interdisciplinary approaches to professional craft, powerful historical 

narratives and ideologies continue to be at the heart of today’s craft making and craft 

scholarship. “The idea of utopia remains central to our understanding of crafts,” Canadian 

                                                      

Manchester University Press, 1999), 219–230; and Howard Risatti, “Craft After Modernism: Tracing the 

Declining Prestige of Craft,” in New Art Examiner 17 (March 1990): 31–4. 
13 Brian O’Doherty’s book Inside the White Cube (1976) investigated how the Modern white cube gallery 

– as the application of modernist theoretical approach – acted as a vacuum that purged the viewing space of 

any foreign influences: without windows, the outside world and the messiness of politics, social and 

cultural unrest, and historical time disappeared, and the even and constant overhead lighting removed any 

indication of the passage of time from the space. The white walls, bare floors, and minimal furnishings 

suppressed any emotional responses and bodily functions not in service to viewing the artworks. The body 

was further disciplined through the arrangement of the large rooms which were designed simultaneously 

for visibility and surveillance: guards were stationed throughout, and visitors filtering through the space 

were simultaneously viewing and being viewed – the white cube functions as a panopticon. Viewing art in 

this context is a practice, a performance, and a ritual. Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The 

Ideology of the Gallery Space (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1999 [1976]). See also: Carol 

Duncan, Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums (London: Routledge, 1995), 9. 
14 Bruce Metcalf, “Replacing the Myth of Modernism,” in NeoCraft: Modernity and the Crafts, ed. Sandra 

Alfoldy (Halifax: The Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 2007), 4. 
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craft historian Sandra Alfoldy writes, adding that “Whether it is applied on a local, 

global, or virtual level, the story of the crafts is often told through invented traditions.”15 

Despite calls to open up the consideration of craft beyond adherences to craftsmanship, 

formalist criteria, the reification of the finite craft object, and allegiances to romanticized 

pasts, a modernist disciplinary genealogy continues to reproduce the biases and 

antagonisms entrenched in the discourse and our society.  

Modernist art history, which worked as the initial template and overarching frame 

for craft histories, privileged certain subjects, ideologies, and narratives over and at the 

expense of others. At the core of traditional art history is the celebration of individualist 

genius and the invention credited to the Western/white, professional, masculine maker; 

subordinating and neglecting the creative output of women, which was usually carried 

out in their domestic environments.16 This is due to a hetero-patriarchal ideology 

embedded in the discourse. An ideology that understood the rightful place of women to 

be the domestic sphere and her “natural” mode of production to be reproduction, which 

reduced the work she did in the home to an expression of her “essential” femininity.17 

                                                      

15 Sandra Alfoldy, “Section Introduction: Invention of Tradition: Craft and Utopian Ideals,” in NeoCraft: 

Modernity and the Crafts, ed. Sandra Alfoldy (Halifax: The Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and 

Design, 2007), 157. 
16 As pioneer feminist art historian Griselda Pollock clearly states in the introduction to her ground-

breaking book, Vision & Difference: Femininity, Feminism and the Histories of Art (1988), “Demanding 

that women be considered not only changes what is studied and what becomes relevant to investigate but it 

challenges the existing disciplines politically. Women have not been omitted through forgetfulness or mere 

prejudice. The structural sexism of most academic disciplines contributes actively to the production and 

perpetuation of a gender hierarchy. What we learn about the world and its peoples is ideologically patterned 

in conformity with the social order within which it is produced. Women’s studies are not just about women 

– but about the social systems and ideological schemata which sustain the domination of men over women 

within the other mutually inflecting regimes of power in the world, namely those of class and those of 

race.” Griselda Pollock, Vision & Difference: Femininity, Feminism and the Histories of Art (London: 

Routledge, 1988), 1. See also: Christopher Reed, Introduction to Not at Home: The Suppression of 

Domesticity in Modern Art and Architecture, ed. Christopher Reed (London, Thames and Hudson, 1996); 

and Alfoldy, Crafting Identity, 10. 
17 Roszika Parker’s ground-breaking book The Subversive Stitch interrogates the normalized notion that 
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This bias is connected to taste as a system of governance shaped by cultural authorities – 

such as Charles Eastlake, Owen Jones, William Morris and John Ruskin in the nineteenth 

century, and Clement Greenburg in the twentieth century – mobilized to guide and 

correct feminine practices, such as shopping and decoration, and to give correct designs 

for women’s leisure practices such as needlework and domestic crafts.18 In this way, 

beginning in the nineteenth century and through to today, hegemonic patriarchal culture 

moves strategically to suppress feminine, amateur, and collective practices and cultures.19 

In the crafts, this emphasis on individualism, genius, professionalism, and name-

recognition came at the cost of traditional collective and collaborative forms of craft 

making.20 Furthermore, modern art theory, as I suggested above, is grounded on an 

Enlightenment rationale – Kant’s ideas about the “disinterested” art viewer and 

Descartes’ bodily segregation of intellect from emotion – that gives primacy to the 

materiality, conceptual principles, and aesthetics of objects, over any other social or 

cultural considerations.21 This methodological approach disengages aesthetic 

                                                      

“women embroidered because they were naturally feminine and were feminine because they naturally 

embroidered.” What has been situated as natural and even biological, is in fact socially constructed. 

Furthermore, femininity, as a social construct, is unstable – signifying differently across class, race, 

cultures, and time. Roszika Parker, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine 

(New York: Routledge, 2010 [1989]), 11. See also: Maria Mies, Pariarchy and Accumulation on a World 

Scale: Women in the International Division of Labour (London: Zed Books, 1986); Simone de Beauvoir, 

The Second Sex, trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier (New York: Vintage, 2010 

[1949]), 330; Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitutions: An Essay in Phenomenology 

and Feminist Theory,” in Theatre Journal 40, no. 4 (December 1988): 519. 
18 Reed, Introduction,13; and Naomi Schor, Reading in Detail: Aesthetics and the Feminine (New York: 

Methuen, 1987), 25. See also: Talia Schaffer, Novel Craft: Victorian Domestic Handicraft and Nineteenth-

century Fiction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); 50–57. 
19 Reed, Introduction, 13. See also: Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, “The Culture Industry: 

Enlightenment as Mass Deception,” in Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming (London: Verso, 

1979). 
20 Alfoldy, Crafting Identity, 13. 
21 For an overview and analysis of the suppression and disavowal of the feminine by modernism, see 

Bridget Elliot and Janice Helland, Introduction to Women Artists and the Decorative Arts 1880–1935, ed. 

Bridget Elliot and Janice Helland (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002), 1–14. 
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contemplation from social location, and divides questions of formal significance from 

those of social relevance. Canadian art historian and Black studies scholar Charmaine 

Nelson argues that aesthetics are a “product of social, political and material specificity 

and … they should not be artificially separated.”22 Art history, as Plains Cree and 

Blackfoot artist and scholar Gerald McMaster has observed, is a particularly traditional 

discourse whose epistemological foundation is based in modernism, universalism, and 

imperialism.23 Rosemary J. Coombe lays out the stakes clearly when she writes that, “The 

category of art … is not a universal one, but an historically contingent European 

category, in which the artistic imagination is universalised in the European image under 

the name of a putatively ‘human’ Culture.”24 Within a modernist art history, the treatment 

of the creative work of Black people, people of Colour and Indigenous people – 

especially Indigenous women, women of Colour, and Black women – has ranged in 

violent treatment from disregard and neglect, to fetishistic curiosity, tokenism, and 

primitivist appropriation, to full erasure which is the equivalent of cultural genocide.25 

                                                      

22 Charmaine Nelson, Representing the Black Female Subject in Western Art (New York: Routledge, 

2010), 11. 
23 Gerald McMaster, “Towards an Aboriginal Art History,” in Native American Art in the Twentieth 

Century, ed. W. Jackson Rushing III (London: Routledge, 1999), 77. 
24 Rosemary J. Coombe, “The Properties of Culture and the Politics of Possessing Identity: Native Claims 

in the Cultural Appropriation Contreversy,” in Canadian Journal of Law and Jurisprudence 6, no. 2 (July 

1993), 249. 
25 As many scholars have noted, art history as a discourse has been slower than other Humanities 

disciplines in integrating a fully realized feminist analysis, never mind a thorough race and post-colonial 

critique, in its core methodology. Charmaine Nelson suggests that the lack of diversity in the writers of art 

history, especially in Canada, is one of the key reasons for this. She writes, “to the extent that it is people of 

colour who have been at the forefront of critiquing the racism of western academic practice and rethinking 

practice through the discourse of race, then the absence of postcolonial Art Histories is fundamentally 

connected to the absence of people of colour scholars in the discipline.” Charmaine Nelson, Slavery, 

Geography and Empire in Nineteenth–Century Marine Landscapes of Montreal and Jamaica (London and 

New York: Routledge, 2016), 2. Regarding the disorientation that occurs when ‘other’ bodies inhabit the 

position of subject rather than the usual object of knowledge, see Nirmal Puwar, Space Invaders: Race, 

Gender and Bodies Out of Place (Oxford: Berg, 2004), 45. Several scholars have addressed the primitivist 

and fetishistic treatment of non-Western peoples and their culture’s and cultural objects, for example: 
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Not to mention the triple erasure experienced by non-heterosexual, non-white, women 

and gender-diverse people. 

While, interventions in a modernist art history have been ongoing for the last sixty 

or so years, it remains an unfinished project. A brief synopsis will show how far reaching 

and interdiscursive the intervention was, and how important it has been and continues to 

be toward a relevant consideration of visual and material culture. The feminist 

interventions in the 1960s and 1970s began to disrupt the narrative of male genius and 

sexism that dominated art history, struggling with the challenges of inclusion and 

revisionism.26 The important work of Black feminists and post-colonial scholars in the 

1970s and 1980s started the process of problematizing the Eurocentricity of art history by 

examining the imperial legacy at the core of Western culture, and revealing the racist 

assumptions that undergirded the discipline.27 Queer theorists, beginning in the 1980s, 

exposed the homophobia inherent in Western knowledge projects, including art history, 

                                                      

James Clifford, “Histories of the Tribal and the Modern,” in Art in America (April 1985): 164-167; Sally 

Price, Primitive Art in Civilized Places (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989); and Lucy Lippard, 

“Naming,” in primitivism and twentieth-century art, ed. Jack Flam with Miriam Deutch (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2003), 402–408. 
26 Linda Nochlin, “Why Are There No Great Women Artists?” in Women in Sexist Society: Studies in 

Power and Powerlessness, ed. Vivian Gornick and Barbara Moran (New York: Basic Books, 1971), 480–

510; Roszika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology (New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1981); Janet Wolff, The Social Production of Art, 2nd edition (New York: New York University 

Press, 1993 [1981]); and Pollock, Vision & Difference. 
27 Ellwood C. Parry, The Image of the Indian and Black Man in American Art, 1500–1900 (New York: G. 

Braziller, 1974); Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979); bell hooks, Ain’t I a 

Woman: Black Women and Feminism (Boston: South End Press, 1981); Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can 

the subaltern speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture (1988): 271–313; Ruth B. Phillips and 

Christopher B. Steiner, ed., Unpacking Culture: Art and Commodity in Colonial and Postcolonial Worlds 

(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1999); Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan 

Pinkham (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2000); Homi K. Bhabha, Location of Culture (London: 

Routledge, 2004); Nelson, Black Female Subject in Western Art; Nelson, Slavery, Geography and Empire. 

An extension of post-colonial theory is the recent empahsis on the decolonization of discourses, 

institutions, and spaces of power. This important intervention is undertaken in work such as: Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books Ltd, 1999); 

McMaster, “Towards an Aboriginal Art History;” and Leanna Simpson, Islands of Decolonial Love 

(Winnipeg: ARP Books, 2013). 
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and began unpacking the heteronormativity of dominant art historical tracts by reading in 

between the lines and locating queer subjects and queer histories, as well as complicating 

gender and sexuality as historical social constructs.28 In the 1990s and 2000s, critical race 

theory began to affect art historical scholarship through a consideration of how culture 

and society mediate race, and how intersecting systems of power continue to structure the 

experiences and expressions of racialized people.29 These disparate methodologies open 

the field of art history today, allowing for sensitive and sophisticated treatments of 

cultural production and reception across spaces and time.  

 

Anxiety: Art and Craft 

To date, while interdisciplinary scholarship on craft brings the theoretical and 

methodological approaches from other disciplines to bear on particular treatments of craft 

and its histories, no broad intervention such as that which has occurred within art history 

has occurred, though many contribute to the project of shifting craft’s framework and 

                                                      

28 Heresies 1, no. 3, special edition “Lesbian Art and Artists” (Fall 1977); Judith Mayne, “Fear of Falling,” 

in Framed: Lesbians, Feminists, and Media Culture (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesotta Press, 

2000 [1995]), 103–114; Martha Gever et. al., Queer Looks: Perspectives on Gay and Lesbian Film and 

Video (New York: Routledge, 1993); Amelia Jones, Seeing Differently: A History and Theory of 

Identification and the Visual Arts (London: Routledge, 2012); Amelia Jones and Erin Silver, ed., 

Otherwise: Imagining queer feminist art histories (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016); Helen 

Langa, “Seeing Queerly: Looking for Lesbian Presence and Absence in United States Visual Art, 1890 to 

1950,” in Journal of Lesbian Studies 14, no. 2–3 (April 2014): 124–139; Allyson Mitchell, “Deep Lez,” 

Presentation transcript, ‘Art Institutions and the Feminist Dialectic Symposium’ website (2008, 2010): 1–

14. Accessed 24 March 2015; and Bryant Keith Alexander, “Queer(y)ing The Postcolonial Through the 

West(ern),” in Handbook of Critical Indigenous Methodologies, ed. Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. 

Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (London: Sage, 2008); 101–134. 
29 Contributions to an intersectional consideration of race and blackness follow from the foundational 

scholarship of Frantz Fanon (Black Skin, White Masks, 1967). Since then, over the last twenty-five years, 

scholarship that presents a pointed critical race analysis on culture includes: bell hooks, Black Looks: Race 

and Representation (Toronto: Between the Lines Press, 1992); Cornel West, Race Matters (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1993); W.E.B Dubois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1994); Kobena 

Mercer, Welcome to the Jungle: New Positions in Black Cultural Studies (New York and London: 

Routledge, 1994); bell hooks, Art on My Mind: Visual Politics (New York: The New Press, 1995); Richard 

Dyer, White (London: Routledge, 1997); and Nelson, Slavery, Geography and Empire. 



 

13 

 

trajectories. This intervention destabilizes modernist tendencies toward craft within 

criticism and academic discourse, and the spaces of craft’s production and appreciation – 

namely, the studio, the gallery, the sale floor, the craft fair, the university, and the home. 

When critics draw attention to the problems of a modern framework for attending to 

craftworks and craft practices, their critical analyses are often summarily dismissed or 

trivialized.  

Tanya Harrod describes an example of this in her encompassing survey The 

Crafts in Britain in the 20th Century (1999). Harrod relays the British Craft Council’s 

conservative response to the “cultural relativism” of the 1980s. She gives two examples 

of critiques that drew attention to the limited viewpoint of the Craft Council and its 

magazine Crafts – which was situated as a tool to create critical dialogue around craft and 

design. The first example is a quote by Laurie Short, the Craft Officer at Northern Arts, 

who criticized Crafts for its “over-indulgence in presentation and content,” further 

suggesting that the magazine was “self-applauding and narrow-minded.”30 For Short, 

Crafts “seems totally unconcerned with the issues of race and social disadvantage which 

are present in the lives of many members of the crafts community.” In her second 

example, Harrod turns to sociologist June Freeman’s article “In Praise of Quality,” which 

argued that taste was socially constructed, that notions such as ‘creative autonomy’ had 

no basis, and that cultural institutions such as crafts councils were often restrictive, acting 

more like gatekeepers than gateways.31 Freeman’s argument was that “the structure of 

                                                      

30 Laurie Short, “Letters,” Crafts, no. 88 (September/October 1987): 13. As quoted in Harrod, Crafts in 

Britain, 422. 
31 June Freeman, “In Praise of Quality,” Crafts, no. 92 (May/June 1988): 13–14. As quoted in Harrod, 

Crafts in Britain, 422. 
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our society actually prevents us seeing certain forms of visual imagination when they are 

practiced outside our group.” Freeman stressed that “we must give attention to a broader 

array of craft and craftworkers.”  

Instead of engaging with these calls to broaden the disciplinary methodologies 

that craft scholarship and criticism draw from, and instead of diversifying the types of 

cultural production addressed and creating space for the critical assessment of creative 

work outside a modern craft paradigm, Harrod notes that “such ideas were not accepted 

or developed by the Crafts Council.”32 The institution responded defensively to the 

“alarming implications” of the “cultural relativist” critiques because they were 

“theoretically making a place for work by amateurs and by makers without a suitable 

artistic training.” Harrod extends her analysis by asking whether feminist writing on craft, 

especially in the early years, was marginalized or ignored for just this reason: because it 

opened up an avenue for the craft of non-specialists and non-professionals to be critically 

appreciated, just as it privileged voices and epistemologies outside the canon of 

conservative craft knowledge and theory.33  

The anxiety over amateurism crops up continually throughout craft discourses.34 

Just as the division between art and craft is nervously traced and re-inscribed over and 

over, so too is the border between professional and amateur craft hotly contested. Efforts 

to differentiate art and craft, or to legitimate craft as autonomous and culturally 

significant, rely heavily on delegitimizing or ignoring amateur or domestic crafting, while 

                                                      

32 Harrod, Crafts in Britain, 423. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Kristina Hunealt, “Professionalism as Critical Concept and Historical Process for Women and Art in 

Canada,” in Rethinking Professionalism: Women and Art in Canada, 1850–1970, ed. Kristina Huneault and 

Janice Anderson (Montreal and Kingston: McGill–Queen’s University Press, 2012), 9. 
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pitting the skill and materials associated with craft against the conceptual core of fine 

arts.35  

Glenn Adamson begins his oft cited article “When Craft Gets Sloppy,” by 

describing a scene that “repeat [sic] itself over and over” in art schools today.36 The 

established, esteemed craft professor visits a student’s studio, and upon inspecting the 

work in progress discovers that despite ample expressiveness and personality – the work 

is poorly made. The school in this story is the Art Institute of Chicago, the professor is 

textile-artist Anne Wilson, and the student is young sensation Josh Faught. Instead of 

admonishing Faught, Wilson details the department’s pedagogical approach as a rigorous 

emphasis on technical skill development, “but not with an emphasis on fine tuning high 

skill as the goal. The concept is the goal.”37 With this sleight of hand, craft materials and 

processes are placed at odds with the primacy of “the concept” at the heart of fine art. 

The following quote from the article highlights so many of the values and biases that 

structure today’s craft discourses:  

…the one thing that seems to bind the majority of contemporary 

art together is the lack of skill required to create it. What we 

have now, mostly, are found objects, outsourced fabrication, bad 

painting, big photos printed on expensive equipment, ‘relational’ 

situations requiring only rudimentary props, and of course, 

outsized sloppy sculpture. … Faught’s work puts a new spin on 

the always-interesting dilemma of why we value craft in the first 

place. There are as many answers to this question as there are 

                                                      

35 For example, while self-regulating craft bodies were established in Canada and the United States at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, after World War II these organizations moved to implement modern 

formalist values. In 1960s and 1970s, the American Craft Council mobilized an aggressive program to 

elevate crafts from church fairs and local bazaars toward a professional standard. The power of the 

American Craft Council’s influence and the shifts in their mandate were felt in Canada, and by 1974, the 

Canadian Craftsmen’s Association and the Canadian Crafts Guild joined under the banner of the Canadian 

Crafts Council to promote an equally aggressive campaign of reform. Crafts Councils in Canada, the 

United States, and the UK have been the leaders of the crafts community in the West, structuring and 

enforcing professional craft values over the last fifty years. Alfoldy, Crafting Identity, 5. 
36 Glenn Adamson, “When Craft Gets Sloppy,” in Crafts, no. 211 (March/April 2008): 36–40. 
37 Ibid., 36. 
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ways of making, but one dichotomy seems especially crucial. On 

the one hand, skill commands respect. We value the integrity of 

the wellmade object, the time and care it demands. Therefore, 

what we most want out of our craft is something like perfection. 

On the other hand, though, we value craft's irregularity – its 

human, indeed humane, character. We want craft to stand in 

opposition to the slick and soulless products of systematised 

industrial production.38  

Indeed, Alfoldy has meditated on why craft’s relationship with architecture ennobles 

craft, while craft’s relationship with art seems to degrade it. She writes,  

Why is the use of craft materials within contemporary art 

problematic, while the use of the same materials within 

architecture is celebrated as Allied Arts? The answer has to do 

with empowerment – craft is emboldened by its alliance with 

architecture when a craftsperson receives a commission, whereas 

the craftsperson loses prestige when his or her materials are co-

opted for use without skill or expertise.39  

This highlights how dichotomies of value position craft. The argument Adamson puts 

forth is just one example of how outmoded modernist ideas on craft are mobilized, how 

the tension between art and craft and amateur creative forms continually re-entrench a 

restrictive set of meanings, and how these reductive formulations limit the ways that craft 

is considered and imagined. 

 

Interdisciplinarity 

“Modernism is not the enemy,” Alfoldy writes sagely, “nor is it a single entity; 

rather, it is a movement that fully involved craft, in differing ways during various 

periods.”40 In thinking through the gravity of this statement, I find that I can shift the 

emphasis of this statement for a deeper understanding. Craft, which describes objects as 

                                                      

38 Adamson, “When Craft Gets Sloppy,” 38–39. 
39 Sandra Alfoldy, The Allied Arts: Architecture and Craft in Postwar Canada (Montreal and Kingston, 

ON: McGilll-Queen’s University Press, 2012), 49. 
40 Alfoldy, Crafting Identity, 225. 
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well as a practice of making, involves modernism in different ways at different times, just 

as it involves colonialism, capitalism, imperialism, modernization, and other structuring 

systems of meaning and power particular to other societies and cultures. In centering craft 

as the field of production and the site of meaning instead of modernism, it becomes easier 

for me to begin to think about how craft is employed – as a practice and as a rhetoric – in 

different places at different times by different people. Alfoldy notes that, “craft does 

involve a wide cross-section of all societies;” which she suggests will ensure that the 

future of craft research will be driven by “the existence of multiple voices.”41  

Over the last decade, many publications have responded to this call for 

diversification by strategically troubling the convention of privileging certain values at 

the heart of craft’s discourse – values such as concept, craftsmanship (materiality, 

process, and labour), the handmade, the anti-industrial, and the reification of the craft 

object. Glenn Adamson, former head of research at the Victoria and Albert Museum 

(London) and former director of the Museum of Art and Design (New York), is often 

attributed with leading the charge in craft scholarship’s new directions. Adamson’s 2007 

book Thinking Through Craft proposes a major overhaul of craft discourses by aligning 

craft with materiality and conceptualism, arriving at the understanding that craft 

scholarship is moving toward a non-hierarchical multidisciplinarity.42  

                                                      

41 Alfoldy, Crafting Identity, 225. 
42 Glenn Adamson, Thinking Through Craft (Oxford: Berg, 2007). 2007 proved to be an important year for 

craft scholarship. Howard Risatti published A Theory of Craft (Chapel Hill, NC: UNC Press, 2007), which 

argued that craft’s power is that it merges utility with unique human expression, and that traditional crafting 

practices are at risk of losing cultural relevance in light of technological and social developments. While 

this book fights to establish the significance of craft today, it does so by rejigging tired conversations of 

aesthetic and philosophical hierarchies and fixing craft, again, within these. Another significant occurrence 

in 2007 was the ground-breaking ‘NeoCraft’ conference held at NSCAD University in Halifax, Nova 

Scotia. ‘Neocraft’ brought together leading craft scholars and practitioners to discuss the role to craft today, 

and its evolution into the future. The conference proceedings were published in an accompanying text 
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Expanding on this inter-disciplinary framework, American art historian Maria 

Elena Buszek’s edited volume Extra/Ordinary (2011) casts a wide net by including 

contributions from craftspeople, DIY makers, and crafty activists, along with chapters 

written by some of the foremost scholars writing on the field today.43 The book’s 

crossover approach does much to offer perspectives on contemporary making that fall 

outside of, as well as under the rubric of craft, or exists in tension with it. In her 

introduction, Buszek suggests that craft critics have neglected the critical content and the 

importance of ideas and the conceptual turn in today’s craft practices, an observation that 

is integral to a new approach in craft scholarship. I am critical of these two stances, as a 

conceptual sophistication has been prioritized as the distinguishing feature of “fine” or 

professional studio crafting for much of the twentieth century.44 Historically the emphasis 

on professional craft’s conceptual sophistication has been achieved through the 

subordination and devaluing of amateur craft. Sloppy Craft (2015), a volume edited by 

Elaine Cheasley Paterson and Susan Surette, presents a more nuanced treatment of 

contemporary craft as well as new historical explorations of craft. Indeed, Sloppy Craft 

interrogates the tension between conventional material practices, conceptualism, and 

innovation.45 The essays in this book provide a provocative discussion around ideas of 

amateurism, identity, and communities based on making, as well as a critical appraisal of 

de-skilling and reskilling, and the re-materialization of the art object.  

                                                      

edited Sandra Alfoldy: NeoCraft: Craft and Modernity (Halifax, NS: NSCAD University Press, 2008). 
43 Maria Elena Buszek, ed., Extra/Ordinary: Craft and Contemporary Art (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 2011). 
44 Alfoldy, Crafting Identity, 3, 4. 
45 Elaine Cheasley Paterson and Susan Surette, Sloppy Craft: Postdisciplinarity and the Crafts (London: 

Bloomsbury, 2015). 
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Sloppy Craft is an example of the broader project to reposition craft currently 

underway, a project taken up by scholars and critics who either draw on other fields to 

ground their accounts or write from other disciplines all together. From my perspective, 

the most cogent insight into historical and contemporary craft practices comes from 

locations beyond traditional art historical and craft scholarship. For my thesis, with its 

attention to amateur crafting and domestic leisure as a social practice, the following 

examples have been particularly insightful.  

One of the first feminist social and material history assessments of the history of 

Western women’s needlework practices was Roszika Parker’s The Subversive Stitch 

(1984).46 Published in 1984, it traced the shift from a pre-modern guild system where 

women worked alongside men, to an industrialized world that became increasingly 

socially stratified. As I previously noted, this resulted in the exclusion of women from 

public arenas of work, relegating women’s work and leisure to the private realm. Parker 

demonstrated how this discursive move delegitimized middle-class women’s textiles and 

craft work, recasting the practice as a trivial hobby that took after aristocratic leisure 

practices.  

Literary theorist Thad Logan gives one of the most thorough taxonomies of 

nineteenth-century domestic crafts in her cultural study of the Victorian parlour.47 In her 

focus on domesticity through an examination of the space of the middle-class parlour in 

Great Britain following the Industrial Revolution; crafting is addressed as a social 

practice parallel to and implicated in decoration, embedded in the dominant ideologies 

                                                      

46 Parker, Subversive Stitch. 
47 Thad Logan, The Victorian Parlour: A Cultural Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
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that structured domesticity and femininity, and in turn, imperialism. Similarly, in Novel 

Craft: Victorian Domestic Handicraft and Nineteenth-Century Fiction (2011), Talia 

Schafer positions feminized domestic crafting as a social and cultural paradigm through a 

close reading of Victorian fiction.48 Historian Steven Gelber suggests that hobby culture 

arose in the nineteenth century in response to the division of time between work and play, 

placing hobbies in conversation with historical shifts in labour and leisure, consumerism, 

and various attitudes toward productivity.49  

Black feminist scholars such as Alice Walker, bell hooks, and Adrienne Rich have 

done much to recuperate histories of Black women’s creativity through crafts and textiles 

in the face of brutal oppression and a complete disregard for Black women’s 

expressions.50 Tasoulia Hadjiyanni and Kristin Helle recently wrote about how practices 

of homemaking within dominant culture are inextricably tied to the shadow reality of 

displacement and erasure. In “(Im)materiality and Practice: Craft Making as a Medium 

for Reconstructing Ojibwe Identity in Domestic Spaces,” Hadjiyanni and Helle argue that 

domestic crafts can be a powerful avenue through which members of displaced 

communities can spatially negotiate the terms of their place; making it their own, in 

effect.51 Similarly, historians, art historians, and sociologists have shown through various 

                                                      

48 Schaffer, Novel Craft. 
49 Steven M. Gelber, Leisure and the Culture of Work in America (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1999). 
50 I am thinking especially of Alice Walker’s essay “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens,” in In Search of 

Our Mothers’ Gardens (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1967); bell hooks’ "An Aesthetic of 

Blackness: strange and oppositional," in The Object of Labour: Art, Cloth, and Cultural Production, ed. 

Joan Livingstone & John Ploof (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2007), 315–332; and Adrienne Rich, 

“Motherhood: the Contemporary Emergency and the Quantum,” in On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected 

Prose, 1966–1978 (New York: Norton, 1979), 203–214. 
51 Tasoulia Hadjiyanni and Kristin Helle, “(Im)materiality and Practice: Craft Making as a Medium for 

Reconstructing Ojibwe Identity in Domestic Spaces,” in Home Cultures 7, no. 1 (2010): 57–84. 
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case studies how crafting has been a “contact zone” within the North American settler 

colonial context, through processes of acculturation as well as appropriation that served 

to mediate cultural difference and order spaces and social relations.52  

Recent writing on craft within technology, media, and communication studies has 

highlighted how contemporary amateur craft and DIY culture is enacted across large 

communities of people, brought together around crafting in person as well as on the 

internet.53 This writing addresses how craft is communicated; emphasizing the active 

engagement, skill sharing, and self-directed learning that hobby crafting inspires. Queer 

theorist Ann Cvetkovich touches on craft in the third section of her recent book, 

Depression: A public feeling (2012).54 In “The Utopia of Ordinary Habit: Crafting, 

Creativity, and Spiritual Practice,” Cvetkovich asserts that the proliferation of depression 

in North America is a result of social dissonance, situating depression as political and 

                                                      

52 A “contact zone,” is, according to Mary Louise Pratt, “the space of colonial encounters, the space in 

which peoples geographically and historically separated come into contact with each other and establish 

ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict.” 

Understanding cultural exchanges through a “contact” perspective emphasizes the flow of power beyond a 

horizontal/hierarchical formula, acknowledging the lateral movement and back-and-forth of exchange. A 

‘contact’ perspective focuses on how individuals and groups are constituted in and by their relations to one 

another, treating the relations between various groups not in terms of their difference, but in their 

“copresence, interaction, interlocking understanding and practices, often within radically asymmetrical 

relations of power. Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (London: 

Routledge, 1992) 6, 7. A few examples of projects that engage with a “contact” perspective in order to 

address craft are: Tusa Shea, “‘The Fabric of the Nation’s Art:’ Women’s Appropriation of Aboriginal 

Textile Motifs during the Interwar Period in British Columbia,” in Essays on Women’s Artistic and 

Cultural Contributions 1919–1939: Expanded Social Roles for the New Woman Following the First World 

War, ed. Paula Birnbaum and Anna Novakov (Lewiston, New York: The Edward Mellen Press, 2009), 

169–184; Anne de Stecher, “Souveniur Art, Collectable Craft, Cultural Heritage: The Wendat (Huron) of 

Wendake, Quebec,” in Craft, Community and Material Culture of Place and Politics, 19th–20th Century, 

ed. Janice Helland, Beverly Lemire, and Alena Buis (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), 37–57; and Laura Peers, 

“Material Culture, Identity, and Colonial Society in the Canadian Fur Trade,” in Women and Things, 1750–

1950: Gendered Material Strategies, ed. Maureen Daly Goggin and Beth Fowkes Tobin (Farnham: 

Ashgate, 2009), 55–74. 
53 For example, David Gauntlett, Making is Connecting: The Social Meaning of Creativity, from DIY and 
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cultural phenomenon. Cvetkovich suggests that crafting is an affective habit – a 

ubiquitous creative outlet, a spiritual, meditative practice – that offers solace and is a 

mode of self-soothing. This interdisciplinary, interdiscursive network around craft 

cultures shines as a guiding beacon to me. These are the discursive treatments of craft 

making and craft culture that I pay attention to, orient myself toward, and place myself in 

conversation with throughout the thesis.  

 

The Social Practice of Craft 

As previously suggested, in this thesis I approach Western amateur crafting as a 

social practice. In order to ground this approach, I provide an overview of amateur craft’s 

history, as well as a sustained consideration of the shifts in its social and cultural 

significance and meaning from the nineteenth century onward.55 This analysis begins in 

Chapter Two with a focus on craft in nineteenth-century Britain as a social practice tied 

to modernity, and through processes of imperialism and colonialism, these practices 

spread throughout Britain’s empire from the centre.56  
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woodwork, cork models, basket making, sandwork in jars, hair jewelry, pressing flowers, china painting, 

etching on glass, and so on. “Fancywork” was a Victorian term that more generally encompassed 

needlework and handicraft practices. In the twentieth century, I follow patterns of usage and refer to 

women’s amateur crafts as “hobby craft” or “Do It Yourself (DIY).” I use “domestic craft” to emphasize 

the feminized aspect of amateur craft, drawing attention to the gendered domestic site that marks amateur 

craft as a gendered mode of production. 
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Modernization and industrialism had numerous social effects that facilitated 

domestic craft culture, including the rise of the middle classes to social prominence, the 

reorganization of the social realm to support designated times and spaces for labour and 

leisure, and the gendering of these spaces and thereby their sanctioned activities.57 As 

middle-class women in Britain were excluded from the sites and activity of production 

and were tasked with the creation and maintenance of the home and its inhabitants, 

domesticity became the main purview of women.58 Indeed, it was largely through 

domesticity that women engaged with modernity. Women’s leisure in the form of 

needlework and handicrafts, as well as practices such as decorating and shopping, were 

the primary modes through which women mediated their relationship to the public 

sphere, the expanding economy, and the advances in industry and production.59 An 

important component in the second chapter is an assessment of the complex dynamic 

between middle-class women’s ubiquitous domestic craft culture, and the philosophical 

and political position promoted by a small group of elites who made up the Design 
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Reform and then the Arts and Crafts Movement. Talia Schaffer suggests that rather than a 

straight-forward antagonism between the two positions, it is important to note that though 

design reform and Arts and Crafts rhetoric that patronized women’s domestic practices – 

such as crafting, decorating, and shopping – and sought to discipline and impose order on 

them, proponents of these movements recognized that these middle-class women were 

also their most receptive audience.60  

Furthermore, during this period, handicrafts and needlework became axiomatic 

with bourgeois femininity, and were the chief practices through which the inculcation of 

values and ideologies around gender and class occurred.61 Roszika Parker as well as Thad 

Logan and Susan Fraiman have noted that women’s needlework offered them pleasure 

and satisfaction as much as they may have felt stifled or restricted by the activity; 

handicrafting, as well as being a technology of governance, was an avenue through which 

women could negotiate their identities and demonstrate personal agency.62 Throughout 

this thesis, the home, as the site for women’s work and leisure, is situated along the axes 

of social, cultural, political, and economic influences and impacts.  

 Chapter Three introduces a case study to further an analysis of domestic crafts as 

a social practice. The case study focuses upon specific women in a specific location 

within Canadian settler colonial culture and seeks to understand how domestic crafts 
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functioned to prescribe femininity and confirm middle-class status, and how this practice 

worked to order social relations as well as demarcate difference.63 The case study 

presented in Chapter Three provides a close examination of the material culture 

associated with the domesticity and leisure of the O’Keefe family: one of the first Anglo-

Canadian families to settle the interior of British Columbia in the 1870s. This case study 

grounds an analysis of how handicrafting functioned as part of colonialism’s 

domesticating processes whereby the unfamiliar and alien was appropriated and 

assimilated into the imposed imperial status quo.64 

In 1867, Cornelius O’Keefe settled at the head of Okanagan Lake, and shortly 

thereafter took a local Indigenous woman, Alapetsa Stalekaya, as his common-law wife; 

together they had two children. However, as O’Keefe prospered and became powerful in 

the burgeoning settler community, he set his Indigenous family aside and returned to 

Fallowfield to take a wife who, like him, was of Irish Catholic descent. This was not an 

isolated incident or an uncommon practice for the time; since the fur trade, white men 

often abandoned their Indigenous families as their social and economic situations 

improved and as women of European descent became more available in North America 

in the second half of the nineteenth century.65 After the death of his first wife, Mary Ann, 
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O’Keefe returned again to Fallowfield and married Elizabeth, another woman of Irish 

Catholic descent. While there is abundant evidence of Cornelius’s two Anglo-Canadian 

wives in the construction and decoration of the main house and its material culture, there 

is no extent material evidence of Alapetsa Stalekaya.  

Indeed, as Allan Sekula argues, every established archive has a “shadow archive” 

which contains minoritized bodies and groups, and the un-represented/under-represented 

experience of subjugated people.66 In this case, in order for Mary Ann and Elizabeth 

O’Keefe and the settler colonial society they represented to be visible, comprehensible, 

and dominant, other narratives and material archives had to be suppressed, assimilated, 

appropriated, and erased. The lack of extent material evidence and documentation of 

Alapetsa Stalekaya and her children gestures toward the O’Keefe family’s “shadow 

archive.” This example is significant as it demonstrates how white bourgeois femininity 

and domesticity within the settler colonial context worked to order space and enforce a 

social regime that upheld the values and ideologies of the imperial centre.67 

Several scholars note that gender, race, and class were constituent aspects of 

empire and its manifestation on local and intimate levels.68 Indeed, Laura Peers suggests 
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that settler subjects within colonial society negotiated their complex realities through 

their material world; “in many ways, the empire existed materially, not simply as 

networks of people and politics but as the things they worked with, traded, made, gave to 

each other, sold, looted, brought home, commented on, and consumed: an ‘empire of 

goods’ as much as of political structures.”69 Through an assessment of the material 

culture of Mary Ann and Elizabeth O’Keefe and their daughters (and indeed, Alapetsa’s 

“shadow archive”), I contribute to the literature on Canadian women’s history and the 

role of domesticity and leisure within the colonial project. Furthermore, this analysis 

suggests that as well as inculcating gender and asserting middle-class status, amateur 

crafts and needlework functioned as a racializing process that enshrined whiteness and 

disciplined racial difference.70  

Chapter Four addresses the legacy of colonialism, femininity, and bourgeois 

domesticity as these ideological tropes influence and structure the culture around amateur 

crafting throughout the twentieth century up to, and including, today. The chapter centres 

on an investigation of the present day socio-cultural phenomenon of craftivism as a way 

of exploring how gender, class, race, and other identity categories play out through 

contemporary amateur craft. Craftivism, a portmanteau word that combines craft with 

activism, describes a form of ‘lifestyle activism’ that expresses dissent through crafted 

objects and protest through durational displays of crafting in public.71  
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Most craftivist activity over the last decade has been politically motivated by 

variations of feminism and/or socialism in the vein of William Morris and the Arts and 

Crafts Movement. In order to provide context to these two divergent forms of political 

logic, this chapter revisits discussions presented in the second chapter that explored 

motivations that drove Victorian women’s culture and social practices, as well as the 

political philosophies of the Arts and Crafts Movement that promoted social reform 

through honouring the invested labour of the worker, the use of good quality materials, 

and the importance of good design.72 I also revisit the misogynistic rhetoric of the 

nineteenth-century aesthetic reform movements in order to ground my assessment of 

twentieth-century modernism’s sexist position on women’s hobby-craft culture, wherein 

amateur crafts were either ignored as trivial or debased as derivative and unoriginal 

kitsch.73 As Jo Turney suggests, “The marginalization of home crafts from academic 

discourse is largely based on an understanding that both practices and objects are 

‘uncreative’, repetitive and mundane, existing outside the world of the innovative, 

creative and challenging avant-garde. These objects and practices are presented as 
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examples of ‘bad’ taste and popular culture–an antithesis of Modernism.”74 Adrienne 

Rich puts a fine point on the matter: “the dismissal of the traditional work of women as 

nonwork, of our art as mere ‘decoration’ or ‘craft’ or ‘scribbling’,” along with attitudes of 

“condescension to the housewife and mother … are merely symptoms of the much larger 

phenomenon of gynophobia – fear and hatred of women.”75 

 Despite the wealth of literature and theory that addresses domestic craft’s 

gendered mode of production and its historical precedent, many accounts of crafting 

continue to resort to reductive analyses of gender that re-inscribe associations between 

masculinity and craftsmanship, and amateur crafts and the home/domestic, and 

femininity. Throughout the fourth chapter, I unpack the reinforced binary gender 

hierarchy within craft discourse that codes the professional as masculine and the amateur 

as feminine, and how this continues to structure contemporary craft culture and popular 

culture media on craft.  

 Chapter Four explores how in the twentieth century women’s hobby crafts, 

influenced by the legacy of Victorian handicraft’s strong association with middle-class 

femininity, became viewed as an outmoded and old fashioned pastime tied to traditional 

feminine gender performance and conservative family values.76 As I previously noted, 

feminist activists and artists working in the 1960s, began reclaiming hobby crafts for their 

subversive critique, viewing hobby materials and amateur practices as authentic symbols 

of feminine experience that had been historically devalued and attacked.77 Indeed, I argue 
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that many craftivists employ various iterations, strategies, and rhetorics of white 

feminisms: the universalizing gender essentialism and an investment in ‘the personal is 

political’ of second-wave feminism; the mediation of identity through consumerism that 

became prevalent with third-wave feminism; the anti-feminist and post-feminist pro-

feminine posturing that worked to insidiously re-inscribe regressive patriarchal gender 

norms and gender relations; and more recently, neoliberal and capitalist forms of 

feminism that promote an individualist empowerment through materialism and 

accumulation, and the transformation of the subject into human capital through the 

investment in self.78 The feminist mantra ‘the personal is political’ crops up consistently 
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throughout craftivist organizing as the primary means by which craftivists empower their 

gentle, feminine, non-violent form of crafty activism, and legitimate their consumption 

and leisure practices with political potential.  

Chapter Four also extends the analysis of gender, class, and race investigated in 

the previous chapters to twentieth-century amateur crafting practices by assessing what 

amateur craft’s symbolic social and cultural allegiances are today. Through an analysis of 

craftivism, I consider amateur craft’s relationship to private and public spaces (and how 

that has changed over the last century), and I question who has the resources – namely, 

the time and money – to mobilize their activism through craft. I also ask who feels 

empowered by craftivism’s soft affective form of public dissent, and who does not?79 

Through this consideration I critique the white moralism of craftivism that often 

mobilizes around causes or issues that occur outside of the craftivist’s own community, 

and are usually not based in the craftivist’s own experience of injustice. I connect 

particular cases of white moralism with a larger history that spans over the last century, 

where middle-class white radicals appropriate the struggle of Black people and people of 

Colour as a way of combating their experience of discontent and alienation within a 
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capitalist society.80 Furthermore, drawing on Sarita Srivastava’s work on racism in white 

feminist social justice organizing, I suggest that when white women craftivists centre 

their emotions as the radical agent in their activism, it often has the effect of silencing 

and excluding Black women and women of Colour – women who have not, historically, 

had access to public expressions of affective resistance.81 In many ways, individual white 

craftivist’s inability to be reflexive and intersectional in their politics, and the failure of 

craftivism as a largely white social movement to self-critique and analyze its privileged 

spaces of operation and effect, parallels the shortfalls in historical and critical scholarship 

attendant to craft that continue to centre modernist aesthetic philosophies and Western 

cultural values. 

 

Methodology 

My focus on women’s domestic culture and amateur crafting allows me to engage 

with craft’s histories and critical literature through its “shadow archive” – craft practices 

and cultures that were conventionally subordinated and ignored by the dominant 

discourse.82 Through centering the social circumstances that supported the amateur and 

                                                      

80 Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton, Black Power: The Politics of Liberation (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1967); A.K. Thompson, Black Bloc, White Riot: Anti-Globalization and the Genealogy of 

Dissent (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2010); Staughton Lynd and Andrej Grubačić, Wobblies & Zapatistas: 

Conversations on Anarchism, Marxism and Radical History (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2008); and 

Ambalavaner Sivanandan, Communities of Resistance: Writings on Black Struggles for Socialism (London: 

Verso, 1990). See also: Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. Myra Bergman Ramos (New York: 

Seabury Press, 1974); and Barbara Appelbaum, Being White, Being Good: White Complicity, White Moral 

Responsibility, and Social Justice Pedagogy (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2010). 
81 Sarita Srivastava, “Tears, Fears and Careers: Anti-Racism, Emotion and Social Movement 

Organizations,” in Canadian Journal of Sociology 31, no. 1 (March 2006): 55–90; Audre Lorde, Sister 

Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Trumansburg, NY: The Crossing Press, 1984); Audre Lorde, “Age, Race, 

Class, and Sex: Women Redefining Difference,” in Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary 

Cultures, ed. Russel Ferguson et. al. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), 281–287; and bell hooks, 

Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics (Toronto: Between the Lines, 1990). 
82 Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” 3–64. 



 

33 

 

domestic craft practices and objects that dominant craft discourses often leveraged 

professional, fine, or studio craft against, this thesis provides an alternate approach to 

theorizing craft. There is precedence for considering the work and creative expression by 

women as a social practice. For example, Griselda Pollock demonstrates how painting is 

a social practice, while Thad Logan’s analysis of Victorian domestic interiors centres 

decoration as a social practice, and Thalia Schaffer has written about the “craft 

paradigm.”83 These scholars have worked to legitimate and give critical context to the 

creative endeavours of bourgeois women, and in so doing, have gone against the 

dominant histories and methodologies that folded their culture, creative output, and 

circumstances into overarching narratives. 

While I unpack Logan and Schaffer’s approaches in more detail in Chapter Two, I 

want here to briefly explore how Pollock situates the painting practices of Mary Cassatt 

and Berthe Morisot – two nineteenth-century French painters – as social practices. 

Following up on her discipline-changing treatise Old Mistresses (1981) co-written with 

Roszika Parker, Griselda Pollock wrote Vision & Difference (1988), a book that analyzed 

the work of nineteenth-century women artists in the context of the dominant 

representations of femininity of that time.84 In particular, in situating the practices of 

Cassatt and Morisot, Pollock writes a revealing and instructive passage that I will quote 

here at length: 

None the less the painters of this cultural group [French 

Impressionists] were positioned differently with regards to social 

mobility and the type of looking permitted them according to 

their being men or women. Instead of considering the paintings 

as documents of this condition, reflecting or expressing it, I 
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would stress that the practice of painting is itself a site for the 

inscription of sexual difference [original emphasis]. Social 

possitionality in terms of both class and gender determine – that 

is, set the pressure and prescribe the limits of – the work 

produced. But we are here considering a continuing process. The 

social, sexual and psychic construction of femininity is 

constantly produced, regulated, renegotiated [emphasis mine]. 

This productivity is involved as much in the practice of making 

art. In manufacturing a painting, engaging a model, sitting in a 

room with someone, using a score of known techniques, 

modifying them, surprising oneself with novel and unexpected 

effects both technical and in terms of meanings, which result 

from the way the model is positioned, the size of the room, the 

nature of the contract, the experience of the scene being painted 

and so forth – all these actual procedures which make up part of 

the social practice of making a painting, function as the modes 

by which the social and psychic positionality of Cassatt and 

Morisot not only structured their pictures, but reciprocally 

affected the painters themselves as they found, through the 

making of images, their world represented back to them 

[emphasis mine].85  

With this example in mind, throughout the thesis I seek to move beyond an engagement 

with crafted objects as finite products of an isolated production event and processes of 

making that follow a linear progression in order to consider how craft making is a 

practice tied into overarching ideological, political, economic, social, and cultural 

nexuses works to position makers.  

To support this approach, I use a queer feminist phenomenological methodology 

influenced by the work of Sara Ahmed, Iris Marion Young, and Luce Giard.86 This 

methodology provides me with the tools to unpack the construction and situatedness of 

gender, race, class, and other identity categories as they come to bear on processes of 

making crafts, and the significance and meaning of the amateur crafted object in lived 

                                                      

85 Pollock, Vision & Difference, 81–82. 
86 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology; Iris Marion Young, On Female Body Experience (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2005 [1980]); and Luce Giard, “The Nourishing Arts,” in The Practice of Everyday Life, 

vol. 2, Living and Cooking, by Michel de Certeau, Luce Giard, and Pierre Mayol, trans. Timothy J. 

Tomasik (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1998 [1980]), 149–247. 
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spaces.87 This approach takes into account how crafting changes the material 

environment and symbolic terrain that the maker lives in, how craft impacts the maker’s 

relationship (their orientation) to objects and, through the practice of crafting, impacts 

their orientation to their environment.88  

Read quickly “Craft as a social practice” may take for granted the repetition and 

habits that are constituent of processes named “a practice,” as well as what it means for 

these habits and bodily repetitions to comprise a social matrix. Sara Ahmed writes: 

“What bodies ‘tend to do’ are effects of histories rather than being originary. … history 

‘happens’ in the very repetition of gestures, which is what gives bodies their 

tendencies.”89 Throughout the thesis, I unpack in greater depth how certain women 

inherit crafting practices as familial, local and regional social practices, but also as a 

practice that ties them into the symbolic and ideological terrain, and the fabrication of 

space and society. As imperial citizens and sometimes as colonial subjects, bourgeois 

women’s domestic work and leisure – specifically making the home and crafting – 

                                                      

87 For Iris Marion Young, the individual, or the lived body describes a subject in motion; perpetually 

constituted and reconstituted through movement and experience. Situation then, denotes “the produce of 

facticity and freedom” [original emphasis]. Young suggests that, “The person always faces the material 

facts of her body and its relation to a given environment.” Furthermore, Young elaborates on the “material 

facts”: “[the subject’s] bodily organs have certain feeling capacities and function in determinate ways; her 

size, age, health, and training make her capable of strength and movement in relation to her environment in 

specific ways. Her skin has a particular color, her face determinate features, her hair particular colour and 

texture, all with their own aesthetic properties.” These material factors structure the subject’s experience of 

their existence, and orientates the subject’s body to their social and physical environment. In refining an 

explanation of a person’s situation, Young writes that, “The body as lived is always enculturated: by 

phonemes a body learns to pronounce at a very early age, by the clothes the person wears that mark her 

nation, her age, her occupational status, and in what is culturally expected or required of women. The body 

is enculturated by habits of comportment distinctive to the interactional settings of business or pleasure; 

often they are specific to locale or group. Contexts of discourse and interaction position a person in systems 

of evaluation and expectations…” Young, Female Body Experience, 16. 
88 Sara Ahmed used “orientation” to describe “a bodily spatial awareness” that is related to “proprioception 

and kinesthetics.” For Ahmed, writing through the framework of “orientations” is about “how the bodily, 

the spatial, and the social are entangled” [original emphasis]. Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 181, n. I. 
89 Ibid., 56. 
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worked to ensure the stability and cohesion of the nation, and in extension, stratifying 

social categories such as class and race.  

Furthermore, a phenomenological approach allows me to intentionally and 

mindfully place myself in relation to the people, practices, and to the objects I am 

considering.90 What the reader of this thesis might infer from my topic of study and my 

methodology, is my own situation, which is always the “shadow” of the presented 

material and analyses – the place from where I am writing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

90 Sara Ahmed describes the project of writing feminist theory by using the metaphor of building a house. 

For Ahmed, the canon of philosophy and critical theory structure the history of ideas that she engages with, 

and as such, these canons remain present and relevant as the standard wooden frame that is generally 

employed and re-deployed in some variation to build intellectual dwellings. This creates houses that look 

similar, and are located in the same neighbourhood. In writing Living a Feminist Life, Ahmed states “I have 

not built a house using that frame. And I have felt much more exposed.” By orienting her text toward 

feminism as it is activated in her everyday life, and purposefully eschewing traditional forms and formulas, 

Ahmed turns to other sources and materials. She writes, “perhaps citations are feminist straw: lighter 

materials that, when put together still create a shelter but a shelter that leaves you more vulnerable. That is 

how it felt writing this work as well as speaking from it: being in the wind, being blown about … The 

words I sent out danced around me; I began to pick up on things I had not noticed before.” Ahmed makes a 

salient observation that I feel particular resonance with; “I began to wonder how much I had in the past 

built an edifice to create distance. Sometimes we need distance to follow a thought. Sometimes we need to 

give up distance to follow that thought.” Sara Ahmed, Living A Feminist Life (Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press, 2017), 16. 



 

37 

 

Chapter 2 

Victorian Leisure and Consumption: The Origin of the Middle-Class 

Handicraft

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores the emergence of middle-class amateur domestic 

handicrafting in Victorian England as a social practice that developed in response to 

social and economic shifts following the Industrial Revolution.1 I begin by presenting 

industrialism and modernization as integral occurrences that resulted in the growth of the 

middle classes and the rise of consumer culture, as well as encouraging a new cultural 

emphasis on domesticity and new social differentiations between work and leisure. 

Amateur domestic leisure in the form of needleworking and handicrafting represented a 

significant avenue through which women could participate in the burgeoning market 

economy, while also asserting their identity. However, just as amateur crafting and 

decoration were places that women and men could express their individuality, they were 

also practices that inculcated gender roles and gender ideals, class allegiances, and 

                                                      

1 This chapter takes domestic leisure and consumption in nineteenth century England as its focus, 

recognizing that leisure and consumption in Britain’s internal colonies – namely Ireland, Wales, and 

Scotland – during this period was a complex situation affected by specific social, cultural, and political 

histories that would have deviated these practices from hegemonic prescriptions projected from England as 

the dominant state in Great Britain. This is the case to an even larger degree regarding the colonies on the 

empire’s periphery. Indeed, much of the discourse that examines nineteenth century handicrafting in 

particular, and domesticity in general, focuses largely on English examples and draws from English 

primary sources. Therefore, this chapter focuses on Victorian leisure, domesticity, and gender roles in 

relation to amateur crafts in England, as it was the dominant purveyor of culture at the time. Lawrence, 

Genteel Women, 65, 66; Pickles, Female imperialism, 9; MacKenzie and McAleer, Introduction, 8; and 

Michael Hechter, Internal Colonialism: The Celtic Fringe in British National Development (New York: 

Routledge, 2017 [1975]). 
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ideologies that upheld the status quo. As objects made to be displayed in the domestic 

interior, handicrafting figured as a prominent component of decorative practices. 

Furthermore, as a manner of ‘crafting’ the space, I argue that decoration can be 

understood as an activity in line with handicrafting culture, and therefore, similarly 

understandable as a social practice.  

To ground the analysis of labour and leisure that is ongoing throughout the 

chapter, I provide an overview of scholarship that situates consumerism and consumption 

as processes central to the construction of the dominant social order. As consumerism 

became prevalent in the nineteenth century, the importance of establishing ‘correct taste’ 

to guide consumers – especially female consumers – was stressed as a matter of public 

moral and national stability. Taste, as a system of governance, was mobilized the Design 

Reform, the Arts and Crafts movement, and later the Aesthetic movement, as a way of 

guiding, correcting, and disciplining feminine social practices such as shopping, 

decorating, needleworking and handicrafting. By way of conclusion, the chapter ends 

with a phenomenological meditation on taste as a familial inheritance that positions the 

individual within the family milieu, aligning the individual in their actions, attitudes, 

connections, relations, and values with the trajectory of the family’s social investments. 

At the close, domestic leisure is assessed as an inherited call to order, but also the mode 

through which the inheritance of the family’s social investments can be acknowledged 

and returned. My aim is to present middle-class amateur handicrafting as an ambiguous 

social practice that was simultaneously an anxious expression under stifling ideals of 

gender, class, and domesticity, as well as a practice that gave tremendous pleasure and 

satisfaction to the maker, expressed creativity and ingenuity, as well as demonstrating 
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personal agency. 

 

The Work of Domesticity 

Domesticity, as a cultural phenomenon and as an ideological structure, is a 

modern invention. As Walter Benjamin noted, for the first time in the early nineteenth 

century, “the living space became distinguished from the space of work.”2 As Britain 

moved from being an agrarian society to an industrial one, women of the newly formed 

middle classes, whose mothers once laboured alongside the men in their families, both in 

urban settings and on the farm, were displaced from actively contributing to their 

livelihood as their men moved to urban centres and took work in factories, shipyards, and 

mines.3 The new surge of industrial work took place in rough buildings that were situated 

in remote and often unsavoury locales, and used heavy machinery that underwent 

constant innovation; it was impossible for women to be in these social or physical 

environments. Thus, middle-class women were precluded from the sites of industry, 

instead relegated to their homes – away from the dirt, pollution, and evils of the city, 

where their primary task was the creation of a sanctuary in which their men could take 

refuge in.4 Indeed, when we think about the rapid shifts in technology and the 

                                                      

2
 Walter Benjamin, “Louis-Phillippe or the Interior,” in Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of 

High Capitalism, trans. Harry Zohn (London: Verso, 1973), 167. 
3 Penny Sparke notes that, “With the demise of the small, family-based production unit, a widespread form 

of manufacturing before the advent of the factory, women became less and less involved with the process 

of production and increasingly involved with the activity of consumption.” Penny Sparke, As Long As It’s 

Pink: The Sexual Politics of Taste (Halifax: The Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 2010 

[1995]), 6. 
4 This shift has been described under the doctrine of separate spheres, championed primarily by feminist 

social historian Janet Wolff, Janet Wolff, in “Culture of Seperate Spheres.” Amanda Vickery has pointed 

out how this theorization of gendered social space is problematic, suggesting that the impact of economic 

shifts on the social and cultural make-up of a society are slow, ambiguous, and inconsistent. Furthermore, 

she argues that in the nineteenth century, women’s labour and productivity was multifaceted, and more 
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restructuring of labour systems, we think of the factory, but, as Adrian Forty notes, we 

rarely think of homes as we know them today, as a space created by the same revolution.5 

Thus, the work allotted to women in the domestic realm was a decidedly middle-class 

phenomenon.6  

As Ruth Schwartz Cowan explains, husbands and housewives were people who 

worked collaboratively – though in different ways – toward supporting the house they 

were “bonded” to, thus  

husbands and housewives both derived their status from the 

existence of their house and its associated land–the man because 

he had some title to it, and the woman because she was married 

to him. Husbands and housewives were not aristocrats and did 

not govern large households that employed and gave shelter to 

dozens, even hundreds, of people; neither were they transient 

laborers residing, if they resided at all, under roofs that belonged 

to other people.7  

Prior to the nineteenth century, men and women “husbanded” their resources to support 

their home, however, with industrialization, as the house became the site of labour for 

                                                      

complex than a reductive class-labour analysis which parsed everything into neat boxes (such as ‘masculine 

public sphere’ and ‘feminine private/domestic sphere’). Amanda Vickery, “Golden Age to Separate 

Spheres?”, 299. The totalizing notion of separate spheres is, as Thad Logan notes, “a fantasy in that homes 

could not exist as transcendent spaces outside of economic and political systems.” Logan, Victorian 

Parlour, 25. 
5 Forty, Objects of Desire, 99. 
6 Industrialization and modernization transformed American and Canadian homes much later, to varying 

degrees from 1860 to 1960. For the most part, until the late nineteenth century the colonial peripheries 

looked to the center for cultural and social meaning. For now, my analysis of handcrafting, the middle-class 

household, and femininity will focus on their initial formation in England specifically. In chapters 

following this one, I will address modernization, technological innovation, domesticity, consumerism, taste 

formation, and femininity in the North American context, specifically in relation to processes and social 

practices of colonialism. Ruth Schwartz Cowan, More Work For Mother: The Ironies of Household 

Technology from the Open Hearth to the Microwave (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 3; Katie Pickles and 

Myra Rutherdale, ed., Contact Zones: Aboriginal and Settler Women in Canada’s Colonial Past 

(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2005); and Pickles, Female imperialism, 9. See also: Catherine A. Cavanaugh and 

Randi R. Warne, ed., Telling Tales: Essays in Western Women’s History (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000); 

Van Kirk, Many Tender Ties; Loris Russel, Everyday Life in Colonial Canada (Toronto: Copp Clark 

Publishing, 1973); and Una Abrahamson, God Bless our Home: Domestic Life in Nineteenth Century 

Canada (Toronto: Burns & MacEachern Limited, 1966). 
7 Cowan, More Work For Mother, 17. 
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middle-class women, what had previously been called “housewiferie” came to be known 

as “housework.”8 Prior to industrialization and modernization, and indeed even still with 

the rise of industry, though to a much lesser extent, production and commerce took place 

in the homes of craftsmen, merchants, or tradesmen. The house was understood as a place 

that seamlessly incorporated work with other necessary activities that were part of daily 

survival (eating, sleeping, having sex, raising children, and so on).9  

As remunerated work became segregated from domestic life, it became essential 

to mark the home as a site separate from that of production through the interior and 

exterior design, ordering, and decoration.10 This segregation not only physically divided 

work life from the subsistence life of the home, but also created a mental and emotional 

division. As work spaces were experienced as oppressive and stifling, the home became 

the virtuous space for the ease of the body, the freedom of the mind, and the soothing of 

the emotional self. Thus, the house became cast as the refuge from the violence of 

alienated, coerced labour, where self-respect and self-esteem could be recovered and 

moral be recuperated. People symbolized and ritualized the division of the work-self and 

the true private-self in different ways, for example, by wearing certain clothing only at 

work and other clothing only at home, or by not disclosing any personal information to 

people at work.11 

                                                      

8 Cowan, More Work For Mother, 18. 
9 Forty, Objects of Desire, 100. 
10 As quoted in Forty, Objects of Desire, 100. 
11

 In illustrating this division, Forty provides a salient quote from Mark Rutherford’s Deliverance, “It was a 

comfort to me to think the moment the clock struck seven that my second self died, and that my first self 

suffered nothing by having anything to do with it. I was not the person who sat downstairs and endured … I 

knew nothing of him. I was a citizen walking London streets; I had my opinions upon human beings and 

books; I was on equal terms with my friends; I was Ellen’s husband; I was, in short, a man.” William Hale 

White, Mark Rutherford’s Deliverance (London, 1888), 250. As quoted in Forty, Objects of Desire, 100. 
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The design of many middle-class Victorian houses imitated the gendered division 

of space found in the homes of the wealthy, where single-purpose rooms – such as the 

library, the parlour, the kitchen, and the nursery – would be dedicated to the activity of 

men, women, children, or servants, and the arrangement of the house would allow that 

the inhabitants could move throughout the house and cross paths or share space only at 

routine designated times.12 The home began to reflect the rearrangement of social 

behaviours and actions that were sanctioned in the space; it also differentiated the 

appropriate behaviour and actions of those who worked in the space (servants) from those 

who lived and leisured in it (the bourgeois family) – even though, often, this 

differentiation was a fantasy.13 While, according to John Tosh, “the standard 

establishment for a securely based bourgeois family was three live-in servants: a cook, a 

housemaid and a nursemaid,” the reality is that many middle-class women laboured 

alongside their servants in order to present the illusion of leisured life which was the 

ultimate signifier of status and class.14 

While the home became symbolically associated with women, it was legally and 

financially under the auspices of men, who ruled as the head of the family.15 Men’s 

                                                      

12 Logan, Victorian Parlour, 163. 
13 Tosh, A Man’s Place, 19.  
14

 Ibid. Ariel Beaujot writes about the Victorian fashion of wearing expensive tight-fitting Kidd gloves. 

Beaujot demonstrates that Kidd gloves were powerful symbols of wealth, leisure, and femininity. The 

gloves simultaneously created a dainty, small, and elegant hand shape, and they acted as a barrier between 

women and the dirty, corrupt outside world (keeping women pure). Furthermore, they importantly hid any 

betraying traces of manual labour. Interestingly, a common bedtime routine for middle-class women was 

the application of skin whitening creams to the hands, and then wearing the constricting gloves over top to 

achieve a deeper effect – that being an ever more brilliantly white complexion. This is a salient example of 

the imbrication of class and race, and anxieties over class position and upward mobility in Victorian 

societies. Ariel Beaujot, “‘The Beauty of her Hands’: The Glove and the Making of the Middle-Class 

Body,” in Material Women, 1750–1950: Consuming Desires and Collecting Practices, ed. Maureen Daly 

Goggin and Beth Fowkes Tobin (Farnham, Surry: Ashgate Publishing, 2009), 167–183. 
15 As John Tosh suggests, “The home was central to masculinity, as the place both where the boy was 
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investment in the home and the household went beyond material and legal practicalities: 

they often “took an active part in setting up the home”, sometimes “accompanied their 

wives to buy furniture and carpets”, and participated alongside their wives in “paint[ing] 

and paper[ing] rooms.”16 However, by and large, men’s involvement in the home focused 

on masculine sections such as the garden, masculine recreation such woodworking, 

fishing, and riding, and masculine tasks such as buying wine, books, musical instruments, 

and wheeled vehicles.17  

While men participated in the making of the home and producing crafted objects, 

Clive Edwards notes that “the fact that particular craft skills were associated with women 

was based partly on the deterministic philosophies of the eighteenth century. These were 

predicated on considerations that supposed that each gender had innately dissimilar 

talents.”18 Over time, this bias entrenched ideas about the correct role of each gender, and 

appropriate tasks and activities based on these complex roles. Therefore, for the most 

                                                      

disciplined by dependence, and where the man attained full adult status as a householder.” Furthermore, 

Tosh observes that while feminist social histories of the nineteenth century challenged the sexism of 

modernist historical accounts by reclaiming the private and public histories of women, and took up 

considerations of the construction of femininity in relation to such tropes as domesticity, the feminist 

intervention neglected to give equal treatment in an analysis of gender to considerations of masculinity in 

the private, domestic realm. Today, historians of masculinity are interested in exploring the social and 

cultural meanings of masculinity at particular moments as it is in relation with other identities and 

structuring principles. Tosh, A Man’s Place, 2. For further analyses of nineteenth-century masculinity and 

domesticity, see: Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes; Margot Finn, “Men’s Things: Masculine Possession 

in the Consumer Revolution,” in Social History 25 (2000): 133–54; John Tosh, Manliness and 

Masculinities in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Harlow: Pearson, 2005); Karen Harvey, “The History of 

Masculinity, circa 1650–1800,” in Journal of British Studies, Special Feature on Masculinities, 44 (2005): 

298–300; Karen Harvey, “Men Making Home: Masculinity and Domesticity in Eighteenth-Century 

Britain,” in Gender & History 21, no. 3 (November 2009): 520–540; Gelber, Hobbies, 170; and Lorna 

Weatherill, Consumer Behaviour and Material Culture in Britain, 1660–1760 (London: Routledge, 1988). 
16 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 361. 
17 Ibid. For a discussion on gender and leisure, especially masculinity and leisure, see Gelber, Hobbies, 

183–192. 
18 Clive Edwards, “Women’s home-crafted objects as collections of culture and comfort, 1750–1900,” in 

Material Cultures, 1740–1920: The Meaning and Pleasures of Collecting, ed. John Potvin and Alla 

Myzelev (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2009), 37. 
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part, the daily business of making and keeping the house and its contents and constituents 

fell to women.  

Along with arranging the material components of the interiors of the house and 

managing servants, for the middle-class woman uncompensated housework included 

cleaning and upkeeping the house, bearing children and overseeing their upbringing, the 

care of elderly family members, and the emotional maintenance of everyone in the 

household, especially the men.19 Furthermore, imagined popularly by the end of the 

century as the “angel of the house,” Victorian women were charged with the moral tone 

of the household, and the task of imparting correct taste, values, behaviour, and 

attitudes.20 As Vanessa D. Dickerson describes, to keep house “was also to keep bodies, 

spirits, souls. To keep house was not only to cook, clean, and nurse, but also to regulate 

and police, to draw, paint, and write, to hold, own, save, and consume.” Dickerson also 

observes the ambiguity of keeping house: “Housekeeping meant not only keeping but 

also being kept, trapped, confined, sweated. Yet housekeeping could also mean 

empowerment and freedom.”21  

Under industrialized capitalism’s new economy and its gendered division of 

labour, men’s productivity on the market was remunerated with money, while women’s 

productivity – which was constituted in the reproduction of the social order that 

                                                      

19 Dickerson, Introduction, xxi. 
20 By the end of the nineteenth century, the ideal womanhood espoused in Coventry Patmore’s poem “The 

Angel in the House” (1854–56) became a staple to Victorian femininity. Vanessa D. Dickerson notes that, 

“To call woman an angel was to deify her as being with special spiritual powers; however, to relegate the 

angelic woman to the house was in fact to fix her at the center of a dwelling increasingly bounded and 

marked by ‘gates, drives, hedges and walls,’ to limit, moreover, her access to exterior expanses, and to 

abstract and thereby dismiss her power in realms where men expressed themselves and wielded material-

based power.” Ibid., xv. 
21 Ibid., xxi. 
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facilitated capitalist activity – was compensated with, as Nancy Fraser elegantly deems it, 

“the coin of ‘love’ and ‘virtue.’”22 Rachel Bowlby posits that “no surplus value is 

produced in the home; instead, its ‘reproductive’ function is one of the essential 

conditions for the production of surplus value to take place elsewhere.”23 The 

reproductive work of women here signifies a biological and economic function; the 

propagation of the species and the replenishment of a work force. As Fraser suggests, this 

differentiation in the way that labour was gendered and valued (and un-valued) is the 

basis for the subordination of modern women. Fraser asserts:  

Splitting off reproductive labour from the larger universe of 

human activities, in which women’s work previously held a 

recognized place, they [capitalist societies] relegated it to a 

newly institutionalized ‘domestic sphere’ where its social 

importance was obscured. And in this new world, where money 

became a primary medium of power, its being unpaid sealed the 

matter: those who do this work are structurally subordinate to 

those who earn cash wages, even as their work supplies a 

necessary precondition for wage labour–and even as it also 

becomes saturated with and mystified by new, domestic ideals of 

femininity.24  

Thus, capitalist societies divide reproduction from economic production, relegating the 

first to women, and obscuring its significance and value. Daphne Spain situates the 

Victorian home within a spatial logic of capitalist society; the “masculine centers of 

production and feminine suburbs of reproduction.”25 

If women could not participate in the burgeoning economy as producers, then 

                                                      

22 Fraser, “Contradictions of Capital,” 102. 
23 Rachel Bowlby, “Domestication,” in Feminism Beside Itself, ed. Diane Elam and Robyn Wiegman (New 

York: Routledge, 1995), 79. For an in-depth Marxist feminist analysis of the un-valued work of women and 

the reproduction of the social order, see: Mies, Patriarchy and Accumulation. 
24 Fraser, “Contradictions of Capital,” 102. For an overview of women’s labour in relation to capitalist 

activity in nineteenth-century Britain, see Dickerson, Introduction, xiii–xiii. 
25 Spain, Gendered Spaces, 7. 
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they certainly did so as consumers. Consumption and leisure became the primary ways 

that middle-class women participated in the new capitalist market. As part of the growing 

middle class, bourgeois women were affluent consumers with excess time and money to 

spend on leisure activities and luxury goods.26 Furthermore, unlike the aristocratic 

classes, the newly formed middle classes did not inherit homes, furnishings, or family 

heirlooms.27 Thus, the leisure activities of furnishing and decorating the home, as well as 

handicrafting and needleworking – collectively referred to as fancywork – constituted 

some of the primary social practices that motivated middle-class women’s 

consumption.28 With the industrialization and modernization of production and the 

expansion of empire and trade, an unprecedented variety of consumer goods became 

more accessible on the market than ever before.29 For the first time, middle-class women 

could access remotely made goods through trade, as well as goods that were made 

affordable by their machine facilitated mass-production.30 They could purchase 

fashionable furniture made around the corner in Yorkshire, or brought over from France; 

they could choose between German Meissen porcelain figurines in a neo-baroque style or 

a neo-classical Wedgewood vase domestically made.31  

As middle-class sitting rooms and parlours were filled with consumer goods, hand 

                                                      

26 Sparke, The Sexual Politics of Taste, xxvi. 
27 Lisa Tiersten, “The Chic Interior and Feminine Modern,” in Not At Home: The Suppression of 

Domesticity in Modern Art and Architecture, ed. Christopher Reed (New York: Thames and Hudson, 

1996), 20. 
28 Sparke, The Sexual Politics of Taste, xxv. 
29 Lawrence, Genteel Women, 43–45; and Schaffer, Novel Craft, 8, 9. 
30 Logan, Victorian Parlour, 163. 
31 Robert E. Rontgen, The Book of Meissen, 2nd ed. (Atglen, PA: Schiffer Publishing Ltd., 1996), 124. See 

also: Antionette Faÿ-Hallé and Barbara Mundt, Nineteenth-Century European Porcelain (London: Trefoil 

Books, 1983), 145; Peter Thornton, Authentic Decor: the Domestic Interior, 1620–1920 (New York: 

Crescent Books, 1993 [1984]), 58; and Olive Cook, The English House Through Seven Centuries (London: 

Nelson, 1968), 292. 
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crafting objects for display became an integral component of decoration whereby 

handmade things could soften the stark evidence of a new economic reality.32 This does 

not mean that handicrafts were tokens of a romanticized pre-industrial past that could 

counter the dramatic shifts and impact of modernization. Talia Schafer explains that, 

“Domestic handicrafts embraced the mass-produced commodity, challenging the very 

handmade qualities we associate with craft. Frequently, the craftswoman bought objects 

to wrap, glue, spangle, or paint. Factory-generated decorative arts were part of the 

domestic handicraft tradition.”33 Similarly, for a woman’s needleworking projects, costly 

and rare materials became ubiquitous; for example, chemically dyed silk threads in a 

rainbow of colours, and yards of affordable cotton and cotton-blend fabrics. In this way, 

since its outset, middle-class women’s hobby crafting and home decorating as a leisure 

pastime has been tied to contemporaneity, modernization, technological progress, and the 

rise of consumer culture with the expansion of imperial markets and global trade.34 

Leisured crafting is deeply implicated in the re-ordering of the social class structure, and 

social spheres into private and public, resulting from the technological and economic 

advances of modernity. 

 

The Domestic Realm: Crafting the Home 

As suggested, mass-produced furniture and decorative items were bought and 

brought into the home and were often immediately transformed and engulfed with the 

addition of lace, frills, tassels, and embroidered details that women made themselves. 

                                                      

32 Logan, Victorian Parlour, 164. 
33 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 8. 
34 Ibid.  
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Women began to spend more time in their parlours, occupied with receiving and 

entertaining guests, reading, writing letters, needleworking, and handicrafting. Penny 

Sparke notes that as parlours became one of the primary spaces where bourgeois women 

spent their time, they increasingly emphasized comfort and intimacy through many 

heavily upholstered pieces of furniture and the generous application of draped textiles 

(Figure 2.1).35  

Windows were often covered with several layers of fabric to keep the damp out 

and to moderate the light, the walls were sectioned into three parts – dado, filling, and 

frieze – each with its respective complimentary wallpaper motif, carpets were placed on 

the floor without interruption, credenzas were covered with lace runners, tables decked 

with elaborately embroidered tablecloths, chair’s covered in Berlin-work antimacassars, 

and vase’s placed atop crocheted doilies.36 There were collaged photobooks on side 

tables, faux marble busts made of chalk and wax on the mantel, and sequined ornaments 

painstakingly pieced together from hundreds of hand-dyed fish scales. Wax fruit was 

tantalizingly arranged in cut-crystal bowls (Figure 2.2), and shellwork flowers were 

arranged in elaborate vases (Figure 2.3).  

These interiors were whimsical bowers structured perfectly for repose. The design 

of furniture adapted to changes in ladies’ fashion as well as the demands of the parlour; 

as skirts became fuller, chairs for women lost their arm supports, and the innovation of 

springs and deep padding accommodated longer hours of sitting.37 Sara Ahmed writes 

about the relationship between the body and furniture (as objects that extend or facilitate 

                                                      

35 Sparke, The Sexual Politics of Taste, 21. 
36 Ibid. See also: Logan, Victorian Parlour, 67, 69. 
37 Thornton, Authentic Décor, 58–60. See also: Logan, Victorian Parlour, 32. 
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the body).38 She draws on Charlotte Perkin Gilman’s work which posits that women’s 

bodies are disciplined through their inhabitation of the domestic interior, in order to 

suggest that certain bodily actions and positions – such as “sitting, walking, lying down” 

– impact the shape and design of furniture, which in turn, influence the body’s capacity 

and habits:  

The chairs become soft to provide seating for the body that sits. 

In turn, the body becomes soft as it occupies the soft seat, taking 

up the space made available by the seat. Such positions become 

habitual: they are repeated, and in being repeated they shape the 

body and what it can do. The more the body sits, the more it 

tends to be seated.39  

The appearance of the heavily stuffed, pleated and buttoned upholstery mirrored 

women’s bodies as they became simultaneously softer from a life spent inside the house, 

and more delicate and rigid thanks to corsets and elaborate, restrictive clothing. 

Marc Girouard described the material saturation of the parlour as like a “richly 

indistinguishable fuzz,” calling Victorians “incurable nest-makers.”40 Weaving interiors 

tightly together through a combination of furniture and fixtures, textiles, plants, exotic 

objects, and fastidiously handcrafted baubles (photo albums, picture frames, feather 

screens, leather crafts, hand-painted ceramics, wool gardens, faux-marble busts, 

taxidermied animals, and so on). Girouard is worth quoting at length, for his beautiful 

description of these spaces, as well as the insightful observation he makes in suggesting 

                                                      

38 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 59. 
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 Ibid. Along these lines, Gaston Bachelard has also written about how inhabiting domestic space creates 

bodily habits that structure comportment, reach, and action. Bachelard notes, “the successive houses in 

which we have lived have no doubt made our gestures commonplace. … In short, the house we were born 

in has engraved within us the hierarchy of the various functions of inhabiting. We are the diagram of the 

functions of inhabiting that particular house.” Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas 

(Boston: Beacon Press, 1969 [1958]), 15. 
40 Marc Girouard, Introduction to The Victorian Country House (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1979), 20. 
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that these womb-like havens served to provide security in a rapidly changing, and in 

many respects, terrifying new world:  

Other interiors combined elements of both nest and forest, the 

forest being almost literally provided by the potted palms and 

other greenery which spilled over from the conservatory into all 

the living rooms of the more prosperous Victorian homes. Both 

nests and forests suggest an element of escapism, just as the 

accumulation of objects suggests a desire for security. They 

probably do so with reason. It is so easy to think of the Victorian 

as a smug and self-confident age, but one has only to make a 

very superficial dip into Victorian letters and literature to see 

how far this was from being the case: doubt, despair, fear of 

revolution, dislike of the way the world was changing round 

them, mystification and worry at what science was up to, are all 

too apparent.41  

In this light, Victorian interiors, especially parlours, in their busy-ness and layers, can be 

read as gestures of overcompensation, attempting to quell uneasiness through a 

proliferation of objects and materials that were ordered, leisure that was regimented, and 

the formation of taste that disciplined decoration and decorum.  

The nineteenth century as a time rife with anxiety. Logan suggests that plusher 

padding, heavier drapes, more embroidered cushion covers, another doily, and prettier 

trinkets could assuage any number of fears: the fear of financial ruin; fear of not being 

able to keep up appearances; fear of “difficult servants” and unruly immigrants; fear of 

imperial instability; fear over reproduction, birth and child rearing; fear over dirt and 

pollution; fear over science and modernization; fear over corruption and moral 

bankruptcy.42 James Clifford theorizes the impulse to collect, arrange, and give a 

taxonomy to the things around us in an effort to carve out an identity, give cohesion to 

the self, and keep the ‘other’ at bay, writing: 
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Some sort of ‘gathering’ around the self and the group – the 

assemblage of a material ‘world,’ the marking-off of a subjective 

domain that is not ‘other’ – is probably universal. But the notion 

that this gathering involves the accumulation of possessions, the 

idea that identity is a kind of wealth (of objects, knowledge, 

memories, experience), is surely not universal. … In the West, 

however, collecting has long been a strategy for the deployment 

of a possessive self, culture, and authenticity.43  

Previously the acts of collecting and displaying of rare natural specimens and fine objects 

d’art in Wunderkammern and grottos had been the purview of princes and the upper 

classes as a way of demonstrating their conquest of the unruly and their mastery over the 

wild and unknown, and making for all to see a show of their power, wealth, and resources 

in a convex, outward performance. While bourgeois Victorians emulated this aristocratic 

practice by collecting natural, man-made, and self-made objects for display in their 

parlours as a way of demonstrating their class position to those who came to call, the 

result was often concave, nervous, and inwardly focused.44 Indeed, as Schaffer explains, 

emulating the leisure habits of collecting as well as needleworking and handicrafting 

“functioned as a way to assert one’s mastery of an aristocratic code in which ‘wasting’ 

time and valuable materials was a status marker.”45  

Early handicraft practices were about imitation; first, as a form of emulating the 

aristocratic passion for fancywork that inculcated class aspirations as well as femininity, 

and secondly, in the obsessive emphasis on preserving precious and beautiful specimens 

                                                      

43 James Clifford, “On Collecting Art and Culture,” in Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary 

Culture, ed. Russell Ferguson and Martha Gever (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990), 143. 
44 Thad Logan makes the important distinction that aristocratic wunderkammern followed royal collecting 

and display practices which were a markedly public affair, where the collection embodied the prince, who 

in turn embodied the state. Thus, wunderkammern were public artifacts coded as masculine. Victorian 

parlours in comparison were intimate, private, and feminine. Logan, Victorian Parlour, 107. See also: 

Edwards, “Women’s home-crafted objects,” 38. 
45 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 29. 
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from the natural world or in reproducing exact replicas of things from nature using man-

made materials.46 Thad Logan argues that in fashioning natural ephemera into 

configurations to simulate iconic images, themes, or genres (for example, gluing seashells 

of various shapes, sizes, and colours to a board in such a way as to create the likeness of a 

famous painting or a Romantic landscape), or in cleverly manipulating wax and wire to 

create coral, or velvet and silk to create flowers, women enacted the ritual of converting 

nature into culture.47 Logan makes explicit the implications of this nature to culture 

conversion, pointing to the regime of the household as a disciplining mechanism itself, 

writing: 

The kind of transformation from nature to culture effected within 

the parlour is also profoundly relevant to the work of the 

bourgeois home itself, in which biological processes of 

digestion, sleep, and reproduction were embedded in and 

organized around elaborate patterns of social meaning. It was 

women who were believed to accomplish this transformation.48  

The Victorian preoccupation with dominating nature, ordering the chaotic, and 

domesticating the wild and sublime can be observed in decorative practices and 

handicraft projects from this period.  

By extension, fancywork was an acceptable, regulated, and productive leisure 

activity; one that ordered and domesticated the will and bodies of women. Schaffer 

makes the salient observation that in contemporary literature, crafts were described using 

words such as “pretty” and “elegant,” descriptors that alluded to the body of the crafted 

object’s maker.49 Similarly, the objects – handcrafted or manufactured – that a woman 
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48 Ibid. 
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surrounded herself with in her parlour and dressing room spoke to her individuality and 

taste and cumulatively were read as expressions of her inner being.50 So profound was the 

connection between the middle-class woman and her objects and decor, that she herself 

became indistinguishable from the scene and its program. Lisa Tiersten suggests that the, 

“feminine intimacy with objects was so great that the bourgeois woman herself became a 

part of the decor.”51 Decorative advice given in guidebooks and magazines promoted a 

conflicted message, simultaneously assuring women that they were the artists of their 

interiors, while at the same time insisting that they themselves were works of art.  

The emphasis in these prescriptive texts was on the importance of aesthetic 

harmony and unity between the woman and her home, so much so that her body became 

an integral part of the interior; another decorative component to be harmonized with the 

other objects of the interior. Women were advised not to select just any fashionable 

fabric, instead, they were urged to “pick those which best blended with their hair-color 

and skin tone; blondes were said to be best set off by rooms with accents of sea-green, 

sky-blue, or cherry-red, while brunettes were supposedly flattered by backgrounds of 

olive, gold, or deep blue.”52 In this way, I suggest that decorating and crafting – as 

evolving practices that stretched over a woman’s lifetime – inculcated and subsequently 

entrenched ideologies of domesticity and femininity. Parlours, handcrafted objects, and 

the bodies of women, are all examples of how these ideologies were transformed into the 

material circumstances that structured the nineteenth-century social world. These 

ideologies have evolved and changed over the last two centuries, though they remain 
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dominant and pervasive in twenty-first-century iterations. 

 

Identity, and Consumption and Leisure 

The technological innovation, industrial progress, and the expansion of the 

capitalist economy in the nineteenth century meant that production and consumption took 

place on a scale never before realized. As Girouard explains, “…more and more people 

were collecting more and more objects, partly because there was more money all round, 

[and] partly because large numbers of mass-produced, decorative objects were available 

at comparatively little expense.”53 For the first time, the newly affluent middle classes 

had money to spend on luxury goods and time to spend in leisure, taking up superfluous 

activities such as fancywork projects and undertaking the furnishing and decoration of 

their homes. As I suggested earlier, in these areas, they looked to the landed gentry and 

the social elite, and other cultural authorities for guidance on the canons of ‘good taste’ 

and correct comportment.54  

In order to ground my discussion on consumption and leisure, I will briefly go 

over scholarship that theorizes consumerism and consumption as a regime of practice that 

was, and continues to be, distinct as an activity central to the cultural process of 

constructing a social order. For this chapter’s historical analysis of nineteenth-century 

                                                      

53 Girouard, Introduction, 19. 
54 Taste is a complex term that refers, at different historical moments, to different things. Today, as in 

Victorian times, it might refer to an expression of individual taste, or as a prescribed set of standards. As 

Thad Logan notes, “Notions of good taste hep construct the rules that govern felicity in decoration as they 
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Logan, Victorian Parlour, 81. Furthermore, Pierre Bourdieu’s ground-breaking work on ‘taste’ in mid-
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middle-class labour and leisure, I treat consumerism and the act of consumption as a 

socio-economic circumstance that had significant impact on structuring society and 

culture.55  

Beginning with Karl Marx’s writing in the nineteenth century on the exploitation 

of labour and the alienation of labourers in an industrializing society under a capitalist 

economic system; consumption figures as a middle link in the chain of production-

consumption-capitalist wealth. For Marx, whose primary interest was in studying the 

process of production toward the accumulation of capital, consumption figured as the 

social condition that necessitated production.56 Marx focused primarily on the production 

and reproduction of the working-class labour market, and therefore did not dwell on or 

unpack the consumption habits of those classes of people who had expendable time and 

resources to put toward leisure.  

Perhaps the earliest writer to thoroughly address the consumption and leisure of 

various classes was the Norwegian-American sociologist Thorstein Veblen. In his famous 

treatise The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), Veblen observed the emulative 

consumption habits of the middle classes, famously noting that conspicuous consumption 

                                                      

55 Consumerism is a complex concept that is treated and understood differently by various scholarly 

traditions. Yiannis Gabriel and Tim Lang provide a helpful overview of the concept, outlining five 

approaches to consumerism: (i) as a moral doctrine in developed countries; (ii) as an ideology of 

conspicuous consumption; (iii) as an economic ideology for global development underpinning capitalist 

accumulation; (iv) as a political ideology concerned with the promotion of consumer rights; and (v) as a 

social movement seeking to promote and protect the rights of consumers. Gabriel, Yiannis and Tim Lang, 

The Unmanageable Consumer, 2nd edition (London: Sage, 2006), 8. 
56 For example, Marx wrote in Grundrisse that “Consumption accomplishes the act of production only in 

completing the product as product by dissolving it, by consuming its independently material form, by 

raising the inclination developed in the first act of production, through the need for repetition, to its finished 

form; it is thus not only the concluding act in which the product becomes product, but also that in which the 

producer becomes producer. On the other side, production produces consumption by creating the specific 

manner of consumption; and, further, by creating the stimulus of consumption, the ability to consume, as a 

need.” Karl Marx, Grundrisse, trans. Martin Nicolaus (London: Penguin Books, 1993 [1973]), 93. 
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was performed through the consumption of “superfluities.”57 Furthermore, Veblen is 

worth quoting at length for his analysis of self-imposed class hierarchies and the 

intricacies of class boundary maintenance:  

The leisure class stands at the head of the social structure in 

point of reputability; and its manner of life and its standards of 

worth therefore afford the norm of reputability for the 

community. The observance of these standards, in some degree 

of approximation, becomes incumbent upon all classes lower in 

the scale. … members of each stratum accept as their ideal of 

decency the scheme of life in vogue in the next higher stratum, 

and bend their energies to live up to that ideal. On pain of 

forfeiting their good name and their self-respect in case of 

failure, they must conform to the accepted code, at least in 

appearance.58  

In this arrangement, the man’s responsibility was the exchange of goods or labour for 

capital on the market, while woman – who according to the common law doctrine of 

coverture, was the “chattel” of the man – became the “ceremonial consumer of goods,” 

who remained in actuality his “unfree servant” marked by her “vicarious leisure.”59 Thus, 

according to Veblen, it became the purview of the wife to make informed decisions 

regarding household purchases that correctly (and conspicuously) presented her class 

position and social status, as well as performing the correct forms of conspicuous leisure 

through activities – notably fancywork – that demonstrated that she did not have to work, 

even if, more often than not this was only an illusion.60 Defined as an unnecessary 

                                                      

57 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study in the Evolution of Institutions 

(New York: Dover, 1994 [1899]), 60. 
58 Veblen, Theory of the Leisure Class, 52. 
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activity, leisure was classified by Veblen as conspicuous waste.61 For Veblen, 

conspicuous consumption and conspicuous waste signify status because they represent 

excess beyond what is useful, needed, or sufficient. However, Veblen’s analysis is 

reductive on several accounts. While Veblen posited that consumption is a significant 

mode through which cultural meaning is created, he understood that meaning to be 

primarily aspirational status seeking. This is problematic because it reduced women as 

consumers to either venal participants or mere agents of their husbands.62  

While the social practices carried out in the Victorian home – such as leisure and 

labour – certainly worked to demarcate social status and rank, commodities and practices 

of consumption, as later cultural scholars would note, were far more complex and 

nuanced. Jean Baudrillard, for example, posited that objects were part of a semiotic 

system, and therefore carried meaning beyond their utility (“use value”) or superfluity. In 

Baudrillard’s formulation of the semiotic system, all objects are invariably saturated with 

meaning and “actualized” through their relation to human use or determination, though, 

this does not make them commodities. To become an “object of consumption,” 

Baudrillard suggests that the object “must become a sign,” which means that the object 

must “become external to a relation that it now only signifies, a-signed arbitrarily and 

non-coherently to this concrete relation, yet obtaining its coherence, and consequently its 

meaning, from an abstract and systematic relation to all other object-signs” [original 
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emphasis].63 A commodity is something that has had its use value transformed into an 

arbitrary and symbolic exchange value. Thus, a commodity is a sign that encompasses its 

form and relation (signifier) as well as its meaning and significance (signified). Based on 

this, I understand consumption to be, “the virtual totality of all objects and messages 

presently constituted in a more or less coherent discourse. Consumption, in so far as it is 

meaningful, is a systematic act of the manipulation of signs” [original emphasis].64 It is 

“an active mode of relations (not only to objects, but to the collectivity and to the 

world).”65 This analysis gives depth to an understanding of how practices of leisure and 

consumption carried out in the Victorian home could be so multifaceted and polyvocal.  

Furthermore, in decorating the home, or in engaging in leisure activities such as a 

fancywork, Victorians navigated their social worlds, asserted their identities, and enacted their 

desires. Buying furnishings or making decorations for the home gave people, women especially, 

space to assert their desires, and agency in how they chose to sate those desires through the 

consumption of commodities. This then might have enabled them to form their identities by 

understanding themselves in relation to objects with very specific meanings.66 As I suggested 

earlier, guidebooks and periodicals prescribing craft projects and dispensing advice on home 

furnishings asserted the notion that decor indicated personality, and that consumers bought and 

made things that they regarded as being in line with an image of themselves.67 Making and 

buying decorative objects, and how these were arranged and presented in the home, may have 

allowed women to imagine, edit, and curate a complex narrative that was self-determining and 

legible to others (family members, servants, and visitors). However, Adrian Forty points out that  
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There is a paradox in the pursuit of individuality in home 

furnishing, for while most of the authorities on domestic 

decoration have insisted that every home must distinctively 

express character of its occupants, the same authorities have also 

laid down rules to be followed in the design of decor. The 

pursuit of individualism cannot be compatible with the 

observance of preordained principles of design. In practice, 

many of the qualities of domestic environments come from 

attempts both to be individual and simultaneously to conform to 

standards of taste and domesticity imposed from outside.68  

Therefore, while men and women could negotiate their identities and place 

through the construction of a domestic space and its decoration, the grammar of the 

language through which that self-determination was asserted simultaneously disciplined 

and regimented that identity. Furthermore, any consideration of the consumption 

practices of women in the nineteenth century must take into account that property 

ownership on the part of women was complex and fraught.69 For women who were 

“charged with domestic decoration,” Thad Logan notes that “the proposition ‘This is 

mine!’ uttered through a display of decorative objects might well be read as an anxious, 

not an overconfident, attempt to assert authority and control.”70 In the face of legal and 

material precarity, women could attempt to master their social position through practices 

of consumption and leisure, garnering a sense of security and necessity that helped them 
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navigate their place within the family and household, and more broadly, the social 

order.71  

While earlier writers such as Marx argued that commodities created the desire that 

necessitated a commodity’s consumption (via fetishism); Baudrillard insists that a 

consumer’s desire in fact precedes and actuates consumption; “consumption does not 

arise from an objective need of the consumer, a final intention of the subject toward the 

object; rather, there is social production, in a system of exchange, of material differences, 

a code of significations and invidious values.” 72 Consumption can be understood as a 

creative expression where the consumer aligns their identity with that of the commodity’s 

social and cultural meaning, or articulates their identity through the limited freedom 

available in making choices within set parameters (for example, in so far as a woman 

could choose to buy either brocade or damask curtains, but must, if they wanted to keep 

with conventional taste, have some sort of window furnishing).  

In contrast to the popular understanding of the everyday as trivial, which was 

dominant during the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century, Baudrillard was 

among the first cohort of sociologists to understand everyday life and its rituals 

(including work and play) as the meaningful site where a person enters into relation with 
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Parker, Subversive Stitch, 154–155. 
72 Jean Baudrillard, For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign, trans. Charles Levin (New York: 

Telos Press, 1981), 75. 



 

61 

 

the natural and the social world, and the site where human desires, powers, possibilities 

are developed and actuated.73 This modernist formulation of the everyday as 

inconsequential and vacant of significant cultural content is the same misogynistic 

ideology that subordinated the production of the domestic realm (namely the site of 

domestic labour and the creative pursuits of women), to the production of public world 

(the site of industry and the celebration of masculine genius).74 Good taste, as a system of 

governance, was used by the design reform and later the Arts and Crafts movement in 

order to correct and discipline feminine practices, such as decorating the home and 

handicrafting.75 Suffice to say that beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, through the 

twentieth and up to today, hegemonic patriarchal culture strategically suppresses 

feminine practices and cultures.76 This creates the ambiguity that frames late nineteenth- 

and early twentieth-century leisure crafting and house work; as an oppressive form of 

discipline and domination, as well as an avenue for pleasure and creativity.77 

 

Ordering Domestic Tastes: Morality and Discipline 

 While eighteenth-century Britain was the “birthplace of domesticity,” Karen 

Harvey notes that the “culture of home” was only fully realized in the Victorian period.78 

As I suggested previously, prior to the nineteenth century and the invention of the 

modern home, men were central to domestic life and participated equally in arranging the 
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house and its interior spaces.79 However, in the second half of the century the selection 

and purchase of furnishings and decorative items became the purview of women, and 

‘shopping’ became a distinguishably feminine social trope.80 Indeed, “compulsory 

domesticity,” according to Thad Logan, was “the context of life for middle-class 

Victorian women.”81  

This “compulsory domesticity” necessitated a gradual inculcation that began with 

childhood, where girls would learn important traits such as obedience, humility, and 

industriousness through stitching samplers, while gradually assisting their mothers in the 

management of the house as they got older.82 Along with their studies and lessons, 

middle-class girls would watch their mothers write letters, entertain guests, and manage 

servants, they would often accompany their mothers shopping, and read some of the same 

articles and guidebooks advising on various fashions in clothing and decor.83 After mid-

century, a popular activity for families located in urban centres was to visit industrial 

exhibitions, as a spectacle event, but also as source of contemplation and edification that 

informed taste and consumption habits.84 At the Great Exhibition of 1851, for example, 

along with household furnishings and decorations, an array of handicrafts created by 

professionals as well as amateurs, men as well as women, were prominently displayed as 
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83 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 130, 131. 
84 Jeffrey Auerbach, The Great Exhibition of 1851: A Nation on Display (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 1990), 95. 
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examples of Great Britain’s manufacturing expertise.85 Asa Briggs notes that, “how much 

decoration there should be – and of what kinds on what objects – were major themes for 

public discussion in 1851.”86 Needlework and handicrafts were important components in 

domestic décor. As such, part of the social practice of making crafts involved learning the 

grammar of domestic decoration and arrangement as a complex, polyvocal language. 

The pinnacle of domestic handcrafting occurred in the 1840s and lasted until the 

1860s, after which point handcrafting, while still popular, became reactionary as a 

sentimental and nostalgic gesture of allegiance to old fashioned values and traditional 

modes of femininity.87 This coincided with shifts within consumer culture whereby 

women became the primary consumers of household and luxury goods.88 Women’s 

consumptions practices had a substantial impact on the commercial market, and 

influenced systems of supply and demand. This feminine influence on the market was 

viewed by Design Reformers and later Arts and Crafts proponents as a threat to social 

morals, good design, and correct taste.89  

                                                      

85 Handicrafts present in the south central gallery as well as in the north transept made by women included 

embroidered altar clothes and cushions, artificial flowers made from wax, paper, shells, feathers, and beads 

strung on wire, “imitations of flowers, cut in vegetables, and chemically preserved,” lace for military 

uniforms, wreaths of forest foliage, netted quilts, crocheted trim for handwoven curtains, reed baskets, 

berlin work chair covers, a stuffed peacock and other taxidermied animals, baked cakes and other 

confections, fishing tackle and flies, a tatted infant’s cap, tapestries and numerous detailed pictorial 

depictions completed in various needlework styles. Men certainly made and displayed handicrafts in the 

Crystal Palace, however, I have chosen here to give a list of a few items made by women to illustrate how 

at this point, women’s handicrafting was a ubiquitous and esteemed form of production. Official 

Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great Exhibition if the Works of Industry of All Nations, vol. 2 

(London: Spicer Brothers, 1851), 559, 560–574, 792, 796–797, 799–802. See also: Schaffer, Novel Craft, 

36–38; and Auerbach, Great Exhibition, 4. 
86 Asa Briggs, Victorian Things (London: Batsford, 1988), 74-75. As quoted in Logan, Victorian Parlour, 

47. 
87 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 50. 
88 Sparke, The Sexual Politics of Taste, 42, and Logan, Victorian Parlour, 83. 
89 The Design Reform movement refers to the group of reformers most active around 1851, consisting of 

important national figures including Sir Henry Cole, Owen Jones, Charles Eastlake, and Richard Redgrave. 

The Arts and Crafts movement took its name from the first Arts and Crafts exhibition in 1888, though 
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In Hints on Household Taste in Furniture, Upholstery, and Other Details (1868), 

one of the most influential publications to come out of the Design Reform movement, 

Charles Eastlake blamed housewives as well as salesmen for the prevalence of poor taste 

rampant in Victorian Britain. Eastlake disparaged women who kept up with current 

fashions and trends for “choos[ing] not what they like best, but what is ‘very much 

worn,’” and suggested that, “leaving the moral aspect of the matter, however, out of the 

question, it must be confessed that to hear a young shopman defining to his fair 

customers across the counter what is ‘genteel’ or ‘ladylike,’ sounds very ludicrous, and 

even impertinent.”90 Eastlake laments at length the common inability to “distinguish good 

from bad design in the familiar objects of domestic life” even amongst “educated people” 

and “women especially.”91 In line with Eastlake’s critique of women’s lack of education 

in the good design of furnishings and decorations from which the “deficiency of public 

taste” sprang, William Morris identified the domestic sphere as the main site of 

‘tastelessness’ and the primary arena for reform.92 There was, throughout Reformist and 

                                                      

participants of the movement were active since the 1850s. The most prominent members were John Ruskin, 

William Morris and Walter Crane. The aesthetes, including Oscar Wilde, Max Beerbohm, and Rosamund 

Marriott Watson, were active much later between the 1870s and 1890s. While the Design Reformers, and 

the Arts and Crafts movement advocated for beautiful objects, good craftsmanship, honest materials, and 

sound design, the aesthetes expanded on these material principles and incorporated a philosophy that 

covered behaviour, leisure, and morality. Some of the most influential texts by proponents of these 

movements include: Owen Jones, The Grammar of Ornament (London: Day and Son, 1856); John Ruskin, 

“Of Queens’ Gardens,” in Sesame and Lilies (New York: H. M. Caldwell, 1865) and The Stones of Venice 

(London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1854); Charles Eastlake, Hints on Household Taste in Furniture, Upholstery, 

and Other Details (London: Longmans, Green, 1868); and Richard Redgrave, Manual of Design (London: 

Chapman and Hall, 1876). 
90 Eastlake, Household Taste, 9. 
91 Ibid., 7. 
92 Sparke, The Sexual Politics of Taste, 42. Furthermore, in the Seven Lamps of Architecture, John Ruskin 

prescribed new aesthetic principles along with moral and spiritual uplift. His poetic style, his biblical 

pronouncements and impassioned moral determinations turned buying carpets into a grave choice between 

truth and corruption, which was of the most serious concern to the consumer’s soul and, ultimately, the 

nation. John Ruskin, Seven Lamps of Architecture (London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1848). See also: Schaffer, 

Novel Craft, 53. 
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Arts and Crafts rhetoric, strong misogynistic language that infantilized female consumers, 

belittled the aesthetic sensibilities of women, and disregarded the skill, creativity, and 

discernment required to undertake needlework and handicraft projects.93 As Logan notes, 

“the very word decorative became a term of contempt; decorative practice continued to 

be strongly linked with femininity (and, after Oscar Wilde, to effeminacy) and became 

configured as trivial, marginal, or suspect.”94  

Indeed, as a strategy to remedy the poor state of design and educate public taste 

toward establishing a strong national style, at the mid-century point, leaders of the Design 

Reform founded the Journal of Design and Manufacture and created an exhibition, “The 

Gallery of False Principles,” comprised of what were deemed to be the most tactless 

items shown in the Great Exhibition.95 A key component of this edifying exhibition was 

all manner of needlework and handicrafts imitative of nature that had been shown in the 

Crystal Palace. The exhibition went on to furnish the South Kensington Museum, a space 

                                                      

93 For example, John Ruskin famously suggested that while “man’s power is active, progressive, 

defensive” and man’s “intellect is for speculation and invention”, women’s intellect is suited if “for sweet 

ordering, arrangement, and decision.” Ruskin, “Queens’ Gardens,” 120. The sentiment that women could 

not muster original design or genuine artistic invention was commonly held in the nineteenth century. Arts 

and Crafts designer Lewis F. Day wrote disdainfully of the femininized trait of excess in decoration: “What 

can women do towards the decoration of the home? In the first place, they might leave undone something 

they are wont to do. They might begin by abstaining from the introduction of all unnecessary drapery and 

flimsiness.” Furthermore, Lewis ridiculed the suggestion that women’s needlework might be considered an 

art form; “How many women there are who have perpetually in hand some piece of fancy needlework, and 

how few of them succeed in accomplishing anything that can justly lay claim to artistic excellence! The 

possibility of failure in art is avoided by abstaining from any attempt of that kind.” Lewis F. Day, “The 

Woman’s Part in Domestic Decoration,” in Magazine of Art 4 (1881): 459, 457. In a similar tone, J. 

Beavington Atkinson, another Arts and Crafts pundit, mocked the intricacy of feminine decorative styles, 

he wrote: “In a house, as in a picture, above all things shun crowded medleys of mediocre or common 

forms as you would unkempt rabble of democracy. Strive against scattered, small, trivial, and frivolous 

effect. Even a mantelpiece may, by its purposeless and silly baubles, bespeak a childish intellect.” J. 

Beavington Atkinson, “The Arts in the Household; or, Decorative Art Applied to Domestic Uses,” in 

Blackwoods’s Magazine 105 (March 1869), 367. For further discussion, see Deborah Cohen, Household 

Gods: The British and Their Possessions (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 113. 
94 Logan, Victorian Parlour, 46. See also: Schor, Reading in Detail, 4. 
95 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 51; and Auerbach, Great Exhibition, 217. 
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that was used to educate students, as well as also being open to the public.96 In this way, 

the institutions central to the aesthetic reform movements of the nineteenth century 

occurred in direct reaction to the ubiquity and prominence of women’s handicrafts. As 

Penny Sparke notes,  

the minority voice of the design reform movement became a 

much larger groundswell, and the controlling force over the 

aesthetic of mass-manufactured environment moved increasingly 

into the hands of designers working within the industry and away 

from women in their capacity as homemakers and consumers. 

The perceived value of feminine taste on the part of society and 

culture as a whole was further diminished as the dominant 

aesthetic discourse focused increasingly on utilitarian and 

technological natures of goods and less on their symbolic and 

aesthetic functions.97  

From the 1860s onward, a swell of new publications – authoritative manuals, personable 

guidebooks, and all manner of periodicals – focused on the domestic sphere; informing 

consumers of innovations in British manufacturing, advising on the correct arrangement 

of rooms, giving overviews on the latest colour theories, and providing a plethora of 

articles on craft, as well as dispensing practical knowledge and moral instruction.98 In the 

1860s, vanguard aesthetic principles valued crafts that displayed skill, truth to material, 

good construction, and sensible colour selections – usually in tertiary hues.99 Despite this, 

women continued to make imitative crafts out of flimsy materials such as paper and 

                                                      

96 The South Kensington Museum is today known as the Victoria & Albert Museum, and many of the 

initial items from “Gallery of False Principles” are still extent. Schaffer, Novel Craft, 50. See also: Frances 

Collard, “Historical Revivals, Commercial Enterprise and Public Confusion: Negotiating Taste, 1860-

1890,” in Journal of Design History 16, no. 1 (2003), 36. 
97 Sparke, The Sexual Politics of Taste, 43–44. 
98 Schaffer suggests that the visible increase in periodical content dedicated to craft may not indicate that 

crafts became more popular. Rather, she suggests that craft production in the 1870s had become specular in 

light of the new saturation in Victorian visual culture with advertisements and printed imagery. Schaffer 

argues that women might have enjoyed looking at the engravings of a craft rather than spend the time 

making it. Schaffer, Novel Craft, 49. See also: Beetham, A Magazine of Her Own?, 68. 
99 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 50. 
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cardboard, they continued to attach an overabundance of lace, shells, and leaves with 

weak adhesives that became brittle or disintegrated after a while, and they continued to 

employ bold primary and contrasting colours.100 In the 1870s, “art needlework” emerged 

as a handicraft in line with Arts and Crafts ideals encouraging embroidery completed in 

muted colours with designs inspired by medieval and Renaissance art as well as Japanese 

and Indian patterns.101 However, as Roszika Parker observes, the art needlework 

promoted first by Morris and then others, “hardly deviated from established nineteenth-

century traditions.”102 Indeed, toward the end of the century, women began to 

professionalize their craft practices through educational programs – such as the School of 

Art Needlework – as well as monetizing their labour through commercial opportunities 

such as the bazaar.103 By the 1880s, with the increased frequency and popularity of 

exhibitions, women began to hold their own industrial exhibitions, which demonstrated 

their skill as designers and professional makers – arenas, however, where amateurs were 

expressly excluded.104  

In this climate of increased didactic and professional rhetoric, domestic 

handicrafting became, according to Schaffer, “a covert node of resistance” against the 

                                                      

100 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 50. 
101 William Morris was often credited with transforming and reinvigorating Victorian embroidery. The 

myth of Morris and his wife Jane Morris unpicking old pieces of crewel embroidery to learn the lost art’s 

secrets aided the romantic air around the new needlework form. Though, the reality was somewhat less 

charming. While Morris touted the importance of joy in creative labour, the embroidery designs he created 

for amateur makers – which were his firms most successful product –  were merely the repeated patterns of 

his wallpapers and textiles, which would have made for dreary work indeed. Parker, Subversive Stitch, 

180–181. For more on William Morris, and his daughter May Morris’ embroidery design work, see Jan 

Marsh, “May Morris: ubiquitous, invisible Art and Crafts-woman,” in Women Artists and the Decorative 

Arts 1880–1935: The gender of ornament, ed. Bridgett Elliot and Janice Helland (Aldershot: Ashgate, 

2002), 38. 
102 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 180. 
103 Elliot and Helland, Introduction, 5. 
104 Ibid., 6. 
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rules and strictures of the Design Reform and the Arts and Crafts movement, allowing 

women a mode through which to push back and assert control over their own culture.105 

Accordingly, Thad Logan posits that, “The emergence of a new genre of decorative 

advice (based on theoretical rules) shows how quickly the opportunity for some kind of 

massively dispersed creative activity was recuperated by hegemonic discourse.”106 She 

goes on to suggest that “the discourse of the design reform implicitly and explicitly 

attempted to discipline a ‘feminine’ tendency to take pleasure in the frivolous, 

ornamental, and excessive.”107 Taste was a tactic of control that disciplined femininity 

and domestic social practice. The discipline exerted through rhetoric of taste sought to 

effectively control and correct behaviour as well as consumption and leisure practices, 

insidiously prescribing correct gender identification and performance, class presentation, 

citizenship, and racial allegiance.  

This total immersion in an ordering language – in this case taste – is an example 

of how people are inculcated with the rules, ideologies, and practices of a social world, 

and how those overarching orders are individuated into unique expressions by each 

person. It is the ‘internalization of externality’ and the ‘externalization of internality’ that 

                                                      

105 Talia Schaffer notes that scholarship on the Arts and Crafts movement and the Design Reform often 

over emphasizes and centralizes these movement’s influence on mainstream markets, and consumption and 

leisure practices, and erroneously casts these movements as dominant cultural phenomena when in fact they 

were a minority group of elite intellectuals and artists with a small, albeit dedicated following. Schaffer 

also warns that presenting the opposition between the various aesthetic reform movements and women’s 

domestic creative culture in stark opposition would be a grave misrepresentation. She notes that while “the 

handicraft blustered against the increasingly popular Arts and Crafts taste,” and while the “Arts and Crafts 

movement itself developed and defined itself against the domestic handicraft industry”, components of 

handicraft culture were incorporated into the Design Reform movement and influenced early Arts and 

Crafts thinking. The popularity and ubiquity of handicrafts ensured an attentive and committed audience for 

the design reformers program, which relied on the conviction that ordinary people should participate in the 

production and display of crafts made to enlightened standards. Schaffer, Novel Craft, 50–51. 
106 Logan, Victorian Parlour, 103. 
107 Ibid. 
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French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s formulation of habitus describes.108 Habitus, as 

theorized by Bourdieu, denotes “the ways in which the sociosymbolic structures of 

society become deposited inside persons in the form of lasting dispositions, or trained 

capacities and patterned propensities to think, feel and act in determinate ways, which in 

turn guide them in their creative responses to the constraints and solicitations of their 

extant milieu.”109 Importantly, from person to person, habitus is not fixed or universal, 

varying depending on social circumstance. The concept of habitus provides insight into 

considerations of motivations and behaviours in individual practices of consumption and 

leisure – crafting and decoration, for my purposes – as well as the ambiguity of these 

practices. An individual’s habitus nuances their expression of or resistance to social taste, 

which is determined through the confluence of social and cultural, political, and 

economic pressures.  

However, scholars have noted that Bourdieu’s conceptualization of the relation of 

social structures to individuals and their experiences treats these structures as rigid and 

ahistorical.110 By contrast, sociologist Nick Crossley suggests a reconfiguration of 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological theory of sociality and habit that considers 

how the body lives out its positions as it moves through hierarchies of power and other 

social systems. Drawing on Crossley’s reconfiguration and refining it further through a 

                                                      

108 While Bourdieu did not invent the concept of habitus, he did expand on the classical philosopheme to 

our contemporary understanding. Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Redwood 

City, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990), 21. 
109 Loïc Wacquant, “A Concise Geneology and Anatomy of Habitus,” in The Sociological Review, Vol. 64, 

(2016): 65. 
110 For example, Judith Butler, “Performativity’s social magic” in Bourdieu: A Critical Reader, ed. R. 

Shusterman (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 117; and Terry Lovell, “Thinking feminism with and against 

Bourdieu,” in Feminist Theory 1, no. 1 (2000): 11–32. Other scholars have attempted to rework an analysis 

of habitus that are less deterministic, for example: Lois McNay, “Gender, habitus and the field,” in Theory, 

Culture & Society 16, no. 1 (2000): 95–117. 
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feminist analysis, Iris Marion Young theorizes the internalization of external investments 

and how they are embodied and enacted by individuals given their situation.111 For 

Young, the individual, or the lived body – a term she borrows from Toril Moi – describes 

a subject in motion; perpetually constituted and reconstituted through movement and 

experience.112 Situation then, denotes “the produce of facticity and freedom” [original 

emphasis].113 Young suggests that, “The person always faces the material facts of her 

body and its relation to a given environment.”114 These material factors structure the 

experience of existence and orientate the relation of a person’s body to their social and 

physical environment; in sum, these factors comprise a person’s facticity. In refining an 

explanation of a person’s situation, Young writes that:  

The body as lived is always enculturated: by phonemes a body 

learns to pronounce at a very early age, by the clothes the person 

wears that mark her nation, her age, her occupational status, and 

in what is culturally expected or required of women. The body is 

enculturated by habits of comportment distinctive to the 

interactional settings of business or pleasure; often they are 

specific to locale or group. Contexts of discourse and interaction 

position a person in systems of evaluation and expectations 

which often implicate their embodied being; the person 

experiences herself as looked at in certain ways, described in her 

physical being in certain ways, she experiences bodily reactions 

of others to her, and she reacts to them.115  

                                                      

111 Young, Female Body Experience, 16. 
112 Toril Moi, “What Is a Woman?” in What Is a Woman and Other Essays (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2001), 65. As referenced in Young, Female Body Experience, 12–26. 
113 Young, Female Body Experience, 16. 
114 Young elaborates on what the “material facts” constitutes, she writes: “Her [the subject’s] bodily organs 

have certain feeling capacities and function in determinate ways; her size, age, health, and training make 

her capable of strength and movement in relation to her environment in specific ways. Her skin has a 

particular color, her face determinate features, her hair particular colour and texture, all with their own 

aesthetic properties. Her specific body lives in a specific context–crowded by other people, anchored to the 

earth by gravity, surrounded by buildings and streets with a unique history, hearing particular languages, 

having food and shelter available, or not, as a result of culturally specific social processes that make 

specific requirements on her to access them.” Ibid. 
115 Ibid., 17. 
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Situation provides a more complex analysis of the complexities of gender and sexuality, 

class, racialization, and other factors, than is given by habitus.  

Considering a person’s situation gives depth when examining how social 

practices are constituted and enacted. Indeed, Logan asserts that decoration, in the system 

of “compulsory domesticity,” is a socially constructed practice, with a particular 

“grammar” that required competence, and once learned, afforded considerable flexibility 

in application.116 The decoration, arrangement, and management of the home and all its 

specifically coded and gendered spaces was a practice to which women were socialized 

from girlhood, making the task normal, transparent and unremarkable.117 Women 

developed a fluency in decorative “grammar” in a number of ways: through the 

experience of spending time in their own home or the home of others, by reading 

informative, edifying periodicals and books, by learning and creating decorative 

fancywork projects, through the graphic representations of domestic spaces in art and 

advertising, and, later in the century, by visiting public exhibitions of innovations in 

design and manufacture.118 Therefore, handicrafting and fashioning interior spaces as a 

practice can be understood to reflect social meaning, as well as giving insight to the 

individual’s habitus and situation.  

 

The Family Taste: The Inheritance and Reproduction of the Social Order 

Beyond disciplining the individual’s attitudes, and comportment, and informing 

their values and beliefs, Victorian taste created networks of meanings and adherences that 

                                                      

116 Logan, Victorian Parlour, 80. 
117 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 129, 131. 
118 Logan, Victorian Parlour, 81. 
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undergirded social cohesion and perpetuated the status quo.119 This is a broad 

theorization of a complex and polyvocal process. In the lives of individual people, taste 

formation and expression occurred from moment to moment, embedded in the 

interactions they had with other people, as well as their consumption choices, and their 

proximity to certain objects and access to certain spaces. It is important to be clear that 

each person absorbed or inherited taste differently, and then expressed their taste in 

individual ways.  

“Taste is molded, to a very large extent, by the things which surround one,” wrote 

Harriet and Vetta Goldstein in their instructive guide, Art in Everyday Life.120 Here, it is 

suggested that taste is formed by the immediate and intimate environments that surround, 

not just the individual, but the family. Thus, an individual’s taste is in line with the 

“family taste.” The Goldstein sisters also suggest that, “the family taste is trained by the 

objects selected by the homemaker.”121 In this prescription, the ‘homemaker’ becomes 

the custodian and guardian of good taste – if not its authority. Here, taste can be thought 

of as a familial project with distinct social investments that were inherited, cultivated, and 

maintained in order to be passed down. Through a consideration of the importance of 

gender roles to Victorian genealogy and kinship, historian Jessica Gerard notes that, 

“Traditions of loyalty to lineage and kin, the sense of belonging to dynasty, and the duty 

to uphold family honour and promote family interests still shaped the landed classes’ 

                                                      

119 Jules Lubbock, “5 – Good Design,” in The Tyranny of Taste: The Politics of Architecture and Design in 

Britain, 1550–1960 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995). 
120 Harriet and Vetta Goldstein, Art in Everyday Life (New York: Macmillan, 1932 [1925]), 2. Sara Ahmed 

discusses how the objects we encounter and arrange around ourselves are not neutral. Through an analysis 

of Bourdieu’s writing on taste, she formulates an assessment of the violence of “aesthetic intolerance” 

which is one of the greatest boundaries between classes. Ahmed, Promise of Happiness, 33, 34. 
121 Goldstein and Goldstein, Art in Everyday Life, 2. 
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behaviour and attitudes. … To justify their wealth and power, the landed classes 

emphasized that privilege carried with it the obligation to serve family, class, the poor 

and the nation.”122 Thus Gerard argues that the importance of kinship and lineage to 

processes of inheritance and transference go beyond property and capital. The inherited 

familial milieu constructed through the family taste becomes a metaphor for social 

allegiance to the status quo. The individual who ascribes to the inherited “family taste” 

does more than align themselves with the aesthetic and manners of their relations; they 

are in fact enacting an allegiance to their class, their race, and their nation.123 Adhering to 

the “family taste” was stressed as the individual’s best chance at surviving and thriving. 

The Goldstein sisters continue: “There is, therefore, a distinct obligation in the 

home to set the highest standards of beauty.”124 The attention to taste and beauty – which 

is often synonymous with morality and purity in the Victorian era – as well as an 

emphasis on the family, lay in the belief that a good home would be a beneficent moral 

                                                      

122 Jessica Gerard, "The Chatelaine: Women of the Victorian Landed Classes and the Country House," in 

Keeping the Victorian House: A Collection of Essays, ed. Vanessa D. Dickerson (New York: Garland 

Publishing, 1995), 179. While the quote specifically speaks about the upper classes, and inherited values 

that influenced attitudes and behaviour, as the middle classes grew they looked to the social elite and 

emulated their example. I am reminded of Thorstein Veblen’s assertion that “members of each stratum 

accept as their ideal of decency the scheme of life in vogue in the next higher stratum, and bend their 

energies to live up to that ideal.” Veblen, Theory of the Leisure Class, 52. 
123 Cynthia R. Comacchio writes about the variables that make ‘family’ simultaneously unique and 

universal – those being classifications of race, gender, class, religious affiliation, and social and physical 

locations such as region and ethnicity. She writes, “Families live out histories of their own while also 

participating actively in the larger arena of national history. … The relationships of family and society are 

so interconnected that change can emanate from either source. … ‘The family’ is not only a product of the 

larger society, therefore, but also its producer and reproducer. Any adequate historical understanding of 

family must acknowledge its central role in social and political as well as personal relationships, in societal 

as well as biological reproduction.” Cynthia R. Comacchio, The Infinite Bonds of Family: Domesticity in 

Canada, 1850–1940 (Toronto: University of Toronto Pres, 1999), 4, 5. 
124 Goldstein and Goldstein, Art in Everyday Life, 2. On the next page, the sisters write that “…one of the 

great needs of the consumer is a knowledge of the principles which are fundamental to good taste.” What 

wasn’t instilled by the “family taste” in the home, could be studied and learned from domestic periodicals 

and guidebooks such as Art in Everyday Life. Consumers followed prescriptive texts closely so as to always 

demonstrate taste that showed that they knew their place within social class hierarchies and were not over-

reaching their position nor degrading themselves.  
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influence on the household’s inhabitants. As Adrian Forty notes, 

Throughout the late nineteenth century, beauty was the principal 

means by which the home was to fulfil its purpose as a place of 

sanctity. Among its characteristics, beauty included comfort and 

the satisfaction of the aesthetic senses, but above all it meant the 

representation of the moral virtues of truth and honesty. In the 

responsibilities attributed to women in the home, it was the 

pursuit of beauty that was emphasised most strongly for the sake 

of its moral effects upon the members of the household.125  

Furthermore, the nineteenth-century sanitary reformer Dr. Southwood Smith connected 

domestic hygiene with righteousness:  

A clean, fresh, and well-ordered house exercises over its inmates 

a moral, no less than a physical influence, and has a direct 

tendency to make the members of the family sober, peaceable, 

and considerate of the feelings and happiness of each other; nor 

is it difficult to trace a connexion between habitual feelings of 

this sort and the formation of habits of respect for property, for 

the laws in general, and even for those higher duties and 

obligations the observance of which no laws can enforce.126  

Sentiments like these were in line with dominant discourse of the time that connected 

moral character and individual integrity to the condition and quality of a person’s 

domestic life and the circumstances of their home, and then conflated both with the state 

of the nation.127  

                                                      

125 As Forty notes, “Throughout the late nineteenth century, beauty was the principal means by which the 

home was to fulfil its purpose as a place of sanctity. Among its characteristics, beauty included comfort and 

the satisfaction of the aesthetic senses, but above all it meant the representation of the moral virtues of truth 

and honesty. In the responsibilities attributed to women in the home, it was the pursuit of beauty that was 

emphasised most strongly for the sake of its moral effects upon the members of the household.” Forty, 

Objects of Desire, 113. 
126 Smith goes on to warn against the dangers of dirtiness, “Whereas, a filthy, squalid, unwholesome 

dwelling, in which none of the decencies common to society … are or can be observed, tends to make 

every dweller in such a house regardless of the feelings and happiness of each other, selfish and sensual.” 

Southwood Smith, Recreations of a Country Parson (London, 1861), 229. As quoted in Forty, Objects of 

Desire, 108–9. 
127 For example, Mary Elizabeth Haweis (writing as Mrs. H. R. Haweis), The Art of Decoration (London: 

Chatto and Windus, 1881); Charles Eastlake, Household Taste; Robert William Edis (Colonel Edis), 

Decoration and Furnishings of Town Houses (London, Kegan Paul & Co, 1881); and Jane Ellen Panton 

(Mrs. Panton), Suburban Residences and How to Circumvent Them (London: Word & Downey Limited, 

1896). 
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Sara Ahmed’s queer phenomenological consideration of the connection between a 

person’s upbringing (their background), their domestic life, and their place and 

orientation in the matrix of structural hierarchies has a significant influence on my 

understanding of nineteenth-century domestic materiality and social practices and the 

inheritance and reproduction of these – I see the impact of this legacy in contemporary 

popular representations of domestic leisure, in consumer culture, and in discourses 

around gender and domesticity. In Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others 

(2006), Ahmed writes that, “Bodies take the shape of the norms that are repeated over 

time and with force.”128 This line brings to mind Roszika Parker’s description of the 

inculcation of femininity that occurred through the embroidery of samplers by 

nineteenth-century girls. Noting the increased emphasis placed on motherhood as integral 

to femininity in the Victorian period, Parker describes numerous popular representations 

in painting and in print of mothers spending time with their daughters in scenes 

illustrating the examination of a young girl’s sampler by her mother, or the two 

companionably working on their needlework side-by-side.129 As Parker suggests, this 

motif is significant because it presents daughters as diminutive versions of their mothers; 

“Because women are the same gender as their daughters they tend not to experience the 

infants as separate from themselves in the same way as they do sons. In both cases a 

mother is likely to experience a sense of oneness and continuity with her child. But the 

sense can last longer and be stronger in relation to a daughter, whom she can experience 

as an extension or double of herself.”130 Parker goes on to assert that, “It was precisely 

                                                      

128 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 91. 
129 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 130. 
130 Ibid. 
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because sampler-making and embroidery originated within the increasingly emotive 

mother/daughter relationship that embroidery, and the femininity it was intended to 

inculcate, became such a ‘habit.’”131 The act of stitching samplers or embroidering, 

placed Victorian bodies within a highly specific ideological framework that inscribed 

ideals of gender and class through concentrated consideration and repetitive motions 

often performed regularly over the course of a lifetime. This social practice oriented and 

continually reoriented the body in social terms. The concentrated focus and repetitive 

motions of embroidery required will and intent, regardless of the feeling (or feelings) that 

the activity inspired. A repetition of motions, one stitch after another, mirrored the larger 

repetition of the daughter through her development first moving away from her mother 

only to return as she becomes her.132  

In Queer Phenomenology, Ahmed – a woman of colour and a lesbian – writes 

about her experience of looking around her own contemporary dining room, as well as 

recalling the dining room and living room of her childhood home. By reflecting on these 

two homes, Ahmed can pick up on the lines of realized and broken heteronormative 

inheritance as well as discordant, overlapping and erased racial investments embedded in 

the objects and the arrangement of the rooms. She writes,  

Everywhere I turn, even in the failure of memory, reminds me of 

how the family home puts objects on display that measure 

sociality in terms of the heterosexual gift. That these objects are 

                                                      

131 Here, Parker draws on Mary Wollstonecraft’s use of ‘habit’ to refer to the power of the ideology of 

femininity. Parker, Subversive Stitch, 130. 
132 “The conflict appeared at the heart of embroidery,” Parker observes, “On the one hand sampler making 

symbolised unity with the mother expressed in obedience and gratitude, on the other embroidering could be 

experienced as an oppressive forced bonding with the mother – a denial of the child’s individuation. … 

Mothers react to their daughters’ ambivalence towards themselves by wanting both to keep their daughters 

close and to push them into adulthood. Teaching a child to embroider asserts the identification and unity of 

mother with daughter, yet instills skills intended for the moment when the daughter leaves parents for 

husband.” Ibid., 131. 
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on display, that they make visible a fantasy of a good life, 

depends on returning such a direction with a ‘yes,’ or even with 

gestures of love, or witnessing these objects as one’s own field 

of preferred intimacy. Such objects do not simply record or 

transmit a life they demand a return. There is a demand that we 

return to them by embracing them as embodiments of our own 

history, as the gift of life [emphasis mine].133  

I argue that samplers made by middle-class Victorian girls can be understood as objects 

that train this return. Furthermore, bringing out the samplers to view, or displaying them 

in the home, would affirm the positioning of the daughter toward the family, and re-

inscribe the embodiment of her allegiance not only to the family and the family line (the 

family lineage or history), but also orient her toward the family’s future: motherhood.  

This “demand for return,” describes a commitment and an obligation to reproduce 

the family’s social world. The return takes the form of repeating and reproducing the 

actions, allegiances, connections, spaces, and objects of the family. By regarding the 

objects on display in the family home “as one’s own field of preferred intimacy,” the 

child grows to affirm the family’s values and mode of being. By responding “with a ‘yes’ 

or gestures of love” to the “demand for return,” the child takes on the family’s line as an 

inheritance and makes it their own orientation and direction/trajectory. However, where 

there is a ‘yes,’ there is also a ‘no.’ The refusal of return might than be understood as a 

queer gesture that troubles heteronormative lines of inheritance. In queer theorist Jack 

                                                      

133 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 90. In writing of the “heterosexual gift,” Ahmed is referring to 

Adrienne Rich’s formulation of “compulsory heterosexuality” as an institutional ideology that mandates 

men and women be heterosexual. Rich posits that one of the primary manifestations of patriarchal power 

over women is the assertion that heterosexuality is inevitable, therefore, compulsory. Adrienne Rich, 

“Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” in Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 

5, no. 4 (Summer, 1980): 637. For Ahmed, “Heterosexuality is imagined as the future of the child insofar as 

heterosexuality is idealized as a social gift and even as the gift of life itself. The gift becomes an 

inheritance: what is already given or even pregiven. Heterosexuality becomes a social as well as familial 

inheritance through the endless requirement that the child repay the debt of life with its life.” Ahmed, 

Queer Phenomenology, 86. 
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Halberstam’s book In a Queer Time & Place (2005), they suggest that ‘inheritance’ can 

be understood as a regulatory mechanism integral to the replication of the social order. 

Here, Halberstam expands on Michel Foucault’s notion of a “homosexual mode of life” 

as one that “threatens people as a ‘way of life’ rather than as a way of having sex,” in 

order to elaborate on a queer way of being that is outside of heteronormative parameters 

structured around reproduction and inheritance.134 For Halberstam, “The time of 

inheritance refers to an overview of generational time within which values, wealth, 

goods, and morals are passed through family ties one generation to the next. It also 

connects the family to the historical past of the nation, and glances ahead to connect the 

family to the future of both familial and national stability.”135 For Halberstam, as well as 

for Ahmed, heterosexuality ensures the continuation of not only the family and the 

nation, but I would argue the race, and in our discussion of the nineteenth-century 

English home, specifically, whiteness.136 

 

Conclusion 

Samplers, embroidered textiles, and handicraft items made and displayed in the 

middle-class Victorian home are objects that can be read as presenting the “family taste” 

in a gesture that marks a “return” on the inheritance of the family life. In as much as 

                                                      

134 Michel Foucault, “Friendship as a Way of Life,” In Foucault Live: Collected Interviews, 1961–1984, 

ed. S. Lotringer (New York: Semiotext(e), 1996); as quoted in Jack/Judith Halberstam, In a Queer Time & 

Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives (New York: New York University Press, 2005), 5. 
135 Halberstam, Queer Time & Place, 5. 
136 For a nuanced discussion of how gender and class are central to constructions of race within an imperial 

framework, see: Pickles, Female imperialism, 9. For an analysis of British Whiteness at home and as an 

intrinsic part of the Britain’s colonial project, see Aileen Moreton-Robinson, “2 - The House That Jack 

Built: Britishness and White Possession,” in White Possessive, 19–32. 
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embroidery, wax fruit and flowers, wool gardens, pictures made of dried flowers, point 

lace table clothes, or Berlin work fire screens could represent the performance of the 

family life as ‘happy’ or ‘good,’ they could only do so if the family gathered around the 

crafted items in rituals of ‘happiness’ that substantiated the item’s symbolic claim.137 

While Victorian handicrafts simultaneously celebrated the domestic ideal, they also 

pronounced anxieties that arose out of it. And as needlework and handicrafts were 

avenues for women (and some men) to explore and assert their identities, they were also 

social practices that promoted the internalization of dominant attitudes, values, and 

ideologies. This chapter’s focus on nineteenth-century domestic leisure as well as 

consumption practices aimed to give an overview of middle-class domestic amateur 

crafting in order to situate domestic crafting as a social practice with a specific historical 

context and specific socio-cultural attachments.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

137 For example, Ahmed writes about family photographs that hung on the wall of her family home: “The 

family pictures picture the family, often as happy (the bodies that gather smile, as if the smile were the 

point of the gathering). At the same time, the pictures put aside … those feelings that do not cohere as a 

smile.” Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 90. In this way, I consider each object present in domestic spatial 

configurations as laden with certain fantasies, coding certain values, and symbolizing certain adherences. 
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Figure 2.1: Drawing-room in a town-house, England, c.1860. 
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Figure 1.2: Basket of wax fruit, unknown maker, 1840–1860, W.4-1971. 

©Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Shellwork vase, unknown maker, 1800–1820, W.32:1-1926. 

©Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
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Chapter 3 

The History and Material Culture of the O’Keefe Women: Handicraft 

on British Columbia’s Settler Colonial Frontier 

 

Introduction 

When the newly married Mary Ann O’Keefe arrived in the Okanagan Valley in 

1877 at the age of twenty-seven, she brought the total number of white women in the 

British Columbian southern interior Okanagan region up to three. 1 Earlier that year, she 

had married Cornelius O’Keefe, a man twelve years her senior, in Fallowfield, a small 

town outside of Ottawa where both of them had been born and raised.2 What Mary Ann 

may not have known before she arrived at Cornelius’ ranch was that she was supplanting 

Cornelius’ first common-law wife, Alapetsa Stalekaya, a local Okanagan woman with 

whom he had had two children.  

While it was a common practice for white men on the fringes of fur-trade and 

colonial society in the eighteenth and nineteenth century to take Indigenous women as 

common-law wives “according to custom of the country,” it became an equally common 

practice to set these wives and their children asides as more white women came over 

from Europe to North America in the nineteenth century.3 As this chapter will explore, 

beyond the harshness and unfairness of these circumstances for Alapetsa and her 

                                                      

1 Ken Mather, “Material History in situ– Original Furniture at O’Keefe Historic Ranch,” in Material 

History Bulletin, 30 (Fall 1989), 40.  
2 Marriage of Cornelius O’Keefe to Mary Ann McKenna, 20 November 1877, 216. Marriage Records, St. 

Patrick’s (Fallowfield) Roman Catholic Church, City of Nepean, Ontario. 
3 Van Kirk, Many Tender Ties, 13–14. 
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children, they are indicative of broader social and ideological shifts at the centre of settler 

colonial society’s reordering of bodies and spaces.  

Over the sixteen years of their marriage, Mary Ann and Cornelius had nine 

children. In 1899, Mary Ann died suddenly of a stroke at the age of forty-nine. Surprising 

friends and family, Cornelius returned to Fallowfield the next year and married Elizabeth 

Tierney, the daughter of an affluent Irish Catholic farming family. Back at the ranch, 

Elizabeth and Cornelius had six children, the youngest being born in 1913 when 

Cornelius was seventy-five years of age. After Cornelius’ death in 1919, Elizabeth 

continued to manage the ranch on her own until her death in 1929. Elizabeth’s youngest 

son Tierney took over operation of the ranch until the late 1960s, when he and his wife 

Betty decided to restore the estate to its colonial heyday and open it as an attraction to the 

public. Cornelius and his three wives established a household that over the years was a 

strong core that supported enterprises including agricultural cultivation, land investment, 

and civic development, not to mention a household that participated in the colonisation 

and domestication of the unsettled Okanagan territory in the interior of southern British 

Columbia. Later, as a museum and tourist stop, the Ranch continued to propagate a 

specific narrative of frontier adventure and success that erased the realities of land theft 

and displacement, and at the time of the Canadian centennial celebrations, functioned as a 

strong nationalist symbol. 

As a study, this chapter investigates the material culture held at the Historic 

O’Keefe Ranch, specifically the extant needlework and handicraft objects completed by 

the O’Keefe family’s Anglo-Canadian female members. It is important to emphasise that 

the complete lack of extant material culture belonging to Alapetsa or her children in the 
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archive is not coincidental or a neutral outcome of the passage of time. This chapter will 

consider what it means that, in all likelihood, any and all material and symbolic evidence 

of Alapetsa in the house and on the grounds was purged with diligence and intent.  

My analysis of the domestic leisure of the O’Keefe family’s Anglo-Canadian 

female members focuses on the construction, decoration, and furnishing of their homes, 

as well as various forms of fancywork – mainly utilitarian and decorative needlework. 

Expanding on the previous chapter’s demonstration of how fancywork could be an 

avenue to form and express identity, and navigate social, cultural and economic realities, 

as well as being a means by which systemic political and ideological values could be 

inculcated, this chapter examines the needlework and handicrafts created by the O’Keefe 

women, and analyzes these practices and objects as documents that attest to the identities 

and social positions of the makers within early colonial society. As Laura Peers suggests, 

“Gender, race, and class were the constituent parts of the British Empire and its 

manifestations at the local level.”4 These imposed social categories were a key mode 

through which power was exercised on an intimate scale within the empire. As Peers 

further notes, these negotiations can be traced within the material culture of the time; “in 

many ways, the empire existed materially, not simply as networks of people and politics 

but as the things they worked with, traded, made, gave to each other, sold, looted, 

brought home, commented on, and consumed: an ‘empire of goods’ as much as of 

political structures.”5 In line with this, I take handmade material culture of the Anglo-

Canadian O’Keefe family members as not only expressions of the maker’s identity, but 

                                                      

4 Peers, “Material Culture,” 55. 
5 Ibid. 
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also as evidence of the negotiation of their relative social position to systemic forms of 

power and influence. My contribution to the literature on settler colonial women’s history 

and the role of domesticity within the colonial project is in an expansion of the analysis 

on how the making of crafts gendered and classed certain bodies, to consider how 

crafting demarcated and disciplined race within the fluctuating and highly contested 

settler colonial regime. I shall also examine how the social practice of crafting and its 

resulting material culture functioned to perform colonialism, build colonial societies, and 

suppress colonialism’s “shadow archive.”6 

The chapter is structured in three parts; the first section gives a historical 

overview of what is known of the lives of Cornelius O’Keefe, Alapetsa Stalekaya, Mary 

Ann O’Keefe, and Elizabeth O’Keefe, and in so doing traces the growth of their ranch in 

relation to the development of settlement in the Okanagan Valley and the founding of 

Vernon. The second section provides a description of the handicrafted objects extent in 

the collection of the Historic O’Keefe Ranch. The third and final section provides an 

analysis that synthesizes the material evidence with the historical information to provide 

a nuanced treatment of the significance of handicrafting to the domestication inherent in 

the colonial project on the Western frontier. 

 

Part I: The O’Keefe Family and O’Keefe Ranch 

Cornelius O’Keefe 

Cornelius O’Keefe – one of the first Settlers in the Okanagan Valley in the 

                                                      

6 Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” 11. 
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Southern Interior of British Columbia and one of the founders of the colonial town of 

Vernon – was eulogized in his obituary as “a pioneer of the pioneers … one of the few 

remaining representatives of the men who broke into the wilderness of the Interior at a 

time when it was a land practically unknown to the outside world” (Figure 3.1).7 Just as 

his parents had come over from County Cork, in Southern Ireland in the 1820s in search 

of land and opportunity, Cornelius O’Keefe, along with many descendants of these 

original Irish immigrants, left Fallowfield in the 1850s, to go out west for much the same 

reason: in search of space and prosperity.8 Historian Bruce S. Eliot notes that by the 

1860s most of Upper Canada was settled and occupied, and those seeking land to 

cultivate had to look farther west.9 Eliot writes of these migrants: “Their parents had 

come into Ontario as immigrants a generation earlier, for the same reasons the children 

were now leaving. Parents judged the life on a distant frontier was preferable to 

condemning their children to lives of poverty by sub-dividing a farm to the point where it 

provided a mere subsistence living.”10  

At the age of twenty-four, Cornelius O’Keefe set out for the Cariboo goldfields in 

1861. The lengthy journey involved travelling by steam ship down the Eastern United 

States and Mexico, crossing the isthmus of Panama by train, and taking another 

steamship up the west coast to San Francisco, and then another on to Victoria.11 The final 

leg of the voyage to the Cariboo was by a combination of paddlewheel boats to travel up 

                                                      

7 “Death of C. O’Keefe,” The Vernon News, 29 May 1919, 1. 
8 Bruce S. Eliot, The City Beyond: A History of Nepean, Birthplace of Canada’s Capital 1792–1990 

(Nepean, ON: Corporation of the City of Nepean, 1991), 73. 
9 Eliot, History of Nepean, 72. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Sandra R. Sauer, “The O’Keefe Ranch: An Archaeological Perspective,” (MA thesis, Simon Fraser 

University, 1995), 10. 
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smaller bodies of water such as the Fraser river, and overland by wagon or on 

horseback.12 O’Keefe, like many men who flocked West in the 1860s, did not make his 

fortune mining gold. Instead, he determined that a more secure profit would be derived 

from driving cattle up from Oregon to meet the needs of the Cariboo goldminers.13  

Through this enterprise, O’Keefe met Thomas Wood and Thomas Greenhow; 

fellow cattle drivers who he worked with collaboratively with and would remain business 

partner’s with throughout his life. In fact, in 1867, the three men decided that it would be 

easier to raise cattle at the northern most tip of Okanagan lake near the Okanagan 

settlement of Nkama'peleks (Head of the Lake) – a point at which they stopped each year 

on their way up to the Cariboo to let the cattle graze in the lush grass fields.14 In June of 

1867, O’Keefe pre-empted 160 acres of land for his 179 head of cattle, while Greenhow 

and Wood pre-empted 160 acres each in the nearby vicinity.15  

The land that O’Keefe originally pre-empted was contested by the Okanagan at 

Head of the Lake, because it was part of the reserve for the Okanagans proclaimed in 

1861 by Assistant Commissioner of Land and Works William Cox.16 Peter Carstens notes 

                                                      

12 Sauer, “O’Keefe Ranch,” 10. 
13 The Vernon News, Thursday, October 8 1891, 5. 
14 “O’Keefe Historic Ranch” precis, n.d., Historic O’Keefe Ranch Archive, Vertical Files: History. See 

also: Sauer, “O’Keefe Ranch,” 174; and James Teit, The Salish Tribes of the Western Plateaux: Forty-Fifth 

Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, ed. 

Franz Boas (1930), 206. 
15 Interview with Cornelius O’Keefe’s youngest son Tierney O’Keefe (1911–2000) by John Stephenson, 

unpublished transcript, April 26 1974, 7. Historic O’Keefe Ranch Archive, Vertical Files: History, 

“Elizabeth ‘Betty’ O’Keefe” folder. Duncan Thomson notes that Cornelius O’Keefe, along with four 

others, made official claims on land in 1868 at the head of Okanagan lake. Duncan Thomson “A History of 

the Okanagan: Indians and Whites in the Settlement Era, 1860,” (PhD diss., University of British 

Columbia, 1985), 28, 114. See also: Sauer, “O’Keefe Ranch,” 8. 
16 Peter Carstens describes this event and the broader precedent it set: “Both Cornelius O’Keefe and his 

trading partner, Thomas Greenhow, obtained Okanagan land against the wishes of the Indians. Moreover, it 

was often obtained illegally according to the opinions of the joint commissioners who carried out an 

investigation of the land question at the Head of the Lake in 1877. What is of special interest is the manner 

in which these two settlers almost always got their own way even when it was contrary to Indian customary 
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that “The decision by O’Keefe, Wood, and Greenhow to remain at the Head of the Lake 

and occupy Okanagan Indian territory is a crucial event in Okanagan history. It marked 

the beginning of settler control of land and its resources, and the growth of settler 

wealth.”17 This is significant, because even before the establishment of the reserve, the 

Okanagan had not signed a treaty with the Crown, and therefore, colonial settlement was 

a form of invasion.18  

O’Keefe’s ranch was, in the 1870s, one of the only white settlements between 

Fort Kamloops, which was 107 kilometres north-west of the ranch, and the Roman 

Catholic Mission – called Okanagan Mission – some sixty-eight kilometres to the south 

(at what is now present day Kelowna).19 One of the first things Cornelius and Thomas 

Greenhow did, having their pieces of land next to one another, was build a small timber 

building before the winter came in 1867.20 This building was made of hewn cedar logs 

with dovetail corners. Structural evidence in the log house – still standing today – 

suggests that initially there was an upper and lower floor, though no room divisions.21 A 

few years later, a lean-to kitchen was attached to the back of the timber building, and then 

shortly thereafter the whole building was covered with drop siding to give it, according to 

Ken Mather, the former curator and archivist of the Historic O’Keefe Ranch, a “more 

                                                      

law and the laws of both the province and the dominion of Canada. Occasionally, their behaviour was 

challenged, but it usually took years before action against them was contemplated, illustrating how the new 

legal system always worked against Indians. It also demonstrates how much power settlers were able to 

generate right from the start to further their economic and political interests.” Peter Carstens, The Queen’s 

People: A Study of Hegemony, Coercion, and Accommodation Among the Okanagan of Canada (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1991), 73–74, 75. 
17 Ibid., 71. 
18 Ibid., 68. 
19 Thomson “Indians and Whites Settlement Era,” 28. 
20 Sauer, “O’Keefe Ranch,” 162. 
21 Mather, “Material History,” 40. See also: Interview with Tierney O’Keefe, 9. 
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‘civilized’ appearance.”22 In 1872, Cornelius was appointed Postmaster, a role he would 

maintain for thirty-five years until 1907.23 That same year, O’Keefe and Greenhow 

constructed a General Store that also served as the Post Office on the property near the 

log house.24  

 

Alapetsa Stalekaya 

In the late 1860s, Cornelius had an intimate relationship with Alapetsa Stalekaya, 

also called “Rosie,” an Okanagan woman from the Head of the Lake settlement a few 

miles away.25 As Cornelius’ common-law wife, Alapetsa kept his modest house, cooked 

                                                      

22 Mather, “Material History,” 40. 
23 Twenty years later in 1896 Cornelius was also appointed a Justice of the Peace. Stan McLean, The 

History of O’Keefe Ranch (Edmonton, AB: Uvisco Press, 1985), 33. 
24 In the first decade of the Ranch’s development, it is likely that many out buildings were constructed. In 

1952, the highway was built through the area where much of those buildings originally stood. The only data 

that exists giving a clear idea of the original layout of the farm compound is a rough map from 1877 and a 

sketch by the Marquis of Lorne, completed in 1882 when he and Princess Louise spent three days at the 

O’Keefe’s on their vice-regal tour of the province. Until the first photographs were taken in the 1890s, the 

sequence of building on the Ranch cannot be absolutely ascertained. What is known is that a Mill grist was 

built in 1879, a blacksmiths shop was also built around that time, a larger house was begun in 1886, and a 

Roman Catholic Church (St. Anne’s) in 1889. The construction date and exact location is unknown for 

several buildings such as the bunkhouse for the farmhands, a shed for two Chinese cooks, several barns, 

and other out buildings. Sauer, “O’Keefe Ranch,” 162, 14; Interview with Tierney O’Keefe, 3. Over the 

years, the ranch became one of the most prominent settlements in the North Okanagan. 1872 also marks the 

year that the British Columbia Express Company began weekly coach service. The wagon road into the 

Okanagan from the North concluded at O’Keefe’s ranch, and brought with it the mail, as well as regular 

visitor’s to and through the area. Five years later the wagon road was extended south to the Okanagan 

Mission. Mather, “Material History,” 40.  
25 The nominal census of Indigenous peoples in the southern interior of British Columbia (including the 

Okanagan) was taken by Father Baudre of the Catholic missionary order, the Oblates of Mary Immaculate 

(OMI), in 1877. This census was conducted independent of either national or provincial governments, for 

the purposes of determining the Indigenous population’s religion, whether or not they had been baptised or 

married in the Church, and whether or not they were following Church mandates. Though his census 

included many details, Father Baudre could not vouch for the accuracy of his findings. In the letter 

accompanying the census, he wrote: “This list has been obtained with the greatest difficulty. Several 

Indians refused to give the information that I needed and I had to pull it out piece by piece... I would say 

that the list of children is not complete and that several families have been forgotten. I have done my best. 

Since the list was prepared three of the Indians are dead.” In the 1877 census, “Alapetsa” and her “blanc” 

(white) daughter “Christina” are included in the family group of Francois and Marie “Stalekaya” (presumed 

to be Alapetsa’s parents). It is fortunate that Baudre included Christine in the census at all given that she is 

listed as white – which would corroborate Cornelius as her father – and is not given an identifying number. 
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for him and the ranch hands, and had two children with him – a boy, who drowned as a 

child, and a girl, Christine.26 Though no material evidence of Alapetsa is discernible in 

the original log house today and no possessions of hers are extent in the ranch’s 

collection, oral tradition has it that she lived with her children and Cornelius for many 

years, sharing in the work, and the hardships and rewards of rugged ranching life.27  

As I noted earlier, it was common practice on the nineteenth-century frontier for 

poor white settlers to take an Indigenous woman as common-law wife, and, it was 

equally common practice for those wives and their children to be set aside, should the 

settler do well enough for himself to support a white wife.28 Something along these lines 

                                                      

The 1881 census lists a “Rosa” in the “Haustelkaye” family group that was headed by Francois and Marie 

(Haustelkaye seems to be a phonetic variation on the family name Stalekaya). The age of “Rosa” 

corresponds with the age of “Alapetsa,” and she is accompanied by “Christine” (age 6), whose age 

correspond with “Christina” and fits the timeline. This suggests that Alapetsa was baptised as “Rosie/Rosa” 

between 1877 and 1881, most likely when she married Michel/Michael. OMI Census 1877, Records of the 

Oblate Missions of B.C. (National Archives of Canada), Microfilm roll AWI. R4664, p. 285. In the 

collection of the University of British Columbia. Contextual information about the 1877 OMI census 

obtained from the BC Archives website: “About the OMI Census, 1877.” 1881 Census Data, “Nicola and 

Okanagan, Yale, British Columbia,” Census Records, Record Group 31-C-1, Microfilm roll C-13162 to C-

13286. Library and Archives Canada. See also: Copy of marriage certificate for Christine O’Keefe (“age 

17, daughter of O’Keefe and Rosie, Native woman”) to Isaac Harris (“Harris, Englishman, and Mary, 

Native woman”), May 15 1891. Original file retrieved from Office of the Roman Catholic Bishop, Diocese 

of Kamloops. Copy held at the O’Keefe Historic Ranch Archive, Vertical Files: History, “O’Keefe Family: 

Native” folder. 
26 Carstens, Queen’s People, 72. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Laura Peers notes that while contact between Europeans and Indigenous peoples was deepened through 

fur trade relations that began in the seventeenth century, European women did not accompany men into the 

colony’s interior until the mid-nineteenth century. Before this point, it was customary for men of British 

ancestry to take Indigenous women as wives “according to the custom of the country.” These Indigenous 

wives were essential to the entrepreneurial pursuits of their husbands for their linguistic, cultural and 

pragmatic knowledge, as well as their sexual and reproductive ability. Peers, “Material Culture,” 58. As the 

number of European women immigrating to Canada for permanent settlement increased in the nineteenth 

century, the availability of white women willing and able to travel and live further north and further west 

rose. This aided the implementation of racial segregation of settlers of French and British descent and 

Indigenous people, which was a priority for both the church and state. Daiva Stasiulis and Radha Jhappan 

note that “The appearance of white women was coterminous with white settlement and brought both a 

sharp rise in racist sentiment and heightened class-consciousness within fur-trade society.” Daiva Stasiulis 

and Radha Jhappan, “The Fractious Politics of a Settler Society: Canada,” in Unsettling Settler Societies, 

ed. Daiva Stasiulis and Nira Yuval-Davis (London: Sage, 1995), 109. See also: Mackey, House of 

Difference, 28; Van Kirk, Many Tender Ties. 
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happened in this case, though it was not so clean cut (as these things most likely never 

were). In 1877, Cornelius returned east to Fallowfield, and married Mary Ann McKenna, 

the daughter of Irish Catholic Farmers, who like Cornelius’ own parents, had immigrated 

from Ireland most likely in the 1820s (Figure 3.2).29 Cornelius brought his new wife, and 

his niece Elisabeth Coughlan, back to the ranch with him that same year.30  

Okanagan oral tradition holds that Alapetsa and her two children lived with the 

newlyweds for a time, during which Alapetsa cooked and kept house for them.31 A 

passage in Stan McLean’s undocumented history of Cornelius O’Keefe and his ranch 

corroborates this point, although in somewhat illusive terms. McLean wrote his History 

of O’Keefe Ranch in 1985, and based it largely on settler oral tradition and popular local 

mythology; in it he wrote: “He [Cornelius] had an Indian woman for his housekeeper for 

several years before he was married and for some time after he was married. Eventually 

when the time came, according to a hired man’s version, who worked on the Ranch about 

this time, she apparently was quite agreeable to accept a gift of a few hundred dollars and 

then returned to stay on the Indian Reserve with her young son and her young 

daughter.”32 This is almost certainly an allusion to Alapetsa and her children. According 

                                                      

29 Copy of McKenna Family Group Record, O’Keefe Historic Ranch Archive, Vertical Files: History, 

“O’Keefe Family: Mary Ann” folder; and 1851 Census, Census Place: Nepean, Carleton County, Canada 

West (Ontario); Schedule: A; Roll: C_11716; Page: 49; Line: 20. Library and Archives Canada. As Eliot 

notes, the kinship links amongst the Irish Catholic community of Fallowfield was strong. As members left 

to relocate all over Canada and the United States, they often brought family with them, had family join 

them later, and returned to Fallowfield to visit family, attend school, or to marry. Eliot, History of Nepean, 

72. 
30 Elizabeth Coughlan eventually married Thomas Greenhow a few years later, on 7 April 1881. They 

would build their house a few metres from the O’Keefe’s house. British Columbia, Canada, Marriage 

Index, 1872–1935. British Columbia Vital Statistics Agency, [database on-line]. 
31 Carstens, Queen’s People, 72. 
32 McLean, History of O’Keefe Ranch, 132. At no point are Alapetsa or her children by Cornelius 

mentioned by name in McLean’s history of the O’Keefe family and the ranch. This passage is the only 

mention, or allusion to Cornelius’ relationship with Alapetsa, and their children in the entire account of 
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to Peter Carstens, the separation was not so amiable; “after considerable conflict between 

O’Keefe and Rosie’s family, a ‘divorce’ was eventually said to have been granted by the 

Okanagan. O’Keefe was required to give the family a large herd of cattle by way of 

compensation or alimony. Some of my informants say that O’Keefe gave the family 

absolutely nothing.”33 Veiled accounts, such as those given by McLean, are a common 

trend in the early histories of the O’Keefe family and the ranch, as well as in the oral 

tradition of Cornelius’ descendants by his second and third wives; Cornelius and Alapetsa 

and their children are overlooked, not mentioned, or erased from the material culture and 

narrative that surrounds the family and the ranch. If they are mentioned, it is generally in 

vague, indirect terms. 

When I was conducting research in the archives at the Historic O’Keefe Ranch, I 

asked Ken Mather, then the curator and archivist at the Ranch, whether there was any 

documentation that suggested that Mary Ann knew about Cornelius’ relationship with 

Alapetsa, and the children they had together. He responded by telling me a story passed 

down through settler oral tradition that recounts an occasion when Mary Ann was 

working in the General Store and a young Okanagan boy from Head of the Lake came in 

and proceeded to take a bag of potatoes and leave without paying. Mary Ann followed 

him out of the store and told him that he would need to pay for the potatoes if he wanted 

to keep them, to which the child responded, “charge it to my father’s account.”34 It may 

never be determined whether this narrative is factual, in sum or in part. However, the 

                                                      

Cornelius O’Keefe’s life and the history of the ranch. 
33 Carstens, Queen’s People, 81. 
34 Ken Mather, personal communication, December 23, 2014. This account is given in Carsten’s Queen’s 

People, 72. 
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account gestures toward the emotional, social, and cultural reality of two women, 

potentially three women, who occupied very different situations – to borrow Iris Marion 

Young’s term again – and whose world’s overlapped.35 Whether or not Alapetsa lived 

with and kept house for Mary Ann and Cornelius, Mary Ann and later Elizabeth certainly 

knew about and may have shared space with Alapetsa and her children.  

This is significant, as I interpret Alapetsa and her children’s absence from the 

material culture of the home to be indicative of intentional acts of removal and erasure, 

which relegated Cornelius’ Indigenous family to the “shadows” of the dominant O’Keefe 

family narrative and ranch archive. Allan Sekula writes on the photographic archive as a 

highly edited collection of images that make concrete and visible a particular narrative 

that privileges certain bodies, institutions, and histories over others.36 For Sekula, the 

“shadow archive” represents the subordinated and suppressed bodies and experiences of 

subjugated people.37 Furthermore, the “shadow archive” is never separate or removed 

from the archive, it is always found within and in between the lines of the archive’s 

privileged material and dominant narratives. For the Anglo-Canadian O’Keefe family and 

the settler colonial society they represented to be visible, comprehensible, and dominant, 

other people, their lives, and their culture (in the form of objects) had to be suppressed, 

assimilated, appropriated, and obliterated.38  

                                                      

35 Iris Marion Young’s concept of “situation” provides an in-depth treatment of the complexities and 

interceptions of experience of gender and sexuality, class, racialization, and other factors. Young, On 

Female Body Experience, 17. 
36 Sekula, “Body and the Archive,” 10. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Sara Ahmed notes that “Archives are made up of paper and other things that ‘matter,’ and they take 

‘form’ insofar as they are intended for action.” She goes on to draw Jacques Derrida into her formulation, 

speaking to his notion of archives as “homes,” in their ability to accumulate material and order worlds 

around them. Ahmed quotes Derrida, “It is thus, in this domiciliation, in this house arrest, that archives take 
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Any evidence in the house or on the property of Cornelius’ prior union and family 

with an Indigenous woman would have conflicted with Mary Ann’s, and later 

Elizabeth’s, precarious identities as genteel ladies on the colonial frontier. Within the 

tenuous social arrangements and hierarchies of Western colonial soceity, white women’s 

bourgeois femininity was constituted and legitimated through the civilizing action of 

domesticity. As Sylvia Van Kirk notes, “In colonial societies where white women were 

present, even if in the minority, relations between European men and native women were 

largely restricted to casual or illicit affairs. In seeking to re-establish the domestic life of 

the mother country, the European woman zealously guarded her status as wife and 

mother.”39 Thus, in order for Mary Ann and Elizabeth to thrive in their roles as wives to a 

prominent settler, and be exemplary as mothers to the community’s future leaders, all 

evidence of Cornelius’s “inappropriate” and “illegitimate” prior union had to be 

aggressively denied and erased.40 The way that this consistent and durational erasure 

occurred would have almost certainly structured the social reality and experience of daily 

life for each woman, as well as structuring the social reality for their families and broader 

                                                      

place. The dwelling, this place where they reside permanently, marks this institutional passage from the 

private to the public.” Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, trans. Eric Prenowitz 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 2, as quoted in Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 118. 
39 Van Kirk, Many Tender Ties, 40. 
40 Indeed, so powerful was this imperative that subsequent generations from Cornelius’ second and third 

wives took up this attitude and virulently refuted their progenitor’s intimate connection to an Indigenous 

woman, and their subsequent issue. An example that illustrates this “bad blood,” occurred in 1933 over a 

series of notices in the local newspaper, The Vernon News. The first notice printed on 25 May 1933 – 

fourteen years after Cornelius’ death – announced the marriage of one Henry Harris, “the grandson of the 

late Mr. O’Keefe, one of Vernon’s oldest citizen’s.” Henry Harris was Christine O’Keefe’s son by Isaac 

Harris. Two weeks later, on June 1st, the following correction was printed in The Vernon News, “… In that 

notice it was stated that Henry Harris was a grandson of the late Cornelius O’Keefe. We are informed by 

Fred O’Keefe [Mary Ann’s sixth child], of Vernon, that there is no basis for the statement that Mr. Harris 

was related to the late Mr. O’Keefe and that no relationship whatever exists between the Harris family and 

the O’Keefe family.” For the better part of the twentieth century, the repudiation of Cornelius’ Indigenous 

descendants was maintained. However, that trend has been shifting over the last few decades. In 2000, 

descendants from Christine O’Keefe were invited to a large family reunion held at the ranch.  
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kin networks and communities. These instances become structuring events and relations 

that create dominant precedents and orders.41 

 

Mary Ann McKenna 

Almost ten years after arriving at the ranch, in 1886, Cornelius and Mary Ann set 

about building a larger wood frame house to accommodate their growing family – at this 

point they had five children and were expecting a sixth. As well as accommodating the 

family’s growing size, the mansion house, as it came to be called, reflected the ranch’s 

success and the family’s affluence, and increased influence and social standing within the 

burgeoning settler community. The decade prior to the mansion’s construction was 

marked by considerable growth for the family business. Cornelius continued to acquire 

land (owning close to 12,000 acres of land by this point), and increase his cattle and 

livestock holdings.42 Furthermore, with the completion of the Canadian Pacific Railway, 

agricultural producers in the interior of British Columbia, such as the O’Keefe’s, could 

sell their produce to an expanded eastern market.43  

The mansion house was built in two phases, an addition to the original log house 

in 1886, and then the log house’s removal, and the mansion house’s completion and 

                                                      

41 For more on the creation of racial hierarchies amongst women in Canada’s colonial society, see Peers, 

“Material Culture,” 63; and Malia B. Formes, “Beyond Complicity versus Resistance: Recent Work on 

Gender and European Imperialism,” in The Journal of Social History 28 (Spring 1995): 631. 
42 Mather, “Material History,” 42–43. 
43 Mather notes that “O’Keefe became involved in growing wheat and raising hogs and sheep in addition to 

his already-established occupations of cattle rancher, grist miller and postmaster.” Ibid. Furthermore, Prime 

Minister John A. MacDonald’s “National Policy” was designed to promote Canadian business and reduce 

competition from America and Europe by introducing a tariff of up to 35% on some goods. The Canadian 

Pacific Railway, completed in 1885, was understood to be an integral component to the “National Policy.” 

John L. Findlay, and Douglas N. Sprague, The Structure of Canadian History (Toronto: Pearson, 1999), 

227. 
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expansion ten years later in 1896. Initially, a wood frame building was added onto the 

front of the log house, with the back door of the new house leading into the front door of 

the log house.44 The new addition was in the classic Queen Anne style, employing 

elegant fish-scale shingles in the gable areas offset by the original building’s drop siding. 

The exterior and interior of the house were constructed with the best materials, often 

freighted at great cost with considerable difficulty. Furthermore, a craftsman was brought 

to the ranch from Eastern Canada to complete the woodwork detailing on the fixtures 

inside the house, as well as to create three magnificent fireplaces with maple 

mantelpieces.45  

In 1896, the roofline was changed and the original log house was detached and 

moved on rolling logs to a location elsewhere on the property to make space for a new 

addition to the house.46 The addition, located at the back of the house, added a dining 

room and kitchen to the parlour and library located on the main floor, as well as three 

bedrooms and a washroom upstairs, and a full basement.47 A photograph from 1887 and 

one from 1900 illustrate the changes made to the house (Figures 3.3 and 3.4). Mary Ann 

only had a few years to enjoy the beautiful house that had been a decade in the making; 

she died of a stroke in 1899 at the age of forty-nine.48  

 

 

                                                      

44 Sauer, “O’Keefe Ranch,” 162. 
45 Mather, “Material History,” 43. 
46 McLean, History of O’Keefe Ranch (Edmonton, AB: Uvisco Press, 1985), 53. 
47 Interview with Tierney O’Keefe, 10; and Sauer, “O’Keefe Ranch,” 162. 
48 The Vernon News, 1 September 1898, 5; and The Vernon News, 2 February 1899, 1. See also: Sauer, 

“O’Keefe Ranch,” 14. 
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Elizabeth Tierney 

On 11 January 1900, The Vernon News reported that “Rumours are in circulation 

which we believe to be authentic, regarding the marriage of one of the best known & 

most prominent ranchers of this district.”49 Surprising friends and family, Cornelius 

O’Keefe married Elizabeth Teresa Tierney while visiting Fallowfield to bring his two 

youngest children, four year-old “Cora” (Cornelia) and six year-old “Freddy” (Frederick), 

to school in Ottawa (Figure 3.5).50 Elizabeth Tierney – the seventh of nine children – was 

the younger sister of Dr. John Andrew Tierney, who married Cornelius’ eldest daughter 

Helen (nineteen years old at this point) the following summer in the St. Anne’s Church 

back on the O’Keefe property.51  

It is likely that Cornelius met Elizabeth when he was being introduced to his 

daughter’s fiancé’s family and spending the Christmas holidays with kin in Fallowfield. 

Born in a prosperous Irish Catholic farming family, Elizabeth was well educated and 

accustomed to the trappings of upper middle-class life.52 At the time of their marriage, 

                                                      

49 The Vernon News, 11 January 1900, 5. 
50 An announcement of Cornelius, Cornelia, and Frederick’s departure for Ottawa was given in the local 

newspaper. The Vernon News, Thursday 23 November 1899, 5. Cornelius’ two oldest daughters, Helen and 

Lillian attended the Rideau Street Convent school, and it is possible that this is where he was bringing 

Cornelia. Stan McLean, History of O’Keefe Ranch, 117. 
51 “Wedding Bells,” The Vernon News, Thursday, 16 August 1900, 4. Furthermore, in a draft of a letter 

written by Elizabeth on August 23 1897, to Mother St. Victorius [sic], a nun at the boarding school 

Elizabeth attended, Elizabeth writes, “I am sorry I cannot comply with your advice and be one of the early 

birds to return in September. As you know I love my dear old convent home + would be happy in it. My 

brother John left last week for B.C. He has been appointed physician on the Crows Nest Pass Railway. 

Mother has been very lonely since he left.” Copy of a draft of the letter written by Elizabeth Tierney to 

Mother St. Victorius, 23 August 1897. O’Keefe Historic Ranch Archive, Vertical Files: History, “Elizabeth 

O’Keefe (Will & Estate)” folder. Location of the original draft is unknown. Dr. John Tierney most likely 

met Helen O’Keefe on his appointment to the interior of British Columbia. 
52 Elizabeth’s paternal grandparents had immigrated from County Tipperary in Ireland to the area outside 

of Nepean in 1825. In the 1842 census, Dennis Tierney is recorded as having lived in Carleton country for 

seventeen years. 1842 Census Data, “Nepean, Bathurst, Canada West,” Census Records, Record Group 31-

C-1, Microfilm roll C-1344. Library and Archives Canada. 
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Elizabeth was just twenty-three, thirty-nine years younger than Cornelius, who was sixty-

two. Elizabeth would have no doubt been an attractive prospect to Cornelius who may 

have been interested in a wife who had the upbringing and cultured background 

necessary to order a sophisticated, well-appointed house, and the youth to withstand the 

work and hardship that accompanied frontier ranching life.  

They returned to the Okanagan shortly after their marriage, and over the next 

thirteen years, would have six children together. Over the years, Cornelius had continued 

to acquire more land until at the one point he owned between 15,000 and 17,000 acres.53 

In the first decade of the twentieth century, it was determined that the Okanagan Valley 

was ideal for various development projects, including the introduction of fruit orchards.54 

In 1907, Cornelius, his niece and Thomas Greenhow’s widow, Elisabeth Greenhow, sold 

the majority of their neighbouring lands – 17,000 acres total; 9,000 belonging to the 

Greenhow’s and 8,000 belonging to the O’Keefe’s – to a Belgian corporation for the sum 

of $600,000, which, at the time, was a small fortune.55  

At this point, Cornelius left much of the running of the ranch to his young capable 

wife and began to enjoy semi-retirement. This period marks the height of the family’s 

wealth and influence, which their material culture and lifestyles subsequently reflected, 

giving a clear indication of the shift in their economic situation and social status. For 

                                                      

53 Interview with Tierney O’Keefe, 10. 
54 Mather, “Material History,” 44. 
55 According to a report in The Vernon News, this deal was “the largest transaction in agricultural land ever 

put though in this province … The magnitude of the transaction is such as to eclipse any previous change of 

ownership in the Okanagan district, where, in the past, several heavy sales of this nature have been made.” 

These claims, while perhaps grandiose, give a sense of scale to not only the size of Cornelius O’Keefe’s 

land holdings prior to the sale, but also the size of the sum amounting from this sale. “This Spells 

Prosperity,” The Vernon News, 2 May 1907, 1. 
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example, in 1911, the family bought a Cadillac Model Thirty, one of the first automobiles 

in the Okanagan Valley.56 In 1910 central heating replaced the three fireplaces as the 

primary mode of heating the two story’s, fourteen room house, and running water was 

installed shortly thereafter.57 

In 1919, Cornelius O’Keefe died at the age of eighty-one.58 Despite being a 

successful entrepreneur, land expropriator, and foreign culture agent, by the time of his 

death he had incurred serious debts, largely as a result of the decline in the real estate 

market during the First World War.59 Over the last ten years of her life, Elizabeth was a 

shrewd ranch manager and diligent head of household; she was able to raise her four 

youngest children while sustaining the operations of the ranch in spite of the debts and 

the economic depression facing agriculturalists across the country. After Elizabeth’s 

death in 1929 at the age of fifty-two, her youngest son Tierney O’Keefe took over 

running the ranch.  

 

Tierney and Betty O’Keefe 

Tierney and his wife “Betty” (Elizabeth née Neave) had the idea to celebrate the 

ranch’s centenary opening the estate to the public as a museum. Founded in the same year 

as Canadian confederation, the couple’s goal was to have the Ranch’s opening coincide 

with the Canadian centennial celebrations in 1967. Beginning in 1965, Betty and Tierney 

focused their amateur DIY (Do-it-yourself) zeal on to the task of restoring the rooms to 

                                                      

56 Interview with Tierney O’Keefe, 6. 
57 Ibid. 
58 The Vernon News, 29 May 1919, 1. 
59 Carstens, Queen’s People, 73. 
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reflect the house’s opulence and abundance in the 1910s.60 To my eye, the project of 

“recreating” the ranch was equal parts a careful studied interpretation of photographs, 

original furniture, and decorative objects; the generalized fantasy of rustic Western 

Victoriana; Tierney’s romanticized nostalgia of the “golden years” of his childhood; and 

the narrative of family success and importance that the couple wanted to legitimate and 

project backwards.61  

Tierney sold the Ranch to the Devonian Foundation of Calgary in 1977.62 The 

Devonian Foundation then donated the historic site to the city of Vernon.63 Since 1967, 

the Ranch has remained open to the public as an important historic heritage site, a 

popular tourist attraction, and a desirable event venue. A great deal of the material culture 

on display today in the mansion house and in the log house, as well as the other recreated 

buildings on the property, dates to the first fifty years of the Ranch’s history. Indeed, the 

Historic O’Keefe Ranch has retained a significantly greater portion of original material 

culture than most other historic heritage sites in British Columbia. However, as time goes 

on, it becomes more and more difficult to determine which items were original (and to 

which member of the family they belonged to), and which objects and items were added 

to the Ranch’s collection by Tierney and Betty, or subsequent administrations.64  

                                                      

60 McLean, History of O’Keefe Ranch, 141. 
61 This in and of itself is a fascinating topic of inquiry that unfortunately falls outside the parameters of this 

chapter’s inquiry, but is an area I look forward to investigating in the future. 
62

 Mather, “Material History,” 39. 
63 Ibid. 
64 The final will and testament of Elizabeth O’Keefe from 1929 lists her assets, including clothing and 

jewellery, but also much of the furniture and personal items that remain on display in the house. The next 

inventory to be taken of the house and its contents was in 1977 when the Devonian Foundation acquired the 

Ranch. This is certainly helpful in crystallizing the Ranch’s material composition at a certain point on an 

ongoing timeline, though many items have since been added to the Ranch’s collection and display. Historic 

O’Keefe Ranch Archive, Vertical Files: History, “Elizabeth O’Keefe (Will & Estate)” folder. 
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Part II: The Domestic Craft Culture of the O’Keefe Family 

Domestic Crafts in the Collection 

Today, there are several objects extent in the Ranch’s collections that may attest 

to the domestic leisure and hobby practices of the Anglo-Canadian O’Keefe women 

between 1877, the year Mary Ann arrived on the ranch, and 1929, the year of Elizabeth’s 

death; acknowledging once again that Alapetsa’s material contribution to the house and 

its holdings is either absent or no longer discernable as such. The material evidence 

ranges from various needlework items and furnishings embellished with embroidered 

textiles, furniture, ornaments, and crockery purchased by the women, and includes the 

decoration of the rooms and the design of the interior spaces of the house.  

Needlework and handcrafted items of note in the collection include a set of 

embroidered table whites, two cross stitched samplers, a scrapbook with embroidery 

practice sheets in it, several oil paintings, a chair with an embroidered seat cushion, and 

an embroidered altar cloth that remains in St. Anne’s church, to name just a few of the 

items. With some of the handcrafted objects – for example, a seat cover embellished with 

a Berlin work floral composition by Elizabeth’s youngest daughter Eileen – it is known 

who the maker was and roughly when the object was made (Figure 3.6). While, with 

other pieces, there are fragments of information that suggest either the maker, the context 

of the piece, or the time frame of the piece’s creation – as is the case with a set of table 

linens that bear Elizabeth O’Keefe’s embroidered monogram (Figure 3.7). However, with 

other pieces, the identity of the maker and the time of creation are uncertain, and perhaps 

more dubiously, it is not known whether the piece was made by Mary Ann, Elizabeth, or 
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their daughters, or procured after the fact by Betty and Tierney as examples of idealized 

feminine domestic leisure bought for public presentation to fill out the house’s 

narrative.65 This is my concern considering two needlework samplers in the Ranch’s 

collection, one of which is signed by a woman whose identity and link to the O’Keefe 

family is not known.  

There are two mysterious cross-stitched samplers in the Ranch’s collection. The 

first sampler contains various border designs and an uppercase alphabet cross stitched in 

a red thread that might be wool, on a linen ground (Figure 3.8). The second sampler is 

more elaborate, with letters and numbers stitched in a red thread, and borders around the 

edge of the sampler and in between each line cross stitched in a grey-green thread 

(Figures 3.9 and 3.10). This sampler contains an uppercase alphabet, numbers one 

through ten, the English language vowels stitched in double-size, random letter 

combinations of unknown meaning or significance, as well as a signature at the bottom 

that reads: “Mary Ann Rowell, Aged 11, May 12th, 1819.” Whether both samplers were 

made by the same person is also unknown. 

I have not been able to ascertain who Mary Ann Rowell was, or whether she was 

connected to Mary Ann McKenna, Elizabeth Tierney, Cornelius, or any other extended 

                                                      

65 As Glenn Adamson suggests, “One of the key problems in the study of material culture is the 

phenomenon of loss.” Indeed, loss of the object or loss of the contextual information that situates the object 

in its space and time constitutes a regular hurdle for the researcher. Adamson continues, “when it comes to 

the material past, disappearance is the norm, and preservation is the exception.” He goes on to note that 

“Surviving objects may have acquired new parts or a new surface; and of course by the time we come to 

study any material thing, it will invariably have been recontextualized. Even in those rarest of 

circumstances when an object still sits in the very spot for which it was originally intended, perhaps in the 

perfectly intact room of a magically well-preserved country house, in the moment when we walk into its 

presence we have created a new encounter.” This last image is helpful in describing the experience of 

studying the ambiguous material culture of the O’Keefe family as it is presented at the Historic O’Keefe 

Ranch. Glenn Adamson, “The case of the missing footstool: Reading the absent object,” in History and 

Material Culture, ed. Karen Harvey (New York: Routledge, 2009), 192. 
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members of the O’Keefe family. The sampler may have been a family heirloom passed 

down to Mary Ann or Elizabeth, which they then brought with them to the Okanagan 

from Fallowfield.66 Though, when considering this point, it is important to remember that 

both women travelled considerable distance when they came to the Okanagan and would 

not have brought all that much with them.67 It seems to me even more unlikely that 

Cornelius would have concerned himself with the transportation and preservation of this 

feminine material culture. While the name Mary Ann was and remains common, it seems 

an unusual coincidence to me that Tierney and Betty, in the 1960s, would have been able 

to buy such an early sampler that bears the same name as Cornelius’ second wife.68  

The less elaborate, unsigned sampler has been tucked into a scrapbook with a red 

cover decorated with a gold gilt motif, containing blank pages, as well as pages filled 

                                                      

66 Census information lists Mary Ann’s mother as Bridget, and gives her place of origin as Ireland (born c. 

1810), but does not note her maiden name. There are no Rowell’s in either Mary Ann, Elizabeth, or 

Cornelius’ family trees, as far as I can deduce. 1851 Census, Census Place: Nepean, Carleton County, 

Canada West (Ontario); Schedule: A; Roll: C_11716; Page: 49; Line: 20. Library and Archives Canada; 

and a copy of the McKenna Family Group Record, O’Keefe Historic Ranch Archive. 
67 Mary Ann came to the Okanagan initially by ship down the Eastern seaboard and then passage over the 

isthmus of Panama and then further steamship voyage and horseback. Elizabeth’s journey by train was 

somewhat easier. While samplers are not overly large, I imagine only articles of import would have been 

brought. I wonder whether these two samplers would have been important enough to transport over such a 

great distance? 
68 It is worth noting that the second sampler has what may be a cotton canvas material stitched to the 

reverse side, perhaps as a way of supporting the integrity of the fragile ground. The stitches that attach the 

ground material to the support are even and of a consistent tension suggesting that they were made at a later 

time with the aid of a sewing machine. The support material appears to be newer than the ground material, 

further supporting the idea that the backing was added much later as a preservationist strategy. While 

members of the family may have felt protective impulses in regard to the care of the sampler, it strikes me 

as unlikely that they would have taken pro-active measures toward the conservation of the sampler. 

Whether or not this indicates that the sampler was the property of an antique broker or amateur collector at 

one point, I cannot be certain. Furthermore, I wonder what it means that the less detailed and unsigned 

sampler does not have a similar backing? Possible interpretations of this difference include that each 

sampler may have been made by different people outside the family, one sampler receiving a backing and 

the other not, and were each subsequently bought in the 1960s by Betty and Tierney, or, that the two 

samplers were made by a person or different people related to the O’Keefe family (in some way), and that 

the more elaborate signed sampler was valued above the other sampler, and deemed worth preserving. The 

samplers could have also been gifted or donated to the Ranch in the time since its opening. 
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with various handmade things (Figures 3.11 and 3.12). On a few pages, for example, 

simple motifs such as a sail boat, a leaf, and a “teepee” or tent are chain stitched into 

smaller pieces of paper that have been tied into the scrapbook with ribbon. None of the 

pages bear a signature or date. However, a small sticker on the inside of the back cover 

has a manufacturer’s mark indicating that the scrapbook was made by Marcus Ward & 

Co. of London.69 Marcus Ward & Co. originally operated out of the Royal Ulster Works 

in Belfast beginning in 1833, moving headquarters to London in 1884, and ultimately 

ceasing production in 1899.70 While this suggests that the scrapbook in the Ranch’s 

collection was made between 1884 and 1899, it does not conclusively indicate when or 

by whom it was filled out.  

This patchwork of information and conjecture surrounds many of the fancywork 

items I studied for this chapter’s analysis. While I may not be able to state with certainty 

some of the missing details about various crafted and needlework items extent in the 

Ranch’s collection today, there are two sources that provide information which supports 

these items and the activity of their creation, and gives context to the O’Keefe women’s 

leisure practices. The first is documentation of the winners of various categories of 

fancywork at agricultural exhibitions beginning in 1891 in The Vernon News. The second 

are copies of girl’s and women’s periodicals that remain in the Ranch’s archives today, 

presumably subscribed to by Mary Ann and Elizabeth, or their daughters. 

                                                      

69 Founded by Marcus Ward and continued by his three sons after his death in 1847, Marcus Ward & Co. 

was a popular and ubiquitous printer that specialized in Christmas card manufacture, box-making, linen-

cutting, binding, stationery, commercial art, enameling, and letter-pressing. Roger Dixon, “The Splendid 

Press of Messrs Marcus Ward & Company,” in The Linen Hall Review 11, no. 2 (Autumn 1994), 4. 
70 A notice was given in The Academy of the exhibition on display in Marcus Ward & Co.’s new premise 

on the occasion of its grand opening. “Notes on Art and Archeology,” in The Academy, 23 August 1884, 

128; and Roger Dixon, “The Splendid Press of Messrs Marcus Ward & Company,” in The Linen Hall 

Review 11, no. 2 (Autumn 1994), 4–6. 
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The O’Keefe Women at Agricultural Exhibitions and Fall Fairs 

On 15 October 1891, The Vernon News reported the results of the first exhibition 

held by the Okanagan Spallumcheen Agricultural Society. While Cornelius won several 

awards for best two-year-old draught horses and best pair of carriage horses, Mary Ann 

(“Mrs. C. O’Keefe”) did well in the Fancywork category, winning first place for 

“Embroidered slippers” as well as first place for “Embroidery on satin or plush.”71 Her 

long-time neighbour and friend, Elisabeth Greenhow also did well; she won first place for 

a “set of toilet mats,” and second for having the “heaviest 12-hour eggs” in the Dairy 

category. Two years later, Mary Ann’s eldest daughter “Nellie” (Helen) won second 

place for both “Outline work” and work on a “sofa pillow.”72 She would have been 

thirteen at the time. Seeming to have kept busy over the year, at the next Agricultural 

Society Exhibition, Helen won prizes for an embroidered piano scarf, sofa pillow, toilet 

set, tea cosy [sic], and the best example of “Berlin wool work.”73 Over the years, Helen 

won prizes at the Agricultural Society’s exhibitions (renamed the Vernon Fall Fair in 

1899) for items such as a handkerchief case, a shaving case, darned net, embroidery on 

linen, a needleworked pin cushion, “fancy paper,” and “set of table d’oyleys.”74 In the 

prize summary of the 1986 Agricultural Society’s exhibition, Helen’s handiwork received 

special praise: “A much admired folding screen, painted by Miss Nellie O’Keefe was 

                                                      

71 The Vernon News, 15 October 1891, 5. 
72 The Vernon News, 5 October 1893, 4. 
73 The Vernon News, 11 October 1894, 1. 
74 In 1895, Thomas and Elizabeth Greenhow’s daughter Mary Greenhow won prizes for embroidered work 

on a sofa pillow and a table cloth. Mary Greenhow was of a similar age as Helen O’Keefe, and it is likely 

that the two girls who were close neighbours would also have been friends who may have spent time 

working on their needlework together. The Vernon News, 17 October 1895, 4. 
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always a centre of attraction.”75  

In the 1899 summary, Mary Ann’s daughter “Lily” (Lillian) O’Keefe, age 

eighteen, made her first appearance on the prize list for “drawn work.”76 In subsequent 

years, Lillian won numerous prizes in the Fancywork category for best handkerchief 

sachet, pin cushion, “tea cosy” and “table cosy,” centre pieces, pillow shams, 

embroidered sofa pillows, table “d’oyleys,” crochet in wool, embroidery on Bolton cloth, 

a baby carriage rug, and a photograph frame. In 1902, Lily was awarded a special prize 

for being the winner of the most prizes in Division 11 – the Fancywork category – that 

year.77  

Having lived on the ranch for less than a year, the newly married Elizabeth 

O’Keefe won a prize for a table cloth at the Vernon Fall Fair in October of 1900.78 

Today, on display on the great table in the dining room of the Historic O’Keefe Ranch’s 

mansion house is a beautiful white embroidered table cloth and set of white table 

“d’oyleys” bearing Elizabeth’s monogram “E O’K” in white silk thread. This table cloth 

most likely is the same one that won a price over a century ago.  

What these yearly accounts of prize winners illuminate is the quality and quantity 

of fancywork that the O’Keefe women produced, although, they may also have been a 

sort of ‘popularity contest,’ that reflect the social capital held by members of the O’Keefe 

family. While some of the items may no longer exist, the accounts written in The Vernon 

News attest not only to their creation, but, perhaps more importantly, to the domestic 

                                                      

75 The Vernon News, 15 October 1896, 1. 
76 The Vernon News, 28 September 1899, 1. 
77 The Vernon News, 2 October 1902, 1. 
78 The Vernon News, 4 October 1900, 1. 
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crafting practices of specific O’Keefe women, and more broadly, a sense of the family 

culture that seemed to support and promote the production of fancywork.  

 

Women’s Periodicals in the Collection 

Examining the late nineteenth- and early twentieth century periodicals and 

magazines that have survived in the Ranch’s collection not only provide information 

about the source of the various needlework patterns and handicraft projects that the 

O’Keefe women worked on, as well as provide insight into the social, cultural, and 

economic climate of that time, as well as the prevalent ideological rhetoric that they 

would have had access to. The women’s periodicals belonging to the O’Keefe women 

preserved in the Ranch’s archive includes, in chronological order: The Young Ladies 

Journal (thirty issues from 1870 to 1895); The Girl’s Own Paper (three issues spanning 

1895 to 1899); The Modern Priscilla (nineteen issues from 1902 to 1910); The Ave Maria 

(twenty-five issues from 1904 to 1910); The Messenger of the Sacred Heart (five 

magazines spanning 1913 to 1919), and then the Canadian Messenger of the Sacred 

Heart (twenty-five magazines from 1920 to 1925). There are also magazines dedicated to 

needlework instruction and patterns, such as the Quebec-based Corticelli Home 

Needlework (nine issues from 1899 to 1906) and the Canadian Home Needlework (five 

issues from 1909 to 1911). These titles offer insight into the values and priorities of the 

O’Keefe family. The periodicals reveal much about how the family situated itself in 

terms of class and faith, and other identity categories (such as femininity, gender roles, 

domesticity, imperialism, patriotism, and race). Considering the periodicals both 

individually and as a collection spanning decades, creates an impression of the 
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orientation of the family; their connection with metropolitan centres, and the social and 

cultural information that they were disseminating locally through complex processes that 

contributed to regional culture.  

 

Part III: Analysis 

Women’s Periodicals: Ties, Stitches, and Knots to the Empire 

“Magazines are,” as Margaret Beetham suggests, “deeply involved in capitalist 

production and consumption as well as circulating in the cultural economy of collective 

meanings and constructing an identity for the individual reader as [a] gendered and 

sexual being.”79 Dominant scholarship on nineteenth-century women’s periodicals argues 

that along with inculcating ideals of femininity and domesticity, periodicals also 

embedded a hyper-awareness of class, and an assumed conflation of British-ness with 

whiteness, as well as an allegiance to nation and empire.80 Imperialism had a significant 

impact on daily life in Victorian Britain, from the type of goods available on the market, 

and the phenomenon of middle-class tourist travel, to the competitive impact on industry 

encouraged by international exhibitions, and the exploitable labour and resources of the 

colonies that created an influx of new wealth amongst the population.  

What is harder to measure is the extent to which imperialism affected the popular 

                                                      

79 Beetham, A Magazine of Her Own, 2. 
80 According to Beetham, women’s periodicals enacted a specific gendered, raced, and classed identity for 

their readers, encouraging them to subscribe to these ideals. This print culture played a crucial role in the 

diffusion of that identity to the margins of the Empire. Margaret Beetham, “The Reinvention of the English 

Domestic Woman: Class and ‘Race’ in the 1890s Woman’s Magazine,” in Women’s Studies International 

Forum 21, no. 3 (1998): 232. See also: Beetham, A Magazine of Her Own; Ros Ballaster et. al., Women’s 

Worlds: Ideology, Femininity, and the Woman’s Magazine (London: MacMillan, 1991), 171; Kathryn 

Ledbetter, British Victorian Women’s Periodicals: Beauty, Civilization, and Poetry (New York: Palgrave 

MacMillan, 2009); and Kathleen L. Endres and Therese L. Lueck, ed., Women’s Periodicals in the United 

States: Social and Political Issues (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1996). 



 

109 

 

imagination and social consciousness. “Empire was a fact of life,” Antoinette M. Burton 

asserts, “Even if imperial consciousness is difficult to measure, few historians today 

would disagree that a sense of national and racial superiority based on Britain’s imperial 

status was an organizing principle of Victorian Culture.”81 Furthermore, it is argued that 

many women living in remote parts of the empire subscribed to British periodicals as a 

way of connecting to the imperial centre and affirming their allegiance to it. To support 

this point, Beetham quotes a preface given in the Englishwoman’s Domestic Magazine in 

1861: 

Not alone from our countrywomen in England but from the 

continent of Europe, from America, India and distant Australia 

do we receive from month to month the most satisfactory 

assurances that this magazine fulfils the purpose for which it was 

intended … to inform our sisters what is the style and manner of 

dress in vogue at time of publication, what the fashionable and 

useful needlework and to add in every possible way, by 

imaginative and serious literature and well executed engravings, 

to the amusement and instruction of our readers.82  

 

Periodicals of this period functioned not only as a key source of information and culture 

for women who were living in remote parts, but also as a form of affirmation for their 

identity, values, faith, and belief systems as they came into contact with other societies 

and their alien cultures.  

While these points of analyses are provocative and insightful generally, in 

considering the periodical collection that belonged to the O’Keefe women, the 

application of this analysis becomes more complex. Regarding an “allegiance to empire,” 

Cornelius, Mary Ann, and Elizabeth were all from the same Irish Catholic community in 

                                                      

81 Antoinette M. Burton, “The White Woman’s Burden,” in Women’s Studies Int. Forum 13, no. 4 (1990): 

295. 
82 As quoted in Beetham, A Magazine of Her Own, 75. 
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Fallowfield. Given that Catholics in Ireland under Protestant British Rule were deprived 

of sundry civil rights and were systemically materially disadvantaged, one might fairly 

assume that only Protestant Irish emigrants demonstrating loyalty to the crown would be 

welcome as settlers in the British colony of Canada.83 However, this assumption was not 

the case. In 1823 and 1825, the British government sponsored the emigration of two 

Catholic groups from Counties Tipperary and Cork.84 One group settled in western 

Carleton-County, which included the township of Fallowfield, while the other group 

settled near Peterborough.85 Denis Tierney, Elizabeth’s grandfather, came over in the first 

group, and Cornelius and Mary Ann’s ancestors may have done so as well.86  

Generally, throughout the British colonies and the United States, Catholic Irish 

immigrants often experienced discrimination and social ostracization.87 However, as 

                                                      

83 Catholicism was the predominant religion of the Irish, while Protestantism was introduced in the 

seventeenth century as the religion of the conquering English administration and the Scottish planters who 

displaced native Catholics from their lands. Thereafter, in the eighteenth century, the Protestant 

establishment passed laws that institutionalized economic and political discrimination against Catholics. 

When these restrictive strictures were modified toward the end of the century, many Protestants became 

nervous about the possibility of future Catholic ascendancy. According to Bruce Eliot, this anxiety 

heightened with the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829, prompting a swell in emigration by Protestant 

Irish to British North America. However, as trade increased and mercantile activity brought down the fare 

of passage, many Catholics found their way to the colonies. Eliot notes that “the Protestants looked upon 

these new arrivals with a jealous eye, wary lest the Catholics should become the threat to Protestant 

ascendancy in Upper Canada that they had become in Ireland.” Eliot, History of Nepean, 67. 
84 Ibid., 29. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Eliot, History of Nepean, 29. 
87 One of the first and most articulate proponents of this theory was David Roediger, who wrote The Wages 

of Whiteness, in which he argued that the degradation of the Irish working class was such that they did not 

experience the same privileges as other “white” groups, and that the Irish ethnic group in America only 

became white through a historical process whereby they distanced themselves from African Americans. 

David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (New 

York: Verso, 1991). Over the years, scholars have critiqued this thesis for its unsubstantiated reasoning, 

and taken issue with Roediger’s conflation of social subjugation tied to class as inherently racialized. As 

Kevin Kenny argues, “Irish workers were certainly exploited, but they did not suffer from racism.” Kevin 

Kenny, “Twenty Years of Irish American Historiography,” in The Journal of American Ethnic History 28, 

no. 4 (Summer 2009): 71. See also: Barbara J. Fields, “Whiteness, Racism, and Identity,” in International 

Labour and Working-Class History 60 (Fall 2001): 48–56. 
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Mark McGowan notes,  

Religious differences notwithstanding, Irish communities 

evolved in varied ways across British North America, and each 

was affected by, among other factors, their place of origin in 

Ireland, motivation for leaving, time of settlement, region of 

settlement in Canada, and reception by the host community. 

Upon migration, the Irish themselves tended to be more attached 

to their home country – Cork, Limerick, or Kerry, for example – 

than to any abstract notion of Ireland.88  

In the case of the Protestant and Catholic Irish immigrants to Fallowfield, Bruce Eliot 

suggests that once settled, they often found that they had more in common with one 

another than their American expatriate neighbours.89  

The numerous returns to Fallowfield Cornelius made throughout his life – 

especially for important matters such as choosing wives and the education of his children 

– illustrate that his sense of identity was tied to place and community, and the shared 

experiences, values, and beliefs of that community. That his second and third wives, 

though especially Elizabeth, also frequently returned to Fallowfield, further reinforces 

this point. In observing how “ethnicity” was a product of migration, Catherine A. 

Cavanaugh and Randi R. Ware note that ethnicity often “worked in a double fashion, 

operating simultaneously as a site of subordination and resistance. Constructed by the 

dominant culture as a category of social exclusion, ethnicity also worked to solidify 

                                                      

88 Mark G. McGowan, The Imperial Irish: Canada’s Irish Catholics Fight the Great War, 1914–1918 

(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017), 4. Furthermore, As Donald Harman 

Akenson notes, “the Irish ethnic group is a multigenerational phenomenon. In historical discussion it 

includes not only the migrant generation but their direct offspring and, often, subsequent generations of 

descendants” [original emphasis]. Donald Harman Akenson, The Irish Diaspora (Toronto: P.D. Meany 

Company Inc., 1993), 9. In addition, Kevin Kelly suggests that taking account of regionally specific pre-

migration conditions in Ireland’s province’s is critical “to understanding [the migrants] overseas history, as 

regional distinctions corresponded closely to religious affiliation, economic development, and relative 

poverty.” Kevin Kenny, “Diaspora and Comparison: The Global Irish as a Case Study,” in The Journal of 

American History 90, no. 1 (June 2003): 137. 
89 Eliot, History of Nepean, 67. 
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identity and to strengthen the bonds of minority communities.”90 All to say that it is 

difficult to speculate about the nuances of Mary Ann and Elizabeth as well as Cornelius’ 

identity and the intersections of their politics, faith, and sense of patriotism or loyalty.91  

This identity and positionality would have undoubtedly shifted with the move 

West, especially for Cornelius and then Mary Ann, who experienced the reality of 

frontier settler colonial society in stark contrast to the rapid modernization and social 

development of Upper Canada. Furthermore, there are significant differences between 

Mary Ann and Elizabeth’s experiences of marrying Cornelius and moving west to settle 

on the ranch. Mary Ann, from a working-class background, arrived in the Okanagan in 

1877, which was close to the beginning of the Interior’s settler colonial period. There 

were few other white women in the vicinity, and relatively little in the way of 

conveniences or luxuries. In the early years, Cornelius and Mary Ann’s standard of living 

was modest, and they were both required to work quite hard toward the upkeep of the 

ranch’s livestock and agriculture, as well as the construction and maintenance of the 

household.  

A whole generation younger than Mary Ann, upper-middle-class Elizabeth, quite 

cosmopolitan and refined by comparison, reached the Okanagan to find the society and 

culture of Vernon and the outlying areas developing and thriving. She joined the 

household at the height of Cornelius’ wealth and success, and benefited from seemingly 

                                                      

90 Cavanaugh and Warne, Introduction, 14. 
91 Regarding Cornelius O’Keefe’s complex settler identity, Peter Carstens notes that, “despite his 

[Cornelius O’Keefe’s] Roman Catholicism, [he] always had good connections with the largely Protestant 

establishment which, together with his success, impressed the Okanagan, whose anglophilia has already 

been noted. It must also be remembered that O’Keefe was regarded as a relative by ‘marriage’ by many 

Indians at the Head of the Lake through Rosie and her children. He may have been irresponsible but he 

was, after all, one of the family, although he never admitted to membership.” Carstens, Queen’s People, 73. 
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limitless economic means as well as receiving through association considerable social 

capital that translated to a position of influence within Vernon’s society. Throughout their 

lives, Mary Ann’s and Elizabeth’s gendered, classed, raced identities would have 

changed in response to the demands of their place and time.  

Along with trips back to Fallowfield to visit family and friends, periodicals may 

have been another source of community for the O’Keefe women. Magazines may have 

tied them into broader discourses, as well as providing them with new recipes, patterns, 

and domestic managerial tips. The readership of British periodicals, as well as Canadian 

and American periodicals, was actively constructed as middle class – their whiteness was 

unquestioningly assumed – even when that readership was living on the fringes of the 

empire or the nation.92 As is typical of women’s periodicals from the mid-nineteenth 

century, the section on fancywork in The Young Ladies Journal – one of the periodicals 

held in the Ranch’s archive – is dedicated primarily to promoting needlework, giving 

“old point lace designs,” “coloured Berlin pattern” for a wall basket, patterns for 

“trimming in knotting and guipure work,” a design for a “footstool with embroidered 

centre,” “crochet trimming,” and the pattern for a sofa cushion in embellished with 

“Indian Embroidery.”93  

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, women’s periodicals began to 

incorporate more diverse fancywork projects, not just needlework patterns. Furthermore, 

much as British periodicals incorporated patterns and materials reminiscent of its Indian 

colony for exotic flair and as a celebration of imperialism, Canadian and American 

                                                      

92 Beetham, “English Domestic Woman,” 223. 
93 The Young Ladies Journal, unknown month, 1873, 202; and The Young Ladies Journal, December 1877, 

792. 
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women’s periodicals often included elements of “Indian” crafts as a way to appropriate 

native-ness.94 The Modern Priscilla – another periodical title held extensively in the 

Ranch’s archive – is filled with various forms of Pan-Indian crafts. In weaving a basket in 

the “Indian fashion” or sewing designs onto a sofa pillow or table cloth with raffia grass, 

for example, the craft maker could connect to the land, appropriate Indigenous 

inhabitants’ customs for their own use, and create a sense of belonging for themselves.95 

This is not to suggest that British and North American print culture promoted a sense of 

equanimity between white women and Indigenous women in its pages, or that cross 

cultural exchanges and mutual understanding were recommended by them. Rather, 

Indigenous people and their traditions were treated as primitive or savage spectacles for 

white women to study, and contrast their whiteness and class status against.96  

 

The Work Table: The Phenomenology of Following Directions 

 Completing the “Indian Embroidery” for a sofa cushion, say, was consuming 

work that would have required the embroiderer to spend time carefully studying the 

written description of the pattern, as well as the accompanying lithograph.97 Making 

deliberate stitches (long and short button hole stitches in scarlet thread), referring to the 

guide, making a few more stitches, and then many more, changing the colour of the 

thread (yellow now, for some wide-worked button hole stitches), making many of these 

stitches before pausing to study the lithograph, eventually making a line in yellow in a 

                                                      

94 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 207. 
95 Harriet Cushman Wilkie, “Work-basket with Braided Border,” in The Modern Priscilla, May 1903 7; 

and Lily Ore, “For Priscilla Boys and Girls: Sewing with Straw,” in The Modern Priscilla, March 1902 17. 
96 Beetham, “English Domestic Woman,” 231. 
97 The Young Ladies Journal, unknown month, 1873, 202, 203. 
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tight chain stitch, making several more stitches, pausing, feeling the cashmere fabric 

bunched between the fingers and palm, studying the lithograph, perhaps picking out a 

few errant stitches, re-reading the specific section of the instructions, correcting the line, 

resuming the yellow chain stitches, appreciating the contrast between the bright silk 

thread and the creaminess of the black cashmere, and so on over a number of hours, over 

a number of days.98 Reading instructions guides an activity, but, in a broader sense, 

following instructions places the individual: she is given a direction; she is given an 

orientation; as well as a goal. To quote Margaret Beetham once more: “Becoming the 

woman you are is a difficult project for which the magazine has characteristically 

provided recipes, patterns, narratives and models of the self.”99 As women spent time 

engaging with magazines, through the action of creating the needlework designs, crafting 

the baskets, concocting the home remedies, cooking the elaborate meals, taking heart 

from the poetry, and imagining themselves in the serial fiction, they were in fact creating, 

crafting, concocting, cooking up, feeling, and imagining themselves. 

In order to fully appreciate the prescriptive ideological power embedded in the 

various instructive materials found in women’s magazines – needlework designs and 

handicraft projects in particular given this chapter’s investigation – I want to take a 

                                                      

98 The Young Ladies Journal, unknown month, 1873, 202, 203. French philosopher Luce Giard wrote 

about her experience of learning to cook from recipes. She describes how as a child, she refused her 

mother’s summons to the kitchen to learn to cook, which meant that as a student attending university, she 

relied on cafes and cafeterias for sustenance. However, when she moved into her own apartment after 

graduating, she had a kitchen to herself for a first time, and felt an obligation to use it and nourish herself. 

In her essay, “The Nourishing Arts,” Giard describes the joy that cooking elicits through the manipulation 

of raw materials with the hands toward the creation of a finished, consumable good. She describes this 

process as follows: “with moving hands, careful fingers, the whole body inhabited with the rhythm of 

working, and the mind awakening, freed from its own ponderousness, flitting from idea to memory, finally 

seizing on a certain chain of thought … Thus, surreptitiously and without suspecting it, I had been invested 

with the secret, tenacious pleasure of doing-cooking.” Giard, “The Nourishing Arts,” 153. 
99 Beetham, Magazine of Her Own, 1. 
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phenomenological approach to not only this textual material, but also the activity they 

direct. To begin, Sara Ahmed provides a nuanced reading of directions that I find 

insightful because it elucidates the momentum of the direction: namely, who are 

directions for as well as who does not have access to a direction, and how they are 

followed (or not).100 She writes in the introduction to Queer Phenomenology, 

In moving this way, rather than that, and moving in this way 

again and again, the surfaces of bodies in turn acquire their 

shape. Bodies are ‘directed’ and they take the shape of this 

direction. … But direction is not such a simple matter. A 

direction is also something one gives. When you tell someone 

who is lost how to find their way, you give them directions to 

help them get back onto course. When you give an order or an 

instruction (especially a set of instructions guiding the use of 

equipment) you give directions. Directions are instructions about 

‘where,’ but they are also about ‘how’ and ‘what’: directions 

take us somewhere by the very requirement that we follow a line 

that is drawn in advance. A direction is thus produced over time; 

a direction is what we are asked to follow [original emphasis].101  

Ahmed extends her musing on “directions” toward “following a line,” the emergence of 

                                                      

100 The instructions for various fancywork projects given in nineteenth-century British periodicals and 

books were written with a middle-class feminine audience in mind, the race of the reader was assumed to 

be white. This is not to say that racialized individuals did not follow these directions and make these 

objects, most likely to the same effect. However, for those inhabiting identities outside of ‘whiteness’ and 

bourgeois femininity, their background – their experiences and family line, or inherited social allegiances – 

and their social space – the psycho-social space that restricts as much as it accommodates – determines 

their approach to the material process of making and the embodiment of that process. In considering how 

Black women experience space and make space, Katherine McKittrick notes that, “blackness is integral to 

the production of space.” She asserts that “social practices create landscapes and contribute to how we 

organize, build, and imagine our surroundings. Black subjects are not indifferent to these practices and 

landscapes; rather, they are connected to them due to crude racial-sexual hierarchies and due to their (often 

unacknowledged) status as geographic beings who have a stake in the production of space” [original 

emphasis]. Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle 

(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), xiv. See also: Puwar, Space Invaders. 

Furthermore, Alice Walker asks, “What did it mean for a black woman to be an artist in our grandmothers’ 

time?” In her essay, “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens,” Walker describes how in the past, gifted Black 

women’s creativity was cast as madness. Hegemonic European patriarchal culture understood creativity in 

the form of paintings and sculptures, or poetry and prose created by white men, and so, without the ability 

to express their creativity in these conventional formats, the rich creativity of Black women was overlooked 

and degraded. Walker suggests that Black women’s artfulness – their “powerful imagination and deep 

spiritual feeling” – was articulated in the summer fruits they canned, the clothes they made for their 

children, the quilts they crafted from their husbands old clothing, and the gardens they took pleasure in 

tending. Walker, “Our Mothers’ Gardens,” 238, 239. 
101 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 16. 
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lines, and “the path well trodden” as the establishment of a precedent created through 

repetition, an avowal committed time and again by many people. When faced with 

options, choices, and various courses of action, individuals may choose well established 

paths because the way is clear, and the path becomes “straight forward.” “The lines that 

direct us,” writes Ahmed, “as lines of thought as well as lines of motion, are in this way 

performative: they depend on the repetition of norms and conventions, of routes and 

paths taken, but they are also created as an effect of this repetition.”102  

When a direction is committed to, and a direction is followed, and the body goes 

through the motions of that direction, it is with the intent to arrive. Here, arrival describes 

success: the completion of a project, the realization of a goal, the consummation of a 

relationship, and the knowledge accumulated through a process. But following directions 

is more than just ‘doing them’ or ‘carrying them out.’ It is also about interpretation, and 

having access to the psycho-social, cultural, and ideological vocabulary, syntax, and 

semantics that make the ‘direction’ intelligible. Further along, Ahmed suggests: 

The work [of arriving] involves following directions. We arrive 

when we have followed them properly: bad reading just won’t 

get us there. We can think of following as a form of commitment 

as well as a social investment. Following a line is not 

disinterested: to follow a line takes time, energy, and resources, 

which means that the ‘line’ one takes does not stay apart from 

the line of one’s life, as the very shape of how one moves 

through time and space. We then come to ‘have a line,’ which 

might mean a specific ‘take’ on the world, a set of views and 

viewing points, as well as a route through the contours of the 

world, which gives our world its own contours. So we follow the 

lines, and in following them we become committed to ‘what’ they 

lead us to as well as ‘where’ they take us. A commitment is also 

a commitment made as an effect of an action. … To commit may 

then also be a way of describing how it is that we become 

                                                      

102 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 16. 
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directed toward specific goals, aims, and aspirations through 

what we ‘do’ with our bodies” [emphasis mine].103  

This passage makes the important point that in order to be followed, directions require a 

common social and cultural language. To give a direction, and to receive a direction, 

requires that both points be oriented toward each other; by means of speaking the same 

language, sharing a common geography, experiencing systems of power from a similar 

perspective, and so on. Following these directions again and again enforces and 

enculturates bodies and individuals to the language of these directions. I argue that 

whether following instructions to create “Indian Embroidery” on a sofa cushion 

somewhere in the British empire in the 1870s, or following Martha Stewart’s instructions 

on how to make a ‘DIY Embroidered Phone Case’ in Canada today, the maker takes on 

the nebulous social and cultural imperatives that frame and legitimate the direction of that 

work. That process in turn functions to position (or orient) bodies in space. However, 

where we are when we follow this direction, how we follow this direction, and where this 

direction takes us, will differ depending on who we are, and what our situation is.104 

When Mary Ann embroidered the slippers that won her a prize at the Agricultural 

Exhibition in 1891, she was very likely following instructions given in a text, though she 

was certainly following a direction. Perhaps the sampler’s in the Ranch’s collection 

belonged to women in Mary Ann’s family who had learned to sew as girls by practicing 

their various stitches on the linen ground. Mary Ann most likely followed the family 

direction and learned to stitch as a girl growing up in Fallowfield, continuing the practice 

of needleworking into adulthood, undertaking fine decorative embroidery as well as 
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performing more rudimentary domestic sewing once on the ranch. Years of summaries of 

Agricultural Exhibition and Fair prize winners reported in The Vernon News clearly 

indicate that Helen and Lillian both followed in line, becoming skilled and prolific 

needleworkers. The reports in The Vernon News attest to Elizabeth’s ability with the 

needle, and a Berlin work seat cover on display in the Mansion and an embroidered altar 

cloth in the St. Anne’s Church attest to the needlework skill and talent of her youngest 

daughter Eileen.  

Understanding needleworking as a complex evolving social practice allows me to 

situate needleworking, in this case, as more than just an individual leisure practice, a 

common family practice, or even a practice shared amongst a community that was then 

transplanted and introduced to a new burgeoning colonial community. Mary Ann and 

Elizabeth needleworked as their foremothers had most likely done in Fallowfield, and in 

Ireland before that, and as their daughters learnt to do on the ranch, and most likely 

continued to do as they moved away and settled all over North America, and perhaps 

continued to teach their own children to do.  

I am overwhelmed when I imagine the generations upon generations of women, 

who, from childhood on, mirrored with their bodies, the repetitive gestures of their 

mothers, grandmothers, and great grandmothers, with the promise that they would with 

their bodies repeat the line with their daughters, setting them in this direction.105 

                                                      

105 To return to Giard once again; who, in learning to cook from recipes, discovers the joy of working with 

her hands, and then understands these gestures and acumen as belonging to an inherited bodily knowledge. 

She writes, “A recipe or an inductive word sufficed to arouse a strange anamnesis whereby ancient 

knowledge and primitive experiences were reactivated in fragments of which I was the heiress and guardian 

without wanting to be. I had to admit that I too had been provided with a woman’s knowledge and that it 

had crept into me, slipping past my mind’s surveillance. It was something that came to me from my body 

and that integrated me into the great corps of women of my lineage, incorporating me into their anonymous 

ranks.” Later in the essay, she parallels her theoretical writing to the writing of recipes that her mother and 
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Generation after generation learning their stitches on samplers, eventually graduating to 

variations of the same patterns to make mirrored objects. The repetitive gesture 

punctuates and binds each passing moment; the needle pierces the fabric, the thread 

makes a stitch, the stitch follows a line, the lines make the pattern, the pattern gives 

coherence to the product. What patterns and coherences do these swathes of 

needleworking women give? How does the pattern change as geographies shift; as 

fluctuating systems of power press on the bodies (and hands) of those holding the needle; 

and the material and economic realities surrounding these gestures of labour change? 

What social order do these repetitive gestures work to fabricate?  

When studying objects in the Ranch’s collection, such as Eileen’s Berlin work 

seat cover or the table linens embroidered with Elizabeth’s monogram, it is important to 

understand these objects as the realization of a direction. It is common practice to 

privilege the product over its processes of production. We no longer see the gestures that 

made the object, or the momentum and orientation of the maker, or the desire embedded 

in the intention to make the object. We are left with the object as evidence of all the 

contingencies that framed its creation.  

 

                                                      

grandmother did. Suggesting that historically, women didn’t have access to arenas of public writing, 

instead, locations such as the kitchen served as public arenas, and texts such as recipes, tastes, and meals 

served as these women’s contribution to public discourse. Giard writes, “As long as one of us preserves 

your nourishing knowledge, as long as the recipes of your tender patience are transmitted from hand to 

hand and from generation to generation, a fragmentary yet tenacious memory of your life itself will live on. 

The sophisticated ritualization of basic gestures has thus become more dear to me than the persistence of 

words and texts, because body techniques seem better protected from the superficiality of fashion, and also, 

a more profound and heavier material faithfulness is at play there, a way of being-in-the-world and making 

it one’s home” [emphasis mine]. The transference of these knowledges through directions helps create and 

re-create the lived world for each individual. Giard, “The Nourishing Arts,” 153, 154. 
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Needlework and Domestic Handicrafts: The Inculcation of Gender, the Performance of 

Class, and the Differencing of Race 

An important component of the analysis of this chapter is understanding how 

bourgeois needlework and handicraft directed the maker, as well as how some had access 

to these directions, while others did not. How does needleworking and domestic crafting 

impact the construction and embodiment of complex identities in the maker?106 How did 

needleworking specifically direct Mary Ann and Elizabeth, and their daughters (and what 

did it direct them toward)? I argue that the needleworking practices of the O’Keefe 

women at the turn of the century can be understood not only as a gendered and gendering 

process, but also a practice whereby their class and whiteness was navigated and 

conspicuously performed. 

Roszika Parker argues that needleworking, especially embroidery, became 

quintessential to the inculcation of femininity in the West beginning in the sixteenth 

century.107 Needlework was central to a girl’s education as it steadily taught docility and 

obedience, patience and enduring stillness, introspection and quiet, subdued nature and 

subjugation. In this way, repetitive durational activities such as needleworking 

disciplined feminine bodily comportment and behaviour.108 The body and mind were 

disciplined through long hours of practice: how to train the eyes to strain; how to subdue 

the body and ignore stiff muscles; how to hold the small needle; how to make even 

stitches; how to remain focused and not lose the spot; how to copy patterns precisely; 

how to keep hands clean so the work remained tidy, and so on. Samplers were 

                                                      

106 Peers, “Material Culture,” 69. 
107 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 83. 
108 Young, On Female Body Experience, 43. 
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educational exercises in stitchery that recorded a girl’s first simple stitches and motifs, 

over time chronicling the improvement of virtuoso technical performance, providing 

evidence of the girl’s progress from childhood to womanhood.109  

As well as inculcating femininity, needlework asserted class. Beginning in the late 

eighteenth century, middle and upper-class girls embroidered and engaged in decorative 

needle-work, while working class girls learned to darn, dress-make, and become efficient 

in all manner of plain sewing.110 For working-class girls sewing was labour that 

supported subsistence, while, for girls in the elite, embroidery and fine needlework was 

leisure that proved their social status.111 Furthermore, sewing and domestic needlework 

was understood to have a morally edifying influence on girls of modest origins, 

presumably because this noble pursuit would save them from having to resort to more 

unsavoury ways of supporting themselves.112 Increasingly, in the nineteenth century, 

sewing and working with textiles was a respectable livelihood for working-class women 

in urban centres and rural settings alike.113 

Femininity and class were profoundly rooted in the performance and significance 

of embroidery in Europe, to the point that decorative stitching in thread with a steel 

                                                      

109 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 85. 
110 Sarah A. Gordon, “Make It Yourself” Home Sewing, Gender, and Culture, 1890–1930 (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2009), 16. 
111

 Roszika Parker notes that, “Working-class women were employed as sweated labour in trades 

associated with embroidery, and middle-class women became embroiderers because the craft’s aristocratic 

and feminine associations made it an acceptable occupation.” Parker, Subversive Stitch, 108. 
112 Judith Walkowitz, Prostitution and Victorian Society: Women, Class, and the State (Cambridge: 
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113 Wendy Gamber, The Female Economy The Millinery and Dressmaking Trades, 1860–1930 (Urbana 

and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1997); and Patricia Zakreski, Representing Female Artistic 
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needle on a fabric ground became a powerful symbol for these values and ideologies.114 

So much so that when European women came to the British colonies in North America, 

skill with the needle was one of the ways that they asserted the “high civilization” 

imbued in the refined nature of their femininity.115  

At the time, common sentiment held that women were of “too delicate” a 

composition to withstand the trying elements of the more rugged reaches of the frontier, 

and “too nervous” to withstand the strain of isolation, loneliness, and the strangeness of 

native customs.116 However, the same sentiment also expressed embedded beliefs that 

true “ladies” cultivated by a correct education and a Christian love for duty and diligence, 

bore the discipline necessary to be good helpmeet to their men in settling the “savage” 

wilds and taming the “primitive” manners of the native populations.117 British and Anglo-

Canadian women, such as the O’Keefe women, were precariously placed within frontier 

settler colonial society; on the one hand they occupied a position of race privilege based 

on the “refinement” and “high civilization” of their femininity which marked them as 

superior to non-British or non-Anglo-Canadian people, yet they still remained subjugated 

within a patriarchal social order based on their sex.118 As Ann McClintock suggests, 

                                                      

114 Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall have shown that domestic womanhood was in large part 

connected to the rise and development of the middle class. To further nuance this, Roszika Parker has 

demonstrated how needleworking came to not only represent an idealized gentile femininity, but how 

needleworking inculcated these values. Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 361; and Parker, Subversive 

Stitch, 85. 
115 Rutherdale, “Gender Construction,” 47. 
116 Ibid. 
117 Ibid. 
118 Numerous studies of European women in colonial settings offer analysis of how Western middle-class 

femininity functioned as a racializing process that privileged white women over non-white women. 

Racialization is the process by which race difference is made operational, in this case, enshrining 

‘Whiteness’ as a dominant value. Cavanaugh and Warne, Introduction, 14. Furthermore, Ruth Frankenberg 

posits that ‘whiteness’ has three facets: ‘whiteness’ as a location of “structural advantage” or “race 

privilege;” ‘whiteness’ as a position from which white people consider themselves, their culture, and their 
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white women were not “the hapless onlookers of empire, but were ambiguously complicit 

both as colonizers and colonized, privileged and restricted, acted upon and acting.”119 

While white women were celebrated within the colonial mission for the important role 

they had as mothers who would reproduce the white race of the nation, this privileged 

position for the most part did not afford them any authority to act independently, make 

decisions for themselves, or hold positions of social or political power.120 Within early 

colonial societies, white women were positioned as models of gentile femininity that 

functioned as highly visible examples for Indigenous women to follow.121 As well as 

being role models, white women were often called upon to directly intervene and partake 

in the “civilizing” process by teaching Indigenous women domestic skills, gentile 

behaviour, and ‘proper’ child rearing.122  

In 1907, Charlotte Bompas, the wife of Reverend William Carpenter Bompas, 

wrote an article in the Canadian Churchman, not only encouraging white women to take 

                                                      

society; and finally, ‘whiteness’ as it refers to a “set of cultural practices that are usually unmarked and 

unnamed.” Frankenberg, White Women, Race Matters, 1. See also: Moreton-Robinson, The White 
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on colonial life, but describing the type of woman best suited to such a life. She wrote,  

Dear sister-settlers amongst the Indians, there is power given you 

from on high which is intended you should use among them or 

any other race with whom you may be placed – it is the power of 

the influence … In your Christian households, in your modest 

demeanour, in your fair dealings with all let them see what they 

should seek to copy more than the jewels and costly attire which 

in their eyes are all that is needed to constitute a lady [original 

emphasis]. 123  

Here, the implication is that only through white women’s influence could Indigenous 

women learn to become “proper ladies,” which would in turn civilize them to the 

standards of modern life as well as redeeming their souls.124  

Writing on Missionary women working in British Columbia coastal communities 

in the latter half of the nineteenth century, Adele Perry notes that “Instructing Aboriginal 

women in the virtues of feminine domesticity led missionaries quite literally outside the 

domestic to the small institutions that would precede the more infamous residential 

schools…”125 The earliest residential schools in British Columbia generally began as 

boarding schools for female students, where they were taught personal hygiene, how to 

cook and keep house, etiquette, and the redemptive quality of handwork with the 

needle.126 Missionaries agreed on the transformative power of labour, believing that 

establishing good habits would foster industriousness, economy, modesty, and sobriety, 

which were essential to Christian uplift.127 Working with textiles in general, especially 

needleworking, was believed to be the most appropriate form of labour for girls in 

                                                      

123 As quoted in Rutherdale, “Gender Construction,” 37. 
124 In this way Myra Rutherdale argues that Orientalist discourse and gendered separate sphere ideology 

coalesced in a complex network of relationships that bound the colonizers to the colonized. Rutherdale, 

“Gender Construction,” 38. 
125 Perry, “Metropolitan Knowledge,” 114. 
126 Ibid., 115; Rutherdale, “Refashioning Aboriginal Womanhood,” 230. 
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residential schools because it was the labour that was performed by respectable, working-

class women in metropolitan centres. Perry observes that “the missionary project was not 

to turn Aboriginal women into European women as much as it was to turn them into 

working-class ones.” 128 In this way, the skillful needlework and handicrafts created by 

Indigenous women and girls became evidence of their successful conversion to Christian 

values and Western modernity.  

 

Motherhood: “the highest office of the sex” 

As I have noted, British and North American periodicals played an important part 

in producing a hegemonic version of middle-class femininity that relied on the ideology 

that women were morally superior, and that raising children and being a mother was 

essential to womanhood.129 As Karen Morin notes,  

The idealization of motherhood in particular was tantamount to 

the social identity women presumably derived from families and 

homes. In such hegemonic constructions of gender difference, 

bourgeois women were not only to be moral and innocent, but 

bound by duty and self-sacrifice to their families, and by 

extension, to society and nation. … the idealization of 

motherhood in particular came into the service of empire.130  

As Morin makes clear, with imperial expansion, motherhood became the priority of 

femininity in order to ensure the strength and stability of the empire.  

The family represented the social body of the nation, and the ordering of the 

                                                      

128 Perry, “Metropolitan Knowledge,” 214. 
129 Margaret Beetham notes that beginning in the 1830s, as the rhetoric around Christian motherhood 

strengthened, “readers were addressed specifically as ‘mothers’ and the idea of motherhood was assumed 
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household was understood in line with governance strategies by the state and church. In 

this way, the family and the household were no longer understood merely as intimate 

connections in private space, but matters of public interest and importance.131 Julia 

Emberley notes that just as “the European model of domesticity was transplanted to the 

colonial environment and mapped onto indigenous kinship relations,” the patriarchal 

bourgeois family came to rely on the colonies as “the space within which to test as well 

as secure a representation of itself as socially accepted and, therefore, ‘natural.’”132 This 

created the dichotomy whereby conformity to the idealized “Universal Family” was key 

to European self-definition, and demarcated any family that did not adhere to the rigid 

standards of this “Universal/Nuclear family” as “degenerate and uncivilized.”133 In this 

way, through state policy and missionary zeal, Indigenous people were disciplined 

toward binary gender constructs, restrictive gender roles, patriarchal hierarchies of power 

within the family, heterosexuality, and monogamy.134  

                                                      

131 In studying the development of the family within settler colonial society in Canada, Cynthia R. 

Comacchio observes that “‘The Family’ is not only the main location of biologically and legally defined 

relationships between men and women, adults and children, but also where private and public spheres 

intersect.” She goes on to note that the family, “is the socially and legally sanctioned site both for 

biological reproduction and for the care and socialization of family members: the social reproduction which 

has historically been women’s work. In this sense, in regard to both wage labour and the usually unpaid 

feminine domestic labour, the work of families is to sustain a certain kind of society. Families replicate 

values and belief systems, forging the links between personal identity and social role, individuals and 

society, home and nation.” Comacchio, Infinite Bonds of Family, 9–10. 
132 Julia V. Emberley, “The Bourgeois Family, Aboriginal Women, and Colonial Governance in Canada: A 

Study in Feminist Historical and Cultural Materialism,” in Signs 27, no. 1 (Autumn 2001): 61. 
133 Ibid., 62. 
134 Andrea Smith posits that, “It has been through sexual violence and through the imposition of European 

gender relationships on Native communities that Europeans were able to colonize Native peoples.” Andrea 

Smith, “Native American Feminism, Sovereignty, and Social Change,” in Feminist Studies 31, no. 1 

(2005): 124. In a similar vein, Chris Finley asserts that “Heterosexism and the nuclear family need to be 
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Indigenous Studies: Critical Interventions in Theory, Politics and Literature, ed. Qwo-Li Driskill, et. al. 

(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2011), 32. Furthermore, Julia V. Emberley asserts that the emphasis 

placed on the European nuclear family model was a matter of boundary maintenance. She writes: “colonial 

power operates through the metaphor of benevolent parenting to transform radically indigenous kin-ship 
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Furthermore, within colonial societies, it became especially important for British 

and Anglo-Canadian women to correct the moral fortitude of their husbands, and guide 

the moral character of their children – especially their sons who would grow to be the 

nation’s leaders.135 In these roles, British and Anglo-Canadian women were told that they 

were directly contributing to the greatness of the empire and the nation. For example, the 

editorial note at the outset of the December 1850 issue of Godey’s Lady’s Book, one of 

the most widely-read American women’s magazines of the nineteenth century, begins 

with a rhetorical query: “The rapid progress of our country in all arts and sciences, which 

indicate a high state of civilization and great individual prosperity, is beyond precedent in 

the history of nations. What is the predominant cause of this result?”136 The real sources 

of imperial wealth and power were not acknowledged in answer; those being the 

exploitative relationship between European trappers and traders and Indigenous hunters 

and guides whereby Indigenous labour and intimate knowledge was taken advantage of 

for profit, as well as the vast wealth gained through the exploitation of natural resources 

that necessitated the violent dispossession and genocide of Indigenous people.137 Not to 

mention the surplus capital achieved through the abduction of African people to perform 

coerced slave labour in the United States and Caribbean, and to a lesser extent in British 
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North America.138 Instead, Sarah Hale, the editor of Godey’s Lady’s Book borrows a 

quote from Alexis De Tocqueville in order to assert that American greatness is due 

entirely to “‘the superior character of their women.’” The editorial commentary continues 

to laud the ability of white American mothers: “…the condition of woman is the standard 

by which to estimate the true condition and character of the nation. … in the highest 

office of the sex, that of mothers, no women on earth can equal the American 

[mother]…”139  

 The sentiment of these remarks – the unimpeachable moral character imbued in 

white femininity as being integral to the nation – is echoed throughout the pages of 

women’s periodicals and magazines published in the United States and Canada during the 

nineteenth century. Another revealing example can be found in the introductory remarks 

to the March 1890 edition of the Toronto-based periodical, The Ladies’ Bazar:  

[Woman] has created the home, and it is her monument. She has 

refined man, and her influence through him. [sic] has permeated 

every industry, art and profession. Woman’s power is now felt in 

almost every great movement or reform where home, morals and 

education are affected. In thousands of instances her opinion is 

the power behind the throne. … The realm of domestic 

statesmanship is hers. … Civilization offers no picture at once so 

suggestive of moral strength, of wider influence than a true 

woman in a home of her own creation. The laws which govern 

our nation, made by the mind and hand of man, find their 

fountainhead in the training of the woman in the home.140  

                                                      

138 Charmaine Nelson clearly reminds us that, “although Canadian slavery looked different from the 
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This quote places in sharp relief how middle-class settler women in Canada were 

situated, and felt their place at the forefront of civilizing processes, the expansion of 

empire, and nation building. Amy Kaplan uses an apt metaphor to describe the 

relationship between women’s work in the home as women’s work to create the nation; 

“If domesticity plays a key role in imagining the nation as home, then women, positioned 

at the center of the home, play a major role in defining the contours of the nation and its 

shifting borders with the foreign.”141  

 

“Smoothing Over Rough Places for Others”: Domesticity as Domestication 

Mary Ann’s obituary in of The Vernon News describes the circumstances she 

faced when she first reached the Okanagan as one of the only white women for 

kilometres in any direction; arriving “when the country was in an almost wild and 

unsettled state, and railways were undreamt of.”142 Her character and manner of rising to 

the challenges of early colonial life were celebrated: “The hardships and trials incidental 

to a pioneer life were borne with that calm and cheerful spirit which is eminently 

characteristic of her in all relations of life…” The sentence concludes with a sentiment 

that I find particularly telling in the context of this chapter’s discussion: “…and her 

energies from the first seemed to be devoted toward smoothing over rough places for 

others.” 

This description of “smoothing over rough places for others” could be extended to 

describe how the domestic practices of individual women within settler colonial societies 
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had a broader effect of domesticating the “wild” and ordering the “unsettled.”143 

Domesticity, according to Amy Kaplan, is not a: 

static condition but [a] process of domestication, which entails 

conquering and taming the wild, the natural, and the alien. 

Domestic in this sense is related to the imperial project of 

civilizing, and the conditions of domesticity often become 

markers that distinguish civilization from savagery. Through the 

process of domestication, the home contains within itself those 

wild or foreign elements that must be tamed; domesticity not 

only monitors the borders between the civilized and the savage 

but also regulates traces of the savage within itself.144 

On the colonial frontier, the home took in the foreign, wrapped it in crocheted lace or 

attempted to copy it with paraffin wax and wire, thereby domesticating it and making it 

familiar, ultimately assimilating the unknown and appropriating it into its social and 

cultural matrix. I am reminded of the descriptions for Indian embroidered sofa cushions 

and the Raffia grass sewing patterns, for example, as instances where the foreign or 

‘exotic’ is brought into the home and domesticated through familiar processes and social 

practices internal to the ordering of feminine space.  

Often, colonialism and nation building is discussed in the masculinist terms of 

exploration, trade, treaties, wars, and governance strategies, however, just as important to 

these projects was the labour performed by British and Anglo-Canadian settler women at 

home, which included the charitable work they did in support of the growth and 

advancement of their burgeoning communities.145 Another passage in Mary Ann’s 
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obituary highlights her status as the wife of one of the most important settlers in the 

Okanagan Valley, and the “obligation” to philanthropic work that accompanied this role. 

“Her husband, Mr. C. O’Keefe has for many years been one of the most prominent 

ranchers and wheat growers in the province,” recounts The Vernon News,  

and from his extensive connections was afforded to Mrs. 

O’Keefe an opportunity to control a large sphere of influence, 

the obligations of which she realized fully, and lived up to it in 

every way. She was an ardent and energetic worker in any cause 

that appealed to her [and with her] broad and unobtrusive 

manner [she] performed many a kind deed and gentle action, 

which remained unknown to all except herself and the recipients 

of her sympathetic assistance. … So closely has the name of this 

estimable lady been connected with much that is best in the 

history of the district for over a score of years, that her demise 

leaves a gap which will with difficulty be filled.146  

During her life, Mary Ann was active within the Catholic community in Vernon, as well 

as the local chapter of the Women’s National Council of Canada.147 In the 1890s, both 

Mary Ann and Elisabeth Greenhow were elected as vice presidents of the Women’s 

National Council of Canada (NCWC), the organization responsible for building the 

Vernon Jubilee Hospital.148 After the completion of the hospital in 1898, both Mary Ann 

and Elisabeth were on the Board of Directors for the Hospital, and regularly donated 

funds, furnishings, and provisions in support of the facility.149  

After Mary Ann’s death, Elizabeth O’Keefe took on many of the same 

                                                      

146 “Death of Mrs. O’Keefe,” 1. 
147 The National Council of Women of Canada (NCWC) was a non-sectarian institution oriented around 

class interest and “feminine” ideas that espoused women’s duties, rather than feminist politics that argued 

for women’s rights. As Beverly Boutilier notes, the NCWC had a mandate to aid Western women in 

fulfilling their “God-given duties as mothers, as homemakers, and, ultimately, as nation builders.” Beverly 

Boutilier, “Nurse Nation Builders: The ‘Council Idea,’ Western Women, and the Founding of the Victorian 

Order of Nurses for Canada, 1896–1900,” in Telling Tales: Essays in Western Women’s History, ed. 

Catherine A. Cavanaugh and Randi R. Warne (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000), 175. 
148 The Vernon News, 29 October 1895, 8; and The Vernon News, 20 January 1898, 1. 
149 The Vernon News, 13 January 1898, 1. After Mary Ann’s death, The Vernon News reports that 

“Donations to the hospital include Miss O’Keefe…” This most likely refers to Helen O’Keefe. 
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community “obligations,” and was elected to the executive of the Vernon chapter of the 

NCWC and joined the Hospital’s Board of Directors within two years of arriving in the 

Okanagan.150 One of Elizabeth’s most touted community campaigns was raising funds for 

a bell for the new Roman Catholic Church in Vernon. Eventually, the bell was named 

after Elizabeth to honour her hard work and success.151 Through women’s organizations 

such as the NCWC, women’s service to the community, as well as their domestic work 

and homemaking, was conflated with nation building and statecraft, which challenged the 

“separate spheres” ideology prominent in analyses of colonial society.152 

British and Anglo-Canadian women and the domesticity that was understood to 

be a natural extension of their femininity were vital to the colonial mission in North 

America.153 As I’ve touched on in my discussion of imperial motherhood, the civilizing 

function of Victorian femininity served both patriarchal and imperial goals by 

reproducing the British race – understood at the time to be the rightful inheritors of the 

empire – as well as a facsimile of the idealized British home.154 In replicating as nearly as 

possible the British domestic environment in the home – through continuously cooking, 

washing up, brushing and dusting rooms, washing, starching, ironing and darning despite 

the absurdity of this at times given the extreme geographical isolation and harsh 

conditions – women and their domestic work served not only to support the wellbeing of 

                                                      

150 The Vernon News, 20 February 1902, 5; and The Vernon News, 20 March 1902, 1. 
151 In June 1902, The Vernon News reported; “[the bell] was named ‘Elizabeth’ in honor of Mrs. C. 

O’Keefe, who was chiefly instrumental in securing the bell, it being owning to her energetic efforts that the 

subscription was circulated.” The Vernon News, 26 June 1902, 5. 
152 Boutilier, “Nurse Nation Builders,” 175. 
153 Adele Perry notes that, “The domestic was central to the construction of nineteenth-century, bourgeois 

femininity and its dissemination through the imperial world.” Perry, “Metropolitan Knowledge,” 113. 
154 Duffin, “Prisoners of Progress,” 60. 
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their husbands and families, and model “correct” femininity to Indigenous women, but to 

create a matrix of spatial continuity where the materiality and culture of the imperial 

centre was slowly superimposed onto the periphery as a way of transforming it. 

In 1882, the Governor General of Canada, the Marquis of Lorne, toured British 

Columbia with his wife the eccentric and indomitable Princess Louise, Queen Victoria’s 

sixth child. During the Governor General’s visit to the Okanagan Valley, he stayed with 

the O’Keefe’s for three days, residing in the spare room of the log house, which by this 

point had been remodeled on the inside and furnished nicely.155 An account given by 

Donald Graham, an early settler in the Valley, stated: “The Marquis of Lorne … made his 

way to the Okanagan, putting up for a few days in the house of Con O’Keefe. … The 

house was spacious enough, however, to have a spare room and there the Marquis 

lodged. … Mr. O’Keefe had been married for about a year, so it was not ‘bachelor’ 

cooking [the Marquis] got.”156 It was an incredible honour and compliment for the 

Marquis and his party to stay with the O’Keefe’s, and attests not only to the family’s 

social standing in the small settler community, but also to the fact that the house may 

have been the most appropriate and comparatively “grand” residence in the area to 

provide sufficient lodging for the Marquis and his entourage. The suitable appointment of 

the house would have been a direct result of Mary Ann’s work and influence, and it is 

noted that while at the O’Keefe’s the Marquis was made comfortable in a spacious spare 

                                                      

155 An unpublished document in the Ranch’s archive gives an account of the Governor General’s visit. 

“Visit by the Marquis of Lorne to the Okanagan – 1882,” no date. Historic O’Keefe Ranch Archive, 

Vertical Files: History, “Marquis of Lorne Visit 1882” folder. 
156 Donald Graham, “The Okanagan – Reminiscences of Donald Graham,” manuscript, no date. Record 

Group G/OK1/1093. Provincial Archives of British Columbia. See also: An account of the Governor 

General’s visit was printed in the Kamloops Inland Sentinel, 9 November 1882. 
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room and ate well above the “bachelor” fair he might have received were a woman not 

present.  

The British periodical The Graphic printed an account of the tour by a journalist 

who travelled with the Governor General’s party on their trip through British Columbia, 

accompanying the essay were copies of the Marquis’ sketches, one of which depicted an 

Okanagan woman on horseback with the lake stretching out behind her.157 The 

accompanying description offers an interesting counterpoint to the domestic provisions 

offered by Mary Ann, and reveals popular rhetoric regarding the standard of ‘civilized’ 

European femininity in juxtaposition to primitive – “not yet” civilized – Indigenous 

custom: “In the last sketch we see that one of the customs of civilization which they [the 

Okanagan] have not yet adopted is a European lady’s seat on horseback, for the mother 

takes her children on crupper and pommel, and rides man fashion on her kyuse, or Indian 

pony, accompanied by her household; such a cavalcade we see in the sketch riding along 

the sage-covered pastures in the neighbourhood of Lake Okanagan.”158 This quote clearly 

demonstrates how European femininity was situated as the benchmark for “civilization,” 

and how white women within early Western colonial settlements were often positioned as 

tangible examples for Indigenous women to observe and emulate.159 Though, the 

exceptional behaviour of an Indigenous woman riding “man fashion” made her the hyper-

visible point of interest and subject of study for the elite imperial observer, Mary Ann’s 

correct femininity and accommodating domesticity removed her from sight and site; her 

labour taken for granted, making her altogether invisible. 

                                                      

157 “The Tour of the Princess Louise and the Marquis of Lorne,” in The Graphic, 27 January 1883, 106. 
158 Ibid., 95. 
159 Cavanaugh and Warne, Introduction, 19. 
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However, middle-class settler women’s ability to replicate British standards of 

domesticity and comfortable entertainment relied, just as it did in the imperial centre, on 

the labour of others. Both Mary Ann and Elizabeth had reputations as generous and 

charming hostesses. A party thrown by Mary Ann at the newly renovated mansion house 

in February 1898 was described as “a most thoroughly pleasant social function.”160 The 

account of the party reported in The Vernon News gives a detailed description of the 

“delightful” dance:  

Needless to say that [the guests] were most hospitably 

entertained and that one and all were pleased beyond measure 

with the reception which met them … Although the number of 

guests exceeded 80, at no time were the spacious rooms over-

crowded, and so perfect were the arrangements that the most 

fertile brain would hardly be able to suggest anything further that 

might have been done to enhance the comfort or pleasure of the 

joyous crowd, who until perilously near daylight indulged in the 

pleasure of the ‘merry dance’ … Many and profuse were the 

expressions of thanks and appreciation bestowed upon the host 

and hostess and their charming daughter [most likely Helen] by 

those present as they reluctantly departed, and several were 

heard to give voice to the opinion that a more enjoyable part had 

not been given in this part of the country for many a day.161  

The verbosity and flourish of this account demonstrates the importance and influence of 

the O’Keefe family, which, by the turn of the century, was one of the region’s upper-class 

elite establishments.  

After Mary Ann, Elizabeth – young, educated, devout, and cosmopolitan – took to 

being the lady of the O’Keefe estate with considerable earnestness and flair.162 Settler 

oral tradition remembers Elizabeth as a gregarious hostess who delighted in putting 

together gatherings and holding regular luncheons and teas at the mansion house; “There 

                                                      

160 The Vernon News, 17 February 1898, 5. 
161 Ibid. 
162 Carstens, Queen’s People, 73. 
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are mothers living in Vernon today who remember how as little girls their mothers would 

take them with them when they were invited to an afternoon tea at the O’Keefe House. 

Having tea at the O’Keefe’s in those days was considered quite a fashionable form of 

entertainment.”163 As Peter Carstens observes, Elizabeth “proved to be a gracious hostess 

to new settlers in the district with the help of her white settler servants and the Okanagan 

women who did the washing and cleaning.”164  

For both Elizabeth and Mary Ann, being the mistress of a large house and ranch 

estate – which was comprised of domestic managerial duties and the social facet of 

entertaining guests – as well as raising numerous children, could not have been achieved 

without the work of many servants. Elizabeth’s detailed day books and Cornelius’ 

cancelled cheques give evidence to the number and identity of the hired labourers at the 

ranch. These records show that along with white settler servants, there were also 

generally two or three Chinese people who were hired at all times as cooks and 

gardeners, as well as numerous Okanagan people; the men working as ranch hands and 

the women in the house as domestic workers.165 In this way, the O’Keefe household can 

be considered as a microcosm that evidenced the broader horizontal and hierarchical 

social relations negotiated within British Columbian colonial society. Which is to say that 

the nuances of spiritual, economic, and legal status recognized those who lived and those 

who worked in the settler colonial home differently, and that power played out in that 

space and marked bodies in a significant and lasting way.  

 

                                                      

163 McLean, History of O’Keefe Ranch, 117. 
164 Carstens, Queen’s People, 73. 
165 Sauer, “O’Keefe Ranch,” 170. 



 

138 

 

Conclusion 

Laura Peers writes that the “most ‘intimate frontiers’ of empire were very much 

those of the home, the family, and the things made and used within those spaces.”166 This 

chapter’s focus on the leisure handicrafting of Mary Ann and Elizabeth O’Keefe and their 

daughters, contributes to scholarship that situates the domestic lives of specific settler 

women within broader historical and theoretical assessments of imperial colonialism on 

Canada’s West Coast in the nineteenth century. As a primary method for inculcating 

values and beliefs, and then as a mode through which constructed identity was 

articulated, amateur handicrafting is an important site and practice deserving of close 

consideration. Within colonial societies across Canada, needlework and handicrafting 

came to represent middle-class femininity, and was a process through which race 

difference was asserted and used to position ‘whiteness’ as a dominant value. The careful 

study of the needlework and crafted material culture in the Ranch’s collection is vital 

toward understanding the social, cultural, economic, and political influences that directed 

the crafting of these objects by the O’Keefe women. Considering these handmade objects 

requires an equal attention on the time spent making objects, and the path of learning and 

practicing that stretched out behind each of the women over the years of her life. This 

places each handmade object in a relational matrix with the other objects made by that 

woman before and afterward, as well as in horizontal relationship to the handmade things 

made by other women who taught that woman the skill to make that object, as well as the 

objects made by those who were taught, in turn, by that maker. These women participated 

in a social practice performed across the empire, and in a sense, gave cohesion and 

                                                      

166 Peers, “Material Culture,” 69. 
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coherence to ordering structures and systems of power that domesticated space and 

bodies. To this end, handmade objects are not finite products in a linear narrative; they 

are not self-contained or self-referential. Again, to quote Laura Peers, “Objects are 

nexuses for social relations.”167  

Furthermore, the needlework made by women in the O’Keefe family that has 

survived until today serves as important evidence of the lives and experiences of specific 

settler women within turn-of-the-century colonial society. This is significant because 

women’s lives and culture often went undocumented or unrepresented as a result of a 

patriarchal system that didn’t value women’s experiences and accomplishments, their 

lives and material culture, or their contribution to history and social change.168 Indeed, 

this subjugation of women’s material history and women’s culture in the form of 

creativity expressed through amateur crafts continued on into the twentieth- and twenty-

first century.  

The next chapter picks up this line of consideration and provides an overview of 

Western domestic craft practices in the next century, as well as expanding on Chapter 

Three’s analysis of how handicrafts were accessed and utilized depending on the maker’s 

social position, and the power ingrained in needlework and handicrafts to inculcate 

values, beliefs, and ideologies on to the maker. While this case study allowed for an 

assessment of domestic crafts as not only a gendered and gendering process, but also a 

practice whereby the class and whiteness of settler women in the colonial context could 

be conspicuously performed and asserted; the next chapter focuses on the legacy of these 

                                                      

167 Peers, “Material Culture,” 70. 
168 Cavanaugh and Warne, Introduction, 6. 
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historical imperatives as they playout over the next century and impact contemporary 

amateur craft’s social practices, cultural meanings, and political significances. 
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Figures  

 

 

Figure 3.1: Cornelius O'Keefe, 1876. Collection of the Historic O'Keefe Ranch. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2: Mary Ann O'Keefe, 1878. Collection of the Historic O'Keefe Ranch. 
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Figure 3.3: O'Keefe main house, 1897. Collection of the Historic O'Keefe Ranch. 

 

 

Figure 3.4: O'Keefe main house, 1900. Collection of the Historic O'Keefe Ranch. 
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Figure 3.5: Elizabeth O'Keefe, 1905. Collection of the Historic O'Keefe Ranch.  

 

   

Figure 3.6: Berlin work seat cushion created by Eileen O'Keefe, c. 1930. Collection of 

the Historic O'Keefe Ranch. 
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Figure 3.7: Embroidered table service bearing Elizabeth O'Keefe's monogram. Collection 

of the Historic O'Keefe Ranch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.8: Sampler. Unknown maker, unknown date of creation. Collection of the 

Historic O'Keefe Ranch. 
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Figure 3.9: Sampler. Mary Ann Rowell, May 12th, 1819. Collection of the Historic 

O'Keefe Ranch. 
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Figure 3.10: Reverse side of second sampler. Mary Ann Rowell, 1819. Collection of the 

Historic O'Keefe Ranch. 

 

Figure 3.11: Scrap book front cover. Manufacturer: Marcus Ward & Co. Collection of the 

Historic O'Keefe Ranch. 
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Figure 3.12: Interior pages of the scrap book containing embroidery exercises. Date 

unknown. Collection of the Historic O'Keefe Ranch. 
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Chapter 4 

A Critical Analysis of Craftivism and Contemporary Amateur Craft 

Culture

 

Introduction 

The previous chapters in this thesis have demonstrated how domestic handicrafts 

became the quintessential marker of middle-class femininity in Britain beginning in the 

eighteenth century, and then, how in the Canadian colonial context, handicrafting became 

a racializing process that marked difference and imposed social boundaries. Chapter Four 

will expand on this work by exploring how handicrafting – with its deeply rooted link to 

femininity, the middle class, and whiteness – has been employed as a politicized vehicle 

of symbolic meaning by various individuals and groups, at various times, toward various, 

sometimes seemingly contradictory, ends.1 This chapter will examine middle-class 

women’s amateur craft practices in the twentieth century and today, through a historical 

overview that gauges shifts in domesticity, consumerism, white women’s labour inside 

and outside the home, and both radical and conservative expressions of white femininity.  

In this chapter, I focus on the recent socio-cultural phenomenon of craftivism, in 

order to ground my investigation of contemporary domestic craft practices as the 

realization of the legacy of white bourgeois Victorian handicrafts. Craftivism is a form of 

                                                      

1 Logan, Victorian Parlour, 167. See also: Heather Pristash, Inez Schaechterle, and Sue Carter Wood, “The 

Needle as the Pen: Intentionality, Needlework, and the Production of Alternate Discourses of Power,” in 

Women and the Material Culture of Needlework and Textiles, 1750-1950, ed. Maureen Daly Goggin and 

Beth Fowkes Tobin (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2009), 17; and Fraiman, Extreme Domesticity, 19. 
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protest where activists express their dissent by crafting in public demonstrations and 

making crafts with a political message. Central to my analysis is a consideration of how 

people come to and use craftivism based on how they understand their own identities – 

their gender, their sexuality, their socio-economic position, their race, and other aspects 

of identity – and how those identities are aligned with craft’s social and cultural meanings 

and values.  

Chapter Four revisits histories touched on in the second chapter, which situated 

the antagonism between women’s domestic crafting against the aesthetic and moral 

philosophies of the Arts and Crafts Movement. Here, I trace Western craft’s two 

divergent histories over the twentieth century, that of amateur feminized domestic 

handicrafting and professional masculine studio craft, and explain how they were 

differently politicized, how these strains and their politics have evolved, and how they are 

incorporated in contemporary crafting discourses and practices, including craftivism.  

This line of inquiry involves fleshing out the connection between material history 

and politics. As Chapter Three argued, analysis of historical craft practices and objects 

can provide unexplored political and social implications, for example, the colonial 

civilizing imperative that structured the making of the Anglo-Canadian O’Keefe 

women’s handicrafted objects, which are now held in the Historic O’Keefe Ranch’s 

collection. Sometimes, as in the case of the O’Keefe’s handicrafts, political directions in 

craft activity are subtle, hidden by the construction of broader regional and national 

histories that prioritize particular craft traditions and cultural expressions over others.  

However, the craft practices and histories examined in this chapter have more 

overt political directions. The political and ideological frameworks that structure social 
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practices, such as domestic crafting and its resultant material culture, is explored through 

a consideration of how feminists over the last century have resorted to working with 

textiles and other handicraft materials because of its symbolic association with bourgeois 

femininity. Included in this analysis is a consideration of socialist and environmentalist 

activists, politicized entrepreneurs, and some professional craftspeople who believe that 

crafting realizes the radical power of ethical labour practices, quality materials, and good 

design, in service of sustainability and the eventual reordering of our capital-driven 

society. These ideas and politics are tied to William Morris’s socialism and the 

philosophies of the Art and Crafts Movement.  

Even a cursory appraisal of the optics of craftivist protest and community reveals 

that, in general, craftivism is practiced by young, middle-class, white women living in 

North America, Europe, Australia, and New Zealand. The second half of this chapter 

provides a critical analysis of the privilege and entitlement inherent to the white moralism 

prominent in craftivist activism. This analysis will explore the historical precedent of 

white radicals fetishizing the struggle of the oppressed imagined as “someone else” 

“somewhere else;” thereby often co-opting the politics and protest spaces of Black people 

and people of Colour in an effort to find authentic social justice struggle that empowers 

them and negates feelings of discontentment from life in an alienating system.2 Similarly, 

my critique will also interrogate the feminist rallying call “the personal is political,” and 

its significance as a rhetoric central to contemporary activism. Since feminist organizing 

of the 1960s, white women have foregrounded their experiences and their emotions as 

being a powerful deconstructive tool that destabilized the patriarchal status quo that 

                                                      

2 Thompson, Black Bloc, White Riot, 83. 
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privileged reason and factual evidence. Feelings and emotions remain powerful and 

empowering at the core of feminist activism and scholarship, however, not everyone’s 

feelings are equally validated within feminist organizing, and that the expression of 

feelings by some can often have the detrimental effect of silencing and excluding certain 

voices. Consideration of who has access to craftivism is also a critique of who feels 

empowered to soft, affective forms of public dissent.  

 

Craft + Activism = Craftivism 

‘Craftivism,’ a portmanteau word that combines ‘craft’ and ‘activism,’ describes a 

movement based around the implementation of craft making and crafted objects toward 

overtly political means. The term’s invention is popularly attributed to the American 

knitter and activist Betsy Greer, who launched her website craftivism.com in 2003.3  

Craftivism became prominent in the United States and the Global North in the 

wake of the election of President George W. Bush and 9/11. The social, political and 

cultural climate in the early 2000s was heavily coloured by Bush’s famous ‘War on 

Terror’ – which involved an extensive international military campaign that included an 

invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003 – unprecedented domestic surveillance 

of private communications and information, and daily colour-coded ‘Terror Alerts.’ 

Furthermore, this period saw a rise in conservative politics that promoted xenophobic and 

anti-Islamic rhetoric, as well as policy that favoured traditional Christian family values to 

                                                      

3 In its early days, craftivism.com gave a brief definition of craftivism, and showcased Greer’s activist 

cross-stitch work, as well as the work of other activist needleworkers. www.craftivism.com; and Betsy 

Greer, “Craftivist History,” in Extra/Ordinary: Craft and Contemporary Art, ed. Maria Elena Buszek 

(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 178. 
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the detriment of women’s access to legal and affordable reproductive health services, and 

the protection and equal rights of homosexual people.4 Anonymous forms of craftivism 

began to crop up in the urban environment such as knit and crochet cozies that blanketed 

tree trunks, garbage cans, and parking meters. These examples of ‘yarn-bombing’ or 

‘knittiti’ (knitting + graffiti) used handmade domestic textiles, with their associations of 

intimacy and comfort, in a way that can be interpreted as a reparative gesture which 

sought to blanket or suture a hostile and unsafe-feeling world (Figures 4.1 and 4.2). 

Over the next decade and continuing today, as craftivism gained media attention 

and became a mainstream popular culture phenomenon, craft materials and craft 

production methods began to be utilized by activists agitating for various causes, in 

service of various politics. As Greer suggests, craftivism is  

the practice of engaged creativity, especially regarding political 

or social causes. By using their creative energy to help make the 

world a better place, craftivists help bring about positive change 

via personalized activism. Craftivism allows practitioners to 

customize their particular skills to address particular causes.5  

Whether craftivism is employed by one person or a collective, by seasoned activists or 

people who had not previously consider themselves to be activists, anonymously or 

notoriously; craftivism as a method of activism appealed to people because it allowed 

them to express their political dissent in a way that felt personal, through a medium and 

                                                      

4 James L. Guth, “Bush and Religious Politics,” in Ambition and Division: Legacies of the George W. Bush 

Presidency, ed. Steven Schier (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009), 96, 97, 99. Kirsty 

Robertson describes early craftivist activity in reaction to this political climate, including two initiatives 

that she was a part of: “The Viral Knitting Project” and “Writing on the Wool.” In the “Viral Knitting 

Project,” participants knit a scarf using a pattern adapted from the code of a computer virus, in colours that 

corresponded to the colours of the Homeland Security Advisory System’s ‘terror alert.’ This scarf visually 

documented the amount of time that the United States operated in each respective colour zone; green 

representing a low threat, blue a guarded risk, yellow an elevated risk, orange a high risk, and red a severe 

risk. Kirsty Robertson, “The Viral Knitting Project and Writing on the Wool,” in n.Paradoxa 23 (2009): 59. 
5 Betsy Greer, “Craftivism,” in Encyclopedia of Social Justice and Activism (Thousand Oaks, CA.: SAGE 

Publications, 2007), 402. See also: Greer, “Craftivism Definition;” and Greer, “Craftivist History,” 178. 
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method that affirmed their identity and aligned with their situation.6  

Craftivism over the next decade took many shapes and forms, ranging from 

groups that knit sweaters for penguins in areas troubled by oil spills (such as the initiative 

organized by employees of a yarn shop called Skeinz, in New Zealand), to individual 

craftivists, such as Clare Thompson, who pick-up trash strewn along their local beaches 

and recraft the debris into fantastical, beautiful creations fit for display on any 

mantelpiece. As well, craftivism encompasses projects as diverse as ‘Operation Sock 

Monkey’ that sends sock monkeys to South Africa in order raise awareness about 

domestic violence, and Maria Molteni’s ‘New Craft Artists in Action’ (NCAA) that 

strives to make violent neighbourhoods in urban centres safer by knitting and crocheting 

bright basketball hoop nets that encourage play and a safe community. Craftivism 

includes vigilante yarn-bombers enveloping war monuments in soft textile swatches to 

protest the war in Iraq (in 2006, artist Marianne Jørgensen teamed up with Cast Off 

Knitters to envelope a World War II combat tank in bright pink granny-squares in 

downtown Copenhagen), as well as groups knitting helmet liners for American troops 

deployed in Afghanistan to show support. Some anti-sweatshop activists utilize craft 

(such as Cat Mazza’s petitions in the form of a massive knitted quilt in the shape of a 

Nike check symbol where each square represented a signature), and Sarah Corbett and 

her Craftivist Collective’s cross-stitched mini-banners strung up throughout London 

during fashion week providing statistical information about the exploitative labour 

conditions prevalent throughout the fashion and textiles industry. Some craftivists tap 

into needlework’s gendered associations to give their action extra poignancy. For 

                                                      

6 Young, On Female Body Experience, 17. 
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example, Ottawa-based pro-choice activists, The Radical Handmaids, started a national 

campaign in 2012 rousing people to knit dozens of wombs that were sent to members of 

Parliament voting on Motion 312 (a motion that sought to redraw the definition of human 

life), or various groups who knit breast prostheses for cancer survivors who have had 

mastectomies or transwomen seeking to affirm their gender. These are just a few 

examples of the causes craftivism is mobilized around, and the kinds of politics that 

craftivism has served. 

 

Craftivism: Identity, Politics, and Lifestyle Activism 

Depending on how they identify, craftivists tap into these divergent and 

convergent political strains in their activism and craft making as part of what Laura 

Portwood-Stacer calls “lifestyle activism” and “lifestyle politics.”7 “Lifestyle,” according 

to Max Weber, is the set of choices an individual makes that constitutes her daily routine 

and practices, choices such as: what she wears, what she likes to eat, where she lives, 

what she does for work, how she spends her money, and what she does in her free time.8 

Accordingly, “lifestyle activism” is the belief that the individual can, through her actions 

and choices, change the world she lives in toward a more just and fair society. “When 

individuals who desire social or political change are compelled to shape their own 

personal behaviours and choices toward the ideals they envision, this is known as lifestyle 

politics” [original emphasis], writes Portwood-Stacer.9 She continues, “…Lifestyle 

                                                      

7 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism, 3. 
8 Max Weber, Economy and Society, trans. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich (Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press, 1978 [1922]). 
9 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism, 3. 
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politics reconfigures the everyday life of the individual into an ongoing struggle against 

domination.”10 Lifestyle activism is attractive given how saturated western culture is with 

technology and media, the prevalence of the commodification of consumption, and the 

increasing emphasis within neoliberalism on the individual.  

Fifteen years ago, as craftivism was gaining in popularity and spreading to 

Europe, Australia, and New Zealand, shifts within communication media (the 

broadcasting of the interior life of the individual out to the world via blogs, and then after 

2007, via Facebook and YouTube) made it an extremely accessible form of lifestyle 

activism. Accessible in that examples of craftivism and information about ‘how to do 

craftivism’ were readily available via various platforms; and accessible in that many 

people drawn to craftivism already had a familiarity with the materials, tools, and 

methods of craftivist action.11  

The previous two chapters touched on the important role periodicals played in 

disseminating project directions and patterns, and in supporting Victorian domestic craft 

culture. In much the same way, developments in contemporary amateur craft are 

intrinsically connected to various communication technologies and platforms: from 

magazines to zines, books to blogs, cable tv to YouTube videos. As Kate Orton-Johnson 

has noted,  

Craftivism, and the accompanying growth of digital spaces 

supporting and facilitating forms of making, has seen 

contemporary craft flourish as a technologically mediated social, 

economic, and cultural movement. Crafters produce and 

consume a broad spectrum of web content, from instructive 

YouTube videos dedicated to teaching and learning new skills, to 

                                                      

10 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism, 3. 
11 Kate Orton-Johnson, “DIY Citizenship, Critical Making, and Community,” in DIY Citizenship: Critical 

Making and Social Media, ed. Matt Ratto and Megan Boler (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2014), 141. 
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craft blogs and craft-based social networking sites, each 

representing new modes of digital engagement with the material 

objects and activities of the craft.12 

When considering the potential of lifestyle activism, Anthony Giddens reminds us 

that, “the poor are more or less completely excluded from the possibility of making 

lifestyle choices.”13 In regards to craftivism, involvement not only requires materials 

which become expensive over time (yarns, fabrics, and various needles, for example), as 

well as access to a computer, a digital camera, and an Internet connection; but also 

requires that the craftivist have considerable leisure time in which to craft their time-

consuming expression of dissent and take part in public protests. By and large, these 

restrictions preclude all those who don’t live with relative material privilege.  

 

Everyday Politics: Leisure and Resistance 

Lifestyle activism and lifestyle politics are tenable when people believe that their 

lives matter, and that their personal realities can impact broader systems and structures, 

for instance with regard to history and global market trends. Later in this essay, through 

an engagement with scholars who critique the belief that the ‘personal is political,’ I will 

unpack how this idea belongs to those who have race and class privilege within western 

society. For now, I want to give an overview of the debate surrounding the viability of 

                                                      

12 Orton-Johnson, “DIY Citizenship,” 141. 
13 Giddens notes that it would be an error to assume that “lifestyle” as a phenemena is only confined in 

impact to those in privileged material circumstances. He suggests, “‘Lifestyle’ refers also to decisions taken 

and courses of action followed under conditions of severe material constraint; such lifestyle patterns may 

sometimes also involve the more or less deliberate rejection of more widely diffused forms of behaviour 

and consumption.” Anarchism is a form of lifestyle activism that subscribes to a disavowal of capitalist 

consumerism and a refusal to partake in markets that uphold oppressive systems of power. Though, 

obviously anarchism is not strictly a vow of poverty. Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self 

and Society in the Late Modern Age (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), 5. 
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dissent as practiced through the personal lifestyle choices and consumption habits of the 

individual, in order to support an analysis of craftivism’s radical potential despite or 

because of its status as a consumption practice heavily embedded in economic market 

systems. 

It is common among philosophical and social science accounts of twentieth-

century consumerism to cast leisure and consumption either positively, so that 

consumption and leisure can contain spontaneous creative impulses that cannot be 

prescribed or controlled, or negatively, in that consumption and leisure are always bound 

to reproducing and perpetuating the capitalist status quo.14 Despite theorizing a limited 

creativity that could be expressed through consumption, French cultural theorist Jean 

Baudrillard ultimately abandoned any positive conceptualization of consumption. He 

believed that alienation would become so deeply rooted in consumer market societies that 

people would eventually be rendered incapable of understanding their own needs, as well 

as being unable to determine alternatives for a different uncommodified way of life.15 

Beginning in the 1970s, cultural theorists were divided on the topic of leisure, 

particularly hobbies, hand-crafts, and Do-It-Yourself (DIY) projects. Some argued that 

hobbies were a pleasurable compensation for work where a person could exercise agency 

and supplement their life with activities that made up for certain challenges or stimulation 

that their jobs lacked, while other theorists insisted that hobbies reproduce the 

                                                      

14 Today, ‘marketing theory’ posits that consumerism is an ideology that produces dominated behaviors 

and attitudes, where consumers are duped pawns that play out their programming. By contrast, according to 

Don Slater, ‘consumer culture theory’ understands consumer culture to be the “social arrangement in which 

the relations between lived culture and social resources, and between meaningful ways of life and the 

symbolic and material resources on which they depend, are mediated through markets.” Don Slater, 

Consumer Culture and Modernity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 8. 
15 Stebbins, Leisure and Consumption, 63. 
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circumstances of work, which promote behaviours and attitudes that contribute to better 

performance on the job, and equate pleasure and satisfaction with productivity and skill 

development.16 The latter position also asserts that hobbies, with their specialized tools 

and materials, support the capitalist market.17  

In this vein, and following Baudrillard, French sociologist Henri Lefebvre felt that 

individuals could not escape or resist this cycle of dominating cultural recuperation and 

reconstitution. While Lefebvre, like Baudrillard, believed that people and objects were 

constituted through mundane actions within the material world, and that people could 

exert agency to create meaning and enact spontaneous choice in their daily life, he 

ultimately viewed popular culture as formulaic and aesthetically bankrupt. He argued that 

any attempt to pit refusal within these means would be compromised. For Lefebvre, 

leisure and consumption were the ultimate example of such compromised activities. He 

held hobbies to be diversions from, and compensation for, work. As such, within a 

capitalist framework, hobbies and leisure in general, are as alienating as work. To this 

effect, he wrote, “We work to earn our leisure, and leisure only has one meaning: to get 

away from work. A vicious circle.”18 Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer argued in 

their essay, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception,” that popular 

culture, as an insidious medium, was used to manipulate the general public, inculcate 

hegemonic ideologies, and ensure the status quo.19 Pitted against a domineering, 

                                                      

16 John Clark, “Pessimism versus Populism: The Problematic Politics of Popular Culture,” in For Fun and 

Profit: The Transformation of Leisure into Consumption, ed. Richard Butsch (Philedelphia, PA: Temple 

University Press, 1989), 28–46; and Chris Rojek, Capitalism and Leisure Theory (London: Tavistock 

Publications, 1985), 106–132. 
17 Gelber, Hobbies, 11. 
18 Henri Lefevbre, The Critique of Everyday Life, trans. John Moore (London: Verso, 1991 [1947]), 40. 
19 Adorno and Horkheimer, “The Culture Industry.” 
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nefarious system of power under capitalism, Lefebvre aggressively advocated for a 

complete disavowal of consumer culture in support of revolutionary action that would 

violently disrupt the social order.20 Only in this way, he argued, would the individual be 

emancipated, and a unified culture be possible.  

But for Michel de Certeau, another French philosopher who similarly believed in 

the radical potential of the everyday, the formulation of a unified culture ironically 

mirrored the repressive system it sought to overthrow. Certeau, one of the least 

pessimistic thinkers on culture and consumerism, perceived the revolutionary spark to 

live not on a Utopian horizon on the other side of upset and tumult, but in the banal 

rituals and ubiquitous practices of the day to day.21 While most poststructuralist and 

postmodern scholars focus on describing the structures of power and systems that 

maintain and exercise that power – I am especially thinking of Foucault and his panoptic 

society and his genealogy of discipline – Certeau is one of the few to theorize “anti-

discipline,” seeking to understand the unacknowledged and ambiguous forms of 

resistance that “break through the grid of the established order and accepted 

disciplines.”22  

In The Practices of Everyday Life, Certeau theorized that the everyday actions and 

rituals of individuals – including work, consumption, and leisure – are “tactical,” while 

institutions and overarching systems assert power through “strategies.” With its roots in 

military theory, Certeau’s use of strategies and tactics to describe the maneuvers of 

                                                      

20 Michael E. Gardiner, Critiques of Everyday Life (London: Routledge, 2000), 159. 
21 Gardiner, Critiques of Everyday Life, 168. 
22 Michel Foucault, Discipline & Punishment: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Vintage, 1995 [1975]); 

Michel de Certeau, Heterologies: Discourse On The Other, trans. B. Massumi (Minneapolis, MN: 

Minnesota University Press, 1986), 197. 
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monoliths and individuals is useful in understanding the interplay between dominance 

and resistance. Certeau describes strategies as “the calculus of force-relationship which 

becomes possible when a subject of will and power (a proprietor, an enterprise, a city, a 

scientific institution) can be isolated from an ‘environment’.”23 Here, political, economic, 

and scientific rationality are constructed on the strategic model, as a “calculus of force-

relationships” where a “proper” place is assumed, distinct from its exterior (competitors, 

adversaries, and “objects of research”). This “proper” place is a mastery over time 

through the stronghold of an autonomous place, and, ultimately a panoptic practice where 

the mastery of places and peoples becomes the mastery of sight. However, strategies 

work on two assumptions: that control can be complete, and that segregation between the 

interior and the exterior is feasible. However, conditions are constantly changing, which 

embeds obsolescence at the core of strategies, and the division of in-groups creates walls 

(strategies) that keep others out; walls that also obscure vision.  

Certeau argued that tactics, as practiced by the individual, are to be in direct 

opposition to strategies. Mundane activities, such as “dwelling, talking, reading, moving 

about, shopping, and cooking” are laden with the potential to act as tactical insurgences, 

to be the “victories of the ‘weak’ over the ‘strong’ (whether the strength be that of 

powerful people or the violence of things or of an imposed order, etc.), clever tricks, 

knowing how to get away with things, ‘hunter's cunning’, maneuvers, polymorphic 

simulations, joyful discoveries, poetic as well as warlike.”24 In a terrain pressed by the 

hungry eye of power, tactics operate without a home base, forced to “take advantage of 

                                                      

23 Michel de Certeau, The Practices of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall (Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press, 1984 [1980]), xix. 
24 Ibid. 
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‘opportunities’,” like guerrilla warfare, working through “isolated actions, blow by 

blow.”25 Certeau writes,  

this nowhere gives a tactic mobility, to be sure, but a mobility 

that must accept the chance offerings of the moment, and seize 

on the wing the possibilities that offer themselves at any given 

moment. It must vigilantly make use of the cracks that particular 

conjunctions open in the surveillance of the proprietary powers. 

It poaches in them. It creates surprises in them. It can be where it 

is least expected. It is a guileful ruse. In short, a tactic is an art of 

the weak.26 

Because these “guileful ruses” take advantage of opportunities as they come, Certeau did 

not draw a distinction between work and leisure, instead insisting that “these two areas of 

activity flow together,” and that they are equally game for “manoeuvres.”27 For example, 

via “la perruque,” which translates to “the wig,” Certeau described the diversionary tactic 

whereby the worker does her own work or pursues her own interest at her place of 

employment under the guise of work for the boss. Nothing of value is stolen, but time and 

resources are taken for personal use.  

In this way, Certeau celebrates consumers as “unrecognized producers, poets of 

their own affairs, trailblazers in the jungles of functionalist rationality.”28 Can craft, 

politicized by the maker through intention, be used as a tactic to undermine institutions 

and overarching systems of power? How do these foundational arguments on the radical 

potential of the everyday and its rituals and events come to bear today? The political 

terrain has shifted since Certeau’s treatise on the aftermath of the student uprisings of the 

1960s. Today, lifestyle politics and Marxist debates about the everyday must be expanded 

                                                      

25 Certeau, Practices of Everyday Life, 37. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid., 28. 
28 Ibid., 34. 
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to consider the intersectional axes of oppression, the evolution of consumerism to include 

the commodification of the individual’s identity through new technologies, and the 

expansion of economic neocolonialism. Laura Portwood-Stacer observes that,  

…a practice undertaken with even the best intentions is always 

inflected by the oppressive conditions it was meant to combat. 

This introduces a kind of uncanniness into the struggles of those 

we might term ‘neoliberal radicals,’ a constant back and forth 

questioning about whether one is fighting the system or playing 

right into its hands.29  

Neoliberal individualism and politicized identities, such as corporate feminism, threaten 

to mitigate any radical potential in consumption and the poetics of the everyday through 

the assertion that the power to consume is the personal revolution.30  

 

The Arts and Crafts Movement: Socialist Roots in Contemporary Craftivism 

Many individuals and communities mobilizing through craftivism cite the 

socialist-based politics of William Morris and the Arts and Crafts Movement in their 

craftivist rhetoric. One such group is the Calgary-based Revolutionary Knitting Circle 

(RKC). Founded in 2001 by Grant Neufeld, the RKC was most active between 2001 and 

2007, and remains one of the most politically strident examples of craftivism to date. 

Known for their peaceful and playful ‘knit-ins,’ RKC members would lead interested 

members of the public in collaborative durational actions of protest at demonstrations; for 

example, working to knit large ‘Peace Knits’ banners that, once complete, could be 

                                                      

29 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism, 142. 
30 Neoliberalism is an economic theory that champions unfettered enterprise and economic expansion and 

the privatization of public assets. Neoliberalism promotes a society organized around supporting a ‘free 

market’ economy. In such a society, neoliberalism, as an abstract form of political economy and as a mode 

of governance, inserts “marketized principles of competition” into all levels of soceity and culture. 

Nicholas Gane, “Sociology and Neoliberalism,” in Sociology 48, no. 6 (2014): 1092. 



 

163 

 

carried in marches or held up at protests (Figure 4.3).31 Over the years, the RKC was 

involved in actions such as protesting the G8 summit in Kananaskis in 2002, protesting in 

conjunction with the International Day of Action to End War on Iraq in 2005, protesting 

in ally-ship with Idle No More in 2012 and 2013, and protesting provincial budget cuts to 

services for people with developmental disabilities in Alberta in 2013.32  

In 2001, the RKC’s website welcomed visitors of “all ages and genders,” and 

described the group as “a loosely knit circle of revolutionaries,” with a mandate to, 

“revive and expand the social traditions around textiles and other hand-craft work,” with 

the ultimate goal: to “foster community and provide opportunities for dialogue across 

class, gender, ethnicity, age and other social boundaries.”33 The group aimed to realize 

these goals through regular meetings where members would knit or crochet, and teach 

others needlework skills, all the while talking about ideas, sharing knowledge, and 

mobilizing toward future events and demonstrations.34 At the bottom of their homepage 

the RKC contextualized the word ‘Revolutionary’ in their name, and explained their 

                                                      

31 Kirsty Robertson, “Rebellious Doilies and Subversive Stitches: Writing a Craftivist History,” in 

Extra/Ordinary: Craft and Contemporary Art, ed. Maria Elena Buszek (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 2011): 184–203. 
32 Mary Vallis, “Changing the world one stitch at a time,” in The National Post March 19 2007, A2. 
33 I’d like to briefly note that working with online resources requires working with the internet, which, is in 

a sense a precarious and ephemeral archive that is always changing: content constantly being created and 

just as easily blinked out of existence when domains become defunct or platforms shutdown. When I first 

began researching craftivism in 2012, the RKC had a website providing the group’s manifesto, outlining 

their events and actions, and pictures of previous demonstrations. There was also a wikiforum for all the 

various chapters of the RKC; with chapters across Canada, the United States, and a few in Europe 

(primarily the United Kingdom). A year later when I picked up this line of research, I found that the RKC 

website was gone. The wikiforum had been dismantled and only existed as a shell of broken links. Now, 

most of the online traces of the RKC exist as comments or mentions on craftivist forums and blogs, or in 

news articles. Luckily, I can access different iterations of the RKC’s website via the The Online Archive’s 

web archive retrieval service called ‘The Wayback Machine;’ a service that makes over 20 years of 

‘captured’ web content freely available. Originally posted on knitting.activist.ca, December 4 2002. 

Accessed 27 September 2017. Accessed via 

http://web.archive.org/web/20010723165931/http://knitting.activist.ca/  
34 “About,” knitting.activist.ca, December 4 2002. Accessed 27 September 2017. 
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understanding of the radical potential of textiles activity in service of social justice; 

“Some people see the word ‘Revolutionary’ and automatically assume violence. The 

knitting circle is not a revolution of violence and destruction. The knitting circle is a 

constructive revolution – we are creating community and local independence which, in 

this corporate society, is a revolutionary act.”35 

In terms that echoed the revolutionary declarations of William Morris, John 

Ruskin and their peers, the RKC stated their values and points of action in a 

“Proclamation of Constructive Revolution” that clearly borrowed in sentiment and politic 

from the Arts and Crafts Movement (Figure 4.4).36 The “Proclamation” centered around a 

commitment to global justice activism that affirmed the capability of local communities 

to support themselves, thereby undermining multi-national corporations and globalized 

markets through independent subsistence. The “Proclamation” asserts that, “all 

communities should have the means necessary to meet every essential need of their own 

people. To that end, the Revolutionary Knitting Circle calls upon people everywhere to 

take up the struggle through the tools of local production. … we shall rise together, with 

the tools to liberate local communities from the shackles of global corporatism.” 

According to “The Proclamation,” the individual is charged with contributing their skills 

and knowledge to the commons for the collective good; “whether you want to knit, quilt, 

grow food, build homes, teach, heal or any of the other skills that can provide for a 

community, we call on you to come forward in solidarity to create production and 

learning outside of the dominant ‘corporate economics.’” The emphasis on local 

                                                      

35 “About,” knitting.activist.ca. 
36 “Proclamation of Constructive Revolution.” 
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production and exchange was framed as a way to disavow the “corporate slavery” and the 

exploited labour required to maintain capitalism’s competitive global economy. This 

transformation would lead to “meaningful” and “equitable” labour and exchanges that 

would honour the integrity of the worker/producer, which would ultimately, “bring about 

understanding, justice and peace to truly enrich our individual lives and our 

communities.” As well as the “daily struggle” envisioned in the shift of the methods and 

systems of production and exchange toward autonomy and self-sufficiency, the RKC 

called for regular and sustained action:  

We shall put this struggle in the faces of the elites by engaging in 

knit-ins at their places of power throughout the world. We shall 

conduct workshops and skill-sharing at their major meetings, on 

the steps of government edifices, and – perhaps most 

significantly – in the banks, malls and even those ‘hallowed’ 

office towers of the richest of the rich.37 

“The Proclamation” ultimately envisioned a “constructive revolution” that would create a 

“globalization of justice,” where emancipation and equity on the local level would spread 

and stabilize emancipation and equity on a global scale.38  

Many of the guiding principles in the “Proclamation of Constructive Revolution” 

are borrowed from the values of the Arts and Crafts Movement: the emphasis on 

returning the means of production to the common person thereby empowering local 

communities and undermining globalized trade and economic systems; the commitment 

to “joy in labour” and the importance of “working with your hands” to the wellbeing of 

                                                      

37 “Proclamation of Constructive Revolution.” 
38  Indeed, as Sandra Alfoldy suggests, “The notion of anti-globalization through craft is supported by the 

regional nature of much craft practice.” She goes on to point out the irony of craft’s regionalism in defiance 

to global capitalism: “this regionalism contributes to the success of craft within the capitalist market, as 

tourism promotes craftspeople and their objects as representing authentic local identities.” Alfoldy, 

Crafting Identity, 225. 
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the individual; the belief that good design would create beautiful, useful, and well-made 

things that would last longer and reduce the environmental impact of manufacturing both 

in production and the product’s eventual obsolescence. The ideas promoted by the Arts 

and Crafts Movement remain powerful and radical over a century after their original 

dissemination and application. Today, along with the RKC, many craftivists are drawn to 

various aspects of these powerful ideas because they imbue in craft and hand-making 

activity a meaningful avenue to forge community, and battle alienation and feelings of 

disempowerment. For craftivists, taking time to learn a skill, to hone that skill, to create 

something from scratch, and to share the product and knowledge of that skill with their 

community, becomes a powerful intervention into the status quo of mass-produced 

throw-away consumerism. The radical ideas of the Arts and Crafts Movement – of 

making only what you need for yourself and your community, of labour that does not 

debase the worker, of good design in opposition to obsolescence and waste – are 

inspiring points of aspiration within craftivist culture.  

To better understand the significance of the Arts and Crafts Movement and its 

impact on craft and design, I will give a brief historical overview that contextualizes the 

movement by describing the circumstances from which it arose, elaborating on its key 

tenets, and exploring its influential legacy. In the nineteenth century, the rapid 

industrialisation of Britain saw the dramatic alienation of the swelling working class.39 

                                                      

39 Alienation, as Karl Marx defined it, occurs when the worker confronts the product of his labour as 

“something alien, as a power independent of the producer.” In this system, the capitalist profits off of the 

commodity which gains value through the process of economised though fragmented fabrication, while the 

worker becomes devalued. Hereby, labour produces “the worker as commodity.” Karl Marx, “Economic 

and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844,” in The Marx-Engels Reader, ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: 

Norton, 1978), 71. 
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Furthermore, technological innovation in manufacturing raced ahead of advancements in 

design, which meant that there was a consumer market saturated with poorly designed, 

aesthetically discordant, shoddily realized products destined to break or become 

outmoded.40 These circumstances inspired the inception of the mid-century Design 

Reform Movement which had the primary goal of raising the awareness of draughtsmen 

in correct and non-derivative design, the education of the craftsman and labourers in skill 

and proper manual technique through the establishment of specialised trade schools, and 

the edification of the public in good taste and style through public displays of industry 

starting with the Great Exhibition of 1851.41 In fact, it was the lack of standards and the 

disarray of the various British exhibits at the Great Exhibition that spurned notable 

architects and designers – such as Sir Henry Cole, Richard Redgrave, and Owen Jones – 

into action.42 The impetus for the South Kensington Museum, which had the mandate of 

raising industry standards through providing examples of good design and manufactury, 

was a display Cole organised of the most ugly and tasteless items from the Great 

Exhibition – prominent in this display were needle-worked items and other objects from 

the domain of feminized domestic handicrafts.43  

While Design Reformers focused on the quality of products of industry, and 

desired to cultivate an informed and lucrative home market, some thirty years later, 

                                                      

40 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 51; and Auerbach, Great Exhibition of 1851, 217. 
41 Sparke, The Sexual Politics of Taste, 43–44; and Auerbach, Great Exhibition of 1851, 217. 
42 Owen Jones wrote, “We have no principles. No unity; the architecture, the upholsterer, the paper-stainer, 

the weaver, the calico-printer, and the potter, run each their independent course; each struggles fruitlessly, 

each produces in art novelty without beauty, or beauty without intelligence.” Owen Jones quoted in Gillian 

Naylor, The Arts and Crafts Movement: A Study of its Sources, Ideals and Influences on Design Theory 

(London: Studio Vista, 1971), 20. 
43 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 51–52. 
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proponents of the Arts and Crafts Movement focused on the conditions of production of 

common goods as well as the products themselves as intrinsically linked to broader 

political and social issues.44 The Arts and Crafts Exhibition Society (from which the Arts 

and Craft’s Movement drew its name) was established with similar aims as previous 

reformist groups and societies; namely, to educate the general public in good and useful 

design, to promote sales, as well as to create a forum for acquiring commissions for 

exhibitors.45 In opposition to the prevailing standard of mechanised industry, the Arts and 

Crafts Movement adopted a romantic attachment to the fantasy of a preindustrial pastoral 

crafts tradition, placing an emphasis on archaic ways of making that celebrated the 

craftsman as an artist, and the product of his labour as appropriately designed and finely 

made.46 Influenced by the revolutionary socialist ideals of John Ruskin and William 

Morris, the Arts and Crafts Movement reflected socialist labour politics that advocated 

                                                      

44 As the architect John D. Sedding said in an address he gave at the National Association for the 

Advancement of Art and its Application to Industry held in Liverpool in 1888, “The harm that has come to 

our manufacturers through machinery is undeniable, yet let us not be too hard upon the machine, which, 

after all, has no volition of its own, but is merely a dead passive instrument of mechanism. … To deplore 

the bad design of our manufactures is one thing, but there is something to deplore still more, that is, the bad 

design of the manufacturer, who, eager for his margin of profits, has regarded neither the interests of art not 

of trade morality, nor the interests of the operatives by whose labours he became rich. The problem of our 

industries has two sides – an art side, and a social side; it relates to bad art, and it relates to the bad social 

condition of the dwellers in those congeries of buildings known as manufacturing towns. And if the evil be 

two-fold the remedy must be two-fold – we much not apply an art-remedy and leave the social maladies 

uncured.” John D. Sedding, “Things Amiss with our Arts and Industries,” in Transactions of the National 

Association for the Advancement of Art and its Application to Industry, Liverpool meeting (London; N.P., 

1888), 344. 
45 Greensted, Introduction, 1. 
46 In illustration of this point, we might look to a lecture Morris gave in 1877 in which he stated, “For as 

was the land, such was the art of it while folk yet troubled themselves about such things; it strove little to 

impress people either by pomp or ingenuity: not unseldom it fell into commonplace, rarely it rose into 

majesty; yet was it never oppressive, never a slave's nightmare nor an insolent boast: and at its best it had 

an inventiveness, an individuality that grander styles have never overpassed: its best too, and that was in its 

very heart, was given as freely to the yeoman's house, and the humble village church, as to the lord's palace 

or the mighty cathedral: never coarse, though often rude enough, sweet, natural and unaffected, an art of 

peasants rather than of merchant-princes or courtiers, it must be a hard heart, I think, that does not love it.” 

“Hopes and Fears for Art,” in News from Nowhere and Selected Writings and Designs (Middlesex, 

England: Penguin, 1984), 97. 
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for humane working conditions for craftsmen, a good quality of life (a decent wage and 

good housing), as well as closing the divide between designers and craftsmen (thus 

returning respect and dignity to both the labourer and the draftsman).47 In The Stones of 

Venice, Ruskin’s ground-breaking treatise on the social importance of morally correct 

architecture, Ruskin wrote, 

We are always in these days endeavouring to separate the two; 

we want one man to be always thinking, and another to be 

always working, and we call one a gentleman, and the other an 

operative; whereas the workman ought often to be thinking, and 

the thinker often to be working, and both should be gentlemen, 

in the best sense. As it is, we make both ungentle, the one 

envying, the other despising, his brother; and the mass of society 

is made up of morbid thinkers, and miserable workers. Now it is 

only by labour that thought can be made healthy, and only by 

thought that labour can be made happy, and the two cannot be 

separated with impunity” [emphasis mine].48  

This quotation highlights two important points: the first being that the designer should 

dirty their hands with the realization of their ideas, and vice versa, the worker should 

have creative influence over that which they create; and the second, that healthy thoughts 

and happy labour come when each person is invested wholly – emotionally, 

intellectually, and physically – in their work, and that this, in turn, a healthy and happy 

society makes.  

                                                      

47 William Morris gave the definition of socialism that he identified with in a letter to the editor of Justice 

in 1894. He wrote, “what I mean by Socialism is a condition of society in which there should be neither 

rich nor poor, neither master nor master's man, neither idle nor overworked, neither brainslack brain 

workers, nor heartsick hand workers, in a word, in which all men would be living in equality of condition, 

and would manage their affairs unwastefully, and with the full consciousness that harm to one would mean 

harm to all-the realisation at last of the meaning of the word COMMONWEALTH.” William Morris, “How 

I Became a Socialist,” in The Political Writings of William Morris, ed. A. L. Morton (London: Lawrence & 

Wishart Ltd., 1984), 242. William Morris wrote prolifically about art, craft, design, issues of labour, and 

society (among a great many other things). His lectures and essays which bear significant importance to the 

topic of this chapter are: “Hopes and Fears for Art” (1882), “Art and Socialism” (1884), “Art and Labour” 

(1884), “Art and Industry in the 14th Century” (1887), “The Revival of Handicraft” (1888), “Arts and 

Crafts of To-Day” (1889), and “The Socialist Ideal: Art” (1891). 
48 John Ruskin, On the Nature of Gothic: and herein of the True Functions of the Workman in Art, 

reprinted excerpt from The Stones of Venice (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1854), 13–14. 
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William Morris is a prominent example of the embodiment of this key Arts and 

Crafts ethos. Morris’s interests and achievements were prodigious: he translated Norse 

epics into English, wrote Pre-Raphaelite poetry and utopian fictions, painted and drew, 

spent hours sitting at his loom as well as embroidering, did his own dyeing, and designed 

patterns for wallpaper, stained glass, decorative textiles, and furniture.49  

In the later years of his life, Morris’s impassioned focus was the Kelmscott Press, 

which he founded in 1891, in a cottage by his Hammersmith residence. Kelmscott Press 

books were exquisite and expensive, becoming much sought-after luxury objects due 

especially to their unique character lent by Morris’s specially designed fonts, initials and 

borders, and lovely woodcut illustrations by Morris’s friend and colleague the noted artist 

Edward Burne-Jones. Critics derided Morris and accused him of being a hypocrite; 

suggesting that his socialist politics and his condemnation of industrialism, capitalist 

consumerism, and conspicuous waste were at odds with his bourgeois aesthete activities 

in which he designed and produced the ultimate luxury commodities that only the elite 

could afford.50 However, Elizabeth C. Miller suggests that these critics failed to 

comprehend the powerful critique of capitalist consumption habits that motivated Morris 

in regard to his work with the Kelmscott Press. She reminds us that while Kelmscott 

books were expensive and decadent, they were made skillfully, employing traditional 

printing processes, and that the books were made from the best materials in order to be 

                                                      

49 Greensted, Introduction, 5. For a detailed account of Morris’s activities and projects over the span of his 

life, see Fiona MacCarthy’s biography William Morris: A Life for Our Time (London: Faber and Faber, 

1994). 
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durable and to last a long time. Miller writes, 

the Kelmscott Press articulated a central premise of Morris’s 

socialism. It modeled a form of production grounded in beauty, 

materials, durability, and good labour practices, even for 

bookmaking, that most utilitarian of arts. It was not enough for 

Morris to imbue household objects with the aura of artistic 

creation, as he did in his work for Morris & Co.; he brought this 

aura to print, too, to demonstrate that even an area of production 

thought to be essentially indifferent to beauty and craftsmanship 

could be transformed through a new approach to labour and 

materials.51 

Morris’s commitment to quality design and production are critical gestures 

against wasteful consumption that remain important and significant over a century later, 

especially when we take stock of contemporary circumstances where obsolescence is 

intentionally designed into products in order to perpetuate the product and its brand. 

Beyond this, Morris’s legacy continues to influence contemporary crafting practices in 

multitudinous ways; from an emphasis on hand making and “joy in labour,” to ideas on 

equitable labour practices that support a healthy and happy individual, and in turn a 

healthy and happy local community and society. The socialist rhetoric of William Morris 

and the Arts and Crafts Movement often crops up throughout craftivist culture: in 

manifestos, community guiding principles, initiative directions, and project goals.52  

                                                      

51 Miller, “Sustainable Socialism,” 10. 
52   Elaine Cheasley Paterson demonstrates how craft’s political history is mobilized in service of its 

contemporary usages and commercial applications, drawing on the work of Susan Luckman in Locating 

Cultural Work, she writes: “Today, individuals continue to use craft as an outlet for their concerns about 

the exploitation of their own labour and the labour of others. Craft is frequently linked to (markedly 

middle-class and often white) practices with an ethical sensibility, including movements against 

globalization and sweatshops, for organic food and direct from the grower, fair-trade goods, up-cycling or 

re-use, and environmental products, in order to highlight ongoing concerns about consumption and 

production often by way of the citizen-consumer, though the racial politics of contemporary craft remain 

under-interrogated.” Elaine Cheasley Paterson, “Tracing Craft – Labour, creativity, and sustainability in the 

Home Arts Movement,” (paper, Canadian Craft Biennial Symposium, Burlington and Toronto, ON, 14–16 

September 2017); and Susan Luckman, Locating Cultural Work: The Poetics and Politics of Rural, 
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As an example of this, artist and craftivist Cat Mazza’s initiative microRevolt 

aimed to disseminate information about the history of sweatshops in the wake of 

nineteenth-century industrialism and modernization, as well as create awareness about 

the link between sweatshops and consumer culture, global capitalism, and the 

feminisation of sweat-labour.53 The Nike Blanket Petition was a project that ran from 

2003 to 2008. The collaborative textile petition advocated for fair labour policies for Nike 

garment workers.54 Comprised of dozens of four-inch-square knitted and crocheted 

swatches, the Nike Blanket Petition was a tangible petition that was over fifteen feet long 

with contributions mailed in from over 30 different countries (Figure 4.5). At a time 

when clicktivism and dot-com-activism were especially popular, The Nike Blanket 

Petition was a project that emphasised the intention and presence of each signee, 

demonstrated through the purposeful and durational gesture of hand-making a 

swatch/signature.  

Similarly, Sarah Corbett – the founder of The Craftivist Collective, a popular 

online community and for-profit social enterprise – creates craftivist projects for various 

causes and sells the kits, which contain the pattern and all the required materials, online. 

One such project/kit is for cross-stitched Mini Protest Banners that can be strung up in 

public spaces during high profile events. Corbett and the Craftivist Collective suggest, for 

example, making Mini Protest Banners that provide statistical information about the 

exploitative labour conditions prevalent throughout the fashion and textiles industry and 

then placing them near London Fashion Week’s venues (Figure 4.6). Corbett suggests 

                                                      

53 Amory Starr, Naming the Enemy: Anti-Corporate Movements Confront Globalization (London and New 

York: Zed Books, 2000), 88; Kirsty Robertson, “Rebellious Doilies and Subversive Stitches,” 196. 
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that craftivist gestures, such as the Mini Protest Banners, are effective because they 

disrupt people’s daily lives in a subversive way that is gentle and genuine.55 She also 

suggests that the act of stitching the banners allows craftivists to embody solidarity with 

exploited textiles workers by expressing their activism through needlework. The third 

point of The Craftivist Collective’s “Craftivist Manifesto” entreats craftivists to: 

“Preserve the dignity of others by showing solidarity with them in your craft. Understand 

their struggles and you’ll understand their solutions. Activism is not about charity” (see 

Figure 4.7).56  

Cat Mazza’s microRevolt Nike Blanket Petition and the Craftivist Collective’s 

Mini Protest Banners are just two examples of craftivism that are mobilized around 

labour issues, where needleworking is invoked to give the interventionist gesture more 

clout and resonance. Needle craft’s appeal to Western activists as a subversive medium 

has much to do with its history as a gendered form of labour and leisure, and the 

historical subordination of this feminine labour and leisure within a patriarchal society.57 

Western middle-class women have long vocalized their discontent and dissent, as well as 

their pleasure and desire, through handicraft and needlework, making it a powerful and 

polyvocal form of expression that is imbued with numerous symbolic significances.  

 

                                                      

55 Sarah Corbett, “Mini Banner,” Craftivist Collective website, n.d. Accessed 27 September 2017. 
56 Later in this chapter, I will provide a critical assessment of craftivism that will discuss the prevalent 

attitude within craftivist culture whereby craftivists – usually white, materially privileged women – fight 

for the rights of those who cannot fight for themselves – generally, people experiencing hardship, violence, 

or working in exploited conditions in developing nations, which means that they are often also racialized 

and poor. Sarah Corbett, “A Craftivest’s Manifesto,” Craftivist Collective website, n.d. Accessed 27 

September 2017. 
57 Pennina Barnett, “Afterthoughts on curating ‘The Subversive Stitch,’” in New Feminist Art Criticism, 
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Domestic Craft: Traditional Femininity in the Twentieth Century 

The previous chapters in this thesis have done the work of demonstrating how 

handicrafts became an axiomatic marker of middle-class femininity in Britain in the 

nineteenth century, and then, how through imperialism and colonialism, became a 

racializing process that marked difference and imposed social hierarchies. This section’s 

discussion will expand on this analysis by exploring how handicrafting has been used as a 

political medium because of its strong symbolic and ideological associations with 

femininity, the middle class, and whiteness.58 

From the nineteenth century onward, women have identified with craft’s 

connotations of traditional femininity, or identified with craft’s subordinated and 

devalued place within the cultural hierarchies of a patriarchal society.59 Amateur crafts 

have been used, and continue to be used, for its literal association with a history of 

feminine gentility, thrift, industriousness, and disciplined skill, or, metaphorically, as a 

symbol of the historical trivialization of girls’ and women’s domestic work and culture, 

allowing for the ironic and subversive use of domestic crafts to reject traditional values 

and meanings.60 In a sense, domestic crafts came to serve both conservative feminine 

values and radical feminist meanings, sometimes employing either trope in opposition to 

the other, and sometimes employing both synchronously.  

In the 1840s handicrafting was at its height in popularity and represented a 

                                                      

58 Logan, Victorian Parlour, 167. See also: Pristash, Schaechterle, and Wood, “The Needle as the Pen,” 19. 
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significant social practice influenced by and responding to industrial modernity.61 

However, after the 1860s, handicrafting became a reactionary nostalgic practice often 

associated with traditional ideas of the home, and correct femininity, and the patriarchal 

nuclear family (where the husband was the ‘bread winner,’ and the wife was the mother, 

the hostess, and the housekeeper).62 In the latter half of the nineteenth century, in Britain 

as well as in Canada and the United States, the emphasis shifted from industrious 

production toward clever consumption. The Make-do-and-mend Movement and the 

popularity of consumer home crafts in the 1920s and 30s constituted a handicraft revival 

that renewed an interest in craft for a new generation.63 Indeed, as will be discussed 

further on in this section, in the first half of the twentieth century, domestic craft 

represented and was dependent on progress, technological innovation, economic 

expansion, and consumerism – all staples of modernity, while being simultaneously 

antithetical to modernism’s aesthetic principles.64 By the end of the twentieth century, 

going into the twenty-first century, amateur craft and Do-It-Yourself had taken on new 

meaning with post-modernism, third-wave feminism, and post-feminism.  

The nineteenth century connection between domestic handicraft and traditional 

femininity, conventional domesticity and family life remained ever present in popular 

culture and public discourse, though emphasis on these ideologies and the popularity of 

handicrafts waxed and waned. These ideologies were strongest during the Make-do-and-

                                                      

61 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 51. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Similar economic circumstances after the Second World War also activated a surge in hobby craft’s 
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British Women’s Magazines in the 1920s and 1930s,” in Journal of Design History 19, no. 1 (Spring 

2006): 25.  
64 Ibid., 178. 



 

176 

 

mend Movement of the 1920s, the economic depression in the 1930s, the interwar years, 

following the Second World War, and in the boom years of the 1980s; though, for 

varying reasons and as a solution to or result of various circumstances.  

The Victorian belief that true femininity was only fully realized through 

motherhood, and that ‘good’ mothers understood their most important duty to be the 

upbringing of their children, evolved in the twentieth century to stipulate that a mother’s 

place was at home where she could dedicate all of her time to her children.65 This rhetoric 

aimed to keep women out of the workforce so that they did not take jobs away from 

men.66 This was especially important following both world wars. While knitting and 

sewing were important ways that women supported the war effort, once the war was over, 

these crafts became re-situated as suitable activities for housebound women.67  

Furthermore, certain crafts, especially knitting and crocheting, were often cast as 

a ‘labour of love,’ linking making with ‘love’ and affection, positive attributes that 

women sought to imbue themselves and their homes with.68 In line with this, domesticity 

as keeping house was a duty that was often framed as a voluntary expression of love and 

that housework was not work at all.69 In the nineteenth century, middle-class mistresses 

had had servants at their disposal to do the majority of the work of running the house, 

however, in the twentieth century women found themselves doing the same work that 
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servants once had. As Adrian Forty notes, “Rather than pretending that housework was 

not work at all, another strategy was to make it into a ‘craft.’”70 In this way, housework 

and domesticity were reframed as ‘labours of love’ that women should enjoy, because 

that style of work fell naturally to them.  

Furthermore, after the war, the proliferation of craft kits and ready-to-make crafts 

overshadowed the finer, more intricate Victorian crafts. Accordingly, “Traditional 

feminine ideals had to be accommodated with representations of the modern woman, or 

home craft as a repository of female skills adapted to a modern culture of 

consumption.”71 As Steven M. Gelber notes, “The new simpler crafts for everybody were 

the amazing, do-everything slicer and dicer of productive leisure that retained the positive 

reputation of prewar crafts, bestowing positive moral and economic values while they 

enriched, relaxed, and rejuvenated the hobbyist.”72 

In the twentieth century, through ideologies around motherhood, “the family” 

became one of the key social formations that guided public discourse around women and 

femininity. Motivated by the decline in population due to low birth rates in the interwar 

years and the high casualties of the wars, a number of government schemes and pro-

natalist campaigns began to encourage families to plan for four children or more.73 A key 

component to the success of these schemes and campaigns was the promotion of 

idealized domesticity and nostalgic family life as presented in prolific literature and 

popular culture of the period. In the Cold War years, neo-conservative policies in the 
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United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada pushed traditional gender roles and 

gendered divisions of labour, as well as a renewed emphasis on “family values” in 

response to the upheaval that accompanied the social movements of the 1960s and 70s, 

which permanently changed the constitution and meaning of the family in North 

America.74 Feminism and the Women’s Liberation Movement, as well as the Gay 

Liberation Movement and the Civil Rights Movement were blamed for increases in 

divorce rates, single working mothers, same-sex and opposite-sex civil partnerships (as 

opposed to traditional marriages), and interracial unions and families.75 Gill Jagger and 

Caroline Wright suggest that “changes in the family and gender relations are viewed 

negatively,” and that “social problems tend to be blamed on these changes, in particular 

the shift from a model of the family in which there is a male breadwinner and an 

economically dependent female home-maker.”76 Conservative anxieties around 

motherhood and childrearing continued to be tied to imperatives concerned with the 

‘health’ and moral ‘strength’ of the nation; the crumbling of the nuclear family unit 

(‘broken homes’) and working women were seen as a serious threat to society.77 Popular 

depictions of happy homes and stay-at-home moms often included representations of 

hobby crafts as nostalgic symbols that supported traditional family values. Indeed, the 
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figure of the happy housewife is alive and well today as evidenced by the proliferations 

of books, blogs, and other social media forms that document the domestic bliss and 

strong values of these women – in which crafting and DIY figure prominently in their 

self-representation and narratives.78 

 

Domestic Craft: Feminism and Post-Feminism 

As Adrian Forty notes, prior to the 1960s, popular opinion held that “the only way 

for women to achieve fulfilment and recognition as women was by being successful in 

the role of housewives and mothers.”79 However, the Women’s Liberation Movement in 

the 1970s rejected rigid gender roles and gendered divisions in the social sphere – 

namely, binaries such as the public and private, domestic labour and professional labour, 

the emotional and the intellectual, and so on – and advocated for economic autonomy and 

legal equality.80 More radical feminist groups who drew from the Civil Rights, Anti-War, 

and Student Movements, agitated to completely overthrow the patriarchal social order. 

An important aspect of early feminist activism was consciousness raising, a tactic that 

took personal experience and created opportunities for political analysis, thus 

transforming daily life into a political arena in which to fight sexist oppression.81 

In light of this, women began to assess their home life, their housework, and their 

                                                      

78 For example, in Darla Shine’s manual-style book Happy Housewives, she prescribes certain values: 

“respect; pride; confidence; passion; friendship; a clean home; and, most importantly a close relationship 

with your children.” Along with an emphasis on motherhood and domesticity, Shine suggests that the 

institution of heterosexual marriage and the intimacy found therein are fundamental: “you will never be a 
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domestic leisure from a politicized vantage point. The domestic realm and the work of 

keeping the house – having and raising the children, cooking, cleaning, and washing, 

tending to each family member’s emotional needs, meeting the sexual needs of the 

husband – all became appreciated as unpaid work performed by women. Maria Mies 

posits that the domestic and reproductive work performed by women effectively 

subsidized male workers through their free labour; in order to maintain this arrangement, 

a patriarchal social order upheld through violence and coercion limited women’s sphere 

of existence and influence to the domestic realm.82 Indeed, so fundamental was (and is) 

women’s unremunerated labour to the function of capitalism that were women to be 

fairly remunerated, the capitalist system would collapse.83  

When it came to critically assessing their leisure in the form of hobby crafts and 

DIY projects, some women chose to take up their needles and glue tins in an effort to 

empty femininity of its pejorative associations, while others still, chose amateur craft as a 

medium from which to launch a subversive attack on patriarchal cultural value systems.84 

However, many women abandoned domesticity, including amateur crafts and 

needlework, in pursuit of public lives: as workers, as students, or as professionals.85 

Some feminist artists took up crafts and textiles because they felt it was an authentic 

medium that could convey women’s experiences. As Roszika Parker notes, “Seventies 

artists employed embroidery as a medium with a heritage in women’s hands, and thus as 
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more appropriate than male-associated paint for making feminist statements.”86 

Furthermore, Parker emphasises the political significance of crafts as a feminist art form: 

“feminists in their embroidery showed that the personal was the political – that personal 

and domestic life is as much the product of the institutions and ideologies of our society 

as is public life.”87 They responded to the misogyny in much of the Modernist aesthetic 

rhetoric of the time, with its roots in Design Reform and Arts and Craft’s philosophies, 

and used craft as a subversive form to push back.88  

The Feminist Art Movement’s recuperation of women’s traditional art forms – 

including sewing, quilting, weaving, embroidery, knitting, crochet, rug hooking, and so 

on – exposed the way cultural associations of craft with women’s work had contributed to 

the historical marginalization of fiber and craft in the art world.89 In line with this, 

African American artist Faith Ringgold, who created elaborate narrative quilts that were 

as committed to feminism as they were Afrocentrism, described her choice of materials in 

an interview: 

Who said that art is oil paint stretched on canvas with art frames? 

I didn’t say that. … now I do sewing and all kinds of things. 

Sewing has been traditionally what all women in all cultures 
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have done. … I don’t want to be placed in the bag where I think 

that all art is about making something that nobody can move. 

Making some big, monumental, monolithic thing which I can’t 

even afford to do. …Feminist art is soft art, lightweight art, 

sewing art. This is the contribution women have made that is 

uniquely theirs.90 

The notion that sewing and textiles were avenues capable of genuine expression 

for women made it an attractive medium for activists. The Greenham Common’s 

Women’s Peace Camp of Brawdy Airfield in 1982 is one of the most prominent 

examples of women employing craft and textiles in service of an activism that 

specifically drew on their identity as women. The Women’s Peace Camp anti-nuclear 

protest to disarm the Greenham Common Airbase lasted for over a decade, and saw many 

women encamped outside the base with stitched banners reminiscent of those made in 

support of the Suffrage Movement, and knotted nets that acted as makeshift barriers.91 

These women employed the rhetoric of essentialist femininity in opposition to war, where 

women (as mothers and nurturers) had a duty to protect the Earth and humanity from war 

and nuclear weapons (coded in this binary dynamic as masculine).92 As Parker suggests, 

“The peace movement deliberately evoked the meaning of embroidery to emphasise that 

they were campaigning against the nuclear threat as women. Displayed at Greenham, the 

banners declared the fence a boundary between femininity and masculinity, between life 

and death, technology and nature” [original emphasis].93  

The powerful activist gesture sustained by the Women’s Peace Camp for over a 

                                                      

90 Faith Ringgold, as quoted in Auther, String Felt Thread, 105. 
91 Janis Jefferies, “Text and textiles: weaving across the borderlines,” in Feminist Art Criticism, ed. Katy 

Deepwell (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 167. 
92 Robertson, “Rebellious Doilies and Subversive Stitches,” 185. 
93 Parker, Subversive Stitch, 211. 



 

183 

 

decade, and their use of craft in service to a non-violence politic has inspired many 

contemporary activists, including craftivists. In 2006, Danish textile artist Marianne 

Jørgensen teamed up with the English craftivist group the Cast Off Knitters to pose an 

intervention in a public space in order to protest the Danish support of America’s war on 

Iraq. Jørgensen and the Cast Off Knitters put out a call via their online networks asking 

people to knit or crochet pink granny squares and mail them to the collaborators.94 On 

April 6th, Jørgensen and members of Cast Off, as well as other craftivists assembled over 

4,000 squares into a patchwork covering that they stitched onto a memorial combat tank 

(see Figure 4.8). While soft, feminine textiles were effectively used in this instance to 

send a strong, visible message of dissent, it is important to remember that textiles have at 

different times been used just as easily to support war efforts.95 

The feminist rhetoric of the 1960s rendered traditional femininity in service of a 

patriarchal household, and in extension a patriarchal society, to be deplorable. Along 

these lines, white women with feminist politics discarded any illusions of a stay-at-home 

life, which often included the abandonment of domestic crafting and needlework as 

leisure activities.96 However, beginning in the 1990s, post-feminist attitudes and 
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consumerist sensibilities recuperated housework, hobby crafting, and DIY as ironic sites 

for women’s pleasure and self-expression. In line with a third-wave feminism where 

identity was prominently defined through consumption, the new domesticity was 

embedded in the market and mobilized consumerist desires in unprecedented ways.97 

Domesticity and crafting presented women with a plethora of products to buy, and leisure 

activities to buy into. This new culture around domesticity and craft changed the popular 

narrative: gone were the condescending stereotypes about little old ladies who knit, or 

WASPy homemakers hostessing luncheons – the new domesticity was for white, savvy, 

upwardly mobile, young women.  

This assessment is important when we consider that a good portion of craftivism 

and craftivist culture is bolstered by and continues to perpetuate this post-feminist 

rhetoric that rebrands traditional domesticity and craft – detested and reviled by 

generations of women, according to popular media representation  – thereby making 

ambiguous and obfuscating the important history of women who fought for social 

equality. As Elizabeth Groeneveld observes, “contemporary feminist craft cultures sit at a 

politically ambiguous nexus of privilege, complicity, and resistance.”98 This statement 

astutely summarises one of the most troubling and complex components of current 

craftivism: namely, the multitudinous ways in which feminine identities are deployed and 

feminist politics are mobilized.99 For example, Sarah Corbett (of the Craftivist 
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Collective) wrote in her craftifesto, “Craftivists read Vogue, they have a great sense of 

humor, they care about culture and film and fashion and everything that makes the world 

fun; but they also believe that the world has to change – to become fairer for 

everyone.”100 Corbett’s defensive pronouncement shakes off anti-feminist and post-

feminist assumptions: that being dedicated to activism is somehow antithetical to having 

fun because craftivists are only serious, and that they are attractive and consumable 

themselves because they care about “culture and film and fashion.” Her comment 

suggests that craftivists can use historically feminised craft and needlework practices 

despite their past associations as quotidian labour and activities that inculcated traditional 

femininity. Corbett is aligning herself, however unsophisticatedly, with a third-wave 

feminist politic that, as feminist scholars Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake describe, 

attempts to negotiate identity and resistance in spite of the production/consumption cycle 

of global capitalism through a simultaneously playful and critical engagement with 

consumer culture.101  

While a more conservative political atmosphere was dominant fifteen years ago 

when craftivism first began to crop up – one that emphasised a regressive femininity in 

line with anti-feminist attacks on women – more recently, feminism has experienced a 

revival in popularity. Contemporary popular feminisms – corporate feminism, neoliberal 

feminism, intersectional feminism, queer feminism, and so on – represent a terrain of 

                                                      

100 Sarah Corbett and Sarah Housley, “The Craftivist Collective Guide to Craftivism,” in Utopian Studies 

22, no. 2 (2011): 347. 
101 Heywood and Drake write, “Committed to cultural production as activism, and cognizant that it is 
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struggle in which these iterations compete in mainstream and commercial arenas where it 

can be consumable.102 As Sarah Banet-Weiser and Laura Portwood-Stacer note, 

“Feminism has found its most visible popularity in the messages about self-making, self-

love, and self-care that abound on social media and in corporate campaigns, messages 

mostly aimed at privileged white women and lacking a subtext of self-care as political 

warfare.”103 Along with craftivism’s non-violent rhetoric that emphasises kind and gentle 

public protest, craftivism also offers craftivists a form of activism that, in addition to 

empowering their sense of self and allowing them to mobilize their politics in tandem 

with their identity, moves craftivists to centre their own emotions and well-being.  

 

White Femininity, Feminism, and Craftivism: The Appropriation of Struggle 

This afternoon I received Betsy Greer’s newsletter in my inbox with the usual 

“News from Craftivismland” section, in which Greer highlights some notable craftivist 

projects or actions that have taken place recently, as well as an unusual emotional 

confession.104 Greer’s newsletter usually updates subscribers on her recent (professional) 

craftivist activity – including talks she’s given, workshops she’s done, and articles and 

interviews she has been featured in – as well as giving more general updates on her life, 

such as her current favorite podcast, books she has been reading, and things that she has 

                                                      

102 Banet-Wesier and Portwood-Stacer, “The traffic in feminism,” 884. 
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187 

 

been thinking about. Today, Greer began her newsletter with a reflection on Pema 

Chodron’s “When Things Fall Apart,” suggesting that it gave her insight and clarity, 

given that her life had been in crisis. She closed her newsletter by providing details about 

“falling apart (and building up)” as way of explaining the lapse in recent updates. “For 

the past few months,” she writes, “I've been struggling with some trauma issues and, in 

short, it has been beautiful and it has been a GIANT suckfest. Then this happened, which 

made me question about a million things, which needed to be questioned.”105 “This,” 

refers to an article written for the online magazine Medium by Julia Feliz, a woman of 

Colour and a crafty activist, who calls out craftivism’s whiteness and the prominence of 

empty ally-ship within the movement.106 She describes her experiences engaging with 

craftivism over the last year, as well as discussing in general problems with white 

feminist activism.  

In her article, Feliz states that in the beginning of her engagement with craftivism, 

she had reservations about its claim to gently change the world, but was ultimately drawn 

to a form of activism that seemed altruistic. However, over the last year, Feliz became 

increasingly frustrated by the performative allyship of prominent and visible white, cis-

woman craftivists. Feliz points to Greer as a prime example, and cites an exchange they 

had in the comment section of an Instagram post. The post, originally by 

@alicia.hagadorn and reposted by popular craftivist @sayraphim, showed a close-up of 

the breast pocket of a jean jacket boasting a home-made stitched badge that says “fight 

white supremacy” next to a button depicting the infamous Pussy Hat with the word 
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“Craftivist” inside of it (see Figure 4.9).107 Beneath the image, @Sayraphim gushes, “I 

LOVE these activist badges,” before pasting the original post’s message which 

denounced the violence between white nationalists and protesters in Charlottesville, 

Virginia, in August 2017, and lamented the President’s delayed speech in which he failed 

to differentiate the violence incited by Neo-Nazis and members of the KKK from the 

resistance of protesters. Feliz responded to the post with the following comment: 

It’s kind of gross to make money from oppression and flaunting 

‘ally’ tokens for back pats. This is peak white ally 

performanceship. And I’ve realized that in the constant talk of 

‘nonviolence, love, and kind activism’ which major proponents 

of craftivism like @craftivista [Betsy Greer] and craftivist 

collective [Sara Corbett] push forth only serve to silence the 

oppressed since nonviolence rhetoric actually benefits the 

oppressor. I'd like the white craftivist movement to self crit and 

reflect because I am calling you out. The fact that you *still* 

don’t care how excluding pussy hats are 8 months later also adds 

to some major issues in the movement. Frankly, I am disgusted 

as a person of color that was an avid believer in craftivism until 

it kept taking wrong turns and ignoring the white privileged 

feminism that washes it full of ignorance and just doesn't get it. 

Craftivism should be evolving towards pro-intersectionality and 

inclusiveness but it hasn’t.108  

Greer joined the conversation by responding to Feliz’s comment with vague platitudes, 

suggesting that “people come to activism/craftivism from all points and sides,” and that 

all forms of activism are “valid” because they each have the potential to “resonate with 

different people and maybe cause them to act where and how they can” [emphasis 

mine].109 Ultimately, “all work done in the name of making a better world has its 

place.”110  

                                                      

107 @Sayraphim, Instagram post, 22 August 2017. Accessed 5 October  2017. 
108 Julia Feliz (@jd_feliz), Instagram post by @Sayraphim, 22 August 2017. Accessed 5 October 2017. 
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This emphasis on a “soft,” “gentle,” “non-violent” approach to activism runs 

through the core of most craftivist rhetoric. Many of craftivism’s most vocal, high-profile 

darlings have, at different points, attested to the importance of craftivism’s gentle 

pacifism as its major “selling point” (as opposed to the public perception of marches and 

protests as disruptive and confrontational; comprised of aggressive banner-waving and 

shouting).111 An example is the Craftivist Collective and Sarah Corbett, who in her 

previously noted craftifesto, paints a damning picture of activism, insisting that she is 

“not an anarchist” and that she “can’t condone sabotage, violence, or demonisation,” 

suggesting instead that craftivism is focused on non-intrusive actions aiming to educate 

and raise-consciousness instead of “bullying and preaching.”112 Corbett’s brand of 

craftivism produces “cute, kitsch, and nonthreatening [objects that] hopefully leave seeds 

in people’s minds rather than telling them what to do.”113  

Sarah Corbett and Sarah Housley write that craftivism reaches “a different 

audience than the average activist group,” thereby spreading their “message” to 

populations who might be less susceptible to “aggressive activists.”114 For Corbett and 

Housley, “message” is easily adaptable to the craftivist form, in a ‘flavour of the 

moment’-style logic; “We keep our projects relevant and timely by targeting specific 

issues in contemporary society and linking them to the days it places particular value on.” 

The Craftivist Collective has created projects that have hijacked Valentine’s Day to 

remind people to “show some love for the world/the poorest people in the world,” mini-
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banners with sweat-labour statistics strewn up throughout London Fashion Week’s 

venues, and a quilt on peace and equality to commemorate John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s 

historic bed-in, to name only a few examples.115  

For Corbett and Housley, high-visibility projects that appeal to media coverage is 

an important strategy in their craftivist approach as it could “expose a powerful and 

largely peaceful sector of society, the affluent middle class, to our aims and 

manifesto.”116 This ‘peaceful middle class’ is first, a generalized fantasy, and second, 

imagined largely as a homogenous group (presumably white, affluent, and 

heteronormative), which means that this generalized class can be perceived as peaceful 

because it occupies an uncontested position in society that shores up and is served by the 

status quo.117 Furthermore, craftivism is palatable and non-threatening to powerful 

individuals and the institutions of power alike. It does not pose a challenge to systemic 

oppression or attack structural inequality.118  

Similarly, Feliz is critical of the easy performative gestures prevalent in 

craftivism, where superficial lip service is paid to ‘causes’ or injustices without the 

craftivist doing anything to agitate the circumstances that permit the injustice, or 

reflecting on how they themselves are the beneficiaries of histories of violence, and 

current systems of power that continue to oppress many in their own local communities 
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as well as elsewhere. Feliz writes:  

…here you are still with your pussy hats and embroidering ‘have 

a nice day!’ squares as the most radical actions you can make. 

And these efforts would be all good and well if you were 

actually making a difference and putting in the work to fight 

oppression in your communities and yourselves. However, that’s 

not the case... And single-issue advocacy without having a 

concept of the whole story just doesn’t work...119  

Often, especially in the most popular forms of craftivism, emphasis is placed on the 

aesthetics of the crafted token and the appeal of the public activist gesture – a prime 

example is the infamous ‘Pussy Hat’ that became a popular symbol of solidarity at the 

Women’s March in January 2017.120 Seldom is there a deeper engagement with the issue 

that many craftivist initiatives activate around.  

“The craftivist movement,” writes Feliz, “is one that takes pride in some of the 

most nonsensical white feminist privileged stances that actually works to silence people 
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Banu Gökarıkse, “Intersectional feminism beyond U.S. flag hijab and pussy hats in Trump’s American,” in 
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of color, like myself, instead of actually doing the work to create real change.”121 Often, 

craftivists take up issues and causes outside of their own community that do not affect 

them directly. As Corbett notes in her recent book, How to be a Craftivist: The Art of 

Gentle Protest, “approaching injustice with aggressive anger is unhelpful to our protest. 

A more effective way to protest is through compassion and empathy for all involved: the 

victim, perpetrators and everyone in the process, recognizing that human beings are 

fragile and should be handled with care.”122 This patronizing approach situates craftivists 

as arbitrary outsiders whose own personal well-being is not at risk, and who will not be 

directly effected by the outcome of the craftivist action. Indeed, many craftivists profit 

from their crafty activism by selling craftivist pieces on their websites or on Etsy.com. 

However, the draw to craftivism for many middle-class women is not only that crafting is 

a rewarding and enjoyable pastime with the added bonus of the belief that that pastime 

could have political as well as practical applications, but the empowerment that comes 

from the public validation of personal gestures as important and relevant.123  

As I have discussed previously, for white feminine subjects, domestic crafts are 

oriented toward them with a certain set of symbolic meanings that they often identify 
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with and align themselves to – namely, femininity and gentility.124 While it may seem 

overly reductive, these identity categories undergird a large aspect of Western 

contemporary amateur craft culture. Whether it is the celebration of a nostalgic 

femininity that is the legacy of Victorian handicrafts or the romanticized masculinity of 

hand-crafters as galvanized by the Arts and Crafts Movement, or the disavowal of these 

conservative gender identities by feminist artists who used craft subversively beginning 

in the 1960s; the politics of identity are embedded in craft and craft making.125 Therefore, 

for many crafters, craft can feel like a political act; either as an affirmation or a 

disavowal, or both simultaneously.  

The illusion that this form of leisure can be activated and politicized as a form of 

activism, however, allows bourgeois craftivists to channel their discontent and anxiety 

around injustices they see taking place “somewhere else,” without having to address how 

changing the circumstances of injustice would mean radically destabilizing their own 

lives through disrupting structures that materially and socially privilege them.126 Andrej 
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Grubačić argues that those involved in “humanitarian activism” from positions of relative 

privilege cannot be radical instigators of change.127 Instead, they often look for ‘someone 

else’ located ‘somewhere else’ to invest all of the revolutionary aspirations they desire 

but cannot realize in the complexity of their own lives. Therefore, they seek to assist, 

organize, and facilitate the struggle from the outside.  

A. K. Thompson, an activist as well as a scholar, has written on the figure of the 

young white radical active in the Alter-globalization Movement, offering an insightful 

critique which shows that for many disillusioned white people, ‘the local’ and ‘the 

community’ have become fetishized stand-ins for the site of legitimate struggle outside of 

middle-class experience.128 On this point, Thompson draws on Charles Hamilton and 

Stokely Carmichael who reflect, in their book Black Power, on the involvement of white 

activists in the Civil Rights Movement. Hamilton and Stokely write: “They [white 

radicals] have wanted to be where the action is – and the action has been in those places. 

                                                      

means for white people to be complicit in participating in inequitable power structures while 
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They have sought refuge among blacks from a sterile, meaningless, irrelevant life in 

middle-class America.”129 Along these lines, Max Haiven and Alex Khasnabish suggest 

that “through ‘ideological thinking,’ … abstract categories are substituted for complex 

social realities, resulting in the fetishization and valorization of the imagined oppressed 

Other, which stands in for the subject and the social location of authentic social justice 

struggle.”130 So, when Sarah Corbett and members of the Craftivist Collective cross-

stitch mini-banners as interventions in London’s Fashion Week frenzy, they homogenize 

the plight of textiles workers in developing countries – Bangladesh, India, China all 

become the same location, the Othered ‘somewhere else’ – and romanticize the 

unfathomable exploitation that is their daily norm.131 In so doing, the Craftivist Collective 

and other craftivist initiatives like it, work to obscure the actual forms of oppression that 

take place, and dangerously placate people’s complacency by suggesting that soft forms 

of activism are enough. 132 

Another troubling aspect of craftivism is the way it is routinely situated as an 

ahistorical phenomenon. For example, in her response to Julia Feliz’s comment under 

@Sayraphim’s Instagram post, Betsy Greer writes: “Craftivism is about more than one 

voice and narrative, as it's been happening for thousands of years. There are people 

making and sharing craftivist work now who have all sorts of opinions on all sorts of 

things and are from different backgrounds, expressing your socio/political/cultural 

thoughts creatively runs deep throughout history, which is a rich and wide vein to pull 
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from” [emphasis mine].133 I find that craftivists usually employ a ‘craftivism has been 

happening for, like, a thousand years’ rhetoric when they are co-opting the cultural 

production of other societies in an attempt to give craftivism a historical precedent that 

would legitimate its contemporary validity and efficacy.134 The gross irony is that in 

appropriating another culture’s crafted form of dissent in service of the craftivism 

paradigm, craftivists effectively re-colonize that culture and its cultural expression and 

meaning. Furthermore, this appropriative move is also usually carried out as a multi-

cultural gesture of inclusion, to draw emphasis away from the overwhelming whiteness 

of craftivism. 

 

“The Personal is Political:” Privileged Affect in White Feminist Activism and 

Craftivism 

While the previous section touched on the prominence of “gentleness” and non-

violence in craftivist rhetoric, I want to unpack the significance of affect in craftivism and 

provide a critical analysis of which bodies have access to public space, and which 

subjects feel that the public realm is a viable site for their action and affective expressions 

of dissent. To begin, ‘the personal is political’ is a mantra that many craftivists employ to 

empower their soft, emotive activism, adapting this second-wave feminist tactic in their 

approach to passive resistance that opts for a peaceful alternative to the violence and 
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tension that can accompany public protest actions.  

We have already discussed Sarah Corbett’s preference for craftivism’s softness 

and non-confrontational approach; in a similar vein, Betsy Greer recounts the experience 

of participating in a women’s reproductive rights march in her anecdotal “Craftivist 

History,” writing:  

I remember walking on the protest route, yelling and holding up 

some sign that was handed to me, not entirely sure what I was 

contributing to the world. That kind of protest has its place but 

never felt right for me. And I knew I had to do something, 

anything, and that I could yell and scream all day, but still the 

anger and helplessness and frustration would linger in my 

chest.135  

Greer went on to describe how craftivist gestures could be deeply meaningful and 

significant; “these delicate works powerfully conveyed our anger and often helpless 

thoughts on issues like poverty, welfare, immigration, and racism–without raising a 

single voice.”136 It is not the invocation of the feminine – the soft, the sensual, the private, 

and the domestic – that is presented as the radical gesture here; it is the explosion of the 

personal and the emotional into the public space that constitutes an intervention.  

Like Corbett and Greer, many craftivists employ the feminist activist rhetoric of 

‘the personal is political,’ as a way of empowering and legitimating their personal lives 

and intimate gestures with radical potential, and imbuing their lifestyle choices with the 

intent of affecting change in the public world. Faith Wilding, a prominent feminist textile 

artist active in the 1970s, perfectly summed up this approach;  

It has always been a tenet of the feminist movement that the 

personal is political. It is political because when a person 

becomes transformed, enters into public experience, and infuses 

her own experience into the public, the world becomes 
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transformed for her, but in addition she then has the possibility 

of transforming the world. … We have witnessed too many 

people who are in politics who have never experienced any kind 

of personal change or real vision.137  

In second-wave feminist organising, women foregrounded their experiences and their 

emotions as being a powerful deconstructive methodological tool that countered the 

established patriarchal modes of thinking and theorising that devalued and dismissed the 

feminine and its associations: the emotional, the sensual, and the subjective.138 However, 

half a century later, things are not the same. The sexist and patriarchal society and culture 

that incited ‘the personal is political,’ while not transformed or changed per se, has 

become less blatant and overt in its material and discursive violence. Women have 

achieved significant advances toward their economic and legal autonomy and freedom. 

However, craftivists inspired and emboldened by the power of ‘the personal is political’ 

lack this socio-historical understanding of the context of that idiom’s usage.  

Within craftivist rhetoric that draws on notions of the feminine and the feminist, 

the emphasis on emotion is further tied to a third-wave politic of pluralism and identity as 

mediated through consumerism and lifestyle, and a neoliberal feminist emphasis on 

individualism – the assumption that the empowerment and emancipation of the individual 

will bring about mirrored changes in society.139 The identification with a hegemonic 

                                                      

137 Faith Wilding, quoted in Ruth E. Eskin, “‘Female Experience in Art’: The Impact of Women’s Art in a 

Work Environment,” in Heresies 1, No. 1 (January 1977), 73. 
138 Thornham, Feminist Theory and Cultural Studies, 22. 
139 Ambalavaner Sivanandan writes about the individualist attitude promoted by ‘the personal is political’ 

from a socialist perspective, emphasizing that radical social change can only come from community action: 

“The personal is the political is concerned with what is owed to one by society, whereas the political is 

personal is concerned with what is owed to society by one. The personal is the political is concerned with 

altering the goal posts, the political is personal is concerned with the field of play. The personal is political 

may produce radical individualism, the political is personal produces a radical society. The personal is 

political entraps you in the self-achieving, self-aggrandising lifestyle of the rich, and the political is 

personal finds value in the communal lifestyle of the poor.” Sivanandan, Communities of Resistance, 57. 
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bourgeois femininity accompanied by a feminist political sensibility empowers the white 

woman craftivist to believe that her self-expression in a public arena is valuable and 

important. It is, as I have previously suggested, tied in to the impulse of white moral 

responsibility: the impulse to intervene in injustices, and the belief that the white person’s 

intervention will be seen and heeded, and all the more so when it is couched in the Trojan 

horse of crochet and good feelings.140  

Furthermore, many activists turn to craftivism as a remedy for depression, 

alienation, and burn out.141 Perhaps because, along with being imbued with feminine 

affectivity, craft has over the last century been utilized as a recuperative technology in the 

West for those recovering from trauma, many activists turned to craftivism as a solution – 

as a way to stay involved in activism and feel okay.142 Queer theorist Ann Cvetkovich 

tackles the affective fallout of political burnout in Depression: A Public Feeling, 

theorising the proliferation of depression in North America today as a result of social 

dissonance. In Depression, she focuses on interrogating depression as a political and 

cultural phenomenon, investigating alternatives to the medical model of diagnosis and 

treatment through the presentation of her “depression memoir.” In the third section of the 

                                                      

140 Barbara Applebaum, “In the name of morality: moral responsibility, whiteness and social justice 

education,” in Journal of Moral Education 34, no. 3 (2005): 280. 277-290. 
141 Sarah Corbett recounts how in 2007 she felt depleted by her various activist efforts: “I felt like a 

burned-out activist. After being part of many activist groups, going on demonstrations, and coordinating 

stunts, I was exhausted. When you campaign to disarm the world of weapons, you are asking a lot of 

yourself and fellow activists, and often you are aiming for impossible things, so you never feel that you 

have succeeded.” Corbett and Housley, “Craftivist Collective Guide to Craftivism,” 345. 
142 Writing on the history of occupational therapy, Sinikka Pöllänen notes craft’s effectiveness in helping 

to rehabilitate physical, cognitive, or mental illness, regaining in the process, a sense of self and quality of 

life through a meaningful form of focus and activity. She writes, “the effects of craft include personal 

growth, development of physical and cognitive skills, control of one’s body, thoughts, and feelings, as well 

as cultural and social awareness … [craft practitioners] noticed the significance of craft as an agony- and 

stress-reducing and mind-calming activity. Holistic craft and ordinary craft played different roles in 

maintaining well-being.” Sinikka Pöllänen, “The meaning of craft: Craft marker’s descriptions of craft as 

an occupation,” in Scandinavian Journal of Occupational Therapy (2013): 217. 
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book, “The Utopia of Ordinary Habit: Crafting, Creativity, and Spiritual Practice,” 

Cvetkovich tackles the division between the public and private spheres of life, suggesting 

that through shame, depression is often quarantined into our private lives, even if it 

results from a public despair. Cvetkovich writes,  

The intimate rituals of daily life, where depression is embedded, 

need to be understood as a public arena, or alternatively as a 

semipublic sphere, that is, a location that doesn’t always 

announce itself or get recognised as public but which 

nonetheless functions as such. … the dream of cocoon-like 

domesticity as a sanctuary from the anxieties and terrors 

produced by economic crisis, war, and cultural conflict. But as 

the private life of public culture, the home becomes the soft 

underbelly of capitalism, a place where the current state of things 

is experienced through a complex range of feelings.”143 

She goes on to suggest that crafting functions as, “a model for creative ways of living in a 

depression culture and as an ordinary form of spiritual practice that I call the utopia of 

everyday habit.”144 In this way, Cvetkovich situates crafting and other domestic rituals of 

comfort and leisure as important affective tools that provide solace and re-inscribe hope 

through small joyful gestures, which she terms ‘habits.’ It strikes me that through her 

“rituals of daily life,” she is seemingly recasting lifestyle choices and rhetorics of the 

everyday in service to neoliberal tenets of self-care. 

However, I argue that placing depression, often cast as a white woman’s malady, 

into the public realm as a political event can have the negative effect of fetishizing and 

sensationalizing white women’s despondency.145 Whose grief, and woe, and affective 

                                                      

143 Cvetkovich, Depression, 156. 
144 Ibid., 159. 
145 An extreme example of the fetishization of white feminine affect is what artist Audrey Wollen has 

coined “Sad Girl Theory,” in which the sadness of (white) women is presented as an act of resistance. For 

Wollen, “Sad Girl Theory” is, “the idea that the internalized suffering women experience should be 

categorized as an act of resistance. Our cultural understanding and history of protest is limited to people 

throwing bricks through windows or thousands of bodies taking to the streets – even our ideas about ‘non-
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suffering does the public hold and make space for? If, as Nirmal Puwar suggests, “Bodies 

do not simply move through spaces but constitute and are constituted by them,” then, I 

would argue, we can read the making of space that supports and legitimates white affect 

as suggestive, especially in contrast to the demonization of public examples of Black 

women’s anger and Black outrage in general.146 In an expansion of Puwar’s point about 

the effect of whiteness on white bodies and the structure of “white spaces,” Ahmed notes,  

White bodies do not have to face their whiteness; … By not 

having to encounter being white as an obstacle, … bodies that 

pass as white move easily, and this motility is extend by what 

they move toward. The white body in this way expands; objects, 

tools, instruments, and even ‘others’ allow that body to inhabit 

space by extending that body and what it can reach. … It is 

hence possible to talk about the whiteness of space given the 

very accumulation of such ‘points’ of extension. Spaces acquire 

the ‘skin’ of the bodies that inhabit them. … spaces and tools 

also take shape by being oriented around some bodies more than 

others.147  

Spaces oriented around whiteness enable and permit white bodies, while racialized bodies 

prickle with the “third person consciousness” belonging to the body out of space, 

experienced as the restriction and negation of the racialized body.148 

In understanding a formulation of public space as the site for political dissent, it is 

                                                      

violent’ protests involve some sort of externalized push against the perceived stillness of the status quo. I’m 

trying to reveal how narrow that definition of activism is, that there was actually a whole lineage of women 

who resisted the oppressive structures through what has been incorrectly defined as passivity. Sorrow, 

weeping, starvation, and eventually suicide have been dismissed as symptoms of mental illness or even 

pure narcissism for girls. I’m proposing that they are actually active, autonomous, and political as well as 

devastating.” The interview from which this quote is taken is accompanied by examples of Wollen’s 

artwork; a series of photoshopped images in which Wollen’s nude body is superimposed into old master’s 

paintings – such as Sandro Botticelli’s “Birth of Venus” (1485), and Jean August Dominique Ingres’ 

“Grande Odalisque” (1814). These images emphasise her femininity and whiteness through their 

association to canonical paintings that made these tropes symbols in the first place, while the lazy 

postmodern gesture plays up a melodramatic and apathetic sexuality. Yasi Salek, “Audrey Wollen on Sad 

Girl Theory,” in Cultist, 19 June 2012. Accessed 7 October 2017. 
146 Puwar, Space Invaders, 32. See also: Lorde, Sister Outsider, 131; and bell hooks, Feminist Theory: 

from margin to center (Boston: South End Books, 1984), 56. 
147 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 133. 
148 Frantz Fanon, Black Skins, Whites Masks, 110. 
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important to recognize that its viability has shifted over the last century. For example, in 

1958, Hannah Arendt theorized that the public realm was the site where action could be 

performed, while the private realm was the domain of necessity which included work, 

having children, and other labour that reproduced the social structure.149 For Arendt, 

action and transformation only occurred in the public realm, apart from the necessity of 

subsistence. Arendt’s scholarship on public action was ground-breaking in the way it 

dissolved the need for policy and democratic bureaucracy, suggesting that subjects could 

take to the streets to effect change directly. However, I would argue that neoliberal 

capitalism has since dissolved the boundary between the private and the public realm as 

the site of political action. Furthermore, Judith Butler has noted that Arendt’s 

conceptualization of the public realm of action fails to question who is in control of the 

public realm and posits the erroneous notion that the public realm excludes violence.150 

Butler points out that in instances of public dissent – as the race riots following the 

shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri in the summer of 2015 have 

terrifyingly demonstrated – the police are always on the way, or are already there.  

Furthermore, Arendt does not account for the bodies that cannot partake in the 

action of the public realm. Johanna Hedva, a woman of Colour and a chronic sufferer of 

debilitating illness, wrote in her “Sick Woman Theory” that often the bodies unable to 

                                                      

149 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 56. In contrast, 

bell hooks suggests that for Black women, the home and the construction of domestic households “as a 

space of care and nurturance in the face of the brutal harsh reality of racist oppression, of sexist 

domination” is a “radical political” gesture. She continues: “Black women resisted by making homes where 

all black people could strive to be subjects, not objects, where we could be affirmed in our minds and hearts 

despite poverty, hardship, and deprivation, where we could restore to ourselves the dignity denied us on the 

outside in the public world.” hooks, Yearning, 44. 
150 Judith Butler, “Judith Butler in Belgrade: Vulnerability and Resistance,” (keynote lecture, “How to Act 

Together: From Collective Engagement to Protest” conference, Singidunum University, Belgrade, Serbia, 

November 20 2015). 
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take to the streets – due to sickness or disability, due to providing childcare, or care for a 

sick or disabled person, due to jobs and the threat of being fired, or due to the threat of 

incarceration and police violence – remain invisible to the optics and community of 

protest.151 It is no coincidence that many of the people unable to occupy public spaces in 

protest for these reasons are women, and/or poor, and/or racialized, and therefore, once 

again, points to the intersections of oppression. In theorizing a politic for those who 

cannot get out of bed to “throw a brick through the window,” Hedva also returns to the 

touchstone of ‘the personal is political.’ Or as Hedva suggests, “the private is political,” 

because everything a person does in private is political: “who you have sex with, how 

long your showers are, if you have access to clean water for a shower at all, and so 

on.”152  

However, it is important to further interrogate this sentiment – the personal or 

private as political – as a foundation in social justice activisms (especially those claiming 

anti-racist and intersectional politics), and in considering which bodies have access to the 

street and which emotions are privileged in the street.153 Sociologist Sarita Srivastava 

offers an important analysis of the genealogy of emotion and the priority placed on 

feelings at the heart of much feminist activism, tracing the evolution of ‘the personal is 

                                                      

151 Joanna Hedva, “Sick Woman Theory,” in Mask Magazine, January 2016. Accessed on January 25 

2016. See also: Christine Miserandino, “Spoon Theory,” Butyoudontlooksick.com, n.d. Accessed on 7 

October 2017. 
152 Hedva, “Sick Woman Theory.” 
153

 Sara Ahmed engages with Frantz Fanon in a consideration of how bodies are constituted in space, how 

they can extend into space, or are denied access to space depending on race. She writes, “For Fanon, racism 

‘stops’ black bodies inhabiting space by extending through objects and others; the familiarity of the ‘white 

world,’ as a world we know implicitly, ‘disorients’ black bodies such that they cease to know where to find 

thing–reduced as they are to things among things. Racism ensures that the black gaze returns to the black 

body, which is not a loving return but rather follows the line of the hostile white gaze. The disorientation 

affected by racism diminishes capacities for action.” Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 111. 
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political’ to its earlier root in Marxist socialism that emphasised the importance of the 

everyday experiences of the working-class individual.154 In second-wave feminist 

organizing, women foregrounded their experiences and their emotions as a powerful 

deconstructive tool that countered established patriarchal modes of thinking and 

theorizing. Feelings and emotions remain empowering at the core of feminist activism 

and scholarship; however, Srivastava proposes that not everyone’s feelings are equally 

validated within feminist organising, and that the expression of feelings can often have 

the detrimental effect of silencing and excluding certain voices.155 This point feels 

particularly pertinent to my meditations on how affect is invoked and how race is 

constituted in craftivism. 

“(Yes, that is my face. And those are my words),” writes Betsy Greer in her email 

newsletter, after suggesting that her life “fell apart” in response to Julia Feliz’s critical 

article that called her out.156 “And I looked super hard at what I have done to help 

perpetuate craft’s whiteness and I cried and I learned and I thought for a million hours 

how to work towards making it right. Because you guys, I’ve fucked up.”157 Beyond this 

                                                      

154 Srivastava’s article explores instances in which white feminists become defensive and emotional in 

response to suggestions by women-of-colour that certain organizational policies or operating modes are 

discriminatory or unequitable, and how anti-racist change within these organizations is often derailed by 

the collapse of productive discussion into emotional ‘talk-therapy’ focused on comforting upset white 

women. Srivastava, “Tears, Fears and Careers,” 55–90. See also: Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks. 
155 Srivastava, “Tears, Fears and Careers,” 70, 71. 
156 Julia Feliz writes that her critical feedback on the exclusionary politics of craftivism were met with 

complacency: “I did bring these issues to the table only to be met with ‘we must be patient and understand 

the other side.’ And that’s just it. Tone policing and pushing nonviolence rhetoric on oppressed people, like 

myself, further showed me that the craftivist movement isn’t truly on the side of the oppressed. This 

rhetoric stems from a place of privilege and further helps the oppressors oppress.” If craftivists and activists 

alike are not prepared to listen and prioritize the needs of those most subjugated by oppressive systems, and 

centre those perspectives in their organizing leadership, then they merely work to further subordinate them. 

Feliz, “Open Letter;” and Greer, “And then boom goes the dynamite.” 
157 Greer, “And then boom goes the dynamite.” 
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admission, Greer doesn’t go into a detailed self-analysis or reflection of what “fucking 

up” means, or how she plans to not “fuck up” again in the future. The revelation seems to 

end there; with guilt and shame, short of responsibility and accountability. As Srivastava 

suggests, often when white feminists are confronted on their racist behaviour and 

complicity in perpetuating systemic racism, the conversation derails into an emotional 

crisis.158 The emotional crisis then becomes the focus of the conversation, effectively 

terminating any discussion on addressing racist behaviour or inequitable or 

discriminatory structural policies – in this case the larger racist cultural norms prevalent 

in craftivism. Responsibility, accountability, and the potential for resolution and 

reconciliation, are side stepped; and a conversation about changing behaviour, policies, or 

group procedures and priorities is abandoned.159  

Where white women have been assured since the 1960s that the ‘personal is 

political’ and that their feelings are valuable, Black women and women of Colour in 

North America have always occupied the public sphere through labour and have had their 

voices, their feelings, and their bodies stridently and violently policed or erased.160 

                                                      

158 Srivastava, “Tears, Fears and Careers,” 70, 71. Along these lines, Audre Lorde writes, “When women 

of Color speak out of the anger that laces so many of our contacts with white women, we are often told that 

we are ‘creating a mood of helplessness,’ ‘preventing white women from getting past guilt,’ or ‘standing in 

the way of trusting communication and action.’” Lorde, Sister Outsider, 131. 
159 Barbara Applebaum, “Reframing responsibility in the social justice classroom,” in Race Ethnicity and 

Education 15, no. 5 (2012): 628. 
160 Audre Lorde describes the daily lived experience of the violence of systemic racism. She writes, that 

Black people, “know the fabric of our lives is stitched with violence and with hatred, that there is not rest. 

We do not deal with it only on the picket lines, or in dark midnight alleys, or in the places where we dare to 

verbalize our resistance. For us, increasingly, violence weaves through the daily tissues of our living–in the 

supermarket, in the classroom, in the elevator, in the clinic and the schoolyard, from the plumber, the baker, 

the saleswoman, the bus driver, the bank teller, the waitress who does not serve us.” Lorde, “Age, Race, 

Class, and Sex,” 284. Jacqueline Jones provides a thorough historical assessment of Black women’s labour 

in the United States since slavery, noting that Black women have always worked and occupied public 

spaces. Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the Family, from 

Slavery to the Present (New York: Basic Books, 2010 [1985]). Furthermore, Sara Ahmed notes that in 

order for white women to achieve emancipation from domesticity, it often fell to Black women and women 
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Craftivism seems to be limited not only to the people who have the resources (time and 

money) to craft, but the luxury to express their dissent in a ‘gentle,’ non-violent manner 

in the public space. For many people – racialized and poor people especially, and often 

through the intersections of oppression, queers and transgender people – activism and 

protest are violent because the press on their lives by the reality of systemic oppression is 

brutally violent. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter presents a perspective on contemporary amateur craft culture through 

an examination of craftivism. As a social and cultural phenomenon practiced and 

performed by individuals and collectives alike, craftivism provides an opportunity to 

consider how amateur craft is tied fundamentally to an individual’s sense of self, and how 

that self – that identity – is constituted through and connected to local social formations, 

and imagined in relation to more global social formations and circumstances. Much of the 

craftivist culture I have observed – including, more generally, contemporary professional 

and amateur craft culture – continues to lean heavily into gendered ideologies of labour 

and material. Traditional white bourgeois femininity and white working-class masculinity 

are fetishized and invoked, albeit in new formulations. Amateur crafting’s bourgeois and 

feminine associations with the soft, the gentle, and the domestic (read: the personal), 

strongly impact how it is mobilized in craftivism today as a non-violent form of protest. 

                                                      

of Colour to perform the domestic labour in their stead. Following bell hooks, Ahmed notes that working-

class Black women and women of Colour do not have access to the happiness that accompanies this 

liberation from domestic drudgery via economic autonomy and equality. Ahmed, Promise of Happiness, 

51. 
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However, the emphasis on either a traditional femininity or uncritical essentialist 

feminism reproduces many of the pitfalls that faced women’s rights activists in the 1970s. 

An emergent call for craftivism to become more intersectional and reflexive in its 

political analyses and radical application is beginning to take hold, and it remains to be 

seen whether craftivism will shift to respond to these challenges, or stagnate and give 

way to a different form of radicalized expression mobilized through craft.  

Regardless, critical accounts and overviews, such as the one contributed in this 

chapter, are important to amateur cultures as a way of taking stock and keeping track. 

The historical context and connections provided by critical accounts ward off the 

ambivalent erasure that occurs in dominant mainstream histories, which all too often 

overlook subcultures and counter cultures, of which amateur crafting as a femininized 

culture is particularly vulnerable. Furthermore, Talia Schaffer posits that writing histories 

of women’s amateur craft culture is integral because it works against the generational 

amnesia and obfuscation that occurs within dominant histories and women’s cultures 

alike, where historical processes and circumstances are forgotten, and then contemporary 

trends are continuously, erroneously situated as “revivals.”161 While craftivism has not, as 

Betsy Greer and other craftivists might suggest, been “happening for a thousand years,” 

Western feminized amateur craft in service of political ideas and revolutionary goals has 

its precedent in Victorian handicraft culture and arts and crafts philosophy. 

 

 

 

                                                      

161 Schaffer, Novel Craft, 180. 
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Figures 

 

Figure 4.1: Colour-coded terrorism threat advisory scale, Homeland Security Advisory System. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homeland_Security_Advisory_System 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Yarnbombing by Juliana Santacruz Herrera, 2009.  

Flickr account: juliana santacruz herrera. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/39380641@N03/3900746739/ 
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Figure 4.3: The Revolutionary Knitting Circle and one of their ‘Peace Knits’ banners, 2007. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4: “Proclamation of Constructive Revolution,” The Revolutionary Knitting Circle’s 

website. Screen capture: 

http://web.archive.org/web/20090519032817/http://knitting.activist.ca:80/manifesto.html 
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Figure 4.5: Cat Mazza, microRevolt, “Nike Petition Blanket,” 2007. 

Screen capture: http://www.microrevolt.org/web/blanket.htm 

 

 

 

Figure 4.6: The Craftivist Collective, “Mini Protest Banners,” 2009.  

https://craftivist-collective.com/mini-banner 
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Figure 4.7: “Craftivist Manifesto,” The Craftivist Collective, 2015.  

https://craftivist-collective.com/blog/2015/10/presenting-our-a-craftivists-manifesto/ 
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Figure 4.8: Marianne Jørgensen and Cast Off Knitters, “Pink Tank,” Copenhagen, 2006. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.9: Instagram post by @sayraphim, August 22 2017.  

Screen capture: https://www.instagram.com/p/BYHbTSaBmuq/?taken-by=sayraphim 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

Throughout this thesis, I have demonstrated how amateur crafts as a practice are often 

inherited as a direction that keeps or places the maker in line.1 Which is to say that who 

a person is – how they inhabit their body and negotiate the social constructions pressed 

on to it in the form of race and gender; the straight or queer orientation of their body to 

desire, and the expectation of “compulsory hetrosexuality;” the meanings ascribed to the 

body’s size, and shape, and ability – plays a part in determining if crafts are in line with 

that person’s direction.2 This project presents a nuanced consideration of how some 

people are oriented toward certain forms of amateur domestic crafting based on their 

positionality as feminine, white, and middle-class, and how amateur domestic crafting, 

imbued with symbolic and ideological associations with whiteness, femininity, and 

gentility, receives and returns this direction.  

Of course, this is not to say that only white, middle-class women make amateur 

crafts. For example, when Indigenous people craft today, such as Minnesotan Ojibwe 

women and men, their craft practices demonstrate a cross-cultural hybridization where 

traditional crafts such as beaded jewellery, blankets, clothing and regalia are integrated 

                                                      

1 For Ahmed, “directions” are instructions that move the individual along lines of commitment toward a 

point of arrival: “The lines that direct us, as lines of thought as well as lines of motion, are in this way 

performative: they depend on the repetition of norms and conventions … So we follow the lines, and in 

following them, we become committed to ‘what’ they lead us to as well as ‘where’ they take us.” Ahmed, 

Queer Phenomenology, 16–17. 
2 According to Ahmed, “orientation” is a matter of how “we reside in space.” Which is to say, “how bodies 

become oriented by how they take up time and space … how bodies are gendered, sexualized, and raced by 

how they extend into space.” Ibid., 5. For Ahmed’s discussion on queer and straight orientations to desire, 

see pages 71, 74, 79–80. See also: Adrienne Rich, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” in 

Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 5, no. 4 (Summer, 1980): 637. 
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with commercial materials, Western techniques, new technologies, and other cultural 

influences present in the crafter’s life.3 The Ojibwe’s contemporary domestic crafting and 

crafted objects are endowed with symbolic power that reconstructs Ojibwe identity, 

nurtures extant social networks, asserts cultural knowledge, mends generational trauma 

and repairs colonial violence, and create a sense of continuity and resistance.4 In the past, 

when Black women and women of Colour engaged with domestic crafts it was often as a 

practice born out of necessity, utilizing the materials on hand, often crafted after the day’s 

work was done.5 Without the same resources as white, middle-class women, Black 

women and women of Colour often imbued ubiquitous parts of their day with artistry, 

creative joy, and aesthetic expression.6 Today, these socio-historical circumstances direct 

the creative and crafty practices of some of their descendants.7 Furthermore, when white 

                                                      

3 Tasoulia Hadjiyanni and Kristin Helle, (Im)Materiality and Practice: Craft Making as a Medium for 

Reconstructing Ojibwe Identity in Domestic Spaces,” in Home Cultures 7, no. 1 (2010): 67.  
4 Ibid., 77. 
5 bell hooks begins her essay “An Aesthetic of Blackness: strange and oppositional” with an anecdotal 

reflection on her grandmother’s embrace of beauty and approach to aesthetics. “Our grandmother, Baba, 

made this house living space. She was certain that the way we lived was shaped by objects, the way we 

looked at them, the way they were placed around us. She was certain that we were shaped by space. From 

her I learn about aesthetics, the yearning for beauty that she tells me is the predicament of the heart that 

makes our passion real. A quiltmaker, she teaches me about color. Her house is a place where I am learning 

to look at things, where I am learning how to belong in space. In rooms full of objects, crowded with 

things, I am learning to recognize myself.” Further on in the essay, hooks writes: “Since many displaced 

African slaves brought to this country an aesthetic based on the belief that beauty, especially that created in 

a collective context, should be an integrated aspect of everyday life enhancing the survival and 

development of community, these ideas formed the bases of African-American aesthetics. Cultural 

production and artistic expressiveness were also ways for displaced African people to maintain connections 

with the past.” bell hooks, “An Aesthetic of Blackness: strange and oppositional,” in The Object of Labour: 

Art, Cloth, and Cultural Production, ed. Joan Livingstone & John Ploof (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 

2007), 315, 317. See also: Walker, “Our Mothers’ Gardens,” 238, 239. 
6 Walker, “Our Mothers’ Gardens,” 238, 239. 
7 For example, in 2016, Shauntay Grant curated “Stitched Stories: The Family Quilts” at the Dalhousie Art 

Gallery in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Shauntay Grant, the descendant of Black Loyalists, refugees, and 

Jamaican Maroons, is the former poet laureate of Halifax, the author of several award-winning works of 

fiction and poetry collections, and a lecturer teaching creative writing in Dalhousie University’s English 

department. “Stitched Stories” featured quilts by her grandmother, the Reverend Alfreda Smith, as well as 

Grant’s own writing, a “poetic patchwork” created in response to her grandmother’s quilts, their story, her 

family’s textiles tradition, and her embodied memories of these objects over the years. 
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men, such as Josh Faught, who I touched on in the Introduction, work with crafts, the 

dissonance between his gender and the strong feminine associations of craft, especially 

textiles, places the incongruity (the disorientation) in sharp relief. It seems to me that 

many people writing about Faught, as well as other gay male artists working with craft 

such as Mike Kelley and Grayson Perry, misunderstand the queerness of this 

disorientation – the dissonance created when a man takes up a direction that is 

considered feminine by nature of its associations and symbolic meanings – as a matter of 

sexual orientation, instead of the disorientation from a fixed and restrictive masculinity.8 

As Joseph McBrinn notes, “By engaging directly with the feminine and amateur 

associations of needlework, many gay men in particular find a language that can contest 

masculinity as a normative, fixed category of being and deconstruct its implicit 

heterosexism and homophobia.”9 

This brings me to another important theme within the thesis; the subordination of 

women’s domestic culture and amateur craft within the hierarchical cultural ordering of a 

patriarchal society. Mike Kelley’s artwork at the pinnacle of his career in the 1980s 

appropriated hobby crafts, feminine kitsch, and domestic textiles such as worn and thread 

bare stuffed animals, in order to make large sculptures and three-dimensional surfaces 

hung on gallery walls like paintings. Similarly, the ceramic artist Grayson Perry, who 

came to prominence in the 1990s, is equally famous for his eccentric vases and his female 

alter-ego Claire, who dresses in bright, infantilizing baby-doll dresses that Perry sews 

                                                      

8 Lacey Jane Roberts, “Put Your Thing Down, Flip It, and Reverse It: Reimagining Craft Identities Using 

Tactics of Queer Theory,” in Extra/Ordinary: Craft and Contemporary Art, ed. Elena Buszek (Durham, 

NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 255; Glenn Adamson, Thinking Through Craft (New York: Bloomsbury 

Academic, 2007), 160; and Adamson, “When Craft Gets Sloppy,” 37–39. 
9 McBrinn, “‘Male trouble’,” 30. 
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himself. Both artists appropriated feminized hobby crafts in a way that queered amateur 

craft’s femininity. Or, rather, feminized crafting, as a social practice, gave Kelley and 

Perry purchase to express their queered (dis)association with straight masculinity through 

materials, processes, and aesthetics that were in line with their gender disorientation.10 

As white male artists, both were positioned to have advantage in accessing institutional 

spaces and support. Their white masculinity situated their use of amateur craft materials 

and methods as legitimate and uncontested (read: professional). Their homosexual 

masculinity, disorientated from a heterosexual masculinity, would validate their use of 

domestic crafts within a superficially socially progressive art world. Here, a patriarchal 

bias is re-inscribed. Often, gay men, subject to the hate and ridicule of homophobic 

heterosexual men, and homophobic and heteronormative society in general, exert power 

and assert their masculinity in one of the avenues still available to them: the abuse and 

subordination of women.11 Within a patriarchal society with entrenched gender binaries, 

the power of masculinity has come through the disempowerment of women, or power 

over women.12 My assessment of Kelley and Perrys’ “queer craft” is that it is another 

instance in which a patriarchal art world re-inscribes a sexist bias that legitimates 

domestic craft so long as it is in service to white masculinity (even a 

homosexual/feminized/effeminate masculinity), and ignores it as amateur kitsch when it 

is not. 

In the contemporary moment, this plays out through the rhetoric of “Sloppy 

                                                      

10 McBrinn, “‘Male trouble’,” 30. 
11 Jonathan Katz, “Nude Ghosts: Allen Ginsberg, General Idea, and the Formation of Queer Eros,” 

(Lecture, MSVU Art Gallery, Halifax, Nova Scotia, 17 October 2015). 
12 Mary Becker, “Patriarchy and Inequality: Towards a Substantive Feminism,” in University of Chicago 

Legal Forum 1, no. 3 (2015): 31. 
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Craft.” When Faught uses materials associated with domestic crafts and exploits the 

feminine-ness of these craft materials and methods, he is emphasising the amateurishness 

of his production in service to a conceptual imperative in line with masculine artistic 

genius. His amateurishness and bad technique become remarkable because they upset the 

professional, adroit, and skillful craftsmanship expected of and associated with 

masculinity. When a contemporary female artist, such as Allyson Mitchell, centres 

amateur domestic crafts in her artwork, it does not receive the same critical treatment and 

institutional attention, and is not situated as an example of “Sloppy Craft.”13 This reveals 

the misogynist bias at work within cultural spheres; when a man makes amateurish 

domestic craft-based artwork he is celebrated for his conceptual foresight and artistic 

merit, and attributed with moving critical craft discourses toward considerations of “de-

skilling” and the “dematerialization of the craft object.”14 When a woman – especially a 

white, fat, lesbian woman such as Mitchell – makes feminist, queer, kitschy, excessive, 

eccentric, messy, maximalist, and certainly “sloppy” craft, her work is often overlooked 

or contained within topical considerations of third-wave feminism.15  

                                                      

13 Allyson Mitchell’s work is often exhibited in Canadian university galleries and artist run centres, and as 

part of group exhibitions in mid-sized institutions throughout Canada and the United States. Primarily, her 

work is collected by university galleries such as McMaster University, the Agnes Etherington Art Centre 

(Queen’s University), and Carleton University. Despite the considerable amount of critical and scholarly 

work written about Mitchell, her work has yet to be exhibited in the main gallery spaces of large national 

institutions such as the National Gallery of Canada, or the Art Gallery of Ontario. Similarly, neither of 

these institutions of larger provincial or municipal galleries have work by Mitchell in their collections. This 

corroborates my claim that Mitchell’s overtly feminist, lesbian, and kitschy/maximalist craft can be 

critically situated within the pedagogical imperative of the University Gallery framework, it continues to be 

marginalized within dominant art spaces and national art historical discourses. Allyson Mitchell, 

“Curriculum Vitae,” artist website. Accessed 27 October 2017. See also: Julie Hollenbach, 

“Comfort/Discomfort: Allyson Mitchell’s Queer Re-Crafting of the Home, the Museum, and the Nation,” 

(MA Thesis, Queen’s University, 2013), 63. 
14 Adamson, “When Craft Gets Sloppy,” 38–39. 
15 Here I am drawing on Mitchell’s work and practice as an example to demonstrate the bias in the 

reception and critical treatment of artwork that uses amateurish craft by a female artist as opposed to a gay 
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If this analysis of the gendered configuration of amateur middle-class crafting 

seems reductive, it is because for the most part, reductive gender formations continue to 

be associated with traditional categories of Western craft.16 Amateur crafts continue to be 

feminized due to their connection with historical practices whereby gender and gentility 

were inculcated through craft as a structuring component of the domestic realm, while 

studio or ‘fine’ craft with its professional status and public domain codes as masculine. 

This is of course complicated as women have just as much taken their amateur crafts to 

the market, selling their work at bazaars, at regional craft fairs, and on Etsy.com; and 

men and women alike participate in private studio craft practices separate from economic 

motivation.17  

This thesis does not take crafted objects as ultimate and finite events or stand-

alone end products. The considerations of crafts as such in scholarship and criticism has 

the effect of not only eclipsing the durational process of creating that craftwork, but also 

obfuscating the full range of life experiences, influences, and developments that go into 

learning a skill and making things. I have centred the thesis on the practice of making 

crafts – in this case, amateur domestic crafts – as a site for the inscription of gender, 

                                                      

or queer male artist. Mitchell’s use of craft is certainly queer; namely in her excessive and ‘maximalist’ 

application of domestic crafts and the kitschy aesthetic that eschews refinement and ‘good’ taste. However, 

like many of the affluent craftivists discussed in Chapter Four, Mitchell elides race in her work while also 

mobilizing black femininity in problematic ways. An area requiring further critical discussion is how 

Mitchell’s queer, fat crafting takes on and refuses race. Allyson Mitchell, Interview by Sarah E. K. Smith, 

“Brain Child: Interrogating Contemporary Feminisms” in Brain Child (Exhibition Catalog. Kingston, ON: 

Union Gallery, 2008), 4; and Allyson Mitchell, “Deep Lez,” Presentation transcript, ‘Art Institutions and 

the Feminist Dialectic Symposium’ website (2008, 2010): 9. Accessed March 24 2015. 
16 Gelber, Hobbies, 5; Schaffer, Novel Craft, 180; Fraiman, Extreme Domesticity, 6. 
17 Dennis Stevens, “Validity Is in the Eye of the Beholder: Mapping Craft Communities of Practice,” in 

Extra/Ordinary: Craft and Contemporary Art, ed. Elena Buszek (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 

2011), 52–53; Gelber, Hobbies, 176–180; Schaffer, Novel Craft, 184; and Gauntlett, Making is Connecting, 

62. 
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class, and race difference. The maker’s situation – which describes the nuances of their 

identity and bodily composition and ability, the circumstances of geographic location, 

and social, cultural, and political environment – sets the pressure and prescribes the limits 

of the maker’s craft procedures and products.18 Craft as a social practice describes a 

continuing process; changing over time, and connected to and influenced by larger social 

and cultural networks. Crocheting a blanket of squares, for instance, entails: finding a 

pattern in a magazine, book, or online; acquiring or digging out the crochet needle and 

various colours of yarn; working over the course of many days, weeks, and months (and 

having the free time to do this); crocheting alone at home, at a friend’s home, or during a 

talk at the library; using a variety of learned techniques, adapting them to the project, 

problem solving miscounted or dropped stitches, being surprised with novel and 

unexpected technical and symbolic results; the intention to keep the blanket, or give it as 

a gift, or sell it – all of these procedures, which are aspects of the social practice of 

making a craft, function as modes by which the situation and orientation of the maker not 

only structures their crafted work, but reciprocally affects the makers themselves as they 

create, through the fabrication of their craft, their world around them.19 As this thesis has 

argued, we are only now beginning to understand the complex and nuanced directions of 

craft activities across genders, races, classes, and geographies, and there is much work 

left to do as we unpack the implications of the perennial urge to make.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

18 Young, Female Body Experience, 16. 
19 Ibid.; and Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 79–80. 
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