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‘Rise & Resist is the ideal handbook for the revolution. Clare Press has produced a thoroughly researched, engaging and exciting book, that will act as a template for the next phase of the current power-shift. From local to global, she interviews the players in the feminist and environmental movements, joining the dots on the biggest social change since the 1960s. This is an important and powerful work.’


Tracey Spicer


‘Already known as a change-maker through her work in ethical fashion, Clare now tackles social justice and the climate movement in this elegantly crafted book. A necessary call to action on how we can reshape a more sustainable world.’


Katherine Keating


‘The world needs everyday activists and this insightful book helps you navigate the issues from many angles.’


Natalie Isaacs


‘These pages offer badassery, wit, courage and humour. A timely reminder to us all that if we don’t like something, it’s up to each of us to get off our arses and do something about it—this is pure inspiration as to what that little “something” might look like for you.’


Jess Miller


‘Climate science can be intimidating but Clare makes it easy to comprehend. Entertaining, educational and absorbing, Rise & Resist is a fantastic read.’


Laura Wells
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‘Take up the battle. Take it up. It’s yours. This is your life. This is your world.’


—Maya Angelou, on Oprah’s Master Class, 2011


‘The future depends entirely on what each of us does every day. After all, a movement is only people moving.’


—Gloria Steinem, to TIME magazine, 1992


‘We can change the world, we will change the world. The question is, in what direction?’


—Richard Denniss, on the Wardrobe Crisis podcast, 2017





Author’s note




rise vb. rising, rose, risen. 1. to get up from a prone position; to revolt: the people rose against their oppressors


resist vb. 1. to stand firm (against); not yield (to); fight1





‘What do we want? Reverse the cuts! When do we want it? Now!’ In February 2018, the Country Women’s Association of Western Australia staged the first political march in its 94-year history. Four hundred members of the organisation descended on Parliament House in Perth with placards, chanting to the tune of ‘Waltzing Matilda’, to protest cuts in rural education services. And I thought the CWA was all about baked goods.


This action came less than three weeks after tens of thousands gathered at Invasion Day protests across Australia, which in turn happened just five days after the second coming of the Women’s Marches—the first iteration, the day after Donald Trump was sworn in as US president in January 2017, had erupted across the world twelve months previously. In between, there was barely a contentious issue that didn’t have us rallying somewhere. In the United States in August 2017 alone, there were 834 different demonstrations, marches, strikes, sit-ins and rallies.2 It’s starting to feel like not protesting is the weird thing to do.


Researchers at Columbia University confirm that we are now living through a ‘period of rising outrage and discontent’, the likes of which we haven’t seen since the late 1960s.3 We are not happy with our lots, politically or socially. Established power structures seem elitist, remote and unfair. Trump, for example, polled about 2.8 million fewer votes in the 2016 US election than his rival Hillary Clinton, but he still won. Forty-two per cent of the eligible population didn’t even cast their ballots.


There are numerous examples of a widening gulf between what governments and big businesses pursue, and what citizens want. In Australia, the majority opposes Adani’s Carmichael mega-mine,4 which, if it goes ahead, will be at least 30 kilometres long and, at peak capacity, dig up 60 million tonnes of coal per annum, when we should be curbing carbon emissions, and yet both state and federal governments are pushing to get it over the line. Globally speaking, it is madness to keep burning fossil fuels, let alone commission new facilities to extract them. The icecaps are melting, the oceans are acidifying and global warming is accelerating, as scientists warn of ‘biological annihilation’ caused by human overpopulation and overconsumption, and the clearing and poisoning of natural wildlife habitats. Averting this is still just about possible, but ‘the window is rapidly closing’.5


Meanwhile the gap between the super-rich and everyone else continues to grow. Tax avoidance at the top end of town is rife—more than a third of the 2000 largest companies operating in Australia paid zero corporate income tax here in 2015/16. Underfunded welfare services are showing the strain. There might be more jobs, but they are less secure and more often part-time. Most of those lucky enough to ‘own’ their own homes have mortgages they’ve no hope of paying off. We carry record levels of credit card debt. And for what? Our current consumerist model is a rort—we’ve been trained to unthinkingly buy mountains of stuff we don’t need, then throw it away, adding to a gargantuan waste problem that’s choking the oceans with plastic. Then there’s the creeping suspicion that there’s more to life than a new phone or pair of box-fresh sneakers. No wonder we feel cornered and powerless when faced with all this.


Depression, anxiety and loneliness are on the rise. The Red Cross warns that nearly one in four Australians are lonely almost all the time or on a regular basis. It’s such a worry in the United Kingdom that the British government has appointed the world’s first loneliness minister.6 Single-person households are increasing in affluent countries, while we are more transient and less likely to know our neighbours than in previous generations. As socialising moves into the virtual space, entire relationships are lived online, with barely a need to meet in person.


In this context, joining marches makes perfect sense. The opportunity to discuss, stand and chant together, shoulder to shoulder with other human beings; to be both emotional and physically present—in person, in real time—around a deeply felt cause, carries a visceral thrill. And to be recorded, to literally be counted for being there, moves us. This way we can begin to take our power back. Marches are on the rise because of the political climate and mounting fears that if we don’t start doing right by Mother Nature it will be too late, but also because we yearn to reconnect.


It’s not just marches, of course. Activism is growing everywhere, and it’s taking increasingly creative forms. Movements are building and linking together. The old silo mentality is falling away to be replaced by a new web of connectivity. The veteran American feminist Gloria Steinem has been talking for years about the need to connect social and climate-justice movements. The young Peruvian activist Maria Alejandra Rodriguez Acha believes it’s finally happening, as young women in particular are increasingly making spaces to ‘to discuss our roles and experiences in climate advocacy, environmental activism and feminist movements’.7 The Women’s March organisation also brings those threads together. One of its board members, Carmen Perez, calls the marches ‘an entry point for a new wave of activism’8—it worked for me. It was witnessing the excitement rising all over the world in the run-up to the Women’s March on Washington that got me thinking about this book.


I set out to explore what the new activism looks like, not just at the rallies and protests but beyond them. On country, online, off-grid, in yarn shops, at food co-ops, on organic veggie patches, at the beach, in our civic buildings, schools, public spaces and communities, and ultimately in our hearts, where a new counterculture is forming.


I sought out people who are leading and joining these cross-movements, interviewing some by Skype or phone, others in person. I took myself along to as many marches and actions as possible, and even staged one myself. There were a few moments when I felt like the universe was looking out for me, as when May Boeve, the California-based cofounder of climate action group 350.org (whose name was top of my interview wish list) turned up in Sydney to speak at a university event—I booked myself a ticket, then pounced. In Adelaide for work, I drove out to visit the founder of the Grow Free movement. I flew to New Zealand to interview a ‘tiny house’ builder and stay with a family living off-grid in a yurt. In a few cases, as with the story of the American student gun-control activists behind March for Our Lives, I wrote about events from afar, glued to the international news coverage with my heart in my mouth and my mascara running. How could these kids, who are survivors of the Parkland school shooting, be so brave and so wonderful? I found myself thinking, If the future’s in their hands, it is bright. I was not a guest at the Golden Globes when the Time’s Up Now campaign launched, but I was at the Stop Adani marches that happened in Australia in October 2017. I’ve been involved with the Fashion Revolution movement since it began in 2014. I enrolled online in Resistance School at the University of California, Berkeley. I campaign against ocean plastic in real life, every day.


There are lots of different causes and stories in this book. You can’t take them all up, but if you find one that resonates, that tugs at you, gets under your skin and inspires you to go out into your own community and make positive change, I’ve done my job.


Rise & Resist is the title, the beginning of the journey if you like, but where we’re headed is a step further—to a world reshaped and reimagined.


A word on language


I have chosen to capitalise Black but not white in this book, in order to centre anti-racism. While we do not have equality, these terms are not equal, and as my friend Kimberly Jenkins, a New York–based lecturer on fashion history, theory and race, advises, ‘language plays a crucial role in how we identify ourselves as we navigate society and various spaces’. As a white woman, I take my cue from several inspirational Black writers, including Lori L. Tharps, who notes in The New York Times, ‘Black should always be written with a capital B. We are indeed a people, a race, a tribe. It’s only correct.’


With regards to my use of the terms LGBTQ, LGBTQI, LGBTQIA and queer, I have been guided by those about whom I am writing, and, in each case, used the terms that they prefer.


Last but not least, Nature. I have capitalised the ‘N’ throughout to show my respect for her. And yes, I see her as feminine. No apologies there.
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The Pussyhat Project




You will need


Yarn: Malabrigo Worsted (210 yd per 100 grams), in Fuchsia Pink, 1 skein (any shade of pink & any worsted weight yarn will do)
Needles: US 8/5mm, straight





Vital signs


Some of us planned it; others were swept up in the moment. On that greyest of British days, the third Saturday after New Year, when there were no more Quality Street left in the box, I was at London’s King’s Cross station waiting for the 11.05 to Leeds.


To pass the time I counted the number of people wearing dark colours (everyone), then the ones who looked miserable (same), and it was into this scene of soul-destroying drabness that three young women hurtled in knitted pink beanies, scarves flying, placards at the ready, warning, ‘The future is nasty!’ and ‘Together we rise.’ They were obviously on their way to the London Women’s March event, which culminated in a peaceful, hundred-thousand-strong gathering at Trafalgar Square. They were wonderful.


One of them dropped a glove, and as she ducked to retrieve it, the orange neon sign she was clutching twisted towards me. It showed civil rights activist and 1970s counterculture icon Angela Y. Davis punching the air, alongside the slogan ‘I’m no longer accepting things I cannot change. I’m changing the things I cannot accept.’ It took me all of two seconds to decide to run after them. There would be other trains.


I caught them up and asked why they were marching. The event, initially inspired by Trump’s election, had quickly gathered momentum and gone global, gathering issues as it went. The reasons tumbled forth. The women talked about ‘a line in the sand’ and said this was the moment for standing up to the unjust patriarchy, a day they would tell their children about. If they decided to have children. My body, my choice. They’d had enough of casual sexism and rape culture and feeling afraid to walk home in the dark. They were fed up with systemic racism too, and with the glaring disconnect between the powers that be and everyone else. We talked about our fears for the safety of minorities under the new hardline regimes, and the likelihood that we were headed backwards on women’s rights. I was the one who brought up Trump.


The previous day, Donald J. Trump had been sworn in as the forty-fifth president of the United States of America. At seventy, he was the oldest in history to assume the office and, after a campaign characterised by bullying, scaremongering and pandering to fears of ‘the other’, one of its most divisive. Trump campaigned like the reality television star that he was: as outrageously as possible, to boost the ratings, forging a culture of fear fuelled by the lowest sort of anti-immigration rhetoric and misogyny.


One of his tricks was to focus on the looks and sex appeal of his female foes. He called these women ‘nasty’ and ‘unattractive’; he once told a female journalist she had ‘the face of a dog!’ He tweeted of his presidential rival, ‘If Hillary Clinton can’t satisfy her husband, what makes her think she can satisfy America?’ Time and again, Trump proved himself uncomfortable and inappropriate in female company. He finds the idea of breastfeeding ‘disgusting’ but thought it was ‘natural’ for beauty pageant contestants to flirt with him, as the owner of those pageants. He joked about dating his own daughter, and criticised older women for supposedly losing their looks: ‘Heidi Klum. Sadly, she’s no longer a 10.’ Objectifying women became par for the course; sexual assault something to joke about. It may yet be his undoing, but during the campaign the exposure of a 2005 video in which Trump brags, ‘When you’re a star, they let you do it … Grab ’em by the pussy. You can do anything’ did not stop him winning.


And so the placards read, ‘Super Callous Fascist Racist Extra Braggadocious.’ They read, ‘A Woman’s Place is in the Resistance’ and ‘Love Trumps Hate.’ They read, ‘This pussy grabs back.’


‘Yeah, him,’ said the woman in the train station who was brandishing Angela Davis like a promise. We were none of us happy about him. ‘But let’s not give him the credit, eh?’ she said. Trump was just the spark that lit the fuse.


There were wide-ranging reasons that people of all genders joined the Women’s March protests across the world on 21 January 2017. Here are some, as documented by The Guardian: in Florence, Edward marched ‘for women’s rights and human rights [and] … against climate change’.1 In Prague, Andreea warned that Trump ‘is bad news not only for Muslim, Black, Mexican [and] LGBTQI [people] but for the entire planet’. In Paris, Maggie was concerned about ‘climate disaster and human rights violations’. Others raised concerns over Brexit, corporate greed and discrimination in general. They were heeding the Women’s March organisation’s rallying call: ‘To show up and be counted as those who believe in a world that is equitable, tolerant, just and safe for all, one in which the human rights and the dignity of each person is protected and our planet is safe from destruction.’


The marches were about all the unfair bullshit our young people have inherited: entrenched racism, gender and class inequality, and the rich getting richer as they sell us up the river they’re polluting; as they deny climate change, trash our wild spaces and gamble on our future, while telling us, ‘This is for your own good. It’s what the market demands. This is how we safeguard your jobs.’ The marches were about the lies we are told (and that we also tell ourselves) to keep the system in place: That the future of work will look anything like it does today. That natural resources aren’t finite. That shopping will make us feel better, and it’s our duty to spend ‘for the good of the economy’. That we’re better off than ever before. And happier. That women can have it all!


So we gathered our courage and our indignation, we gathered our sisters, our mothers, our daughters and our allies, we made our placards and banners and donned our slogan T-shirts and badges, and we marched.


Exactly how many people are we talking about? The logistics of counting them are tricky, involving not just satellite images and pictures taken from helicopters and drones, but counting the numbers of heads, one by one, in specific areas of the photographs. American political scientists Erica Chenoweth and Jeremy Pressman started a Google spreadsheet to amalgamate the data. They figure the ‘best guess’ is that 4.5 million people turned out across the world.2 Maybe it was closer 5.7 million.


Let’s err on the side of caution, so that Trump does not accuse us of fake news. At the main event in Washington, DC, the best guess is that 725,000 protestors thronged the National Mall and filled the Ellipse in front of the White House, where Gloria Steinem and Madonna spoke. In the run-up, sister events were announced from London to Lisbon to Lima, from Kenya’s Karura Forest to Kolkata in India. ‘Yes! Antarctica will have a march!’ promised organisers; they were expecting at least 670 separate marches around the world. But according to Chenoweth and Pressman’s data, those projections were conservative. In the end, events took place in 915 towns and cities worldwide.


Nearly half a million turned out in downtown Los Angeles, marching from Pershing Square to City Hall, to hear speakers from Congress, City Council and organisations like Planned Parenthood; at least 400,000 rallied outside Trump Tower in New York. In Australia, 10,000 marched in Melbourne, and another 7000 in Sydney. More than 3000 marchers hit New Zealand’s streets. The numbers were much smaller in South America, Africa, Asia and the Middle East, but protests happened there too. Ninety-seven people marched in the Balinese town of Ubud, 300 in the Qatari capital, Doha.


No one counted how many marchers wore pink knitted ‘pussyhats’, but we know it was plenty. Seen from the air, Washington, DC was a sea of pink.


From little things, big things grow


It didn’t look like a hotbed of political activism. The Little Knittery yarn store was on a busy stretch of Glendale Boulevard in LA’s gentrified Atwater Village. Next door to an organic café where the salad bowls included massaged kale, and a rustic-chic furniture place that sold old Moroccan grain sacks as wall art and called such things interiors ‘accents’. And yet. The Little Knittery was a radical establishment. The Little Knittery changed the fucking world.


On 10 November 2016, two days after Trump’s election, friends Krista Suh and Jayna Zweiman joined the store’s owner Kat Coyle around her communal table, surrounded by open shelving crammed with squashy balls of coloured yarn and the agreeable creative mess of crafting-in-progress. They planned to knit away their anxiety and frustration over the news. It didn’t work.


Zweiman, thirty-seven, found her worldview shaken by the rise of Trump. She’d been raised ‘to believe in equality, dignity and respect’; her mother was an attorney who’d sat on the board of a local women’s refuge. ‘I grew up thinking her generation fought the equality battles for us and if they didn’t exactly win, made some serious headway. Like, thanks Mom, thanks suffragettes, you got this.’3


After graduating with a Masters in architecture from Harvard, Zweiman realised there was still a way to go, even for her as a privileged, tertiary-educated white woman. ‘Construction, you know? It’s a boy’s club,’ she tells me over Skype. ‘Women are often relegated more towards interiors.’ Blokes erect skyscrapers; women and gay men fuss around with the wall art. Seriously? Seriously.


In 2010 Zweiman and a male architect friend Christian Stayner curated an art show inspired by sexism in their field. Borrowing from the structure of Lucy Lippard’s 1973 exhibition about the lack of women celebrated by the conceptual art world, they called the show ‘13.3% is an exasperated reply to those who say: “there are no women making architecture.”’ The 13 per cent bit refers to how many women in the United States were registered architects at the time. In 2017, architecture was still a male-dominated profession. ‘It takes a while,’ says Zweiman, ‘but it’s changing.’ She had retained her fundamental belief that most people support fairness and equality. Trump’s misogynistic posturing was upsetting, but it was surely fringe stuff. I mean, come on.


Politically, Zweiman is liberal-leaning. At college, during Bill Clinton’s presidency, she interned at the White House’s National Economic Council. In the 2016 election, she voted for Hillary. ‘I really thought we’d see our first female president.’


Of course, Hillary Clinton was not the perfect candidate (there is no such thing): too white, too ‘establishment’ and too late to bring intersectionality into the conversation. Political blogger Imani Gandy summed it up for many women of colour when she told Vox, ‘The election of a white woman to the highest office doesn’t say a whole lot about my feminism.’4 Millennials were similarly lukewarm. In her book The Destruction of Hillary Clinton, Susan Bordo argues that ‘what was perceived as [Clinton’s] membership in the dominant class, all cleaned up and normalised, aligned with establishment power rather than the forces of resistance, and stylistically coded (her tightly coiffed hair; her neat, boring pantsuits; her circumspection)’ put the younger generation off.5 The majority of millennials who voted for Clinton did so grudgingly, as the best of two bad options. She won 55 per cent of the youth vote, but only 18 per cent were excited about their candidate.6


Yet, as Slate columnist Michelle Goldberg notes, Clinton ‘proposed policies that would have increased women’s power and autonomy at every level of society: equal pay, paid family leave, subsidized child care, abortion rights … The arc of history was bending toward women,’ but Trump’s victory ‘obliterated this narrative,’ she writes.7 ‘The very idea that women are equal citizens, that barriers to their full human flourishing should be identified and removed, is now up for grabs.’ Not good, not good at all.


Krista Suh, then twenty-nine, was gutted. ‘I kept thinking about the cultural element of what the White House represents, and it just really saddened me. I imagined a high-school volleyball team. Sometimes, if you win a national championship, you get to visit the White House and meet the president, and I just couldn’t imagine being the parent of one of those children. You’d be so proud of them, but do you let them go to the White House? I’m thinking not.’8 She resolved to do something about it. Maybe with knitting needles. Suh was kind of obsessed with the Little Knittery. ‘Krista got the special parking spot, she went so much,’ jokes Zweiman.


A screenwriter trying to break into the Hollywood bigtime, Suh combines a love for hot pink and glitter with a sharp wit and a serious brain. She is proof that a taste for sartorially girlish clichés has nothing to do with how strong and capable you are, or how effective a feminist you can be. Krista Suh is a woman of action. The child of a ‘classic Asian tiger mom’, she is a Mensa member with a degree in art history, who ‘wasted years’ trying to be ‘the exceptional woman’ before she figured out that she wasn’t interested in competing on the patriarchy’s terms. Giving up on that left Suh with a rebellious streak.


She developed a theory inspired by her favourite Disney princess, Cinderella. The story offers a useful analogy for young, career-minded, middle-class feminists like Suh. ‘We can’t play by the rules of the patriarchy in order to topple it,’ Suh tells me. ‘When Cinderella wants to go to the ball, her stepmother says, “Well, of course you can go, so long as you find something appropriate to wear and finish all your chores first.” And Cinderella, like so many of us, is like, “Yeah, I can totally do that.” But it’s a trick. First of all, they give her so many chores she can barely finish; then when she does finish with the help of her friends and she gets that dress, they literally tear it off her back.’ Suh saw parallels in her own experience. ‘It’s basically bullshit,’ she says. ‘Like, “Oh women, you can succeed if you get a degree and have a great social-media presence, and also have a family and do all the chores, and look the part, except that it doesn’t really matter what you wear; it will always be too short or too long … ” It’s a fake obstacle course to give the appearance of being fair.’


Coming up with creative ways to protest what Trump represented felt like giving that entire system the finger. Elton John and other musicians were making it known that they would decline invitations to perform at Trump’s inauguration. Fashion designers including Tom Ford and Marc Jacobs said they’d refuse to dress the First Lady. Suh ‘felt really proud’ that artists were taking a stand. ‘We resist in the different ways we can.’


Resistance spreading


The month before the election, Libby Chamberlain, a 33-year-old working mum from Maine, set up a private Facebook group called Pantsuit Nation in honour of Clinton’s signature outfits. ‘We talked about how beautifully and stoically Hillary embodies women’s fight for equality, and how the pantsuit is an emblem of that struggle,’ she told CNN.9 The group started with thirty members; by election day, there were more than three million. Members shared their experiences, hopes and fears, and memes about the trouser suits; they raised money for the Clinton campaign, and the ire of critics who thought their activism wasn’t active enough.


Daily Beast senior editor Erin Gloria Ryan describes it as ‘a space for white people to pat each other on the head for acting in a manner most woke’.10 But whether or not you were mad at Chamberlain for failing to police the tone of every member of the group (or for daring to sign a book deal, which she did two months in, making a lot of pantsuiters very cross indeed), Pantsuit Nation facilitated something big.


It was via this Facebook group, on 9 November, that a retired attorney from Hawaii named Teresa Shook posted her resistance idea. ‘I think we should march,’ she wrote. The next day, she set up her own event page, which quickly went from forty to 10,000 RSVPs. At the same time, Brooklyn fashion designer Bob Bland was rallying her own following. She had proved herself a swift actor after Trump called Clinton a ‘nasty woman’ during a debate in October; Bland screen-printed T-shirts with ‘Nasty women vote’ to raise money for Planned Parenthood. She reached out to Shook, they combined their events, and word spread. After that it snowballed. By 20 November, the movement had four co-chairs and a name: Women’s March on Washington (an earlier idea to call it the Million Women March nearly sunk it; it was appropriated. The original Million Woman March was organised by Black women in Philadelphia in 1997.)


Joining Bland as co-chairs were three female activists who’d worked together for years through The Gathering For Justice, an organisation that fights racism in the criminal-justice system: civil rights activist Carmen Perez, Linda Sarsour, then executive director of the Arab American Association of New York, and Tamika Mallory, known for her galvanising speeches on gun control, race and feminism. They were building the movement together, and reaching out to a network of like-minded organisers ready to help. They put out stirring mission statements and press releases defining their positions on issues such as immigrant rights and environmental justice. Buses were organised to bring marchers to Washington, while committees planned sister marches in other cities. It was not until the end of December that Gloria Steinem was announced as an honorary co-chair, and organisers waited until a few days before the event to confirm that Angela Davis would speak, but the buzz was steadily building. Everyone was talking about it, including at the Little Knittery.


Suh resolved to go to Washington, but she wanted to bring something extra. ‘Krista was full of ideas,’ recalls Zweiman. ‘She was talking about stripping naked.’


That summer, photographer Spencer Tunick had staged a demo in Cleveland on a patch of scrubland opposite the Republican National Convention venue. As dawn broke, 100 nude ‘women art warriors’ held mirrored discs aloft ‘reflecting the knowledge and wisdom of progressive women and the concept of “Mother Nature” into and onto the convention center, cityscape and horizon’. According to Tunick’s website, over 1800 women signed up for a hundred available spaces ‘to bare all in this heightened arena of politics and protest’.


Washington in winter would be less appealing; January temperatures are chilly. Zweiman wouldn’t be there anyway, even in clothes. She was recovering from a freak accident. Three years earlier she’d been shopping with her husband when a metal pole fell off a wall and knocked her out. She developed post-concussion syndrome, which lasted longer than expected. She suffered headaches, tired easily and found it tricky to travel. There was a lot of lying around in darkened rooms. ‘It was very isolating,’ she says.


Knitting offered respite. It was something creative and enjoyable she could do that also helped with her cognitive skills. She’d learned the skill while at Harvard, after winning a grant to study sculptural knitting at the Haystack Mountain School of Crafts. That was knitting intellectualised, an exploration of form. ‘It was about looking at the relationship between a line, a surface and an object. I was interested in coding and how knits and purls are like 0s and 1s,’ she explains. (It’s not as unlikely as it sounds. Two British maths teachers have been using knitting since the mid-1990s to visually express concepts like curvature and how numbers relate to one another; they call themselves ‘mathkniticians’.)


But by the autumn of 2016, knitting was about more personal problem-solving for Zweiman. It cheered her up. She persuaded Suh, the ex-girlfriend of one of her friends, to take some crochet classes with her at the Little Knittery, and they both enjoyed the vibe there. ‘It’s like a clubhouse,’ says Zweiman. ‘Kat creates this atmosphere where you can stop by and hang out whenever you want. You go at your own pace; you don’t have to be good, and you’re doing this thing—the act of knitting or crocheting an item—alone, but also together.’ Something deep was at play here: Zweiman understood that the Little Knittery was building community.


Historically, some snide critics have dismissed knitting circles as mere forums for female gossip. Others have gone further, belittling female crafters as almost-nutters, teetering on the brink of feminine hysteria, towards which they would surely careen, blushing and sobbing and quivering as their minds unravelled, were it not for the safe, grounding practice of repetitively clicking their wooden needles together. Can you imagine the mayhem we women would cause without domestic tasks to keep us sane?


Naomi Wolf argues in The Beauty Myth that crafting, like fashion, is one of the tools that’s been used to keep middle-class Western women ‘enclosed’ in the feminine sphere—via that ‘cloying domestic fiction of “togetherness”’—since the Industrial Revolution.11 Keeping us busy with lace-making, needlepoint or the latest dress styles prevented us from thinking about sex or, god forbid, reading.


In No Idle Hands: The social history of American knitting, Anne L. Macdonald quotes from a needlework handbook from the 1880s: ‘With some women brain-work is impossible. It produces all sorts of diseases and makes them at once a nervous wreck … The quiet, even, regular motion of the needles quiets the nerves and tranquilizes the mind and lets thought flow freely.’12


I can’t even. But knitting circles do encourage talking together and sharing stories and confidences over time, while knitting’s repetitive hand action does have a meditative effect that can help the practitioner to manage pain, boost memory and, most importantly for our purposes, focus their thoughts. If you’re trying to figure out how to change the world, you could do worse than knit while you do so.


Suh points out that knitting takes time and commitment, and ‘you see the signs of progress, right in front of you … that’s what [a] movement needs’. Zweiman, the architect, reads it ‘in terms of projects not objects. How do people connect with each other? How can you create an urban network? How do you harness spaces and change spaces?’


In Blessed Unrest, his 2007 exploration of community activism, the American environmentalist Paul Hawken writes, ‘We are moving from a world created by privilege to a world created by community.’ He offers the work of biologist Mahlon Hoagland as a frame for understanding the role that grass-roots community activities can play in growing momentum for change:


Life builds from the bottom up. Just as complex organisms are built of cooperating communities of cells, [movements are] built up by small, cooperating groups of people. Just as cell communities in the body attend to different functions, from taste buds to kidneys; groups organize around specific causes, missions, and objectives.13


Dismiss a roomful of women knitting at your peril, because they know how to link to other roomfuls of like-minded women, and before you know it: boom!


When Suh came up with the idea for a mass hat-knitting project, Zweiman was reminded of Spencer Tunick. In 2002 she’d been living in Santiago when the photographer staged a happening there in collaboration with the Museo de Arte Contemporáneo. Previous events in São Paolo, Montréal and London had been well received, with laudatory pieces in art magazines, but Chile at that time was conservative after years of military rule (General Augusto Pinochet was commander-in-chief until 1998) and Tunick’s naked ambitions caused offence. Lawyers tried to stop the disrobing and Evangelical Christians protested outside Tunick’s hotel. Few predicted 5000 people would show up in their birthday suits and transform the event into a freedom rally, singing the Chilean national anthem. ‘It changed the conversation,’ says Zweiman.


Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s 2005 artwork The Gates was another inspiration. The duo, famed for wrapping landmarks in fabric, set up more than 7500 saffron-coloured, fabric-draped archways in New York’s Central Park. ‘The shocking bright colour, in the middle of the winter, had this joyful power,’ says Zweiman.


Suh wanted to harness the power of the knitting community to create a visual symbol for the Women’s Marches that would bring a similarly impactful pop of colour to Washington, DC. They chose pink, says Suh, ‘because today it represents the opposite of any patriarchal ideal,’ although ‘a few hundred years ago pink represented fire and the blood from war, and kings wore it. Blue was for girls, like the Virgin Mary.’


Hats could be knitted by people who planned to attend a march and wear them, but also by those, like Zweiman, who were unable to attend. Knitters could send hats in their place as proxies. The project would ‘provide women’s rights supporters a way to come together in a virtual march to represent themselves, connect, and support women’s rights, whether or not they are physically marching.’


It was Kat Coyle who came up with the name, and it was not over-thought. Tasked with designing the simplest hat pattern for the greatest take-up by makers of all skill levels, she plumped for a rectangle. When you put your head inside it, the two top corners stick up like little cat ears. Cat hat, pussycat hat, pussyhat. Grab one of these, Mr President.


On 22 November, Suh and Zweiman launched the Pussyhat Project online, with a manifesto illustrated by LA artist Aurora Lady and a free pattern to knit a ‘pussyhat’, created by Coyle. They called on us to ‘Make a hat! Give a hat! Wear your hat! Share a hat!’ Makers dispatching hats were encouraged, but not obliged, to include a note to share their story, or thoughts on a motivating issue. Soon, members of the community were adding patterns for crocheting and sewing hats, and translating them into different languages.


‘The women’s rights movement is not a one-issue thing,’ says Zweiman. ‘The note template allowed knitters to write about whatever they wanted to share, and reach another person directly. So, “I care about girls’ education,” or “I care about Planned Parenthood,” and here’s why.’


‘The reason why we’re marching, organising, protesting is that we care about each other,’ says Suh. It’s this community aspect that gave the Pussyhat Project wings. One woman wrote that knitting a hat helped bring her out of depression. Another explained that she couldn’t make it to Washington because of post-traumatic stress disorder from being raped; making the hats allowed her to take part in spirit. ‘We got boxes like that day in, day out,’ says Suh. In the planning stages, they ‘understood the breadth of the project and that it was going to spread, but not its depth.’


An older woman who’d marched passed away shortly afterwards and was buried in her pussyhat. ‘That was very moving,’ says Suh, who now talks about the project in terms of a baby that grew up and left home. ‘Yes, I made this child, but what the child has done since is way beyond what I could have done [as an] individual.’ She says she was ‘very determined to not be an Asian tiger mom to my child. I would talk to it, like, “I’m going to be proud of you whether you are this small or this big, or whatever.”’


Krista Suh is five feet tall. When she arrived at the Washington march, a photographer helped her climb onto the guard rail to get a better look. And there it was: the jubilant, peaceful, rolling swell of pink she’d dreamed about. It wasn’t a surprise. ‘A lot of people ask me that: did we know it would be big? I think the right answer, the one they want to hear, is, “Oh golly no. It was just a little project I did with my friends and it completely surprised us when it took off.” But honestly? I knew.’


It was clear from social media, where knitters shared snaps and videos overflowing with participants and pink wool. It was clear from Ravelry, the seven million–strong online community for knitters, crocheters, designers, spinners, weavers and dyers, which Zweiman describes as ‘Facebook for knitters’.14 After Kat Coyle posted on her Ravelry page, thousands of users shared their progress and pattern tweaks.


Knitting meet-ups spread across America and overseas, and the story went viral. CNN brought a film crew to the Little Knittery. People were making the hats alone in their pyjamas in Nebraska, on the plane to Indiana for the holidays, and in groups in coffee shops and yarn stores from Brooklyn to Belgium. Punk icon Patti Smith was seen wearing a pink pussyhat. Madonna got hold of a black one. In February, the Italian fashion house Missoni, famed for its chic knitwear, closed its Autumn 2017 runway show at Milan Fashion Week with every single model sporting a designer pussyhat.


TIME magazine made the hat a cover star, for a story titled: ‘The resistance rises—how a march becomes a movement.’ The Victoria and Albert Museum in London acquired a hat, noting its status as an ‘immediately recognisable expression of female solidarity’. The Fuller Craft Museum in New England planned an entire exhibition around it. Revolution in the Making: The Pussyhat Project opened in January 2018 telling the story of ‘the largest example of social activism through craft in US modern history’.


In Sydney, the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences partnered with the Women’s Electoral Lobby (Australia’s oldest women’s rights organisation) to hold a pussyhat knitting circle for International Women’s Day 2017. The museum acquired a pussyhat for its permanent collection, knitted and donated by one of the country’s feminist icons, Anne Summers. But if Krista Suh had an inkling that this idea of hers was going to be big, she didn’t anticipate the ways in which it might offend.


Anne Summers takes up needles


You can’t keep everyone happy. In Tennessee, a church lady who owns a yarn store called The Joy of Knitting told customers seeking pink wool to shop elsewhere. It was her Christian duty, she explained, to oppose ‘the vulgarity, vile [sic] and evilness of this [Pussyhat] movement’. That’s her prerogative, just as its mine not to name her—a little rebellion, like Tamika Mallory’s refusal to say Trump’s name. She calls him ‘Number-forty-whatever-it-is, the orange man in the White House’.


Some women worried that the hats were a distraction from the more pressing issues that inspired the marches. ‘The infantilizing kitten imagery combined with a stereotypically feminine color feels too safe and too reductive to be an answer to the complex issues facing women today,’ writes Holly Derr in Bitch Media.15 Others complained that the Pussyhat Project is frivolous or silly, to which Suh says, ‘The fact that we have a sense of humour shows we haven’t succumbed to the gloom that they are imposing on us. That in itself is an act of resistance: to laugh.’


The odd hater was angry that knitting was even a thing, arguing that anyone struggling to balance work, pay the bills and raise kids has no time to indulge in the luxury of a craft hobby. To which I say, if you’ve got time to watch The Bachelorette …


The thorniest questions lie with the representation debate: Is the pussyhat gender essentialist? Does it reduce women to their body parts and exclude those who don’t have ‘pussies’?


‘We’re not actually putting vaginas on our heads; we’re putting hats shaped like cat ears on our heads,’ counters Zweiman. ‘I am sorry if anyone felt excluded by it. Our intention was always inclusion. Everyone’s welcome, cisgender, the trans community, men. We don’t make a distinction. Anyone could put the pussyhat on.’


How about Black freedom fighter and former slave Harriet Tubman? On the first anniversary of the Women’s Marches, someone put a pussyhat on Tubman’s statue in New York, prompting reactions on Twitter ranging from ‘That’s the problem w/identity politics, it’s based on symbolic actions that tap into sensory displays while changing nothing at all’ to ‘Harriet Tubman was a disabled black woman, an enslaved person who risked her life to free other enslaved people. Keep your cutesy symbol of cisnormative, white normative, made-a-supposedly-subversive-joke-about-sexual-assault accessories off her head.’16


The problem, as writer Collier Meyerson points out in her insightful essay ‘Pulling the wool over their eyes: The blindness of white feminism’, is that ‘straight, white, middle-class women have long dominated feminism’s main stage, and so have their issues.’17


I phone up Anne Summers to ask how best to navigate the gender essentialism conversation, admitting I’ve spent days writing and deleting passages from this chapter for fear of causing offence. She responds, ‘Oh boo hoo! It’s an absurd argument. I was at an event at the weekend wearing my pink pussyhat and someone in the audience shouted, “Not everybody’s got a pussy and not every pussy is pink!” So what? That’s got nothing to do with anything. The hat is a symbol. It’s a gesture of protest, and it’s not meant to match anybody’s anatomy.’18


Summers is the author of Damned Whores and God’s Police, published in 1975 and informed by her experiences in the women’s liberation movement and helping to set up Australia’s first women’s refuge in the early 1970s, when ‘we had immense faith that we really could change the world.’ In the 1980s, Summers ran Australia’s Office for the Status of Women, then became editor of Ms magazine in New York (which Steinem, Dorothy Pitman Hughes and others founded in 1971). In her 2013 book The Misogyny Factor, Summers argues that what she dubs ‘the Equality Project’ has not yet succeeded because women are still not included in all areas of our society, or treated equally and with respect once they are there.


Anne Summers knitted thirteen pink pussyhats. She says that movements benefit from visual symbols. ‘We used to screen-print T-shirts to wear at demonstrations. We embroidered banners. The history of protest has always had an element of creativity to it, whether it’s silk screening or painting or embroidering or knitting or crocheting. We put our skills to use in order to make comment, to make symbols and to display our feelings via these symbols.’


The pussyhat, she writes in The Sydney Morning Herald, ‘has the potential to become as potent an international symbol of protest and resistance as the iconic 1960 Alberto Korda photograph of Che Guevara that has for decades adorned millions of T-shirts, or the early emblem of the women’s liberation movement: the clenched fist inside the symbol for women.’19


Which leaves us with the word. Can we really reclaim it? Since Trump let the cat out of the bag, we have no choice. Before the Pussyhat Project was born, The Washington Post was reporting that children as young as six were asking their parents what it means to grab someone by the pussy. In their manifesto, Suh and Zweiman say they chose the word because they wanted to reclaim it as a means of empowerment. ‘A woman’s body is her own. We are honouring this truth and standing up for our rights.’


Before Trump’s locker-room talk was exposed, ‘pussy was a word women didn’t use,’ Summers tells me, ‘a word that was meant to demean us’. She describes the hats and their adoption by ‘so many women and such a range of women’ in 2017 as ‘an incredible act of defiance and reclamation’, drawing parallels with how the suffragettes embraced the name they were given by detractors in 1906.


The first Australian women won the right to vote in 1895 (in South Australia, including Indigenous women. It went downhill from there though for Indigenous suffrage; the Commonwealth Franchise Act 1902, while extending votes for women to New South Wales, Tasmania, Queensland and Victoria, denied the vote to Indigenous people who were not already on state rolls. This injustice was not fully rectified until 1965).


In America, while Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton were campaigning for women’s rights in the 1850s and ’60s, progress was glacial. Suffragists protested Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration in 1913, when in scenes foreshadowing those described at the beginning of this book, thousands of women marched on the White House led by Alice Paul’s National American Woman Suffrage Association. These early marchers were not, however, accorded the same respect: harassed and attacked by male onlookers, at least a hundred women ended up in hospital. And there was something else: Alice Paul purposefully excluded Black women. It was not until 1920 that the Nineteenth Amendment outlawed the denial of the right to vote on the basis of sex. But even then, there were ways round it, and many Black American women were also effectively disenfranchised until 1965.


In the early twentieth century, the campaign gathered pace in Britain after the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies brought together various groups in 1897. Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters Christabel and Sylvia formed the more radical Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) in 1903. While the former was in favour of leafleting and signing petitions, the Pankhursts and their followers engaged in disruptive direct action: ‘deeds not words’.


‘The Daily Mail began to call us “suffragettes” in order to distinguish between us and the members of the older Suffrage Society, who had always been called “suffragists” and who strongly objected to our tactics,’ explained Sylvia Pankhurst in her memoir.20 Those tactics included women chaining themselves to railings, smashing windows with hammers and bombing postboxes. In 1913, suffragette Emily Wilding Davison threw herself in front of a horse at the Epsom Derby in protest, and died as a result.


The Daily Mail meant ‘suffragette’ as an insult, ‘–ette’ being diminutive, belittling; it meant ‘slip of a thing’—worse still it was French—and in this case, went the tabloid line, the ‘little’ troublemakers were a disgrace to their class. The popular press painted the suffragettes as posh female hooligans, a rowdy, criminal, unfeminine rabble. The Pankhurst crew responded, as Summers notes, the same way the pussyhat-knitters did: ‘by reclaiming the word, turning a pejorative into a badge of pride.’


They also had their sartorial symbols. At a major Votes for Women march on 21 June 1908, when 300,000 people amassed in London’s Hyde Park, many protestors adopted a military-style sash in purple, white and green. Purple stood for dignity, white for purity and green for hope. The suffragettes sold badges, banners and other accessories in these colours, many handcrafted, which became a symbol of rebellion. Wearing a green and purple dress or hat trim during this period spoke of your progressive politics.


The suffragettes had a clear goal: votes for women at a time when the right belonged to male property-owners. And they had plans to achieve it, through protests, marches, direct action, lobbying MPs and rallying public support. More than a thousand women were imprisoned for their troubles, where some went on hunger strike and were violently force-fed. Many more indulged in quieter acts of rebellion. In advance of the 1911 census, for example, a campaign by the Women’s Freedom League encouraged women not to fill out the forms, instead writing: ‘I don’t count so I won’t be counted’ or ‘No persons here, only women.’


The Representation of the People Act 1918 abolished practically all property qualifiers for men over twenty-one and enfranchised women over the age of thirty who met the minimum property qualifications. (The age barrier was to ensure that with so many men killed in the First World War, women didn’t become the majority of the British electorate.) The Suffragettes were helped in their battle by their singular purpose and concrete goal.


Summers believes the women’s movement needs clearer goals today. She says the Women’s Marches were a good start—‘a very important mobilisation; they definitely energised and inspired women of all ages, and I think young girls are now interested in feminism in a way that they wouldn’t have been before’—but warns against complacency. ‘We don’t want this just to be a feel-good moment; that we march, we get headlines, we go home. I want us to marshal that energy and our numbers into achieving real, lasting change for all women: of all ages, backgrounds, ethnicities, and income levels. It has to be about political power, freedom from violence and the ability to control our economic destinies, our reproduction and our bodies, on the part of all women everywhere, in every country in the world. It is within our grasp, but first we have to understand that’s what we want. Then we have to find the focus and determination to fight for it. Then we have to make it happen.’


On 7 March 2017, the eve of International Women’s Day, while Summers was in Melbourne to give a speech about her experiences as an activist, she nailed a manifesto for change to the door of the Australian Education Union in Victoria. ‘I’ve been saying these things for decades, but I thought it needed to be written down now in an easily accessible form: if women want to be equal, how do we do it?’ She decided to act, she says, because after the marches, ‘there were all these rallying calls, particularly to young women to get engaged, but what do we want? Everyone’s getting angry but no one’s laying down what we need to do to make change.’


The Woman’s Manifesto: A blueprint for how to get equality in Australia begins:


What we want is very simple:


1 financial self-sufficiency


2 reproductive freedom


3 freedom from violence


4 the right to participate fully and equally in all areas of public life.


And yet the gender pay gap still exists; sexual and family violence rates are high; at the time of writing, abortion is still on the criminal statutes in two Australian states (Queensland and New South Wales). ‘We are constantly on the defensive about our right to determine when, and if, we have children,’ says Summers. ‘We are under-represented in the key decision-making organisations of our society.’ Our voices still count for less. She writes:


For too long now, we have been promised equality but we are not there. We will not be satisfied until all of us—no matter what our age, our colour, our ethnic or religious origin, our sexual preference or our ability—are able to lead the lives we choose, free from discrimination and repression.


In the manifesto, which Summers has made available online and hopes a new generation of activists will take up and make their own, she quotes the English philosopher John Stuart Mill’s treatise from 1869, The Subjection of Women: ‘[The] legal subordination of one sex to another is wrong in itself, and now one of the chief hindrances to human improvement.’ Eighteen-sixty-nine. I can’t believe I still have to protest this shit, I tell her, or words to that effect. Does it make her mad that she must keep on repeating herself?


‘Well yeah, sometimes I feel that way,’ she says, ‘but then I think for how many thousands of years did we have nothing? This battle only started a little over a hundred years ago, so when I do get impatient and frustrated, I try to remember that we have actually done a lot in the last century, and a hell of a lot in a couple of decades. While we are by no means there, many women’s lives today, when compared with those of my mother and grandmother, have changed beyond belief.’
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On craftivism




‘I will build a great, great wall on our southern border, and I will have Mexico pay for that wall. Mark my words.’


—Donald Trump at the speech announcing his candidacy, June 2015


‘I like to fight the establishment by using methods that are so far removed from establishment-type thinking that the establishment doesn’t know how to fight back.’


—Yoko Ono1





Everybody’s welcome


After Jayna Zweiman learned to knit at the Haystack Mountain School of Crafts, she set herself a task: to build an artwork out of knits and purls, her 0s and 1s, a mile long. ‘I made a piece called Hop n’ Pop, which represented a mile of caution tape. My husband was skydiving at the time, and it really freaked me out. I asked, “Where is he pulling his ‘chute?” and it was a mile up. It took me a long time to knit that mile, but in doing so, an abstract distance became tangible.’


Fast forward. Trump is talking his big talk about building a wall along the Mexican border to keep the bad hombres out of the US of A, and Zweiman thinks, ‘I wonder how long it would take to knit that?’ She couldn’t do it alone obviously, not in this lifetime. America’s border with Mexico, from San Diego in California to Brownsville, Texas, stretches some 3145 kilometres (nearly 2000 miles).


Barely a week after the Women’s Marches, Trump signed an executive order suspending refugee admissions and blocking people from seven majority-Muslim countries from entering the United States. Although no one was entirely sure what that meant—What if they had valid visas? Would green card holders be prevented from returning to the US after travel? Was this a Muslim ban?—one thing was certain: it marked a new era of inhospitableness, shaming of refugees and unfair generalisations about entire nationalities. There were protests at airports, and challenges were rushed to the courts.
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