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Abstract 

Arising from a recently formed research network, Stitching Together, this article introduces a 

collection of case studies that critically examine participatory textile making as an emerging 

methodological approach to research. The twenty-first century resurgence of interest in 

textile processes such as knitting, sewing and weaving, whether as individual practice or 

community-based initiative, builds on a long and culturally diverse history of collaborative 

textile-making activity. This resurgence, combined with the familiarity, accessibility and 

flexibility of textile practices, has influenced a recent growth in the use of such activities as a 

means of inquiry within diverse research contexts. 

The article considers the ways in which collective textile making projects privilege social 

encounter as a format for learning skills, creating friendships and consolidating shared 

interests. It goes on to discuss how researchers are drawing on these characteristics when 

devising new projects, highlighting the quality of experience afforded by textile making, the 

diverse forms of data generated and the variety of ways in which these participatory 

activities can be set up. Recognising that this research approach is far from straightforward, 

three key methodological themes are then considered: the multifaceted nature of the 

researcher’s role and the complexities of relationships with participants and other 

stakeholders; the difficulties that can arise when using such familiar textile processes; and 

the opportunities, and complexities, of co-producing knowledge with participants through 

collaborative textile activity.  
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Introduction 

The Bayeux Tapestry, an eleventh-century embroidery that recounts the Norman conquest 

of England across more than seventy metres of embroidered cloth, must be one of the most 

widely recognised examples of collective stitching effort. The American ‘quilting bee’, 

another well-known form of collaborative making which emerged in the early nineteenth 

century within colonial communities, brought people together to complete the making of 

patchwork bed quilts. Such archetypal examples of collective endeavour are referenced in 

later large-scale community-oriented textile initiatives, perhaps most notably the NAMES 

Project AIDS Memorial Quilt, which was conceived in 1985 by American AIDS activist Cleve 

Jones and now consists of over 48,000 stitched panels commemorating the lives of the 

many who have died of the syndrome. The resonance can also be felt in undertakings such 

as the Great Tapestry of Scotland, a vast community project completed in 2013 that was 

initiated by artist Andrew Crummy, writer Alexander McCall Smith and historian Alistair 

Moffat, and involved more than 1,000 volunteer stitchers, coordinated by Dorie Wilkie, from 

across Scotland.  

Throughout these varied historical and cultural contexts, we can find people stitching 

together: such examples demonstrate that collective textile making is a well-established 

practice with a long history. The recruitment of many hands, brains and bodies to create a 

large textile spreads the load, enabling the creation of a complex, bulky or large-scale work 

that would be difficult, or even impossible, for an individual maker to manage alone. 

Likewise, people have long gathered together to work on smaller, individual textile projects; 

consider, for example, the groups which sprang up across Britain to knit items for troops 

during times of war and the contemporary equivalents which provide a convivial space for 

participants to knit for themselves or for charity. And since the internet has transformed the 

possibilities for social connection, geographically dispersed communities of contemporary 

makers are able to gain a sense of stitching together, despite their physical distance. 

‘Stitchalong’ projects, for instance, involve multiple makers simultaneously following a single 

pattern, sharing practical tips and providing mutual support via an Instagram hashtag. 

Stitching with others in the twenty-first century cannot help but connect with a legacy of 

traditional stitching groups and practices that privilege social encounter and exchange as a 

format for learning new skills, creating friendships and consolidating shared interests. 

An increase in specialist and general lifestyle magazines, television programmes, websites 

and blogs showcasing craft activities – alongside a broader resurgence of interest in craft 

and making – since the latter years of the twentieth century have contributed to a noticeable 

growth in community-based textile making projects. These projects may be self-organised by 

enthusiast groups, facilitated by cultural institutions or instigated by professional textile 
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practitioners. In recent years, and accelerating in the past decade, we have seen this mode 

of practice shift into the realm of academic research. Today, research involving participatory 

textile making takes place in a wide range of disciplines, organised in diverse ways. This 

diversity means that participatory textile making cannot be framed as a single research 

method, but rather must be seen as a flexible approach which exploits the rich potential of 

making textiles with others as a means of inquiry. Yet to date there has been no forum for 

researchers using these activities to discuss their methodological and ethical decisions, 

successes and challenges. We founded the Stitching Together research network, which has 

been funded by the UK’s Arts & Humanities Research Council (AHRC) for two years from 

January 2019, to address this gap. The network aims to bring together researchers, 

practitioners and project commissioners with a shared interest in participatory textile making 

in order to generate improved critical understandings of this emerging methodological 

approach to research.  

This issue, which is the first of a double special edition of the Journal of Arts and 

Communities, is a major output from the network’s first year of activity. The call for papers 

demonstrated an intensity of activity that even we had not anticipated; submissions arrived 

from across the globe, far beyond the core UK-centric network membership. The eight 

papers published here present case studies of diverse projects which explore participatory 

textile making as a means, and sometimes the subject, of research; this diversity will be 

further expanded with the forthcoming companion issue. As we had hoped, the case studies 

highlight important methodological aspects of this work, including the complex and inter-

related ethical and practical considerations involved in the undertaking of participatory textile 

projects. The case studies also introduce appropriate and relevant theoretical lenses that 

can be used to frame participatory textile making as research, and some demonstrate how 

established methodologies found in other research fields can be adapted to work within 

these new research contexts. Our hope is that this collection will be of use to researchers 

seeking to use participatory textile making in their own research, and to the network as we 

work to establish the validity and rigour of this approach. Thus, we see ‘Stitching Together’ 

as both literal and metaphorical: while the network is very much concerned with people 

making textiles together, it is also intended to act as a hub for a community of academics 

and makers to ‘stitch together’ a shared knowledge of this vibrant and fast-moving sphere of 

activity. 

In this introductory article we will take a closer look at the ‘person-oriented’ characteristics of 

collective textile making projects; consider how researchers are drawing on these 

characteristics when devising new projects; and highlight some key themes that arise in this 

work. In addition to the case studies in this issue, we will make reference to the discussions 
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and activities which unfolded at the network’s first event, a two-day case study workshop 

involving thirteen researchers, in April 2019. This event set out to examine ways in which 

participatory textile making is being used as a new methodological approach to research and 

asked the attendees to share their participatory textile making activities in small group 

workshops (Figure 1). While the small number of participants inevitably limited the scope of 

discussion – and we readily acknowledge the problematic lack of gender and ethnic diversity 

in the group – the collaborative and activity-based nature of the workshops gave space for 

us to start a conversation about our experiences, teasing out the characteristics of each 

activity and identifying key methodological themes.  

 

[insert Figure 1 here] 

 

‘Person-oriented’ making activities  

It is worth noting at this early juncture that, as coordinators of the Stitching Together 

network, our view of ‘stitching together’ is purposely inclusive. Thus, in addition to the 

various examples of collective textile making outlined above, we choose to embrace studies 

in which participants contribute to the collaborative creation of textile items through 

discussion and consultation, though without direct involvement in any physical stitching, 

such as the Emotional Fit project led by network member Katherine Townsend (Townsend, 

Sissons & Sadkowska, 2017). Our scope even extends to the fascinating work of Marion 

Lean, another member of the network, whose doctoral research uses haptic engagement 

with textile materials to explore the affective and sensory dimensions of data (Lean, 2019). 

Similarly, we readily embrace the experience of network member Katie Gaudion, whose 

research workshops with carers of autistic adults are developed from experiments in 

handling a wide range of materials, as well as textiles, to make sensory props (Gaudion, 

2015). Furthermore, we recognise those participatory textile making initiatives where the 

social ‘togetherness’ occurs solely online, as in the research discussed by Alison Mayne in 

this issue.  

For now, though, we will step back to those archetypal settings we mentioned at the start of 

the article, in which many hands are involved in the making of labour-intensive textile 

creations. Projects of this type are examined in detail within this issue: Linda Claire Warner, 

Pirita Seitemaa-Hakkarainen and Kai Hakkarainen discuss a case study of a collaborative 

quilting project in Aotearoa, New Zealand, while Sarah Brown and Stephanie Bunn provide 

accounts of apprenticeships within the very different traditions of Malagasy mat-weaving and 

Kyrgyz felt-making, respectively. As a form of creative practice, making textiles together in a 
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group places emphasis on the connections and interactions between people: it is a ‘person-

oriented’ approach to craft as work that cherishes people, rather than objects (Freeman, 

1997). Sewing or knitting are ideal communal stitch-crafts: they occupy the hands in a 

sufficiently detailed and precise task to require the focused attention for productive 

activity, but with short and repeatable bursts of activity which allow for moments of 

distraction. Furthermore, this dynamic allows participants to customise their experience. 

Participation in a lively shared conversation or activity can typically be exchanged for quiet 

concentration, isolated contemplation and a sense of self-reliance (Shercliff, 2015a).  

The ubiquity of textile making across cultures makes it a convenient platform for addressing 

various aspects of self-development and social inclusion. The social format of stitching 

groups brings together individuals who might otherwise find social activities and educational 

opportunities hard to access because of cultural, age or language barriers. Joining a group 

may help to address social and personal concerns affecting individuals alienated by 

unemployment or separation from family networks. These concerns can be articulated 

empathetically through the mutual sharing of such experiences, filtered through the making 

activities. The work undertaken by The Social Studio, a social enterprise based in 

Melbourne, Australia, fits this description and is discussed in this issue by Grace McQuilten, 

its founder, and Amy Spiers. These kinds of collective stitching projects help participants to 

‘make’ sense of their experiences in ways described by artist Françoise Dupré:  

[A] meaningful and ethical collaborative-participatory practice is one that engages 

with participants’ identity, taps into their experience and history and provides a 

context for participants to become active social subjects. Integral to the process 

is the production of some kind of tangible object where individuals and 

community can, through the making and experiencing of the object’s physicality 

and materiality, translate emotions, desires and experiences, create new 

meanings and shape their identity. (Dupré, 2008: 3).  

The ‘stitching together’ here embodies a function of care and attention to individuals’ 

experiences within their larger social networks.  

The transformative values described above also make use of the therapeutic benefits of 

textile crafting. Much has been written about how the quiet, meditative rhythms of stitching 

and knitting can provide a focused activity of manageable proportions in times of insecurity 

and offer solace in times of distress (Corkhill et al., 2014). While textile making does not 

often provide instantly gratifying results, it can offer moments of calm for introspective 

reflection (Hackney, Maughan & Desmarais, 2016). For some, the accumulation of stitches, 

visibly recording a forward progression through time, contributes positively to a healing 
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process (Turney, 2007). Interestingly, whilst it is common to discuss the restorative benefits 

of textile crafting for the maker, Juliette MacDonald and Andrea Peach offer an alternative 

perspective in their article for this issue, presenting a case for the benefits to recipients of 

hand-crafted gifts in the form of knitted breast prosthetics, made by a network of knitters. In 

their case study, the material sensations of soft, pliable yarn at body temperature help to 

convey a sense of emotional and physical care that bypasses the more conventional 

reconstructive surgical interventions. 

The ‘knitted knockers’ discussed by Peach and MacDonald subtly and cleverly subvert 

normative ideas around women’s bodies, an approach that owes much to the 1970s and 

1980s feminist retrieval of domestic crafts such as knitting and embroidery to address 

political and social injustices.1 Indeed, the political power of collectively made textiles is an 

important legacy of the feminist movement. Consider the suffragette banners made by 

regional groups for the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) marches in the early 

twentieth century, and more recent iterations such as the knitted petition against the 

exploitation of garment workers by Nike, coordinated by activist artist Cat Mazza, and of 

course, the mass making and wearing of hand-knitted pink ‘pussy hats’ in solidarity for 

women’s rights. The impact and effectiveness of these works draws from the traditions of 

gathering people together to enable the making of large-scale textiles mentioned earlier. In 

this mould, with varied degrees of political or personal activism, stitching groups continue to 

represent ideas of community and identity, from ‘The Knitting Map’ of Cork, Ireland (Gilson & 

Moffat, 2019) to the Dorcas Clubs serving Caribbean migrant communities (Sinclair, 2015). 

Fiona Hackney and colleagues develop these themes of ‘quiet activism’ further in their 

article for this issue. In the context of raising awareness of sustainable fashion, they 

consider how an embodied and affective engagement with making textiles together can 

influence a change in people’s views about their clothing choices. 

 

Move into research 

In recent years, participatory textile making has increasingly featured in research activities 

as both the subject of inquiry and the means of investigation – and, in some instances, also 

as a way of communicating the research. This development can partly be traced to the 

growth of doctoral studies in art and design and the desire of practice-based researchers to 

draw on their skills in both making and facilitation. This is the case for both of us: we have 

professional experience as textile practitioners and workshop facilitators, which led us into 

our PhD projects and subsequent academic roles. Emma’s doctoral research explored the 

correlation between the practical skills of hand-stitching and the crafting of mutuality and 
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cooperation in group making activities (Shercliff, 2015b), while Amy investigated the lived 

experience of making and wearing homemade clothes through a participatory exploration of 

remaking knitted garments (Twigger Holroyd, 2013). We have continued to use participatory 

textile making activities within our various postdoctoral research projects (Figures 2 and 3). 

Yet the projects discussed in this issue – along with those undertaken by other members of 

the Stitching Together network – demonstrate that textile making activities are being used 

far beyond the art and design context, and by researchers without university-level textile 

education or professional experience. The network has discovered participatory textile 

making activities being used in varied contexts across a range of disciplines, from 

occupational therapy and human computer interaction to community building and 

sustainable development, to gain rich insights into questions of artistic, scientific, social, 

material and cultural value.  

 

[insert Figures 2 and 3 here] 

 

What can account for this diversity and extent of activity? The accessibility and flexibility of 

textile making processes such as knitting, sewing and weaving, as mentioned above, must 

be key factors. Stitch-crafts are familiar within many social and cultural contexts; even where 

such processes are not fully embedded in the day-to-day life of a community, their popularity 

means that participants are often strongly motivated to take part. Projects can often be set 

up in such a way that participants do not need to have specialist expertise in order to join in, 

and opportunities to learn can be offered on site. Readily available tools and materials, 

combined with easily transportable projects, mean the work can be flexibly slotted in around 

other tasks or events. Turning “technical competence into sociable experience” (Sennett, 

2012: 63), opportunities for building confidence, meeting others, and learning new skills are 

presented to participants as they join in a making project.  

A few years ago, at the outset of our Stitching Together collaboration, we compared practical 

aspects of the textile making activities we had each pursued and found great variety even 

within our two doctoral projects (Shercliff and Twigger Holroyd, 2016). Contributors to this 

special edition similarly demonstrate the diversity of participatory making research initiatives. 

In terms of project formats, for example, a drop-in ‘have a go’ setup forms the basis of Rosa 

Tolnov Clausen’s Weaving Kiosk, while Linda Claire Warner, Pirita Seitemaa-Hakkarainen 

and Kai Hakkarainen profile a group of already skilled participants undertaking a tightly 

focused, task-driven weekend workshop. The examples we have gathered through the 

network’s activities and within this issue readily demonstrate that textile making projects are 
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endlessly variable – from the functional to the expressive, the speculative to the necessary, 

and the personalised and individual to the communal and collective.  

Another important factor in the growth of participatory textile making in research is the 

quality of the experience afforded by textile making. The slow pace of hands-on making in 

the company of other people – as discussed above – creates space for rich shared 

experiences such as the learning of new skills or new understandings of habitual 

experiences; a gentle exploration of difficult-to-raise topics; a ready opportunity to 

communicate with others, or even quiet contemplation. Diverse forms of data can be 

generated through these activities – visual, tactile, textual, oral, aural, emotional, experiential 

and temporal – allowing the researcher to draw on much more than words alone. 

Furthermore, gathering data during the making activity means that connections between 

doing, thinking and talking can be captured simultaneously. This enables researchers to 

access the knowledge that emerges ‘in the moment’ of making, and can reveal changes in 

perception which occur during the process. It is worth noting that the relative intimacy 

provided by textile making seems to help people to open up, allowing the research to reach 

sensitively into corners of human experiences that other methods, such as interviewing, may 

struggle to access. Discussions at the first network event highlighted this ‘opening up’ as a 

characteristic shared across many diverse projects, to the extent that researchers must 

consider the ethical dimensions of managing such information. Sarah Brown summarises 

this challenge eloquently in her article for this issue: ‘Trust was built, and participants often 

used the space to tell such deeply personal stories that at times I questioned the ethics of 

using a method that seemed so potent.’ 

Along with the various productive attributes of research activities involving participatory 

textile making discussed here, our work has also identified problems which are frequently 

associated with their use. The everyday familiarity which gives textiles such a wide reach 

can mean that textile making activities are not always designed into research initiatives with 

methodological rigour in mind. It can also mean that they are taken for granted or even 

treated as a frivolity, rather than being given due attention as a valid means of research. 

Furthermore, finding ways to document, analyse, articulate and disseminate the kinds of 

knowledge practised in participatory textile making activities presents complex practical and 

methodological challenges. And while positive outcomes for participants in participatory 

textile projects are often observed by researchers, Price (2015) argues for greater critical 

examination of the impacts that these approaches have on participants. We discussed these 

problems and complexities when we ran the first network workshop; below, we share three 

important themes which emerged from our conversations.  
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Relationships and roles 

As might be expected, relationships with participants featured prominently in our 

discussions. We have previously highlighted the fact that the researcher’s role is often 

multifaceted, involving the need to simultaneously act as facilitator, instructor, host, maker 

and/or participant (Shercliff & Twigger Holroyd, 2016). Occupying these multiple roles while 

responding sensitively to the needs of those involved is not only potentially exhausting; it 

can also complicate researcher–participant relationships. While there are strategies that can 

be employed to address these issues, each strategy carries its own challenges. For 

example, video recording can be a valuable asset, creating a visual document to be studied 

after the event and even revealing detail missed during the sessions. Yet recording can 

obstruct the creation of an open and trusting atmosphere. Similarly, bringing in additional 

people to assist with documentation or instruction can lighten the load on the researcher, but 

may alter the interpersonal dynamics in the space. Multi-disciplinary research teams for 

larger projects, such as the one described by Fiona Hackney and colleagues in their case 

study article, bring a valuable mix of skills and expertise – but also another layer of 

complexity in terms of planning and management. 

The network event in April 2019, at which researchers shared their first-hand experiences of 

running participatory textile activities, brought to light another type of relationship: that 

between a researcher and a partner organisation or funder. For example, a researcher may 

partner with a local charity to work with a pre-existing group of participants, or with a 

specialist organisation to gain access to participants with specific expertise or interests. 

Such stakeholders have different priorities, which – along with the priorities of the 

participants – need to be taken into account by the researcher in the design of the project. 

This can lead to a demanding three-way balancing act: maintaining research integrity while 

also meeting the expectations of partner organisations and respecting the needs of 

participants.  

Relationships between researcher, participants and other stakeholders are shaped by the 

format of the project or making activity – from fleeting experiences to regular meetings of 

skilled and experienced participants over months, or even years, as is the situation in Sarah 

Brown’s case study. The existence, or lack, of relationships between participants at the 

outset of the project can further influence the way in which a project unfolds. Another factor 

is the environment within which workshops take place; consider, for example, the difference 

between workshops which bring participants into the textile studios of an art school and 

ethnographic projects which take the researcher to an unfamiliar cultural context. Rosa 

Tolnov Clausen’s article in this issue provides a fascinating examination of the dynamics at 

play when a researcher invites participants into a space they have created, introducing the 
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useful concept of ‘having visits’ as a theoretical lens through which to consider the 

researcher’s role as ‘host’. 

 

The textile making 

We have discussed how the familiarity of textile materials and processes lends itself to a 

way of doing research that has the potential to explore the richness and depth of diverse 

experiences. The activity of making occupies the mind, body and senses in a subtly dynamic 

engagement with materials and place and prompts unforeseen connections that cannot 

necessarily be put into words eloquently; a full understanding of the meaning embedded 

within the conversation that might take place necessitates immersion in the making process. 

Grace McQuilten and Amy Spiers highlight this point in their article: ‘we weren’t able to rely 

on language and structured questioning to generate our research data – instead we 

negotiated our own manual and creative skills and came into a closer exchange of practice 

with … staff and students’. Here the researchers’ knowledge of participatory making 

generally and specialist textile making skills in particular played an important role. We might 

consider whether a researcher who did not have such skills would have been able connect 

with the intangible and unspoken experiences of project participants.  

Although we have emphasised the many benefits associated with the ubiquity and broad 

appeal of textiles, it is important to note that textile making is not a universally pleasurable 

activity. While a textile making activity may be set up to facilitate unstructured participation 

through playful experimentation with techniques and materials, this could be an 

uncomfortable experience for some. A lack of clear instruction can feel disorienting and 

places pressure on people to make decisions for which they are unprepared. Similarly, an 

inclusive ‘have a go’ experience could inadvertently put off skilled participants who feel that 

their knowledge and prior experience are not valued or respected. In other situations, the 

skills of the makers could form the basis of the research project, as is the case with the 

network of knitters discussed by MacDonald and Peach: highly skilled hand knitters are 

recruited to make the ‘knitted knockers’ through a stringent application process. An open 

invitation to participate in a textile making project means the prior experience, skill level or 

aesthetic sensibility the participants bring with them can never quite be known. Therefore, it 

is important to challenge any expectation that the making will automatically be a joyful, 

expressive experience for participants. We should also be alert to issues of authority and 

power which may be lurking beneath the surface of an ostensibly inclusive project; for 

example, in collective textile making initiatives conceived with a desire for aesthetic unity, 

there arises the difficult question of who decides what kind of stitching is acceptable.  
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The participatory workshop as an approach holds great potential to introduce people to new 

experiences and transform lives, but conversely can also heighten entrenched positions. 

The ubiquitous familiarity of textile making also brings expectations grown from prior 

knowledge that can be difficult to transgress or subvert. These expectations anchor around 

ideas of what constitutes ‘good’ work and worthwhile effort, cultural specificities regarding 

technique and aesthetics, and of course, the female gendered dominance of textile making. 

In their case study, McQuilten and Spiers – working with people from refugee and migrant 

backgrounds – draw our attention to a non-Western context and offer a welcome challenge 

to the westernised lens through which we habitually discuss textile making and its 

relationship to gender. 

 

(Co)-production of knowledge 

Whether participatory textile making projects are embedded within an existing group of 

people or create new temporary groups of like-minded practitioners, these activities have the 

capacity to create community, and therefore lend themselves to various dynamic fields of 

study as witnessed by the range of articles presented in this special edition. The relevance 

of these projects to all sorts of people can reveal many layers of meaning and therefore 

many levels of possible interpretation. Researcher, participants, project commissioners and 

audiences may interpret the making process and the work created differently, and would 

likely take differing views on the nature of the knowledge being created. This raises a 

question about whose interpretation is privileged through documentation and dissemination.  

It could be argued that the format of participatory making projects helps to challenge this 

issue of privilege; the slowness of textile activities typically creates space for the researcher 

to reflect while simultaneously concentrating on the phenomena at hand, thus facilitating a 

fluid exchange of learning between researcher and participants and challenging implicit 

hierarchies. For example, McQuilten and Spiers discuss how their engagement as 

researchers in the weaving workshop led by a participant allowed them to gain a different 

perspective on the learning of skills within this context, bringing ‘researchers and subjects 

into a more equal exchange’. In her article, Alison Mayne reminds us that online spaces can 

extend access for communities, reaching further afield than is possible for researchers in 

physical locations. In addition to this advantage, Mayne argues that online spaces should 

also be considered as valuable opportunities for collaborative reflection, with both 

researcher and participants using the pause required to compose and upload information to 

a digital platform to consider and distill their ideas. Stephanie Bunn, in her article, proposes 

that we should consider such collaborative exchanges as cumulative, benefitting 
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researchers and communities alike as they take us to the boundaries of what we know, 

sometimes affecting and informing us in unanticipated ways. We might therefore describe 

participatory textile making contexts – or some of them, at least – as communities of practice 

that facilitate the co-production of knowledge. Yet with the co-production of knowledge 

comes a responsibility to tell the stories of participation respectfully – a responsibility that, 

once again, raises many questions about authority, aesthetics and ownership.  

We will pick up this question of respectful communication, along with other ethical 

dimensions of participatory textile research activity, in our introduction to the second part of 

this double issue. We will draw on the second network event, a critical reflection workshop 

involving researchers, professional textile practitioners, project commissioners and critical 

friends which took place in July 2019, and which aimed to investigate the issues raised by 

these new methodological approaches for the validity and effectiveness of the research. 

Such an investigation is crucial as we look to the future and seek to grow, diversify and 

strengthen this highly productive, yet frequently complex, approach to research.  
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