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Advance Praise for How to Be a Craftivist

 

‘Craft is often thought of as domestic, belonging to a private world. Corbett brings it into the public sphere and shows us its transformational potential. Craftivism isn’t a gimmick. From politicians to CEOs, Corbett’s campaigns have changed the hardest of hearts and minds. This book doesn’t tell you what to care about, it shows you a different way to care. Here is an irresistible invitation to a kinder, more beautiful world, where the gentle are heroes and thoughtful creativity reigns.’

Lily Caprani, Deputy Executive Director, Unicef UK

 

‘Sarah’s approach to craftivism makes us more imaginative, rebuilds our attention spans, enables conversation, recovers dexterity, connects us to our ancestors, makes us smile, enables us to feel change is possible. We owe Sarah Corbett a deep debt of gratitude for showing us how it’s done. A vital piece of the world-changer’s jigsaw.’

Rob Hopkins, Founder of the Transition movement

 

‘This book is an antidote to the dire state the world is in, teaching us how to create a more beautiful, gentle, loving world with activism that matches.’

Charlie Craggs, Founder of Nails Transphobia

 

‘Who wants to be a whining, complaining “activist”? This book offers a better way, with creativity and a sense of collaboration to some of the most pressing issues humanity faces. Give it a read.’

Jolyon Rubinstein, actor, writer, producer and director including ‘The Revolution Will Be Televised’ (BBC 3)

 

‘At a time when activism is no longer seen as a fringe activity, and more and more people are seeking ways to speak out, Sarah Corbett’s methods of Craftivism are especially relevant. Sarah proves that the effectiveness of a message doesn’t have to rely solely on loud volume and displays of power. Craftivism’s strength comes through unwavering kindness and gentleness when spoken in the unexpected, but familiar, language of craft.’

Jenny Hart, Founder of Sublime Stitching

 

‘Sarah’s creative and original activism has been a huge inspiration. Totally in line both with Fashion Revolution’s ethos and my personal passions, it has been a pleasure to walk alongside her on this journey. This book is essential reading for all those who want to join the collective walk towards a more intelligent fashion consumption, which will lead to a better, safer, cleaner and more transparent fashion industry.’

Orsola de Castro, Founder and Creative Director of Fashion Revolution

 

‘This book is for every quiet soul who wants to bring positive change into the world but doesn’t feel well-suited to traditional forms of activism. Corbett shows us what is possible through the art of gentle protest, and how messages for change can be communicated through beautiful, lovingly-made craft objects. Smart, compassionate and engaging, Corbett’s book is filled with practical advice and inspirational ideas – the perfect introduction for all budding craftivists.’

Sarah Campbell, Head of Learning Programmes, Victoria and Albert Museum

 

‘Sarah’s gentle and powerful approach to activism is relevant more than ever in the world we are living in: why not follow Sarah’s lead with this book and help to change the world too.’

Harriet Vine, Co-founder of Tatty Devine

 

‘We know craft can fuel almost magical results – whether as a restorative hobby, a fulfilling career or as the innovative spark to industry or technological break-through. Now, Sarah Corbett’s wonderful book shows us how craft and making can be the perfect tool for those who want to make a difference to our world in a gentle way. She combines tools with encouragement that will inspire even the most circumspect of us to find our voice and be part of creating a better world.’

Nicky Dewar, Head of Learning and Talent Development, Crafts Council

 

‘Move over William Morris – here comes Sarah Corbett with an inspiring twenty-first century manifesto for transforming craft into a tool for social change. How To Be a Craftivist manages that rare feat of stitching together the personal and the political in a way that is both convincing and empowering.’

Roman Krznaric, author of Carpe Diem Regained and Empathy

 

‘A compelling and intimate portrait that expands our understanding of activism at a time when new forms of protest are more needed than ever.’

Micah White, Co-founder of Occupy Wall Street and author of The End of Protest: A New Playbook for Revolution

 

‘This is a wonderful book which will cheer your spirits and lift your soul at a time of austerity and global anxiety over peace and social injustice. It is strategic and significant in terms of its international reach and its intelligent summaries of how slow and mindful craftivism can be open-hearted, modest, peaceful, good-natured and loving.’

Janis Jefferies, Professor of Visual Arts, Goldsmiths University

 

‘I defy you not to be both charmed and inspired by one of the most creative “how to” guides you’re likely to come across, jam-packed as it is with practical advice, telling insights, and informed in every line by compassion and a refreshingly different transformational energy.’

Jonathon Porritt CBE, Founder Director, Forum for the Future

 

‘An empowering book, Sarah Corbett brilliantly elucidates ways of making a difference in our world today through the strategic use of craft, making and design as embodied and mindful approaches to activism and long-term transformation.’

Jane Pirone, Dean, School of Design Strategies, Parsons School of Design

 

‘Sarah Corbett shows us the extraordinary relationship between doing and being.’

Milton Glaser, celebrated graphic designer and creator of the I [heart] NY logo.

 

‘I loved this book. First, it made me sit up and wonder why I wasn’t doing more. Then it showed me that protest can be clever, artful, gentle, AND persuasive. Now I’m telling everyone I know about the art of gentle protest and making it part of my positive psychology curriculum to help transform the world we live in. Sarah Corbett has shown us how to use our talents and strengths in a new way to make a difference.’

Professor Stephen Joseph, editor of Positive Psychology in Practice: Promoting Human Flourishing in work, Health, Education and Everyday Life

 

‘Equal parts inspiration and provocation, this book is for anyone struggling with fury and frustration at the state of the world. The brilliant Sarah Corbett shows how to make a creative, articulate stand in support of all we hold dear.’

Margaret Heffernan, CEO and author of Willful Blindness and A Bigger Prize

 

‘Sarah Corbett shows how the craft and gentleness of making can be united with world-changing political action. She demonstrates that small, thoughtful shifts in how we do things in our lives can lead to vital transformations. She has powerful ideas about grace, kindness and giving gifts. This is an inspiring and brilliant book.’

David Gauntlett, Professor of Creativity and Design and author of Making is Connecting

 

‘In a troubling and troubled world, Sarah Corbett makes the case for a gentle and humane form of activism with force and feeling.’

Douglas Alexander, former UK Member of Parliament & Secretary of State for International Development 2007–10

 

‘Sarah makes social protest appealing and accessible to quiet crafters, helping us to speak out about issues by using creativity and kindness.’

Tilly Walnes, Director, Tilly and the Buttons

 

‘Sarah Corbett’s Craftivism is inspiring proof that small quiet actions can foster the transformational change we have all been hoping for.’

John Thackara, Senior Fellow at the Royal College of Art and author of How to Thrive in the Next Economy: Designing Tomorrow’s World Today

 

‘How to Be a Craftivist demonstrates that with beautifully crafted design and carefully crafted activation strategies, smart ideas win over dumb ideas and justice wins over injustice. In these times of information overload, competing with beauty is not a luxury – it is a necessity if you want to engage hearts and minds and inspire action.’

Bruce Mau, award-winning designer and author

 

‘I love what Sarah does! It’s quiet activism for everyone including introverts.’

Jon Ronson journalist, filmmaker and author of The Psychopath Test

 

‘A brilliant guide for anyone interested in changing the world with creativity, mindfulness and joy.’

Jean Railla, Founder of getcrafty.com and author of Get Crafty: Hip Home Ec

 

‘A wonderful antidote to the harsh, strident, macho political times we currently endure. What if to beat them, you don’t have to join them? Sarah Corbett has tapped into a rich vein of possibility – a kinder, gentler, and perhaps more effective form of protest.’

Dr Duncan Green, Senior Strategic Adviser, Oxfam GB

 

‘This wonderful book should challenge us all. The world today is full of injustice and wrongs, and it is crucially important for citizens to make their voices heard. Corbett shows us a new way to fight for a better world without resorting to violence or empty social media posts – and calls on us all to reconsider our approach to communicating and living. This is a message that deserves to be widely heard, particularly in these polarized times.’

Gillian Tett, US Managing Editor, Financial Times and author of Fools Gold and The Silo Effect

 

‘Sarah Corbett’s book is inspiring and challenging at the same time. Her message is to free people from the chains of consumerism and equip them to enter the house of activism. We are not mere consumers – we are makers, we are artists and we are citizens. Sarah Corbett reminds us that through crafts and creativity, through arts and imagination, we can build a new world and create a sustainable future for all.’

Satish Kumar, Founder of Schumacher College and Editor Emeritus, Resurgence and Ecologist

 

‘A tremendous book, one that shows you how to communicate with people in a thoughtful and effective way.’

Jimmy McGovern, screenwriter and producer

 

‘Sarah Corbett mixes an A-grade mind with astonishing creativity and emotional awareness. In this book she examines and reframes activism in a way that makes for genuinely spirited, inclusive and effective intervention. Environmental and social justice campaigning typically favours the extrovert and those who self-identify (often rather loudly) as “leaders”. I think Sarah’s book changes that in a super-intelligent, engaging way. More power to her!’

Lucy Siegle, journalist and author of To Die For: Is Fashion Wearing Out the World?
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For everyone who wants to help improve our wonderful world in a beautiful, gentle and loving way.



 

Dear Reader,

 

The book you are holding came about in a rather different way to most others. It was funded directly by readers through a new website: Unbound. Unbound is the creation of three writers. We started the company because we believed there had to be a better deal for both writers and readers. On the Unbound website, authors share the ideas for the books they want to write directly with readers. If enough of you support the book by pledging for it in advance, we produce a beautifully bound special subscribers’ edition and distribute a regular edition and e-book wherever books are sold, in shops and online.

This new way of publishing is actually a very old idea (Samuel Johnson funded his dictionary this way). We’re just using the internet to build each writer a network of patrons. At the back of this book, you’ll find the names of all the people who made it happen.

Publishing in this way means readers are no longer just passive consumers of the books they buy, and authors are free to write the books they really want. They get a much fairer return too – half the profits their books generate, rather than a tiny percentage of the cover price.

If you’re not yet a subscriber, we hope that you’ll want to join our publishing revolution and have your name listed in one of our books in the future. To get you started, here is a £5 discount on your first pledge. Just visit unbound.com, make your pledge and type craft5 in the promo code box when you check out.

 

Thank you for your support,
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Dan, Justin and John

Founders, Unbound





Introduction

If we want our world to be a more beautiful, kind and fair place, then shouldn’t our activism be more beautiful, kind and fair?

 

The world is amazing. There is so much loveliness in nature, in people, in craft, in creativity. But I know that we can make it even more beautiful, and more kind and more fair. I have been an activist since I was three, but a few years ago I burnt out and felt that I didn’t fit in. I was going to give up. Then I discovered I could use craft in my activism. I became a craftivist.

This book is here to help you become not just a craftivist, but the most effective craftivist possible. To become someone who channels their anger at injustice and their passion for a better world into creative objects and activities. And those crafted objects can then help play a part in tackling the root causes of injustice and help create long-lasting positive change. Yes, it’s a big claim but after nine years of delivering workshops and events offline to over 15,000 people worldwide, as well as working with organisations ranging from charities to art institutions to universities and creative companies, I can say with my hand on my heart that craftivism can be truly transformational, both personally and politically.

In this book, you will learn how to use the process of making to engage deeply and critically with the issues you care about on your own or in a group. I will show you how every detail of your creation is important from the colour you use, the fonts, the size, messaging and presentation. You will see how craftivism street art and public activities can not only intrigue passers-by but can engage even more people, reaching different audiences online around the world, creating thoughts, conversations and action in places social justice isn’t often discussed. Throughout the book I will share with you what I’ve learnt from my own experience, from the feedback of others, the successes, challenges and hazards to be aware of. There will be case studies to learn from and skills you can transfer into other parts of your life.

Unlike some forms of activism and craftivism, my approach is not aggressive, loud or transactional, but focuses on a gentle art of protesting, threading humility through all that we create and do. Gentleness is not a weak form of protesting, it’s not mild or non-assertive. It requires self-control when what we feel is anger or sadness when we see injustice. It requires thoughtfulness to understand the context of the situation and empathy to help understand people’s views and actions. We need tact to know what’s the best way to tackle the problem and we need concern for all involved.

If you want to do it well, craftivism isn’t fast and easy. I often refer to our work as ‘slow and mindful activism’. Injustices tend to be complex tapestries with no quick fix or one individual to blame. They can involve many problems woven together that we need to address in different ways and craftivism can be one of the tools to go alongside other forms of activism in the activism toolbox. A tool for slow, kind and intriguing activism. It’s a craft that needs honing like any other skill. I want to help you fulfil your potential as a craftivist as you help tackle injustice and seek to create a better world.


My story


I’d always been an activist. I grew up in a low-income area of Liverpool in the 1980s in an activist family. I was taken to protests from the age of three and was present with local residents trying to save good local housing from demolition. I will never forget a family trip to South Africa in 1991. I was eight and Nelson Mandela had been released from prison the previous year. For three weeks we were visiting churches and communities who had worked to end apartheid.

At secondary school to my surprise I was voted head girl and successfully campaigned for lockers for the students (annoyingly we lost our campaign to eradicate ‘gym knickers’ from the sports kit!). At university I campaigned on global issues and spent the first seven years of my adult career working for large charities as a professional activist and movement-builder. I’ve grown up watching and learning how campaigns can be won or lost, what the tipping points can be, and how to address the root causes of poverty and injustice, not just the symptoms.

But by 2008 I felt like a burnt-out activist. I’m an introvert; so going to marches and meetings drained me. I didn’t like shouting, demonising people or telling people what to do, and I didn’t feel as though I fitted into some groups. And so much of my work as a professional campaigner and as an activist in my own time was online and not very creative. I really missed using my hands to create and make things.

In the summer of 2008 I picked up a cross-stitch craft kit from a local shop to stitch on a train journey when I felt too travel-sick to work. I immediately experienced how stitching could help address some of my difficulties with traditional forms of activism. Stitching calmed me down, helped me think through issues more clearly and I was able to be creative with my hands. It felt empowering. I discovered that the act of stitching in public led to people asking me questions about the injustice issue I was stitching about. My local politician had been ignoring my petitions and requests to take particular actions against injustice, so I hand-embroidered a message on to a handkerchief, asking her not to blow her chance of making a positive difference in her powerful position. I gave it to her as a gift to show that I wanted to encourage, support and help her tackle injustices as a critical friend not fight her as an aggressive enemy. It worked (see Chapter 8). My actions of making small, provocative but not preachy cross-stitched mini banners to hang up in public places to engage passers-by were not only being seen, enjoyed and discussed but to my surprise people were sharing images of them online, creating even more conversation.

I found the word ‘craftivism’ by googling ‘craft and activism’ and I wanted to see if there were any people combining the two. Betsy Greer coined the term ‘craftivism’ in 2003 and defines it as ‘a way of looking at life where voicing opinions through creativity makes your voice stronger, your compassion deeper’.1

At the time I couldn’t find any craftivism projects to do or groups I could join and so I contacted Betsy to ask if there were any guidelines to follow. She said that there were not and gave me her blessing to create my own craftivism projects. I founded the Craftivist Collective in 2009 after people wanted to join in with my projects. It started off as a local group in London and is now a growing worldwide network of craftivists. Over the years I’ve been constantly learning, in this ever-changing world, where and how craft can be a powerful tool for positive change, as well as where and how people can use it in their own situation.

This book is not focusing on which issues to care about the most. It’s about how to be a craftivist. I am aware that some people may use it on campaigns that I may not agree with. But my goal is to inspire and empower you to take a stand against injustice and increase your skills needed to engage in craftivism effectively.

I hope you will read this book with an open heart and open mind. I hope it inspires and empowers you to have a go in making our world an even more beautiful, kind and fair place for everyone. Being a craftivist can sound like a novel gimmick but it can also be world-changing, one stitch at a time...



 

Note

1  Greer, B., ‘Craftivism’, Encyclopedia of Activism and Social Justice (SAGE Publiations, 2007). Also www.craftivism.com/definition

 



Part I

Definitions




1

Craftivism
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There comes a point where we need to stop just pulling people out of the river. We need to go upstream and find out why they’re falling in

– Desmond Tutu

 

When I tell people I’m a craftivist, I tend to get confused looks, or people assume that it’s simply just a mash-up of ‘craft’ and ‘activist’. Which it is, sort of. It can also be much more than that. I want to use this chapter to set out exactly what I mean by ‘craftivist’ and ‘craftivism’ and how I see it as an effective and inclusive tool for changing systemic injustice. So before we think about threading our needles and tackling that craftivism project, let’s take a look at the different forms of activism, what my approach to craftivism is and how we can use it to try and change our world for the better.

I see the word ‘craftivism’ like the word ‘punk’. The bands The Clash, Sex Pistols, Ramones, Blondie and so many others have their own unique sound yet they are all seen as part of the punk music scene. And just like punk music, there are many different forms that craftivism takes.

Craftivism as a word and a concept may have only been around since 2003 when Betsy Greer came up with it, but craft has been used as a form of activism for many years. Arpilleras (small hand-stitched pieces) were made by groups of women known as ‘arpilleristas’ in Chile during the military dictatorship (1973–90) not only as a source of income but also to express their grief and anger, to immortalise their deceased, exiled or disappeared loved ones. Many of these arpilleras were smuggled out of Chile and used by Amnesty International to help build public and political pressure to bring down Pinochet for his atrocities. Back at the turn of the twentieth century, many suffragettes created outfits and fashion accessories in their brand colours of purple, white and green to show they were part of a movement demanding votes for women. And to go back even further, throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, trade unions and the Labour movement started commissioning large embroidered banners to display at political marches worldwide. Rozsika Parker in her seminal book The Subversive Stitch, first published in 1984, wrote about needlework creating space for freedom for women as well as being a performance that restricted women in social conversation. The quilting bee, for example, often served as a subversive space for promoting women’s suffrage, financial independence, to carry political messages or to raise money for their cause while appearing to be a group of women just chatting while they made objects for their home. These are just some of the examples often described as craftivism.

Some people believe that the act of crafting itself is political because it is going against the grain of mass production while others believe the act must be attached explicitly to a political message to be called craftivism. It is often difficult and confusing to find a clear definition of craftivism. Greer wrote on her website craftivism.com:

But then I remembered that there is no rule book for craftivism (outside of the fact it should fall inside of those tenets and be handmade and make the world better) and that’s why I created it to be the amorphous blob that it is. So it can evolve and change so it can involve all interested parties.1

It’s great to give people freedom but when it comes to tackling complicated social injustices people are at the centre of our work; so we have to be careful not to victimise or demonise people or oversimplify issues. And to do this I believe that we do need direction. It can feel overwhelming if there are so many different examples of craftivism with no one saying what the guidelines are to work within. It can be daunting, or worse, disempowering for some people, like having a blank canvas and not knowing where to start. I want this book to empower you in your craftivism and help you to be a craftivist. Therefore let’s start this journey by going back to the words ‘craft’ and ‘activism’ and their meanings, and for me to be clear on what I believe effective craftivism is. I know, you’re probably itching to get on with the fun part – the crafting – but we want to do more than just make pretty things, if we want our pretty things to actually tackle injustice and help create long-lasting positive change, if – in other words – we want to make craftivist objects rather than simply craft, then we need to discuss what craft is, what activism is, and how they come together to make not just craftivism but effective craftivism.*


Craft definition


The word ‘craft’ can be used in so many different ways. There is high craft, low craft, reproductive craft and conceptual craft. It can be used for unique handmade objects as well as to describe mass-produced industrial products. It is a noun, a verb and a metaphor. I agree with woodworker Peter Korn when he calls the word craft a ‘moving target’2 in his book Why We Make Things and Why It Matters: The Education of a Craftsman. He also says that ‘Craft is a cultural construct that evolves in response to changing mindsets and conditions of society.’

Our modern understanding of craft as a form of production or a type of object originated with the Arts and Crafts Movement in Britain 130 years ago. John Ruskin, William Morris and the Arts and Craft Movement informed what we understand to be ‘craft’: beautiful and useful objects that merge practical skills with political utopianism, often idealised as a model of honest, high-quality and fulfilling work, in contrast to mechanised production and industrial capitalism.

On the other hand, craft is often used in a dismissive way to describe women crafting clothes for family and other items in private, an activity that does not receive the same respect as male-dominated activities in public. Worse still, for some of us the word still has ties to keeping women in subservient roles in society throughout history.

In this book, I focus on how to use craft as a tool and method to bring about or work towards positive social change now and in the future. Because today’s craft is not just about fulfilling a function and it’s often cheaper to buy mass-produced goods, many craft objects focus more on aesthetics as much as – or even more than – the function. This contemporary context of how we understand the word ‘craft’ will shape our craftivism so that our work can be as effective as possible and help us communicate effective craftivism to others. Also be aware that this book focuses on examples and case studies mostly created and delivered in a Western context where residents can mostly speak freely, where people are not struggling in a war-torn country and democracy is, for the most part, in operation.

We’ve looked at the word ‘craft’ in general, now let’s look at it in detail.


Craft as a verb: ‘to exercise skill in 
making (an object), typically by hand’*


For the purposes of this book, I’m going to say that to craft something involves skill in making things mostly by hand not machine. Take a handmade chair for example. The more knowledgeable and skilled the chair-maker, the more durable, high quality and comfortable it will be, and therefore the more effective it is at being a chair. The chair-maker might make many chairs that look very different aesthetically but the function of the chair is always executed to the best of their ability. We should see craftivism in the same way: craftivism is designed to fit a purpose and this purpose is activism to make our world a more just place for all. Craft for craftivism prioritises problem-solving injustice issues over play, but that doesn’t stop your craftivism from being fun and fulfilling too!


Craft as a noun: ‘an activity involving skill in 
making things by hand’


The makers of most non-art, non-manufactured objects are called craftspeople. This title can extend beyond people making things with their hands. For example, a craftsperson can also be a lawyer crafting a contract, a mathematician creating a new equation or an actor performing on stage. These craftspeople work hard to hone their craft to be as effective as possible in achieving their goal. Good intentions aren’t enough: craftspeople need knowledge, skill and experience to be great at their craft. Craftivists do too.


Craft as a metaphor


Before the Arts and Crafts Movement, ‘craft’ was used mostly to describe shrewdness and manipulation, as in ‘witchcraft’. Craft can be defined as ‘skill used in deceiving others’. For example you can be ‘crafty’. Our craftivism shouldn’t be about manipulation but we should look to see how to use craft in activism in the most impactful way, using creative thinking, shrewdness and emotional intelligence. Craft and words relating to craft objects and activities can serve as metaphors to help us with our craftivism work. It can be useful for us as a skill in developing what the pragmatist and philosopher Richard Rorty describes as ‘a hopeful, melioristic, experimental frame of mind’.3

Activism isn’t always easy, there aren’t many quick-to-win campaigns and often you can’t clearly see the change you are making (see Chapter 18). We can use craft-related language to help motivate ourselves and others using tangible images for often fuzzy activism achievements. For example, we can make, thread and weave our values through all that we do. Stitch by stitch we can make a difference. Sometimes we need to unravel an unjust system before we can sew it back together and sometimes we simply need to make do and mend a situation rather than create a revolution. Injustices can be seen as messy and tangled up threads; we need to see how they are connected before we can pull them apart and see where we can untangle them. Veteran activist Aidan Ricketts uses a craft metaphor in his Activists’ Handbook that can be a helpful message for us:

Strategy is a key consideration in all campaign work; it is the golden thread that can stitch together the elements of a public interest issue into an effective and successful campaign.4

Now that we’ve seen how craft can be used as a noun, verb and metaphor, let’s look at activism, see how it is defined and how we can translate that into our gentle protest approach to effective craftivism.


Activism: ‘The policy or action of using vigorous 
campaigning to bring about political or social change’


Activism is taking action to change something from A to B. To create long-lasting social change we need knowledge of A and B, a thoughtful strategy to get from A to B, and the curiosity to ask why injustices are happening. Activists need to be curious; questioning where the power lies and then using the power we have to change the status quo, structures and cultures that are causing the injustice. There are lots of different tactics in activism but at its core we are focusing on the causes of injustice and how to stop them from the root up, or from as close to the root as possible.

In the charity sector we refer to three areas for tackling social injustice: emergency relief, advocacy and development. Emergency relief is providing urgent necessities to help people stay alive and stay safe such as medical supplies, food and shelter. Advocacy is about gaining public support for, or the recommendation of, a particular cause or policy to tackle injustice. That could be campaigning for a change in law globally, nationally or locally in governments or business, shifting cultures as well as changing individuals’ behaviours or habits. Development focuses on working with – not for – communities to develop resources and identify actions people can take to fulfil their potential, which could be developing a healthcare structure in rural Ghana to tackle high maternal mortality, building a well in a community so people don’t have to travel miles for clean water, or creating pamphlets and lesson plans in the UK for school teachers to use to tackle bullying.

Often people confuse these areas and see donation as activism. Let’s use Desmond Tutu’s quote at the head of this chapter as a useful tool to explain what activism is: emergency relief would be helping to pull people out of the river; activism would be going upstream to find out why they are falling in and coming up with a plan to change the system at play so that people don’t fall in anymore. We should never stop trying to pull people out of the river but if we don’t act to change the system then there will always be people who need to be pulled out. We need advocacy development and relief, but we also need to see that they are at different places in the stream.

Awareness-raising is often discussed as part of an activism narrative. Shining a spotlight on injustice can be a very useful part of an activism campaign. Raising awareness of an issue can encourage people to join a movement for change, to use their power to demand change from power-holders, and to shift the culture that causes people to fall in the river. However, we need to see it as one element of activism, one channel of activism, not activism as a whole. There are some beautiful examples of street art and handmade performance props, such as puppets or costumes, being used to raise awareness of an injustice or oppression or poverty. However, we need to be careful that our awareness-raising also encourages people into effective action to solve the injustices – or at least encourages them to question why these injustices are happening, rather than simply seeing that they are happening – and, furthermore, to disrupt the status quo. We can raise awareness of climate change but without strategies to change the situation, we might actually disempower people because we are not offering ways they can help our world go from global warming to global cooling.

And consider the suffrage movement of the early part of the twentieth century. Votes for women did not come about by awareness-raising or donations alone. Donations often helped fund and sustain many campaign actions and meetings, awareness helped keep the issue in the public sphere, but the suffragettes also had to be explicit in their protest message against women not being able to vote and have a clear ask in their campaign: a change in the law to solve the injustice.

My worry is that if we call actions of fundraising, donation or awareness-raising ‘activism’ then we are diluting the potential of the word activism and confusing people about what activism is and can be. Worse, we are stopping people from having the courage to stand up, protest against injustice and demand change by offering them more comfortable actions to take instead. Activism can be difficult to plan, create and continue to do. It can be uncomfortable to stand above the parapet at times. It’s not often glamorous. But it is vital. Malala Yousafzai isn’t campaigning to ease the pain of girls around the world who have no access to education and to ask people to make toys for them. She is asking us to stand alongside her and girls across the world to campaign for change in existing structures and mindsets so that all girls will receive an education and an opportunity to fulfil their potential. What a powerful and positive movement to be part of!

Activism is practised in a variety of ways: writing letters or writing in to the comments section of a newspaper; signing petitions; shareholder activism; boycotting; holding local meetings; bringing a case to court; attending a protest march to meet with political or business leaders to bring about change; or even challenging your friend who makes racist comments to question themselves and encouraging them to stop. We don’t just need to think about what activism is but what type of activism we should focus on for each campaign we take part in so that we can use our time, skills and knowledge in the most efficient way.


Effective activism


Effectiveness is doing the most good with whatever resources you have. Let’s all try to make the most difference we can. Determining whether something is effective means recognising that some ways of doing good are better than others. There are so many problems in the world it’s difficult to know which ones to focus on. You’ll have to make some hard decisions on where to focus your time and energy and accept that you can’t do it all. Associate Professor of Philosophy at Lincoln College, Oxford, William MacAskill is the founder and president of 80,000 Hours and author of Doing Good Better: Effective Altruism and a Radical New Way to Make a Difference. He recommends five key questions that can help us with our activism. I find them really useful:

 

1.  How many people benefit, and by how much?

2.  Is this the most effective thing you can do?

3.  Is this area neglected?

4.  What would have happened otherwise?

5.  What are the chances of success and how good would success be?


 

We also need to make sure we are doing our activism ethically. Injustices affect some people directly in harmful ways and so we have to be very sensitive and emotionally intelligent when tackling the issues so that we are not adding to their pain or shame. We should make sure we are in solidarity with those affected by injustice so that people don’t feel judged or pitied but supported. Lilla Watson, activist, academic and artist, says that the following quote is a collective belief born from the activist groups she was a part of: ‘If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time. But if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.’

Growing up in Everton I saw people coming in with big hearts who wanted to help tackle the problems in our area; from poverty, bad health and bad housing to the increasing gang culture and drugs problems. They offered clothing, bedding and other relief but sadly would not often make time to find out why our community struggled with these issues and how to work with us to fix the system upstream so more people did not fall into poverty or other problems. It’s easy to support a cause when there’s nothing on the line, but what if you actually had to sacrifice something in order to support the cause? That is what support means: to bear the weight of something.

For us in Everton we didn’t want pity or to be patronised. We wanted people to join us in campaigning effectively to the local council and government for a health centre, better housing, less discrimination and education to help us get ourselves out of poverty so that we didn’t need hand-outs. We saved and improved local housing with the help of lawyers, politicians, journalists, religious leaders, local people typing up minutes of meetings, people taking shifts squatting to save good local houses from demolition,* and people who made great cups of tea. For a community in rural Kenya, support might be in the shape of UK citizens campaigning to their prime minister and other citizens campaigning to their world leader to cancel the international debt that is crippling countries in the developing world so that the Kenyan government can then use that money to pay for free education for all and free maternal healthcare. For children working in sweatshops in Bangladesh, support might mean UK citizens pressuring the clothing companies they work for to clean up their production processes. You will see throughout this book how to use craft in your activism in effective ways.


My approach to craftivism


When we see injustice it’s often difficult to look away towards the more wonderful world we want to live in. We see atrocities and our whole being wants to fix it and feels bad for looking away. But the world is how it is because people envisioned it.

Visualisation is a powerful tool, and craftivism should start with envisioning the sort of world we want to live in. Doing this first will help alert you to the opportunities that exist to achieve it. With a goal in focus, subconsciously your brain sets off a ‘search pattern’ in your mind that will look for opportunities to bring your vision to reality. Being angry at injustice is a good thing. It can spur us into action but chronic anger can lead to burn-out or inaction because your brain focuses on the injustices rather than striving for the possible solutions. Focus on the world you want to help craft, not the one you want to eliminate. This not only will inspire and empower you but envisioning a better world inspires and empowers others to join in and commit to our campaigns. It’s more attractive and powerful for you and others to share dreams not complaints and it’s more sustainable and joyful. Martin Luther King did not say, ‘I have a complaint’. He said, ‘I have a dream’, and went on to share with us the details of that dream so we could all visualise and strive for it.

Craft is our tool for activism not our taskmaster. We focus on long-term transformation not quick short-term transactions of relief. Our approach to craftivism focuses on handicrafts that use slow, repetitive hand actions so that we can also use the act of crafting to meditate and think critically about the social injustice we are tackling and the strategy we need to overcome it. Using craft materials that are small, delicate and soft creates a comforting space, which helps us to ask ourselves and others uncomfortable questions about how to tackle injustice issues. There may be elements of the methodology shared in this book that can be transferred to other craft activities and objects but in my experience hand-embroidery and paper crafts are the most effective ways to enable all or most of the strengths of craftivism to appear.

Strategic thinking needs to saturate every aspect of our craftivism practice. It is all very well having a good cause, good information and good intentions, but to be effective craftivists we need to coordinate all of this into an effective strategy. To conceive and effectively implement a deliberate strategy requires considerable forethought and planning and necessitates a real understanding of what strategy entails. There are, unfortunately, not normally two simple sides to a campaign. It’s often a complex web of people and needs different supporters or activities at different times to influence different elements of the change we are striving for. Sometimes we need to focus on mobilising and influencing public opinion, sometimes we need to focus on publicly challenging societal attitudes or behaviours, sometimes we need to engage quietly with power-holders one-to-one or in small groups, and we always need to anticipate and possibly counter opposing reactions.

We need to see our craftivism tools, craftivism methods and project objects as part of the activism toolkit, not to replace other forms but to be used where they can be most effective and needed. We need to be led more by our passion for positive change in the world than our love of craft, and we need to work critically to be as effective as possible in our craftivism so as not to create harm.

Like any activism, our approach to craftivism does not guarantee success; some elements will impact some people more than others and vice versa. Your hard work may not win over everyone but knowing that each project has been planned, strategised, critiqued, honed, seen as a piece of the jigsaw complementing other actions rather than trying to solve the problem alone, means it is more likely that you will be effective. Where we live shapes our work, so be aware of this when reading and transferring the skills learnt into your own environment.


Good intentions are only the start


There are times when craftivism will not be the right approach for your campaign, or not the right approach at a particular time. Strategic consideration is needed for when to use craftivism and when not to. Our craftivism work should always be rooted in principles of love, respect, solidarity, collaboration and forgiveness, not for combat, shaming or selfishness. Our craftivism should always stand up against injustice but also work with stakeholders to find and promote solutions as well. And we should never lose our vision for a world that can sustain itself, where everyone can fulfil their potential and live in harmony. Our approach to craftivism should be built on foundations of gentle protest.

Now you’re done with the tough bit! I hope you’re ready to get started and see how you, your craft materials and your crafty thoughts can help to change the world for the better.


 

Notes


*  If you don’t agree with my definition, please don’t stop reading this book. I’m giving my opinion and perspective so that it offers you something to respond to and reflect on.

*  All definitions in this chapter are courtesy of The Concise Oxford Dictionary, 2006.

*  If you’re interested, the proposal to demolish the buildings was in order to create a larger park that no one wanted, would have made the area more unsafe and would have separated families from each other. We won and the houses still exist.


 


1  nwww.craftivism.com/blog

2  Korn, P., Why We Make Things and Why It Matters: The Education of a Craftsman (Vintage, 2017), p. 31.

3  Rorty, R., Philosophy and Social Hope (Penguin, new edn 1999), p. 24.

4  Ricketts, A., Activists’ Handbook (Zed Books, 2012).
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Gentle Protest
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Our greatest strength lies in the gentleness and tenderness of our heart

– Rumi

 

There are brilliant things about our world and there are also things we should protest against. But it’s often not easy. I was in South Africa in 1991 for a few weeks with my family and I attended a local school for a day as part of the trip. Mandela had been freed from prison the year before and apartheid had officially ended. It was a time of transition for everyone. I was eight years old. In the afternoon the teacher asked a question. I put my hand up. A fellow classmate had her hand up before me – quite a few seconds before me. The teacher ignored her and asked me for my answer. I looked at my classmate then my teacher, and said, confused, ‘Her hand was up first, Miss.’ The teacher replied aggressively, ‘What is your answer?’ I gave my answer and the lesson carried on. I vividly remember feeling a strong sense of injustice. For the rest of the day (and even now) I felt embarrassed that I didn’t do anything to protest. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t shout at the teacher; I couldn’t tell her off. I was eight! I knew it was wrong that the teacher was discriminating against some of my peers in the classroom because of the colour of their skin. We fuel inequality when we don’t protest against situations like this one. My protest wouldn’t have fixed the systemic issue but injustice shouldn’t continue because we don’t know how to protest effectively. I wish I had known a gentle way to protest against the teacher’s action.

 

Many people are turned off by political protests. Tactics of aggression, confrontation, shaming, bullying, demonising and violence (threats, physical and emotional violence) can be used in protests to intimidate, terrorise and undermine people.

Sadly, violent protests are often what people see in the media, even when the majority of protests are mostly peaceful. No wonder I hear from craftivists and others around the world who feel they can’t protest because they don’t want to be abusive, they don’t want to upset people or be judgemental. Quiet, shy or introverted craftivists tell me that protesting is a big and uncomfortable leap for them because they don’t feel confident about speaking in public. I tell them that you don’t need public speaking to protest. You don’t need to be loud. We need to stop seeing protest as only being about shouting in a crowd and start having the kind of smaller conversations that actually connect to fellow human beings, and help to influence them gently.

‘Gentle protest’ sounds like an oxymoron. Gentleness brings to mind something soft and mild. ‘Gentle protest’ sounds attractive but also hopelessly naive and idealistic. But in fact, protesting gently can be hugely effective. Nelson Mandela went to jail believing in violence as a successful agent for change. Twenty-seven years later, he and others had slowly and carefully honed their skills in non-violence to turn one of the most vicious and prejudiced governments in the world into a democracy working with those who had oppressed them.

Throughout history, gentleness has threaded through many effective campaigns for social change and I believe that to be effective social changemakers, we craftivists should focus on honing our craft of craftivism specifically in the art of gentle protest.


Protest 

The negative connotation of the word ‘protest’ is sadly inevitable. Even when protests present their argument in a positive form, e.g. environmentalists seeking to preserve forests, they are often portrayed by the media and others as ‘anti-logging’ rather than ‘pro-forest’. It can be frustrating that doing good is framed as anti-bad. It just doesn’t sound as attractive, does it? However, to reach our goal of a better world, we need to protest against the systems causing the injustice, not just focus on the vision of the world we want. We have to show our disapproval of and objection to the actions, power systems or mindsets that allow injustice to continue. Acknowledging why injustice is happening helps us learn what to do in response and shines a spotlight on the problems so that everyone knows what to avoid and we don’t slip back into the injustice.

I don’t enjoy protesting. Most people don’t. It’s scary speaking out against someone or something. When the injustice is part of the status quo, it’s easier to remain silent when the majority of people are also silent.

 It can also be dangerous to protest at times. It can feel harder to protest against friends or groups we admire than someone we dislike. My default thought is to hope someone else nearby is willing to stand up and speak out against harm happening so I don’t have to. However, when we see or hear something that fuels injustice we have a responsibility to challenge it and keep challenging it until it’s clear that the actions are wrong and shouldn’t happen, whether that’s sexism, racism or tax avoidance. I hope one day that we don’t have to protest. But until that day comes, we should not shy away from protesting against harmful actions. We need to stop the tides of injustice continuing.

Protests are an important part of the activism toolkit. They can be delivered in many different ways and on different scales: public meetings, rallies, marches, occupations, and blockades, as well as private meetings, spontaneous conversations and many more ways in which you can share your protest. The unifying factor is that they are protesting against something. Protests, unlike rallies, don’t always have to be supported by large numbers of people. There are numerous examples of effective one-person protests – Rosa Parks sitting down on the bus in the American Civil Rights campaign – or small group protests – two people protesting against being sued by McDonald’s for libel for distributing fact sheets that made several allegations against the company. Protests can happen on private or on public property such as corporate offices, shareholder meetings, parks, as well as online. A protest can be a group of people speaking out against an entire government or a business on the high street. Or protest can be at a dinner party when the person next to you says a harmful comment and you quietly challenge their words and talk through the need for a change on the issue. Protest is a vital part of improving our world. However, it’s worth pointing out two types of activism that can be detrimental in achieving the results you want.


Angry activism


Before I figured out how to protest gently and effectively, I would get so angry and then become emotionally exhausted. Seeing injustice happen, locally or globally, should make us feel angry and want to stand up against it. Anger is one of the strongest emotions we have and it can give us courage to take action. But reacting in anger isn’t always effective if we don’t take the time to channel that anger into a wiser strategy. Despite our good intentions, unless we invest time in research, our angry activism can lead to trouble. Quick outbursts can create confrontation and conflict.
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