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Knitting Culture

Useful and ornamental needlework,
knitting, and netting are capable of
being made, not only sources of
personal gratification, but of high
moral benefit, and the means of
developing in surpassing loveliness
and grace, some of the highest and
noblest feelings of the soul.” from
The Ladies' Work Table Book, 1845

Craft Kills, Freddie Robbins, 2002



A few notes

• I occasionally lump together knitting and crocheting
(and sometimes other fiber arts); but for the most part,
I am talking about hand knitting

• I will be highlighting the points in my talk with
examples/image/movies from knitters and fiber artists



Outline

Introduction to myself and my class (IDS 101)

Brief historical background

Knitting through various facets
1. Knitting, gender, and feminism
2. Knitting and political activism
3. Romantic and traditional knitting
4. Knitting as craft, art, and fashion
5. Knitting in math and science
6. Knitting in storytelling



Outline

Introduction to myself and my class (IDS 101)

Brief historical background

Knitting through various facets
1. Knitting, gender, and feminism
2. Knitting and political activism
3. Romantic and traditional knitting
4. Knitting as craft, art, and fashion
5. Knitting in math and science
6. Knitting in storytelling



Introduction to myself

I am in the Physics Department at Willamette University, where I
study microscopic motors inside your cells

Aggregation of 
pigment granules in 
fish melanophores.



Introduction to myself

I started kitting in 
graduate school.



IDS 101: Knitting Culture

• GOAL: to introduce the students to college, while strengthening 
their skills at critical reading, writing, and discussion

• Faculty can choose whatever topic they would like
• My students learn to knit, but this is not a part of their grade; this 

is not the focus of the class



Brief history of knitting



Brief history of knitting

Woven materials often don’t have the same flexibility 
and ability to adjust to a body in motion
- But weaving goes back to the stone age (10,000 BCE)
- Knitting (or something like it) first appears in the late 

Iron Age (~400-1 BCE)



Weaving appears in nature

Woven materials often don’t have the same flexibility 
and ability to adjust to a body in motion
- But weaving goes back to the stone age (10,000 BCE)
- Knitting (or something like it) first appears in the late 

Iron Age (~400-1 BCE)

Das, Sekhar, et al. "Potential of biomimicry in the 
field of textile technology." Bioinspired, Biomimetic 
and Nanobiomaterials 6.4 (2017): 224-235.

Coconut leaf sheath



Earliest “knitting”

Nålbinding – looped fabric made by sewing loops of 
yarn through each other with a needle and thread

A Viking Sock from Coppergate, York 
(10th century)



Earliest “knitting”

Nålbinding – looped fabric made by sewing loops of 
yarn through each other with a needle and thread

https://spinoffmagazine.com/nalbinding-
basics-oslo-stitch/



Earliest “knitting”

Relatively rare to see ancient examples of the craft, partly 
because of the rarity of their survival



Earliest knitting

- Evidence of Modern knitting during the Islamic period 
in Egypt (~1000 AD)

- Our earliest Egyptian artifacts date back to the 11th

century (dry climate may have been ideal for their 
survival)

Knitted stocking
1200-1500 AD

Their complexity in design 
firmly indicates that these 
items are not the very first 
knitted items to be produced



Knitting reaches Europe

Spread into Spain – carried over by Arabic communities 
during the Islamic Conquest or brought back by Spaniards 
during the Crusades; then spread throughout Europe 

First pieces of European knitting 
were found in the tomb of Prince 
Fernando de la Cerdo of Spain 
(1275 AD)



Early images of the craft: Knitting Madonnas

- 14th century – show that knitting had reached 
Germany and Italy

- Indicate that the knitting was becoming associated 
with “women’s work”



Knitting spreads in Europe

- Knitting guilds were first established in France in 1268

- During the 16th century, knitting spreads through 
Britain. On the Scottish Isles, during the 17th and 18th 
centuries

- The purl stitch method was invented in the 16th 
century



Technology and knitting

1589 - first machine for knitting was 
invented. The Englishman William 
Lee created the stocking frame or 
the knitting machine, the first 
device that imitates the hand 
movements of a knitter.



Technology and knitting

- The Industrial Revolution took over the hand craft of 
knitting through the invention of the knitting machine.

- Knitting as an art and craft fell to the wayside and was 
kept alive as a hobby.

“In a few generations, knitting transformed from a serious 
trade…to a sweet, staid parlour craft for Victorian ladies” 

https://sheepandstitch.com/the-history-of-knitting-pt-2-
madonnas-stockings-and-guilds-oh-my/



In more recent times

- An act of patriotism during the two world wars
- Provided employment for the poor in the late 20th

century
- Revived as an art form in the world of fashion



1) Knitting, gender, and feminism



1) Knitting, gender, and feminism

Theme of the class: knitting carries with it 
associations and stereotypes that impact 
how we interpret and experience it



Stereotypes of knitting

Knitting is stigmatized as “women’s work"
- Domestic
- Familial sacrifice
- Thrift

This work is inside the home as opposed to work 
outside the home, which one would be paid for
- This unpaid labor is devalued; held as a “lowly 

craft” and not as “high art”



Stereotypes of knitting

Knitting is stigmatized as “women’s work”
- Domestic
- Familial sacrifice
- Thrift

This work is inside the home as opposed to work 
outside the home, which one would be paid for
- This unpaid labor is devalued; held as a “lowly 

craft” and not as “high art”

Taken together, one can see knitting as furthering a 
patriarchal system



This was the stance taken by many 
second wave feminists



(Too) brief history of feminism in waves

First wave (1848-1920)

- Begins with the Seneca Falls convention of 1848
- Sustained political movement dedicated to 

achieving equality for women
- One of the key issues was women’s suffrage, and 

thus the 19th amendment was a big achievement 
of the first wave



(Too) brief history of feminism in waves

Second wave (1963-1980s)

- 1963: Betty Friedan’s the Feminine Mystique (“the 
problem that has no name”)

- Aimed for not just political equality, which the 
first-wavers had fought for, but social equality; 
changing the way society thought about women



(Too) brief history of feminism in waves

Second wave (1963-1980s)

- 1963: Betty Friedan’s the Feminine Mystique (the 
problem that has no name)

- Aimed for not just political equality, which the 
first-wavers had fought for, but social equality; 
changing the way society thought about women

Achievements:
- The Equal Pay Act of 1963
- Supreme Court cases that gave married and 

unmarried women the right to use birth control
- Title IX (the right to educational equality)
- Roe v. Wade (reproductive freedom)



Second wave feminism and knitting

Knitting was seen as a sign of women’s oppression, a 
chore that enslaves women
- Invisible labor
- Unpaid
- Domestic labor; time spent on the familial, rather 

than on the self
- “Bound by the patriarchy”



Second wave feminism and knitting

Knitting was seen as a sign of women’s oppression, a 
chore that enslaves women
- Invisible labor
- Unpaid
- Domestic labor; time spent on the familial, rather 

than on the self
- “Bound by the patriarchy”

Put down your needles! 



Second wave feminism and knitting

Janet Morton, furniture 
covered in leftover 
sweaters (2004)



(Too) brief history of feminism in waves

Third wave (1990’s - ???)
- Harder to pin down
- In part, spurred on by congress’s decision to send 

Clarence Thomas to the Supreme Court despite Anita 
Hill’s testimony 

- Fighting against workplace harassment
- Increasing the number of women in positions of power
- Intersectionality: the ways in which different forms of 

oppression intersect 



Third wave feminism and the riot grrrls

While second-wave feminists fought to be called 
“woman,” rather than “girls”, third wave feminists 
embraced being “girls”
- Make the word empowering and even threatening
- Belief that a rejection of girliness could be 

considered misogynistic

Bikini Kill 
and Joan Jet



”Why, dammit, doesn’t knitting receive as much respect as any 
other hobby?  Why is is looked down on?  It seemed to me 
that the main difference between knitting and fishing or 
woodworking or basketball was that knitting had traditionally 
been done by women…all those people who looked down on 
knitting – and housework, and housewives – were not being 
feminist at all.  In fact, they were being anti-feminist, since 
they seemed to think that only those things that men did, or 
had done, were worthwhile.”

Debbie Stoller

Third wave feminism and knitting 



Janet Morton’s Femmebomb

School of Human Ecology at University of Wisconsin Madison, covered in 19 
quilt squares made from recycled material, 8 ft. tall spool of thread, 12 ft. tall 
needle, 250 crocheted flowers, 22 buttons made of pink insulation foam, 
orange plastic snow fence woven with pink cloth, industrial Velcro, wood 
rope, grommets



Janet Morton’s Femmebomb

“…Femmebomb was on the former home economics building at the 
University of Wisconsin. My students there felt really burdened by the 
history of the site, even though there were positive connotations about 
early women’s university education there, too. So I did the 
Femmebomb project as a means of dealing with stereotypes: you can 
either ignore stereotypes or exploit them, explode them. I did the 
latter, playing the femininity up, taking it to an extreme.” 



Pussyhats and the Women’s March



Knitting’s associations also allow it to be used as a 
means of exploring masculinity 

Mark Newport



2) Knitting and political activism



Craftivism

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Craftivism

A form of activism, typically incorporating 
elements of anti-capitalism, environmentalism, 
solidarity, or third-wave feminism, that is 
centered on practices of craft



Anti-corporatism

https://medium.com/@grantneufeld/the-revolutionary-knitting-circle-
proclamation-of-constructive-revolution-67efc906bf9d

Revolutionary Knitting Circle 
manifesto:

“T]he Revolutionary Knitting Circle 
calls upon people everywhere to 
take up the struggle through the 
tools of local production.  We shall 
bring forth not only our voices raised 
for global justice, but we shall rise 
together, with the tools to liberate 
communities from the shackles of 
global activism."



Let’s go through a few case studies



Case Studies: Knitting as an act of agitation

Hand knitting is seen as a contrast to mass production, mass 
consumption, and a global economy and monoculture

Cat Mazza



Case Studies: Knitting as an act of agitation

Hand knitting is seen as a contrast to mass production, mass 
consumption, and a global economy and monoculture

Yarn Bombing by Knitta



Case Studies: Knitting as an act of agitation

Knitting’s feminine associations allow it to be used to challenge 
patriarchal structures

Olek



Case Studies: Knitting as an act of agitation

Knitting can be accessible to all, and can be employed as an 
act of collective effort

Marianne Jorgensen

“[A] protest against the Danish 
involvement in the war in Iraq.  The 
tank was covered from the canon to 
the caterpillar tracks with knitted and 
crocheted squares made with pink 
yarn. The pink covering consists of 
more than a 4000 pink 
squares...knitted by volunteers from 
Denmark, the UK , USA and several 
other countries.” 

https://fromsoiltoflight.tumblr.com/po
st/406957634/pink-tank-by-
marianne-j%C3%B8rgensen-aarhus-
denmark



Case Studies: Knitting as an act of agitation

Knitting’s associations as safe and non-harmful can pull the viewer 
in, seducing them to engage with the message of the object

Lisa Ann Auerbach



Case Studies: Knitting as an act of agitation

Knitting’s has associations with environmentalism; not mass-
produced, items are not disposable, fibers can be natural

https://www.commongrace.org.au/knit_for_c
limate_action



3) Knitting as craft, art, and fashion



3) Knitting as craft, art, and fashion

In my class, we start this section by 
exploring why knitting is not traditionally 
thought of as “fine art”



Why have there been no great women artists?

Essay by Linda Nochlin



Why have there been no great women artists?

Essay by Linda Nochlin

The common responses to the “women problem”:

- People with wombs can’t create anything significant
- There are great women artists, but they are just not yet 

discovered
- There is a different “greatness” for women



Why have there been no great women artists?

Essay by Linda Nochlin

The common responses to the “women problem”:

- People with wombs can’t create anything significant
- There are great women artists, but they are just not yet 

discovered
- There is a different “greatness” for women

But the problem is that these responses accept 
the question at face value



Why have there been no great women artists?

Essay by Linda Nochlin

The “problem” is the question, not women

“The fault lies not in our stars, our hormones, our menstrual 
cycles, or our empty internal spaces, but in our institutions 
and our education...The miracle is, in fact, that given the 
overwhelming odds against women…that so many…have 
managed to achieve so much sheer excellence, in those 
bailiwicks of white masculine prerogative like science, 
politics, or the arts.“



Knit art as subversive

“The mass of metaphorical cultural baggage attached to 
knitting – the poverty, domesticity, and femininity which still 
cling to its image – has now been harnessed by a new 
community who can begin to transcend preconceptions to 
subvert expectations”

Turney, Joanne. The Culture of Knitting. Berg, 2009.



Rosemarie Trockel

knitting pictures: a response to her perception of a male-dominated art 
world. By using traditionally feminine resources and techniques, she 
calls into question an assumed hierarchy of materials, which places 
painting at the top and craft at the bottom.



Mike Kelly



Mike Kelly

Lumpenprole (1991)



Dave Cole

https://vimeo.com/28618663

The knitting machine, conducted 
over a July 4th weekend



Dave Cole



Freddie Robins





Subversion in fashion: 
APOC, Issey Miyake



4) Knitting in science 



A note about textiles and technology

Jacquard Machine (1804): a device 
fitted to a loom that simplifies the 
process of manufacturing textile.

- Controlled by a "chain of cards"; 
a number of punched cards laced 
together into a continuous 
sequence



The use of punched cards is 
considered an important step 
in the history of computing 
software, having inspired 
Charles Babbage’s early 
computer designs.   

A note about textiles and technology



Models of knit fabrics

- Elisabetta Matsumoto (Georgia 
Tech): Using yarn properties, 
mathematical stitch details and final 
knitted structures as inputs, a 
program can predict mechanical 
properties of fabrics. 

https://www.sciencenews.org/article/
how-one-physicist-unraveling-
mathematics-knitting



Models of knit fabrics

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2FTpltiN4ig



Help tailor materials for specific applications — from 
scaffolds for growing human tissue to wearable smart 
clothing — and perhaps solve problems of everyday life. 

Models of knit fabrics

https://www.sciencenews.org/article/how-one-physicist-unraveling-mathematics-knitting



Knitting with 
electroactive 
polymers

Textile Actuators (textuators)



Textile Actuators (textuators)

https://techxplore.com/news/2019-05-soft-actuated-
commercial-machines.html



Conclusions

Although the history of knitting is relatively short, it carries a 
lot of baggage with it.  This affects how we understand and 
interpret a knit object
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Conclusions

Although the history of knitting is relatively short, it carries a 
lot of baggage with it.  This affects how we understand and 
interpret a knit object

- Adds whimsy to a public space
- Questions knitting’s place in a fine 

arts hierarchy
- Challenges our constructions of 

masculinity and femininity
- Challenges our assumptions about 

what knitting can be and do



Thank you!  
Any questions?


