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My “Why”


Writing a book is hard. I am much more comfortable penning punchy social media posts and being able to edit and delete at any point in time. It feels like risky behavior to write a book—a work so decidedly permanent—about craftivism, which is a relatively new movement and transient by nature.

As I was writing this book, someone slid into my DMs with a thunderous attack on a thought I had about a thing, and my writing stalled. These unwelcome online interactions happen daily, and I’ve spent years building up calluses against them. But writing a book has made me a bit more fragile. It’s impossible to think this hard, to reflect this consistently, to write down the observations and ideas that have accumulated over a decade of doing this work and not be softened and exposed. Days after my Instagram lashing, I received an unexpected piece of mail from a stitcher in the UK who is now a friend. Inside the package was a lovely note and a beautiful piece of art centering an Eleanor Roosevelt quote: “Do what you feel in your heart to be right—for you’ll be criticized anyway.” Bolstered by the quote and heartened by the gesture of the stitched piece (thank you, Rosie!), I returned to the computer and decided to write this preface and share my intentions for this book.

Activism is in my blood. I grew up in a proud union family that was heartily involved in the labor movement and the Democratic Party. We were on picket lines and strike lines, volunteering, and I can’t even describe how exciting every voting day was. My dad has been working the polls, in his suit, for as long as I can remember. My activism took a significant feminist turn due to the Roman Catholic Church and my all-girls high school. It expanded to an intersectional awakening thanks to the glorious humans who made up the resident assistant cohort during my time at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst. It grew ever more important as I came out in college. Activism has been a metric of my growth, much like the height chart that marked my childhood bedroom door frame. I am always learning, examining, reexamining, considering, and questioning. My perspective and understanding change daily. As they should.

I came to craftivism by accident, which I’ll talk about later. All good movements are dynamic, always evolving, expanding, and reshaping themselves. I believe in the power of art to create change—personal, interpersonal, institutional, and systemic—and I’m interested in the ways in which the wildly creative folks who align with craftivism as a movement can implement broader change. I cherish this community, and I’m eager to see what could happen if craftivism shifted a smidge on the spectrum, from craft-forward to activism with a side of craft. This book will explore the many ways in which the craftivism movement can grow even more prolific.

It is my hope that this book will spark ideas to feed the activism fire. It offers you strategies for ensuring maximum activist outcome while also protecting your mental health and spirit so your well doesn’t run dry. You can’t do everything. As with any endeavor, making a plan is key to meeting your goals. For example, if your goal is to run a marathon, you take small steps, build your strength and stamina over time, and then begin making changes to other parts of your life—what you eat, how much you sleep, how often you train—until you reach your goal. You run a 5K and then a half-marathon. Eventually, you run the marathon. But, more importantly, now you are a runner! (I have no idea why I’m using a marathon analogy. I only run when being chased, and sometimes not even then. But you get the point, and that’s the point.) Even after the marathon, running remains an important part of your life.

It’s the same with activism. When you commit to being a change maker, you take a step-by-step approach to the work and scale up as you learn more, find the right people to work with, and understand your own limits and boundaries. When the work is done strategically, it is generative. We don’t just wake up and announce that we are going to solve the housing crisis and expect it to go well.

I don’t have all the answers. No one does. I have careful observations that have come from working with tens of thousands of people in craftivism-centered spaces through my workshops and community development projects. I have training and education in formal and informal settings in the realms of activism, community organizing, marketing, and social justice mediation that all play a role in understanding how to work strategically and in collaboration. I have lived experiences that inform my place in this world and understanding of it. I bring all of it with me in creating this book.

I have many ideas to share and questions to ask. I invite you to take this journey with me.

It’s party time.
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Introduction Let’s Get This Party Started


When I was in fifth grade, my school had an art day dedicated to learning new mediums and making art. This was pretty radical for a small private Catholic school in Weymouth, Massachusetts. The majority of our extracurricular time had historically been spent attending Mass or doing service work, so an art day felt extravagant! We were able to select a few activities based on our interests, and I used a sewing machine to make a proper 1980s silk vest, which I later wore to my first concert—New Kids on the Block, of course. I also signed up to learn to cross-stitch because my favorite teacher, Mrs. Puleo, was leading that workshop. Her teaching style was very kinesthetic. It felt like nearly every lesson she taught was a craft project, and I was so totally down for it. As a student, if I was told to read something, I would read it. But if I was told to create something, I would read everything I could get my hands on about the topic so that I could create the most meaningful or clever piece of art ever made. I loved making things, and I was inspired to dive deeper into nearly any subject if it meant I could turn my learning into art. You should have seen my topographic map of California made with homemade playdough. Epic.

The cross-stitch group met in the small library on the third floor right down the hall from the teacher’s lounge and the chapel. The popular screen-printing workshop was at the same time, so only four of us had signed up to cross-stitch. Mrs. Puleo had selected a pattern for us to use: a pink bunny in profile with a blue eye. I don’t know about you, but I’d never seen a pink bunny with blue eyes, and I was less than excited to stitch this particular pattern. That said, I was there because I always appreciated Mrs. Puleo’s classes. I was in.
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This is my very first cross-stitch. Fifth-grade Shannon was so proud!





To begin, Mrs. Puleo taught us how to separate our floss, thread the needle, read a pattern, and stitch. I stitched that pink bunny—half of which was stitched backward—and then glued it to a dowel, fringed the ends, and added a pink ribbon so it could hang. I gave the finished piece to my parents, and they loved it (or generously pretended to love it). It hangs in their house to this day and continues to be hideous. I did not stitch again for 20ish years.



Captain Picard saves the day (again).


In my mid-thirties, I was burned out. I had been running a digital marketing company for about eight years. I was connected to a device 24/7 because of my business, and I was desperate for a change. I happened to be scrolling through Etsy, as one does when looking to be distracted, and I stumbled upon a cross-stitch pattern of Captain Picard from Star Trek: The Next Generation. Have I mentioned that I am obsessed with Star Trek TNG and, in particular, Captain Picard? I chuckled when I saw it. I remembered the pink bunny and thought, “Well, I’ve done that before, and this pattern is funny, so I should buy it and make it.” 

That weekend, I reminded myself how to cross-stitch and stitched the most darling Captain Picard you have ever seen. The amazing part, however, was that the following day, I had my first creative idea in months. I found myself wanting to stitch something else. I was excited. I bought another Star Trek pattern and stitched again the following weekend. More good ideas came! I was onto something. 

It turns out I love embroidery. The reason I didn’t stitch for 20 years was not because I didn’t connect with the medium but because when I learned to stitch, I didn’t connect with the content. When I finally found content that spoke to me, I realized I was a stitcher at heart.
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Twenty years after the pink bunny, I found this pattern by Elemental Patterns and knew what needed to be done.





After this revelation, I quickly started to create content that naturally aligned with my work as an activist and advocate. Stitching gave me space to think substantively about the issues I was working on. At that time, my work was centered around gun violence, voter turnout, and immigration policy. I would stitch in silence and ask myself questions about the topic I was stitching on. What do I know about this? Where did that knowledge come from? Can it be trusted? What don’t I know? What questions do I have? Where can I go to learn more? How do I really feel about this? Are there solutions? What do I think the root causes are? And so on.

Stitching in this way usually led to me writing about my thoughts. I began sharing my art and thoughts on Instagram to see if others wanted to engage in dialogue around these issues. Could social media be used for positive change? One particularly rough day, I stitched a handgun and talked about how utterly overwhelming it all felt. That single piece sparked my first community project to raise funds for a nonprofit in Chicago that worked with gun violence survivors. I was starting to see the potential that my art could have in galvanizing community action.


Turning Followers into Friends

My digital audience started to grow exponentially as more and more people re-grammed, retweeted, and reposted my work. But an audience of spectators was never the goal and was starting to feel uncomfortable. What I wanted were collaborators and community. So began the challenge of turning my audience into my community.

One of the fastest ways I found to expand community was to create opportunities for people to engage in projects that were joyful and easy for them—an invitation with low stakes and big outcomes. Rita’s Quilt is a salient example.


The Tale of Rita’s Quilt

I love a good estate sale and often find small, unfinished embroidery projects while shopping. Since I am rifling through dead people’s belongings, if feels only right to buy their unfinished projects and finish them so that their souls can rest in craft peace. These are generally small projects that take under an hour to complete. I frame them and then donate them to thrift stores to finish the story of each piece.

One Sunday, I was out with my estate sale shopping crew at the last stop of the day. The minute I stepped through the door, my friend April ushered me over to the dining room to see a beautiful hand-embroidered map. It was perfectly framed and in pristine condition, and the stitching was gorgeous. The price tag said $5. I was horrified. How could something that clearly took dozens of hours to complete and had been professionally framed be disrespected like that? I bought it immediately.

I was then directed to the bedroom toward a plastic bin of what I was told were “embroidery supplies.” As I started rummaging, I found a hoop, some floss, and dozens of fabric squares with patterns ironed onto them. I quickly realized I was looking at not a box of supplies but a massive embroidered quilt project. All the prep work had been done, but it lay unfinished. I exhaled a huge breath, and my friends hung their heads, knowing what was happening. I could not walk away from this. I secretly hoped it would be too expensive to justify buying, but when I heard the price was $6, the decision was made. I took it home. As I unpacked the bin, I realized how truly massive this project was. It would take a lifetime to complete if I tried to do it alone. Also, have I mentioned that I don’t quilt? I decided to call in backup and see what might happen.

I posted pictures of the quilt parts, how I had found it, and an appeal for help on Instagram. Within 24 hours, more than a thousand people had volunteered! I quickly transitioned into project manager mode, creating spreadsheets and folders and more spreadsheets. I mailed out a hundred quilt hexagons to artists across the country who each agreed to return their complete embroidered quilt pieces to me within a month.

There was an immediate groundswell of interest, enthusiasm, and support for the project and the collective journey we were embarking on. Followers wanted to know more about the person whose project we were finishing. They did some research, and we were introduced to Rita Smith. She had passed on at the age of 99 and was an avid maker, crafter, and artist. Later, her sons would tell me she was also a feminist and would definitely have been both delighted and a bit embarrassed about all the fuss over her unfinished quilt. And so, the quilt was thereafter referred to as Rita’s Quilt.
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One hundred and thirty stitchers and sewers came together to finish this quilt started by Rita Smith, who had recently passed.





As the artists worked on their hexagons, I created a private Facebook group for them to connect with one another. They immediately began using this forum to share tips and tricks, consult on stitching styles, and get to know one another. The pieces were returned to me, and my Chicago apartment became the epicenter of all things Rita’s Quilt. Approximately 30 local quilters and hand-sewers volunteered to work on the quilting portion of the project. Other volunteers came over to wash all the pieces, help me block them (a time-consuming way of stretching them while they dry to ensure they look their best), cut them to size, and prepare the entire quilt for our quilting party.

Several companies heard about the project and donated the remaining supplies we needed. A makerspace donated their shop to us for our sewing day. The quilters and sewers showed up, and in eight hours, they had hand-pieced the entire quilt top together. It was a full day of total strangers working together on a quilt meant to honor all the fiber artists throughout history whose work was never quite respected as art—to honor Rita and her incredible talent. I still get goose bumps.

At this point, in late 2016, I think I had done an interview with every press outlet on the planet about this project. A group of us took the quilt top to Los Angeles and told its story on The Kelly Clarkson Show. The emails, tweets, messages, and letters started pouring in. People were moved. This project was bringing back memories of their family members and ancestors. It was inspiring them to reconsider some of the handmade gifts they had been given. Beautiful stories were being shared, and strangers were connecting.

Members of the Chicago Modern Quilt Guild took over and finished the quilting and binding. The quilt debuted at a gallery in Chicago a few days before Christmas. It was displayed for only a few hours, yet hundreds showed up to see it, all of them with stories of how this project had touched them.

The quilt then traveled to Paducah, Kentucky, to the National Quilt Museum, which did a beautiful job of building out an exhibition and sharing the full story. Dozens of the artists who worked on the quilt traveled to see it with their families. We spent an entire weekend romping through Paducah and getting to know each other—and getting matching tattoos, because why not?!

Sadly, this was the weekend right before COVID-19 hit and the world shut down. The exhibition would remain dark for months. Eventually I got the quilt back, and, with permission from the other artists, I took it with me as I traveled around the country in my RV for two years. I brought the quilt to 40 states and displayed it everywhere that would have it. Many of the embroiderists who had worked on it but were unable to attend the opening in Kentucky came to see the completed quilt and share it with their communities.

This project touched millions of people. It inspired folks to think differently about fiber arts, quilting, and the artistry behind it. Rita’s Quilt brought joy and hope at a very dark time. It built lifelong bonds and friendships. It demonstrated the power and potential of art in turning strangers into collaborators and friends. This is the heart of social change.


Teach me!


In the years after Rita’s Quilt, I was hearing from my digital community that they wanted to try embroidering. They were curious about using a traditional handicraft with modern content. They wanted to understand how to use this medium to explore and express their opinions about issues that mattered to them, including everything from disability rights to abortion justice to mental health. This was the moment I realized that there was an incredible opportunity to help passive consumers transform into engaged makers!
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The Other Art Fair in Chicago brought together these badass folks who arrived as strangers and left as friends.





Craft is the greatest tool I’ve ever stumbled upon for building communities and mobilizing them to take actions that will bring about actual social change. In fact, I call myself a community organizer disguised as a fiber artist. I trick people into hanging out together by promising embroidery workshops, and what we actually do is have community gatherings where we identify and find ways to work toward common goals (and also to embroider).
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I started hosting little community stitch-ups in Chicago, and those workshops were nothing short of magic. Sure, many people who showed up were there to learn to embroider, but what ended up happening was that participants started connecting and having real conversations about all the things you are told never to talk about in public with strangers. Religion? Check. Politics? Definitely. Sex? You betcha! We covered it all. We were growing micro communities in the span of two hours.

Reverend Jennifer Bailey said, “Relationships move at the speed of trust, but social change moves at the speed of relationships.” I’ve never read anything that I wish I myself had thought of more than this sentence. To her statement, I would add that art offers us a fast-forward button. Strangers left these little stitch-up gatherings as community members and future friends, all because they gathered, learned something new, and built trust by being creative together. People were longing to connect, and adults especially were looking for ways to make like-minded friends. The more of these community gatherings I facilitated, the more I knew that I needed to do more.

And so I did. In the decade since that first stitch-up in Chicago, I have used every tool available to me, digital and analog, to connect people and inspire them into action. I have organized thousands of embroidery workshops, dozens of community art projects, and several global craftivism projects. I have facilitated trainings, hosted social stitching events and virtual global maker gatherings, and presented my work and philosophies to hundreds of thousands. I will dive into case studies and impact outcomes for several of these projects throughout the book to support you in your craftivism adventures. I encourage you to learn from my successes and my mistakes.


What’s so special about embroidery?

The act of creating changes how people see themselves. I can’t tell you how often I hear the adults in my workshops say, “But I’m not an artist” or “I can’t draw” or “I am not creative.” So many people have been trained to believe things about themselves that simply aren’t true, and they unconsciously embrace the messages and identities they learned early in life. When folks come to a workshop, they are often profoundly anxious. They have invested their time getting educated, practicing, and challenging themselves to be excellent at a few things. They are used to being an expert and have forgotten how to be a beginner! What a gift, then, they offer simply by showing up. They are saying: Teach me something new. I’m super uncomfortable, but I’m ready to learn. It doesn’t actually matter whether they fall in love with embroidery. The medium is incidental. What matters most is that they have a joyful experience being a beginner and feel encouraged and empowered to keep trying new things. Pushing through discomfort can bring about joyful transformation and remind us that change is always available to us.

To be honest, I still can’t believe that embroidery has been the catalyst for so much action. But as a craftivist tool, it has all these things (and more) going for it:



	There are virtually no barriers to entry. The materials are readily available, costs are extremely low, and you can hack materials with participants based on what they can find around their house.


	Most anyone can learn to stitch in under an hour. They can immediately create works of art they are proud of.


	Like most fiber art mediums, embroidery offers patterns that can be shared. New stitchers who don’t identify as artists can unlearn that ingrained belief by using existing patterns to develop their artistic skills and build their creative confidence.


	Stitching provides digital/analog balance and eases the transition for those who struggle to break free from screens. It offers the same tactile connection that we are so used to having with our digital devices.


	Embroidery slows everything down and creates space for people to think without the pressure of immediacy. Stitching is, by nature, a slow and methodical activity and has a calming effect on both the individual and the group.


	In a group stitch-up, while everyone is working on their own pieces in parallel, conversation develops naturally and flows at a relaxed pace that mirrors the speed of stitching, which is gloriously and inherently slow. Body language that can be triggering during face-to-face conversation is removed from the equation, and because everyone is working on something, there are no expectations or awkward silences. Participants can dip in and out of a conversation, and no one thinks twice about it.


	Embroidery lends itself nicely to online gatherings—an especially important characteristic during a pandemic, as I learned during COVID-19. I had believed stitchers need to be physically together in a room for the magic to happen. It turns out, I was absolutely wrong!






Embroidery is the bait I use to recruit people into activism. It is my siren song. The workshops and gatherings I host, in person or remotely, create a safe space where participants can get uncomfortable, reflect deeply, and connect with others. Embroidery is how I bring together strangers, turn them into communities, and encourage them to take action on the issues that matter to them.

There are, no doubt, other skills and arts with similar craftivism power. I invite you to think about what tools and expertise you have that might be used to build community and inspire people to get involved!


Inclusive Craftivism

Early in my stitching journey, I noticed that people were categorizing my work as “craftivism.” It was a new word to me, and it felt like a perfect summation (craft + activism) of what I was doing: making art and art projects designed to educate, engage, and inspire the viewer around issues of social justice. However, the more I immersed myself in the craftivist community, the less I felt like I fit into it. The dominant narratives and culture of the movement chose language that offered up craftivism as a substitute to more traditional activist tactics, like protests. In some cases, the language indicated that craftivism was an inherently more acceptable means of activism—a quiet, humble, gentle sort of activism. This framing made me physically recoil. Those very words were used by power holders in my family, community, school, and church to silence me as a girl and woman.
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Activism is inherently loud, but not necessarily by volume. I can stitch something alone and in silence, as I did with my piece Boys Will Be Boys. It’s what I call a rage stitch, one in which I just start stitching with no pattern. I sink all my rage into it. I allow the rage to be seen and felt. It is certainly not gentle, quiet, or humble. It is rarely ever pretty. But it sure can get loud.

That particular piece grew ever louder and more powerful as millions of survivors used it as the digital illustration to their #MeToo stories online. It has traveled the internet for years, going viral again and again, whenever a new high-profile perpetrator of violence and misogyny is outed. When that piece starts making the rounds on social media again, I know someone did something. Trump, Weinstein, Cosby, Kavanaugh, Lauer, Rose, Kelly, and so on. I haven’t said an actual word out loud. I haven’t taken to the streets with a megaphone. The piece is loud because it has impact.

When an individual shares their #MeToo story, it is anything but gentle. It’s traumatic. It’s brave. It’s powerful. It’s demonstrating how valuable and important that person’s story is. It’s taking up space and demanding to be seen.

The emergence and growing appeal of craftivism offers an exciting opportunity to expand how we think about activism and the many forms it can take. It is not some lesser, quieter, more thoughtful form of activism. It’s a critical space within the social change ecosystem. I believe there is no voice of absolute authority in the movement, and there should be no gatekeepers. Craftivism is a powerful tool for expanding our understanding of what activism is and what it can be. It invites in new participants and offers up ways for everyone to find outlets that align with their temperament, ability, and skills both through and outside craft mediums.


Our journey begins here.

My objective in writing this book is to contribute an inclusive narrative to the ongoing cultural conversation around craftivism. I will share what I’ve learned while wholly dedicated to this work for 10 years (and from a lifetime as an activist), offer examples of how others are implementing their craftivism, and invite you to try things out, learn through the process, and expand and grow the movement. I hope you find it a helpful tool in your activism journey!

The first part of the book will introduce you to craftivism and provide some historical context. We then explore the hard work of self-reflection that is a critical part of an activist’s journey. From there, we will dive into a strategic path for centering activism in your craftivism practice, from identifying symptoms and root causes to recruiting collaborators. Throughout, we will examine case studies to put a face to the work. We will also reframe our understanding of activism in service to protecting your health and sanity while engaged in this challenging but vital work. The final chapter is a robust planning template for use in building out your future craftivism projects, actions, or responses. The document will guide you in applying everything you have learned throughout the book to the issues you care most about.

A willingness to try new things is the seed that can sprout new ideas, creativity, and, most importantly, curiosity. Together we have the capacity to fundamentally reimagine everything. And that is exactly what we need right now. What better way to expand thinking than by developing a creative practice? Creativity breeds hope.

I am thrilled that you are here and reading this book. It is my sincerest hope that you will find value, inspiration, helpful tools, and encouragement. Mostly, I hope these thoughts and examples expand the conversation around what it means to be an activist, an art activist, and a craftivist.

I believe in the power of the individual and the exponential power of community as agents of change. From a single action to a lifetime of actions, it all counts and it all matters. I believe in you, and I don’t say that lightly. You are here and open to new ideas. That is one of the most important attributes of an activist.

The social change ecosystem is vast and wide, and when contributions and efforts align, change happens at a much faster pace. Art can be an astoundingly powerful complement to social change movements, particularly when it’s in collaboration with other activism tactics and built around strategy and vision. It’s all important. We can all be valuable contributors.
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Chapter 1 What’s Old Is New Again A Dive into the History of Craftivism



While the term craftivism (craft + activism) is relatively new, introduced by Betsy Greer in 2003, the use of art and craft as tools for activism has been in play for a very long time. You’ve likely heard of the pink pussyhat, which served as a symbol of resistance during the Women’s March of 2017. But are you familiar with the ancient Roman pileus cap? Given to formerly enslaved people, it was a hand-felted hat that became a symbol of liberty and was later adopted by French and American revolutionaries during their respective wars for liberation. And that is just the start! We will explore the deep historical roots of creative mediums used as activist tools alongside contemporary initiatives throughout this chapter.

In terms of the current movement, Greer provided a word and framing that modern makers could unite around and identify with, and since then the definition of craftivism has continued to evolve. It has been expanded, shaped, and reshaped based on the growth of the community, the ongoing examination of the history of art activism, the evolution of the uses of craft in activism, and the growing diversity of voices and mediums taking part in the movement. I currently define craftivism as an independent or collective art practice meant to build power and agency in direct support of actions aimed at creating social or political change.

As a fiber artist, I lean on textiles and fiber as the creative tools of my craftivism work. But one of the wonderfully inclusive qualities of craftivism is that it is in no way limited to any particular medium. All art is welcome and needed. Craftivism is an open invitation to anyone who wants to participate, whatever their temperament, ability, and skill in their medium of choice.

A perfect example is Girls Garage, a California-based nonprofit founded by Emily Pilloton-Lam that is changing the landscape of who designs our material world. Girls Garage provides girls and gender-expansive youth ages 9 to 18 with free and low-cost programs in carpentry, architecture, engineering, welding, and art activism. The 300 students enrolled in the program each year craft everything from feminist safety signs to epic pride parade floats and garden boxes to support Feed Black Futures. To help fire you up and get you thinking about ways you can use your craft to take action in support of issues that matter most to you, we will explore the work of other boundary-pushing initiatives like Girls Garage that challenge folks to engage in activism in a hands-on way.
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