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Abstract 

This article examines the intersections between craft activism and social identity formation, focusing 

specifically on yarn bombing. Globally, women and men are taking up their knitting needles and crochet hooks 

to make political, social, cultural, aesthetic, and artistic statements. Through this practice, crafters build 

personal, social, and political identities. Drawing on theories of social, relational, and embodied identity, I 

examine four case studies of recent protests conducted by yarn bombers. Through a feminist lens, I offer 

conclusions about the complex intersection between making and social identity formations as well as offer a 

contingent explanation for the resurgence of crafting now and the paradigm shift in activism through craft. 
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Motto: Choice has replaced obligation as the basis for self-definition 

(James E. Cote and Charles G. Levine (1)). 

 

Motto: My utilitarian craft has become art. I think every act of  

making is an act of revolution (Betsy Greer (Knitting 144)). 

 

 

Introduction 

The practice of knitting and crocheting today looks very similar and yet very different from yarn 

work ages ago. Contemporary knitter Donna Druchunas’s narrative on her experience as a knitter 

captures this paradox very well. She explains that her grandmother: ”knitted because she enjoyed 

feeling the yarn in her fingers as she formed stitches with her needles and because she loved to 

wrap her children and grandchildren in handmade sweaters and afghans” (89). 

By contrast, Druchunas “found satisfaction in using knitting to explore political and social issues” 

and: ”to defy the standards of mass production and conformity that we are bombarded with in the 

media. Giving handmade gifts for birthdays and holidays provides a way to share these values with 

others” (89-90). 

Of course, people still knit and crochet sweaters, scarfs, afghans, and other wearable knit items, 

but they have repurposed yarn work for lots of other kinds of outcomes. Today, increasingly, many 

more women and men are taking up yarn work of all kinds across the world since the turn to the 

21st century (Greer, Knitting; Levine and Heimerl; Pentney; Stoller; Wills). 

The resurgence of knitting and crochet work is intimately tied up with formations of social 

identity. At one time, identity formation was an accident of birth. Where someone was born and to 

whom the person was born determined a sense of a fairly stable place in society and formed a clear 

sense of identity, albeit these were to some degree fabrications. Spring forward past theories of 

individualism, existentialism, and self-actualization - all of which posited that everything begins and 

                                                 
1
Craftivism is craft + activism; that is, activists who use art as a medium. Betsy Greer coined the term 

“craftivism” in 2003 on her blog Craftivism: The Newsletter (“What is Craftivism?”) to describe the use of craft 

in activism. In 2011, American Craft Magazine identified her term “craftivist” as one of the great moments in 

the recent history of crafts to mark their 70th anniversary (“70 Years” 44). Also see Betsy Greer, “Craftivism”, 

where she writes: “Craftivism is a way of looking at life where voicing opinions through creativity makes your 

voice stronger, your compassion deeper and your quest for justice more infinite”.   
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ends with the lone, individual self - to the last quarter of the 20th century when Michel Foucault 

proposed discursive formations as the process by which selves are socially, politically, and culturally 

conditioned (“Technologies”). While social and political and other kinds of systems powerfully 

condition humans, identity is also theorized as both relational and embodied. The former view 

termed “social identity” was introduced by Henri Tajfel and his student John C. Turner in the 1980s. 

Social identity refers to the ways we identify ourselves in relation to others in a relevant social group 

(Tajfel and Turner)
2
. In terms of embodiment, Foucault begins a dialogue on the latter when he 

claims that “the body: [is] a surface on which events are inscribed (whereas language marks events 

and ideas dissolve them” (“Nietzsche” 83). However, the separation among body, language, and 

ideas as presented by Foucault has been challenged more recently. 

By the latter part of the 20th century, feminist, gender, and queer studies scholars posed 

embodiment and performativity to introduce a construct of identity as constituted social temporality 

- that is, as understanding that identity is tenuously constituted over time. As early as Simone de 

Beauvoir who announced “one is not born, but rather, becomes a woman” (267), feminists have 

argued for understanding gender and identity as performative and embodied (Butler, Gender and 

Bodies). Elizabeth Bell has pushed further to theorize that all aspects of identity - or identities - are 

performative, being negotiated during a process of becoming. She turns to the metaphor of “kinesis” 

to argue that identity constitution is a process of breaking and remaking, both sustaining normative 

boundaries and transgressing them (Bell 13). Donna Haraway usefully observes that: “the concept of 

a coherent inner self, achieved or innate, is a regulatory fiction that is unnecessary... Identities seem 

contradictory, partial, and strategic” (135, 155). 

She explains the contradictory nature of identity through the concept of splitting: “Splitting 

should be about heterogeneous multiplicities that are simultaneously necessary and incapable of 

being squashed into isomorphic slots or cumulative lists. The knowing self is partial in all its guises, 

never finished, whole, simply there and original; it is always constructed and stitched together 

imperfectly, and therefore able to join with another, to see together without claiming to be another” 

(Haraway 193). 

In short, there are always excesses of identity beyond what the embodied knowing self 

understands and the knowing observer can grasp; these exceed our focus of attention and our 

language. Scott Cohen adds that in addition to the multiplicities of identity formations, there is an 

increasing need to link these identities and other disparate experiences into a reflective life narrative 

that significantly buttresses identity formations. Cohen further argues for “an understanding that 

identity is not a fixed given, but is always in process [which] indicates that experiences can be 

opportunities for individuals to (re)produce a sense of personal identity” (italics added 10). 

While identity is theorized as fluid and dynamic by current scholars (Cote and Levine), it is not 

posited as seamless but rather as a series of re(dis)locations. For James Cote and Charles Levine, for 

instance, “choice has replaced obligation as the basis for self-definition” (1). Moreover, as Kay Deaux 

points out about the fluidity and discontinuities of identity, “such fluctuations in identity, rather than 

evidence of instability or whimsy, provide evidence of the ways in which people respond to their 

environment and can make choices that seem most appropriate to that setting” (2). 

In Scott Cohen’s words: “As identities in contemporary times have become increasingly 

fragmented and fractured (Hall), most modern Western individuals still seek an idea of self that 

reflects unity and purpose, a cultural expectation that one’s identity reflects ‘a patterned and 

purposeful integration of the me (McAdams)” (8). 

                                                 
2
For additional information on social identity, see John C. Turner, and Penny Oakes; John C. Turner, and K. J. 

Reynolds; John C. Turner, “Some Current Issues”; Roy Baumeister; Roy Baumeister and Mark Muraven; Cor van 

Halen and Jacques Jannsen; Alexander, Haslam, S. Naomi Ellemers, Stephen David Reicher, Katherine J. 

Reynolds, and Michael T. Schmitt; S. Alexander Haslam, Stephen David Reicher, and Katherine J. Reynolds; Tom 

Postmes, and Nyla R. Branscombe.   
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Another scholar who explores the ways performativity and embodiment construct identity is 

David Gaunlett, who proposes identity formation as an ongoing life narrative. In his research, he 

examines the intersection between creativity and formations of identities, arguing and 

demonstrating that making things is a way of experiencing the multiplicities of one’s self-identity. 

Participants in his study used Legos to build a material metaphor that expressed their sense of their 

identity. As he notes, making is an embodied experience; to craft things is to use one’s body in 

tandem with one’s mind as a route to displaying or understanding identity. His research reveals, 

among other things, the importance of social connections. Gaunlett concludes that: “Despite the 

dominance of consumer culture... these goals [in building a Lego metaphor to represent one’s 

identity] were not about possessions gained, but about social connections, inner happiness, and a 

life well lived” (195). 

Social connections, inner happiness, and a well-lived life all are fostered for many while they craft 

and, for some of these folks, while they are participating in activist undertakings as well. In these 

cases, crafting and activism serve as anchors in the fluid messiness of ongoing identity formation and 

sense making. 

In this article, I examine the intersections between craft activism and social identity formation. I 

focus on one craft activist strategy - that of yarn bombing - that has emerged recently and that 

serves as one tool in the formation of contemporary social identity. Yarn bombing is a relatively new 

form of outsider
3
 street art that is popping up all over the world in unexpected places, for 

unexpected reasons, and toward unexpected ends (see, for example, Greer, Knitting; Deadly 

Knitshade; Tapper; and Werle). Globally, women and men are taking up their knitting needles and 

crochet hooks to make political, social, cultural, aesthetic, and artistic statements
4
. Through this 

practice, crafters build personal, social, and political identities. While yarn bombing is conducted for 

a variety of reasons, in this article, I focus on yarn bombing as a craftivist strategy for mounting a 

protest. 

After reviewing the materiality of yarn activism and contemporary activism, I examine four 

specific instances of protests conducted by yarn bombers. Drawing on a feminist lens, I offer a 

conclusion about the complex intersection between making and social identity formations as well as 

offer a contingent explanation for the resurgence of crafting now and the paradigm shift in activism 

through craft. 

 

Yarn Graffiti as Materialist Epistemology and Contemporary Activism 

Grounding my exploration in “thing theory”, I argue that yarn bombing can be understood to 

constitute a materialist epistemology, what Davis Baird has termed “thing knowledge”, “where the 

things we make bear knowledge of the world, on par with the words we speak [emphasis added]” 

(“Thing Theory” 13; also see Baird, Thing Theory). Thing theory is a key tenet in material culture 

studies, a field dedicated to the things we make. Historian Jules David Prown defines material 

culture as “the study through artifacts of the beliefs - values, ideas, attitudes, and assumptions - of a 

                                                 
3
On outsider art, see John Maizels; Lucienne Peiry; Lyle Rexer; Rhodes   

4
The origins of yarn bombing are fuzzy at best. Books, magazine articles, newspaper accounts, and blogs 

typically report that the first recorded yarn bombing took place in Den Helder in the Netherlands in 2004 and 

that in the US it was founded in 2005 in Houston, Texas by Magda Sayeg. Sayeg, a yarn store owner who 

rounded up friends to form a group called “Knitta Please”, used leftover yarns and unfinished projects to yarn 

bomb decorative pieces in unusual places around the city. Their activities were a response to the 

dehumanizing qualities of the urban environment. However, as early as 1992, contemporary Canadian artist 

Janet Morton was covering up public spaces with crocheted and knitted pieces. Her first installation was a 

huge knitted sock that she laid on a memorial in Queen’s Park, Toronto. The following year she covered a 

bicycle, calling the installation “Sweater Bike”. In 1994 she exhibited a huge mitten she named “Big, Big Mitt” 

by hanging it off an urban building. See the CCCA Canadian Art Database for images of Janet Morton’s knitted 

work at  

http://ccca.concordia.ca/artists/image_timeline.html?languagePref=en&link_id=5793&artist=Janet+Morton. 
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particular community or society at a given time” (17). His definition is accurate only in so far as most 

of the scholarship in material culture studies typically follows two major approaches: one that takes 

the material objects as the starting point for investigation, and the other, the human subject or 

society as the starting point. A good deal is understood then about objects; however, less attention 

has been given to the practices of making an artifact and the act of manipulating materiality - that is, 

to the ways in which objects are conceptualized, produced, circulated, used, and exchanged. Along 

with Beth Fowkes Tobin, I have argued for more attention to the making of things in a series of four 

books on women and material culture. Artifacts are not passive, inert things; they are invested with 

meanings through association and usage; meanings change over time and place. They are part of 

social networks and interact in social networks. Carl Knappett makes a good point about placing 

objects in a web when he argues: “We should not treat objects as individual, isolated items; 

attention must be devoted to both their spatial and temporal situatedness. The former refers to the 

complex environment of human and non-human objects in which individual artifacts are enmeshed. 

The latter consists of an artifact’s location within the flow of time, and how that artifact is 

experienced by agents over the course of a life time” (62-3). 

Things, in other words, have agency; they do not simply reflect meaning. Thus, yarn bombing can 

be understood as a social agent of change within social networks and the installation itself as having 

agency. 

Bruno Latour has made a convincing case for the agency of objects (“Berlin Key”). In 

Reassembling the Social, Bruno Latour theorizes that the social involves complex networks of forces 

that must be better understood. His theory reinvests individuals with agency (something theories of 

the late 20th century erased in many disciplines) and more radically invests non-human objects – 

things - with agency as well (“Berlin Key”). Thus, “actors” in Actor-Network-Theory (ANT) are not just 

living beings (humans and animals) but doors, locks, planes, homes, belongings, and so on. He insists 

that these matter when we consider the webs or networks of interaction because they act on 

humans and other objects. He writes: “It’s the power exerted through entities that don’t sleep and 

associations that don’t break down that allow power to last longer and expand further - and, to 

achieve such a feat, many more materials than social compacts have to be devised” (Reassembling 

70). 

Since the social is “produced”, scholars need to examine the sites where things are produced and 

innovations occur. We need to connect this understanding with yarn bombing and contemporary 

activism. 

The term “bombing” in “yarn bombing” comes from graffiti slang, where “to bomb” is “to paint 

many surfaces in an area” (Cooper and Chalfant 27) although Graffiti bombers often choose to paint 

throw-ups or tags because they can be rendered more quickly and the graffiti artists can evade the 

law (Whitford; McDonald)
5
. Just as graffiti is an illegal practice, so is yarn bombing, also called not 

surprisingly “yarn graffiti”, among other terms. The connection with graffiti underscores the 

rhetoricity of yarn bombing as the word “graffiti” comes from the Greek term γράφειν – graphein - 

meaning “to write”. What does it mean to say graffiti is written? When the graffiti artist, who is 

credited with beginning the contemporary graffiti movement in Tehran, Iran, was asked about the 

meaning of graffiti, the self-named artist A1one (a.k.a. Tanhā
6
) said: “A drawing on the street is 

similar to a letter: It proves that there is a writer”. Graffiti confirms the presence and reality of the 

                                                 
5
The specific term “yarn bombing” was coined by Leanne Prain (a graphic artist, writer, knitter, and crafter) for 

her 2009 co-authored book with Mandy Moore titled Yarn Bombing: The Art of Crochet and Knit Graffiti. The 

practice is also known by other names such as yarn storming, yarn graffiti, urban crochet and knitting, and 

guerilla crochet and knitting. Of course, knitting has been used for various feminist activist projects but these 

terms of the art were yet in play. See, for example, Sabrina Shirobayashi; David Revere McFadden and Jennifer 

Scanlan. 
6
Taṇhā is one of the Four Noble Truths of Buddha meaning “thirst” literally but defined as the craving to hold 

onto pleasurable and neutral experiences and to be separated from unpleasant ones.   
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“maker” in a public space that is typically controlled by and reserved for those in power. Graffiti 

bears knowledge of the world; it expresses dynamically “thing knowledge”. 

Like graffiti, yarn bombing without official permission or permit is illegal. Hence, many yarn 

bombers use pseudonyms to conceal their named identities. Because this activity takes place in 

“public spaces”, yarn bombing is understood as “defacing property”. Of course, yoking the phrases 

“public spaces” and “defacing property” is itself an oxymoron, blurring public and private worlds. 

This blurring is a hegemonic reading of graffiti. As graffiti artists have noted, “no one asks my 

permission to hang huge billboards in public spaces. Why should I ask permission to bomb sites?” 

(Bomb It). Where yarn bombing differs from graffiti is that yarn bombing doesn’t damage surfaces; it 

is easily removed and leaves no mark. 

Done in public spaces, yarn bombing lends itself to robust contemporary activism as well as 

aesthetic, charitable, artistic, and other foci. Over the last two decades, contemporary Western 

activism has taken a radical turn, moving beyond and in contradistinction to traditional rhetorical 

strategies of public protest and confrontation among throngs of gatherers. I call this turn “soft 

power”. This oxymoronic phrase for contemporary activism tactics challenges the connotation of 

“soft” as flimsy, weak, and stereotypically feminine and the connotation of “power” as brute force, 

strong, and stereotypically masculine. Both words are turned inside out in many current activist 

movements where soft is strong and power is nonaggressive. Soft is physical and power is cerebral. 

Soft is durable and power is creative. 

On the leading edge are third-wave feminists who have helped to redefine activism in ways that 

are very different from former feminists (Gray). Unlike earlier feminist groups that used violent and 

disruptive strategies, some third-wave feminists use much more pliable strategies. As Stacey 

Sowards and Valerie Renegar point out, today feminist activism includes tactics such as “creating 

grassroots’ models of leadership, using strategic humor, building feminist identity, sharing stories, 

and resisting stereotypes and labels” (58). The contemporary practice of yarn bombing offers one 

instantiation of contemporary feminist protest tactics. 

Of course, the use of “waves” is problematic because it suggests that feminists have ebbed and 

flowed throughout time while in reality there have always been feminists. I hesitated using the term 

“third-wave” precisely because of this problem. I resorted to it as a short-cut with a caveat. 

Furthermore, there has been criticism that claims there isn’t a third-wave because of “its failure to 

unite in large – scale political protest over issues of importance to women” (Pentney html). Some 

second-wave feminists dismiss the idea of a third-wave because there isn’t a strong group of women 

uniting and coalescencing around shared beliefs and values. The fact of the matter is that from the 

beginning and through all the so-called waves, women have not been united in unified beliefs and 

values; women are and always have been a diverse gendered amalgamation. 

Furthermore, while it is tempting to connect yarn bombing with “girlie feminism”, a term coined 

by Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards in their Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism, and the 

Future to describe the pro-femininity line of young feminists (136; also see their rev. ed.), it is too 

simple a view. As a strand of third-wave feminism that seeks to recoup and endorse traditional 

female activities by “valuing knitting, cooking and dressing up” (Baumgardner and Richards 216), 

“girlie feminists” are not the first nor the only amalgamation to reclaim and rewrite the feminine, 

while challenging its stereotypical and hegemonic characterizations. Rozsika Parker, for example, in 

speaking about embroidery and femininity for early 20th-century British feminists says: “embroidery 

was employed not to transform the place and function of art, but to change ideas about women and 

femininity. Far from desiring to disentangle embroidery and femininity, they wanted embroidery to 

evoke femininity – but femininity represented as a source of strength, not as evidence of women’s 

weakness” (197). 

There were a number of early feminists that sought to redefine the “feminine” and not all shared 

the same view. 

Second-wave feminists, however, are largely remembered for rejecting anything that was 

constructed as feminine. As Beth Ann Pentney notes, “If second-wave feminists have been 
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historicized as women who put down their knitting, third-wave feminists may be characterized as 

those who have picked it back up again” (Pentney). Jack Z. Bratich and Heidi M. Brush refer to this 

resurgence of interest - “a whole range of practices usually defined as the ‘domestic arts’: knitting, 

crocheting, scrapbooking, quilting, embroidery, sewing, doll-making” (234) - especially among young 

women, as “fabriculture”. But, again, this is rather simplistic; for, while many second-wave feminists 

voiced their disdain for all feminine practices, there are those who privately engaged in such 

practices, such as rhetoric and composition scholar Sharon Crowley, who has collected dolls all her 

life, and composition scholar Susan Miller, who completed many embroidery projects. But what 

most third-wave feminists share, even those of contradictory strands, is a political stance and set of 

practices that are much gentler than the “chain yourself to the fence” or “kick the door” down 

strands of some first- and second-wave feminists. This softer tactic is evident in what some yarn 

bombers say about the act. For instance, Deadly Knitshade (a pseudonym for a yarn bomber in 

London) says: “Change and making the world a better place can be done with a grin instead of a 

grimace, a whisper instead of a bellow. What we do can alter the way people look at their world. 

How it [yarn storming] alters it is up to them. That’s really our point” (124). 

It perhaps isn’t surprising that Deadly Knitshade coined the term “yarn storming” to deflect the 

association of the term “bombing” with war and violent tactics. 

So how are women and men attempting to alter political and social practices and perspectives? 

How do their activist activities construct social identities? What does their practice of making things 

help us understand? We turn now to protest yarn bombing as acts of civil disobedience - a global 

practice for making subversive statements about political issues. The following sections offer brief 

case studies of activism in yarn concerning: war, political decisions, economic problems, and 

environmental sustainability. 

 

Protest against War 

In April 2006, Danish artist Marianne Jorgensen created a yarn bombing war protest against the 

US, British, and Danish involvement in the Iraqi war, covering in yarn a World War II tank that she 

borrowed after much negotiating with the Danish government. Titled Pink M.24 Chaffee Tank, the 

installation was made up of more than 4,000 15 X 15 cm pink crocheted and knitted squares 

donated by more than one thousand contributors from the United States and European countries 

that were then assembled together and fit over the borrowed WWII combat tank. (See Figure 1.) 

These squares of various crochet and knitted patterns “represent a common acknowledgement 

of a resistence to the war in Iraq” (“Pink”). Catherine Mazza notes that “When pieced together from 

numerous individual contributions, as many knitted protest projects are, the works become a sort of 

handcrafted petition” (qtd. in Gohil). Unlike a written petition, however, on which one signs one’s 

name in seconds, the making of squares takes time and commitment and labor. As Betsy Greer says 

of another yarn bombing installation, “It’s easy to ignore a petition, but not so easy to ignore a 

massive sea of blue squares that blocks your path and leads you to wonder what its purpose is” 

(Knitting 109). Likewise, here it is hard to ignore a soft, pink draped war tank. 
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Figure 1: “Pink M.24 Chaffee Tank”. Copyright 

permission granted by Marianne Jorgenson. 

 

The piece was displayed between April 7th and 11th in 2006 in front of the Nikolaj Contemporary 

Art Center in Copenhagen. Ele Carpenter points out about this protest, 

 

This symbolic transformation of military hardware into an object of comic irony seeks to disarm 

the offensive stance of a machine justified by its defensive capability. Whilst the sinister Trojan 

undertones of disguising a real weapon as soft and fluffy lead us to review the deaths from 

‘friendly’ fire, as well as the women and children who suffer the largest percentage of deaths in 

most conflicts. Activist craft has many forms of symbolism and disguise. … [M]ost importantly 

the Pink M.24 Chaffee enables, or should enable, an alternative critical discourse about global 

militarism (Carpenter). 

 

Carpenter’s point echoes Deadly Knitshade. Public spaces and the authority that typically 

regulates them are subverted and transformed when filled with color, difference, and domestic work 

(Sheppard). 

On these markers, feminist Beth Ann Pentney rightly points out that: 

 

Combining what Jørgensen refers to as the symbolic ‘home, care, closeness’ [and, I would add, 

‘the traditionally feminine’] with the violence and trauma caused by war machines forces the 

viewer to reconsider the perceived ordinariness or inevitability of war. The ideological affiliation 

of knitting with the feminine is exploited rather than rejected by Jørgensen in this 

demonstration, to such a degree that the cultural meanings imbued in the color pink – 

femininity, a lack of authority, and nostalgic ties to the domestic – are used to destabilize the 

tank’s symbolic power (Pentney). 

 

The inverted sense of “soft power” is clear here. Power is, as Pentney notes, “destabilize[ed]” and 

soft takes on a new sense of strong. 

 

Protest against Political Decision 

Yarn bombers challenge various political decisions. In April 2011, thousands of German citizens 

held an anti-nuclear protest demanding the end of nuclear power. In Essen, Germany, about 3,000 

people participated in the nationwide anti-nuclear demonstration. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Anti-Nuclear Protest stitched by Strick 

and Liesel near Essen, Germany. Photographer 

anonymous. 
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As part of that protest, two young German university students who call themselves by the 

pseudonyms Strick and Liesel (named after “Strickliesel” or “Knitting Nancy”, a toy that teaches 

children how to knit) conducted a yarn bombing (C.G.). 

At the top of the yarn installation is the familiar nuclear activity logo used on warning signs, 

especially near reactors or nuclear facilities in the branded yellow and black. On the bottom, the 

symbol is repeated in white and black. The middle ”Danke” or “No thanks”, a phrase that is part of 

the logo of the large international Anti-Nuclear Movement. The two young women made numerous 

copies of this piece and hung the banners of this design on trees, street lamps, bridge banisters, and 

the pillars in front of the state parliament building around Dusseldorf, Duisburg, and Essen near 

where the banner pictured here was hung. The ironic twist of juxtaposing the nuclear symbol and 

the phrase “no thanks” makes the message serve as an invention device to get people thinking and 

perhaps caring about the dangers of nuclear power. But what draws their attention first is the 

disjuncture between the domestic yarn and the untamed tree bark. 

 

Protest against Economic Problems 

In June 2012, in Los Feliz, California, outside the Bank of America, on 1715 North Vermont Ave, in 

Los Angeles, USA, the KnitRiot Collective (a group of US guerrilla knitters and crafters) hung 99 hand-

knitted houses among the ficus trees to protest the foreclosure crises (“Los Feliz”). 

 

 
 

Figure 3: HomeSWEETHome Yarn Bombing 

Protest of Home Foreclosures. Photograph courtesy 

KnitRiot Collective 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Close-up of HomeSWEETHome Yarn Bombing Protest of Home Foreclosures. Photograph courtesy 

KnitRiot Collective. 

 

Ironically titled HOME sweet HOME, this yarn storming was intended to demonstrate solidarity 

among Americans who have lost or are losing their homes to foreclosures. Hanging domesticated 

yarn houses along a clothes line with clothes pins - both symbols of home - calls attention to the 
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devastation of the home foreclosure problem during the economic collapse of 2009 onward. The 

clothes pins hold the houses on the line as if driving home the point that homes like clothing are 

necessary shelters - something the flurry of home foreclosures, short sales, and home 

abandonments impeded and in some cases prohibited. These problems, largely caused by 

inappropriate and shady mortgage practices, are all more distressing because they could have been 

avoided except for power and greed. 

 

 
 

Figure 5: Tag on backside of knitted home. Photograph courtesy KnitRiot Collective. 

 

On the back of the knitted houses, KnitRiot attached a tag urging viewers to call on banks and 

elected representatives in the State Assembly to vote in favor of the California Homeowners Bill of 

Rights, a bill to curtail illegal foreclosures. Calling on viewers to stop supporting “Big Banks” in favor 

of “ethical lending practices” of other, perhaps smaller, banks, the tag offered information on how 

to apply for compensation after a foreclosure. Each point was highlighted with a viable web address. 

The California Homeowners Bill of Rights passed and became law in January 2013
7
. The political 

identity and position of this knitting group is clear in both the visual rhetoric and the written rhetoric 

on their installation. 

The KnitRiot Collective is quite active around Los Angeles and Hollywood, conducting economic 

protests and doing service for the homeless. For instance, in December 2011, they yarn bombed the 

PATH Homeless center in East Hollywood, leaving a wall of knitted hats and scarves for the homeless 

to take as protection against the cold (Boone). On their blog, KnitRiot members reported, ”The warm 

fuzzy pieces went up in the dim morning light Saturday December 17th, and by 9 am hats and scarfs, 

hand knitted with love, could be seen being worn on the streets around the Mall (KnitRiot)”. 

Warmth, protection, and shelter mark the KnitRiot protests and acts of kindness; these also 

connect them to diverse peoples and construct their identities as caring individuals. 

 

Protest for Environmental Sustainability 

The last protest concerns environmental sustainability, specifically against logging. 

 

 

                                                 
7
For more information on this bill, see “California Homeowner Bill of Rights”. State of California Department of 

Justice at http://oag.ca.gov/hbor. 
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Figure 6: Protest Against Logging, 2012. Courtesy of Art Works for Wild Spaces. Profile photo on Facebook. 

Photographer unknown. 

 

On February 16, 2012, a stretch of Highway 774 near Pincher Creek in Alberta, Canada, was yarn 

bombed by a group protesting the practice of logging that was taking place just 4 kilometers south of 

the highway. Yarn bombers targeted trees so that those who passed by would “pause to reflect on 

the ‘knitting together’ of people, their communities, and the beauty in the space that surrounds 

them” (“Castle”). A spokesperson for the group described the installation as “creating a voice for 

wild spaces” (“Castle”). The knitted afghan on each tree works as a metaphor supplying warmth, 

nurturing, and protection against the devastation of logging while at the same time shouts a 

message “do not touch me”. The pun of “knitting ‘knits’ folks together” has a long history and that 

concept is certainly evoked by the colorful “protected” trees in the “wild” covered with a docile 

knitted afghan. 

There is a sense of the domestic in all of these yarn bombings that conjure up notions of warmth, 

caring, nurturing, and other connotations - no matter how distorted the connotations may be for 

some people’s domestic experiences: ”the phenomenology of the practice - frustration with 

completion, undoing an almost finished product numerous times, sometimes leaving it unfinished 

altogether” (257, note 21). 

 

Ephemeral Strength 

Feminists Betsey Greer and Debbie Stoller (founder of Bust magazine and author of Stitch ‘n Bitch 

series of knitting books) separately argue that the resurgence of interest in “fabriculture”, 

specifically knitting and crocheting among third-wave feminists, comes from an epistemic 

perspective that values making over made, production over consumerism, and process over product. 

It is the relationship to the process that is crucial in yarn graffiti not the final product (Knitting; Stitch 

’n Bitch series). Moreover, it is the process of making that helps to construct social identity. As 

Bratich and Brush note, crafters often call attention to: “the phenomenology of the practice - 

frustration with completion, undoing an almost finished product numerous times, sometimes 

leaving it unfinished altogether” (257, note 21). 

Yarn bombing fits this paradigm because it is an ephemeral, transient art and the yarn installation 

is temporal - an impermanent rather than permanent art object. While yarn installations may last for 

years - though the yarn will eventually disintegrate from harsh weather conditions - yarn bombings 

are considered non-permanent, and, unlike other forms of graffiti, can be (and often are) easily 

removed if necessary. On Flicker, for example, self-described yarn bombers were asked “How long 

do your yarn bombs last?” Over a dozen answered. All agreed that length of depends on the location 

and on the design. One reported, “I had one last less than 24 hours”; another wrote “we’ve got 

some that stay up until the weather kills them; others disappear much sooner for reasons 

unknown”. Still another observed: “Really depends on so many things. The shortest I’ve had was less 

than half an hour and another I’ve had up for over a year” (“How Long”). So who pilfers these 

pieces? Yarn installations are often taken down by the police who see them as vandalism, by some 
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of the public who see them as a nuisance, or even by those who see the whimsy of them, 

understand the message, and appreciate the art but take them precisely because of those reasons. 

Given that it is unclear how long a piece will remain on site, yarn bombers are clearly more 

invested in the process of creating an installation than in the finished product itself. That is, it is the 

performance of yarn bombing that creates the meaning rather than the thing itself and that 

contributes self-definition as part of identity formation. 

Valuing the doing over the done and the self-made over the mass made is to claim the laboring 

practices of crafting and the slow process practices as a reaction to staggering rate of technological 

change today, what Colin Bain calls “hyperculture”. Paradoxically, however, it is this speedy race of 

communication technology that has permitted yarn bombing to spread so quickly across the globe. 

Indeed, the internet has been absolutely vital to circulating and sharing yarn bombing strategies 

through viral videos, blogs, and social networks. Joann Matvichuk, who founded International Yarn 

Bombing Day in 2011, was surprised at the vast reach of this practice. In her blog on June 11, 2011, 

she wrote as “Purl Girls”: “I had no idea when I came up with the idea for International Yarnbombing 

Day that it would have gotten this big. I figured a few hundred Canadians and Americans would be 

participating but I had no idea that I would have people from all over the World including countries 

like Iceland, Norway, Egypt, Israel, Germany and Australia” (Purl Girls). 

Just about every continent has participated in this global community activity. In the words of one 

reporter, “This global reach is one reason why some yarn-bombers believe their work has the 

potential to make political statements” (“Yarn-bombing”). Crossing physical borders via the internet, 

yarn bombers can find those who share similar views and positions even when the politics of their 

individual countries and their personal beliefs are very different. Not all yarn bombers, of course, are 

the same or share the same views or politics or any political identity marker. Indeed, all activists do 

not share the same views even when they share in craftivism. For instance, MK Carroll created a 

knitted womb pattern that inspired the “Wombs on Washington” project. After her free pattern 

appeared in the online magazine Knitty in 2004 (Carroll), an online community called Knit4Choice 

formed and called on others to use the pattern to create knitted wombs to be left on the steps to 

the Supreme Court to protest attempts to restrict abortion laws and undermine the Roe v. Wade 

decision of 1973. Since then, more knitting and crochet patterns for making wombs have been made 

available on the web and more calls to mail them to politicians have been made. (See Figure 7.) One 

humorous, though deadly serious, site is Gratuitous Uterus, from where the picture in Figure 7 

comes (“How to Get”). The movement was not without its deflectors. 

 

 
 

Figure 7: Sample Crocheted Uterus with Smiley Face. Courtesy of Gratuitous Uterus Pictures. Photography 

unknown. 

 

This protest project raised lots of questions about representation of diverse women who don’t 

fall into a binary: those who are pro-choice but don’t share all the same views as those expressed by 

those who called for the knitted wombs or those who are pro-life but share neither the views of pro-
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choice nor those of their own group. What it is important, though, about this project and other yarn 

bombing projects is that it opened up dialogue among many who shared different views from one 

end of the spectrum to the other. As it raised questions about representation of women that don’t 

paint them all the same, it raised questions about identity formation. 

 

Conclusion 

Throughout the globe, yarn graffiti activists juxtapose the softness of yarn against the hardness of 

the issues to which it is put to use and the sterility of the spaces on which it is installed - the beauty 

of the colors and design against the ugliness of the detestable issues at hand. As one guerilla knitter 

puts it, “this style of folk craft renovation is... integral to altering and beautifying ugly aspects of 

urban architecture” (Danica). 

Yarn Bombing (re)presents the convergence of several contemporary political and cultural 

strands: third-wave feminists, craft activists, Do-It-Yourselfers, and contemporary artists. By 

engaging in practices that have been gendered in the past, yarn bombers (men and women) seek to 

reclaim, redefine, and repurpose these “traditionally feminized” activities. Greer has termed this 

political strategy craftivism. In speaking about craftivism (also called knitivism, artivism, and so on), 

Betsy Greer argues that “craftivism is about more than ‘craft’ and ‘activism’ - it’s about making your 

own creativity a force to be reckoned with. The moment you start thinking about your creative 

production as more than just a hobby or ‘women’s work’, and instead as something that has cultural, 

historical and social value, craft becomes something stronger than a fad or trend (“Craftivism in 

Three”; see also “Craftivism” and “What is Craftivism”). 

Craftwork as described by Greer is formidable and compelling. In this way, her description draws 

attention to the term “craft” in German – kraft - which means “power”. Power in this space does not 

signal hierarchy, domination, or hegemony, rather it is more like a force, strength, and ability. It 

returns us to the phrase “soft power” – a creative, innovative, and compelling force that resides in 

the doing of the craftwork. Understood in this way, craftwork in general and yarn bombing in 

particular resonates with Gaunlett’s research on the intersections between creativity and identity. 

Yarn bombing can also be connected to what Joanne Hollows calls a Folk feminism where 

“‘authentic’ feminine cultural forms and practices are privileged over commercially produced 

popular culture and an attempt is made to unearth a women’s cultural tradition which has been 

hidden, marginalized or trivialized by a masculine cultural tradition and/or an inauthentic women’s 

culture” (29). 

In terms of the Do-it-yourself movement (DIY), Dennis Stevens points out: “If there is anything 

cohesive about the DIY movement, it’s that its practitioners choose to reinvent tradition as a remix, 

engaging with it through parody, satire and nostalgic irony. . . [T]his work makes its cultural [and I’d 

add political] statements indirectly and quietly” (emphasis added) (Stevens 89-90). 

Yarn bombing certainly reinvents traditional yarn work that had been for making domestic items 

and personal clothing. Yarn storming also repurposes yarn to new ends. In Ele Carpenter’s words: 

“Using the hacker language of reverse-engineering [or I’d term it repurposing] as a learning process - 

taking apart your jumper or video player to learn how to fix or reuse it” is the sign of DYI and in this 

case yarn storming, bombing, and graffiti”. 

Drawing these strands together, we can understand yarn bombing as a contemporary response 

to a long history of changes: the separation of labor and domestic skills, the split of public and 

private, the legal restrictions on making and mending anything, and restrictions on displaying 

anything in public. This practice calls for creativity rather than destruction of the used. Yarn bombing 

is an invention device, one that attracts attention to the strangely familiar of home, nurturing, 

protecting, and sheltering in a strangely unfamiliar place. 

Finally, the practice of yarn bombing challenges many assumptions about arts and crafts, (i.e., 

high and low arts), male and female practices, handmade and mass made, hand wrought and 

machine wrought, hierarchical arrangements of superior and subordinate, official and unofficial, 

public and private spaces, and personal and political. By using domesticated practices to call 
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attention to public problems, yarn bombers build a social identity of personal, private, public, social 

identity. Bring forward the yarn! 
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