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Abstract 

 
By allowing artists to subvert physical spaces and expand on them through digital content 

to engage communities, I believe artists can create art that is more like the hybrid digital-physical 

lives we lead. In combining Maktivism and Craftivism, which will be explained in detail in the 

text to follow, a more effective feminist political art medium is created. This combination serves 

to critique not only targeted political issues, but also the exclusionary practices in technology 

along gender, class, and racial lines. As an artist working at this intersection, I feel this 

combination also provides a medium to question current exploitative economic systems that 

control the production of textiles, as well as information and communication technology (ICT). 

In the following sections, I discuss my attempt to combine tactical media and social aesthetics as 

a way to democratize political interventionist art and discuss the merits of maker and craftivist 

movements to fashion these interventions.  

 
Keywords: DIY, Opensource, Art, Soft Circuitry, Political, Subversive, New Media. 
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It is 2019. Donald J. Trump is President. Less than two years ago a violent white 

supremacists' rally in Charlottesville, Virginia ended in a young woman's death. Two young 

conservative judges appointed by the Trump administration sit on the Supreme Court - one of 

which allegedly committed a sexual assault in his youth. The United States has withdrawn from 

the Paris Climate Agreement. Women's reproductive rights in conservative states like Indiana are 

constantly under fire from the right.  

Being a liberal from rural Indiana I would not consider myself overly sensitive, and 

although I have always been interested in politics, something feels different. I have not had much 

pride in the conservative political climate of my home state to be sure, but after listening to 

pundits discuss the Midwest regarding the election, I found myself increasingly disappointed by 

the fundamental misunderstanding and underestimation of Midwestern people's political 

awareness. Indiana is often discounted as a purely red state, and as a liberal here it is difficult not 

to feel completely abandoned by Democrats and progressives who seem to believe Indiana is a 

lost cause. While discussing political art practices with other academics and artists, often from 

out of state, I became more and more disillusioned with political art practices that made empty 

statements to people who already agreed with progressive ideology. No one was being moved.  

While I was not satisfied with other attempts at politically charged art, it was difficult to 

make anything that felt relevant in response to the political climate or the constant barrage of 

fear-inducing headlines that define the current media environment. It was then that I began to 

explore ways of making that aligned with my political and ethical values in an attempt to ease 

that frustration. Feeling  motivated, I started making art inspired by the media we already 

consume in our daily lives: workout regimens from Glamour Magazine, instruction manuals, 

advertisements, websites, pamphlets, and products.  
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In my activist and social art practice, I blur the lines between the materiality of craft and 

Maktivism to create socio-political interventions (Ratto & Boler, 2014). In doing so, I hope to 

find myself in a community of intersectional, feminist, anti-corporate artists and makers1. By 

allowing artists to subvert physical spaces and expand on them through digital content to engage 

communities, I believe new media artists can create art that is more like the hybrid digital-

physical lives we lead. In combining Maktivism and Craftivism, which will be explained in 

detail below, a more effective feminist political art medium is created. This combination serves 

to critique not only targeted political issues, but also the exclusionary practices in technology 

along gender, class, and racial lines. As an artist working at this intersection, I feel this 

combination also provides a medium to question current exploitative economic systems that 

control the production of textiles, as well as information and communication technology (ICT). 

In order to contextualize my own artistic practice, it is important to provide an overview 

of previous activist art movements, the ethics of DIY counterculture, and Craftivism. My 

practice is influenced heavily by counterculture DIY movements, as I share much of the same 

anti-elitist, and anti-corporate ethos that are the core of these factions. A familiarity with the DIY 

and craftivist cultures provides a deeper understanding of my motivations for the creation of 

P@tch, Timely Warning, and SoapBox Karaoke.Throughout the following sections, I discuss my 

attempt to combine tactical media and social aesthetics as a way to democratize political 

interventionist art and discuss the merits of maker and craftivist movements to fashion these 

interventions.  

  

                                                
1 Makers taking active roles in Craftivism and Maktivism include Matt Ratto, Rayna Fahey of Craft 
Cartel and Radical Cross Stitch.   
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Activist Art  
 

I see a sort of weird cross, a chiasm: the end of subversion and the rise of ‘protest as 
affirmative action.’ It precisely mirrors the decay of social cohesion and the emergence of 
disaster capitalism. It is the rise of this new mode of capitalism and the disintegration of 
the social along with the shadow of an ecological disaster that has changed the game. 
Artists and intellectuals have to change gear and turn the tables in response; from the 
spirit of negation to a practice of affirmative civic protest, in short, form subversion to 
activism. 

—Lieven De Cauter, Art and Activism in the Age of Globalization 

Feeling lost in my less political art endeavors, it felt inevitable that my art practice would 

expand beyond the walls and solitude of my studio. While researching different ways in which 

activist art has been made, I set out to determine which tactics I felt to be most effective in 

creating community engagement. In his book Seeing Power, activist and curator Nato Thompson 

discusses two precursors to contemporary political art that inform my practice: Social Aesthetics 

and Tactical Media (Thompson, 2015).  

The term Social Aesthetics was coined in the 1980s by curator and founding member of 

Visual AIDS, Bill Olander(Thompson, 2015). This movement emphasizes the social in social art 

practice. Artists operating within this movement conspired with communities through organizing 

and participation to combat manipulative culture making by oppressive forces. Social Aesthetics 

practitioners acknowledged the role of art in perpetuating the values of the elite and sought to 

dismantle this structure by democratizing art. Social Aesthetics is tied up in the history of 

activist, movements utilizing craft  (often regarded as “gentle protest”), typically with many 

members contributing a component that is then combined into a larger whole like the AIDS quilt 

in the ‘80s or Marianne Jorgensen's Pink M.24 Chaffee (Figure 1), a tank covered in a hand knit 

pink blanket from 2006 (Katzin, 2006). 
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Tactical Media, known for its interventionist "hit and run" style of activism, erupted in 

the mid-1990s popular in Europe at the fall of the Berlin Wall (Thompson, 2015). While Social 

Aesthetics often utilizes craft mediums accessible to the general public, Tactical Media artists 

and activists rejected preordained art mediums and uses guerilla tactics to wreak absolute havoc 

on specific systems they deem destructive. The Yes Men are a prime example of this brand of “by 

any medium necessary” intervention. In 1999 they trolled the George W. Bush presidential 

campaign by creating a fake, but more honest version of the real campaign website2. The Yes 

                                                
2 https://yeslab.org/project/limits-freedom 
 

Figure 1. Marianne Jorgensen with the Cast Off Knitters, Pink M.24 Chaffee, 2006. Photo Barbara 
Katzin.Extra/Ordinary: Craft and Contemporary Art, p.218. 
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Men go so far as to impersonate employees in corporations they oppose like Haliburton at actual 

conferences and on TV. This kind of activist art work is rooted in institutional art practices, 

typically created by college educated artists who had the knowledge and access to various media 

in the creation of interventions. These actions are often performed by teams and collectives 

rather than loose organizations of lay people. In the ‘90s there was a separation along both 

gender and racial lines as to who had access to and knowledge of these new forms of media, 

tilting predominately male and white (Ratto & Boler, 2014). Now that communication 

technology skills are more accessible, and electronics are cheaper than they once were, I believe 

it has potential to be opened up to a wider  community instead of its former model of “get in and 

get out” intervention. 

Both social aesthetics and tactical media as political art practices aim to bring activist art 

to the broader public in accessible terms while actively attempting to bring about positive 

political change. However, while Tactical Media desires to speak for the masses, social 

aesthetics tries to mobilize them. Social Aesthetics lacks the political impact of tactical media 

and runs the risk of being discounted as out of date or ineffective. Tactical media has the benefit 

of reaching more people but feels more disconnected from the reality of most people who cannot 

contribute to the creation of the intervention. There is an opportunity to build on the strengths of 

these prior artistic movements.  

As demonstrated by social aesthetics and tactical media, political art practices open 

themselves up for critique as either “preaching to the choir” or not being accessible enough to the 

public. So, while I, too, am left open to this critique I am aware of this problem and try to 

mitigate it by being transparent about the making process and inviting the public to make with 

me. By utilizing craft and new technologies as mediums of political art and the opensource ethos 
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of Maker culture, my goal is to create a living database of shared knowledge that caters to the 

new media art community and broadens it at the same time. It is, however, essential to recognize 

the shortcomings within existing making and crafting communities. I also feel it is imperative to 

create a practice that acknowledges the hypocrisy of neoliberal idealism by making my work as 

accessible as possible by making all of my knowledge resources public online. Opening up 

digital feminist areas that are intersectional and empowering to a more diverse population is 

increasingly important as a way to involve the public in political art interventions. 

DIY and Counterculture  

As a DIY-punk kid in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the anti-corporate ethics and 

aesthetic of crafting and maker cultures was immediately appealing to me. DIY crafting 

communities and Maker spaces have been able to break down the barrier between user/consumer 

and maker for engineering and traditional craft mediums much like punk movements did for the 

music scene. DIY technologists and crafters share roots in rebellion and utilitarianism. In an 

unregulated capitalist system, to make for yourself and share that knowledge feels like a 

rebellious and radical act because it does not follow the capitalist model of commodification. 

Pete Dale, a researcher at Manchester Metropolitan University has examined the ideals of 

the underground punk movement over the last 30 years by observing different movements 

through case studies in his book Anyone Can Do It: Empowerment, Tradition and the Punk 

Underground (2012).  I was specifically drawn to his analysis of DIY empowerment that is 

essential to the punk music scene. Dale refers to many of the punk ideals as “micro-traditions,” 

which he believes contribute to an underlying will to liberty or desire for complete control over 

their work that makes it different from other music genres (Dale, 2012). One such micro-

tradition is the breakdown between audience and artist. When we consider traditional artistic 
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media, there is typically an artwork and viewer. All interaction with the work is purely visual, 

psychological, or emotional. Activist, interactive, and participatory artforms have been breaking 

down the barriers between viewers and artists since the 1960s. German artist Joseph Beuys 

prided himself on tearing down traditional barriers between artists and gallery patrons. For 

example, in his 1972 work Bureau for Direct Democracy Beuys incited debates around political 

topics for 100 days culminating in a boxing match between Beuys and one of his students.  

Bomb the Music Industry (BtMI), a band that typified these ethics during the early 2000s not 

only distributed three albums for free on their website, but also democratized the merchandizing 

process by offering free stencils and paint for fans to create their own t-shirts at shows. BtMI 

completely broke down the barriers between audience and band by allowing their fans a chance 

to perform covers of their songs on stage if brought their instrument to the show. The importance 

of tearing down the wall between performer and audience both literally and figuratively is 

strongly emphasized to create a liberating atmosphere. 

This sentiment is also found in zine culture, which developed as unsatisfied media 

consumers became creators of the media they wanted to see. In DIY: The Rise of Lo-fi Culture 

Amy Spencer, former record label founder and zine writer, focuses on zine communities 

operating in a counter-economic system in which handmade goods were often traded and not 

bought (Spencer, 2008). Knowledge was shared openly through zine writing workshops in which 

experienced authors would encourage others to author their own work. Much in the way that 

punk music formed, zines and other DIY forms shared the sentiment that anyone could be a 

maker. I feel these same ideals can be used to democratize my political art practice. 

Megan Boler and Matt Ratto lay out a brief history of DIY Maker cultures in DIY 

Citizenship: Critical Making and Social Media. Boler and Ratto assert that “Do It Yourself” 
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philosophies spawned from the counterculture movement of the 1960s and ‘70s when the 

institutional education system was being questioned and experimental methods were being 

explored (Ratto & Boler, 2014). In the ‘80s this sentiment of countercultural making saw another 

renaissance in the underground punk and zine cultures of the time. The ‘90s saw a rise of DIY as 

part of protest culture and direct political action. The optimistic halo surrounding the internet 

early on shared similar ethics to these counter culture ethics in its desire to share knowledge 

openly and encourage experimentation and community building contributing to the ability to 

spark collaborative organizing. Both DIY and Punk cultures have promoted the maxims of anti-

elitism and according to Amy Spencer new technologies such as the internet make this truer than 

ever (Spencer, 2008).   

While this timeline provides context to the history of the DIY movement, it leaves out the 

history of another important form of critical DIY making: the craftivist movement. Craftivism, a 

portmanteau combining activism and craft, to define creativity as a form of activism that 

emerged as a response to “frustration at the rule of materialism, the continuing quest of the 

unique and the rise of the Internet,”(Buszek, 2011, p. 179). This is not to say that Boler and 

Ratto’s timeline leaves out craftivism all together. They mention the rise of the post 9/11 

Craftivist movement, but their brief discussion of craftivism ignores the complex history of the 

crafters as political makers that runs both parallel and perpendicular to the DIY maker 

movement. 

A Short History of Craftivism 

Historically, the female gender role in western society has been tied to textile-based crafts 

such as clothes making and mending, knitting, weaving, and embroidery. The domestic sphere 

was viewed largely as inherently feminine up until the 1960’s feminist movement. Though, 
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crafts such as embroidery and weaving had been viewed as an artform equal to painting in 

medieval times, the history of the artform was forced to conform to the Victorian male ideal of 

femininity. Embroidery was linked to women’s morality and piety (Goggin & Tobin, 2013). In 

The Subversive Stitch (2010), British psychotherapist and art historian, Rozsika Parker, discusses 

the effects of industrialization on the growing white male middle class. Though many white 

middle-class women experienced material gain through marriage, women continued to lack the 

necessary legal and financial independence to control their own lives only receiving the right to 

own property “independently of their husbands” in 1882 (Wajcman, 1991, p. 16). Alongside this 

lack of autonomy, many women were excluded from higher education or involvement in politics. 

For many women domestic hand crafts and sewing circles were an important way to have social 

lives beyond the home. 

 

Figure 2. Embroidered Names of hunger strikers in 
Holloway prison London, 1912, Retrieved from 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-
news/london-exhibit-reveals-stories-forgotten-
suffragettes-180968050/ 
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Julia Bryan-Wilson, Professor of Art History at University of California Berkeley 

discusses the histories of textile mediums as both a tool of oppression and liberation for women 

and other marginalized groups in her book Fray: Art and Textile Politics (2017), a sentiment that 

is mirrored in The Subversive Stitch. While women were limited by the expectation of 

domesticity and constant productivity, they also had some artistic freedom and often joined 

forces through sewing circles to discuss their lives. In discussing this paradox, Parker writes, 

Figure 3. Works Projects Administration Poster, 
Remember Pearl Harbor Purl Harder,1942, 
Retrieved from 
https://www.historylink.org/File/5722 
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“Attempts to validate women’s work ultimately reinforces the rigid sexual categorization and 

justifies the separate spheres. Embroidery is both power and pleasure and powerlessness” 

(Parker, 1984, p. 496). The Suffragette movement used textile handicraft as a subversive political 

action as they embroidered their banners to march for the vote. Bryan-Wilson cites this event and 

discusses it as using “womanly skills while making unwomanly demands” (Bryan-Wilson, 2017, 

p. 9).  Many Suffragettes embroidered banners in British prisons in the early 1900’s (Figure 2) as 

a way of memorializing their hunger strike (London, 1912a, 1912b). This liberating form of craft 

as politics contrasts greatly with knitting propaganda in the United States during World War II. 

Knitting has been a tradition for women who have been left at home while the men go off to 

fight as a way to contribute to the war effort and stay occupied. In World War I the Red Cross 

created and distributed pamphlets to instruct young women to knit bandages for the front lines. 

In WWII, even when women were joining the workforce in droves and there was less need for 

handmade goods for soldiers, propaganda posters still encouraged women to knit “to maintain 

patriotic ideologies and to reinforce the boundaries of ‘natural’ or ‘appropriate’ behavior for 

women” (Bryan-Wilson, 2017, p. 11). 

In the ‘70s early subversive crafting movements started popping up. Groups like The 

Ladies' Sewing Circle & Terrorist Society questioned how something as seemingly feminine and 

innocent as a sewing circle might be used by a feminist collective to threaten unfair power 

structures or “wreak political havoc” (Bryan-Wilson, 2017, p. 1). Feminist artists of the 70’s and 

80’s such as Sheila Hicks and Miriam Schapiro used craft as a communal artistic medium to 

voice their dissatisfaction in expectations of women to be homemakers (Robertson 2014). In 

Extra/Ordinary: Craft and Contemporary Art, artists, critics, curators, and scholars share their 

theories of what craft means in relation to contemporary art and ways in which art institutions 
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have come to accept craft media (Buszek, 2011). This rocky road to acceptance ties traditional 

craft mediums culturally to rebellion, protest and feminism. 

The craftivist movement of the ‘90s and early 2000s as cited in Boler and Ratto’s book is 

often discussed without this historical context. The term itself is credited to Betsy Greer, 

craftivist and blogger. The contemporary craftivist movement differs in that women now choose 

to craft. While knitting and other textile forms were once viewed as inherently feminine, they are 

now chosen skill sets (Buszek, 2011). In the edited volume Craft Hard, Die Free: Radical 

Curatorial Strategies for Craftivism in Unruly Contexts, Anthea Black and Nicole Burisch 

outline the key features of craftivist practices describing them as participatory projects that value 

democratic processes, using cross-disciplinary media with an ongoing commitment to politicize 

practices issues and actions (Adamson, 2010). Craftivism like the lo-fi and zine movements 

values self-production of objects as a direct rejection to rampant consumerism.  

 Craftivism has been discounted as a “safe form of activism” which tends to ignore the 

effectiveness of its tactics in creating a sense of empowerment and community. (Buszek, 2011, p. 

189). In the introduction of Craftivism (2014) which compiles interviews with 33 craftivists 

using their art practice to make real change in their communities, Greer states “The creation of 

things by hands leads to a better understanding of democracy because it reminds us that we have 

power” (Greer, 2014, p. 8). Greer believes that the resurgence of the craft movement is a 

response to the dismantling of communities due to technological forms of communication. But it 

is because of this technological communication that this modern Craftivist movement has 

become so widespread.  
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Weaving Together Technology, Textiles, and Feminism 

The gendered division in technological innovation and craft fields has been woven into 

our taught history. There is a historical connection between women’s handcraft and technology 

that has been often ignored. Judy Wajcman, Professor of Sociology at the London School of 

Economics and Political Science argues that as the primary gatherers and textile producers 

women, and more likely black women, were among the first inventors of new technologies 

(Wajcman, 1991, 2004, p. 17). Similarly, in her essay, “The Future Looms,” cultural theorist 

Sadie Plant discusses not only women’s often forgotten role in technological advancement, but 

also the role of the knitted textile as a basis for computing (Hershman-Leeson, 1996). However, 

recorded history does not often focus on textiles or female contributions to software computing. 

For example, Plant (1996) discusses the often-forgotten role of Ada Lovelace in the creation of 

Charles Babbage’s early computing machines in the mid 1800s. 

Formal engineering was shaped by highly educated elites at institutions of higher learning 

that for most of history were only accessible to wealthy white men. Wajcman asserts that 

because of this lack of inclusion, classism, sexism and racism shaped the rise of “hard science.” 

Wajcman analyzes and reviews feminist critiques of technology through the lens of “social 

shaping.” Social shaping theory suggests that whatever the technology may be, it is shaped by 

and shapes the people that use it. A technologies express values based on the values of the 

society that uses and creates it; this means given current societal values in the United States, our 

technologies tend to lean both patriarchal and capitalistic (MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1985). This 

can be seen in AI facial recognition research already. Researchers studying bias in these systems 

have found that when determining the gender of a face, software is correct 99 percent of the time 

when the photo is a white man, but the accuracy of the software drops nearly 35 percent for 
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images of dark skinned women -a bias is created due to who the software is created by and tested 

on most frequently (Lohr, 2018).  

Not only does Wajcman feel the lack of female engagement in technology fields is a 

question of discrimination in science and technology fields, but also an internalization of the 

patriarchal structure of our society stemming from systems of dominant culture and education 

that tell women that science and technology are for men. In the 1970s and ’80s social researchers 

“assumed that science is intrinsically open and concerned with unbiased and objective 

research”(Wajcman, 2004, p. 14). Wajcman (2004) points out that when researchers assume 

science is unbiased, it puts the responsibility of fixing the gender representation on women’s 

shoulders as opposed to questioning how the fields of technoscience can be altered to 

accommodate qualities we socialize women to have. In other words, to be successful in these 

fields, women are expected model themselves after men. To be integrated into the world of 

technology women must lose their "femininity" (Wajcman, 2004, p. 43). Science and many 

business sectors applaud certain types of behavior such as long shifts and work hours that do not 

allow for home life or childcare and domestic responsibilities. This is also tied into the problems 

with the current capitalist structure and its lack of appreciation for parts of life that are generally 

considered “women’s work” (Hochschild & Machung, 2012). Male domination over emerging 

technology and science has contributed to the idea that “men’s work” is skilled or valuable while 

“women’s work” is devalued, unpaid, and discounted.  

In the ’60s and ’70s, women’s movements tended to look at science as “other” - 

capitalist, violent and dominating (Wajcman, 2004, p. 17). Early ecofeminism emphasized 

women’s connection to nature as intrinsically feminine. There was a return to handmade goods 

to reject industrialization. Ecofeminists argued there were irreconcilable differences between the 
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mechanical-masculine and the natural-feminine. In some ways this was true. Male domination of 

technological innovation meant that many industrial machines were designed with male users in 

mind designing for women as mere consumers (MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1985). Since the 

industrial revolution, the division of labor along gender lines has supported these biases, and as 

such, it is frustrating and oppressive to ignore how this lack of inclusion reinforces stereotypical 

gender roles in relation to the creative use of new technologies. Wajcman (2004) summarizes the 

failure of feminist movements to see the potential in emerging technologies as a critique of this 

gendered division:  

The tendency of these different schools of feminism was to see these structures as 

monolithic. In the rush to expose the depth and extent of men’s technopower, they 

overlooked the subversive possibilities that may be opened up by new forms of 

technology and the possibilities for destabilizing patriarchal structures (Wajcman, 2004, 

p. 29). 

I believe Wajcman is correct and hope to find subversive possibilities to question these 

structures in my art practice. One new form of technology that opens up possibilities to question 

these systems is rise of soft circuitry. These new technologies connect traditional sewing skills 

and electronics in blogs, maker websites, and countless workshops. DIY electronics suppliers 

such as Becky Stern for Adafruit3 and Leah Buechley for Spark Fun4 have developed specific 

Printed Circuit Boards (PCBs) for use with conductive thread. MIT professor Leah Buechley 

founded the High-Low Tech research group studying the interaction between low-tech textiles 

and high-tech circuitry (Buechley, 2014). These tools are being used to create DIY electronics 

                                                
3 Becky Stern’s website https://beckystern.com/ 
4 Leah Buechley’s website http://leahbuechley.com/ 
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projects and smart fashion, but little has been done with them in studio art or activist 

communities. Part of this could be due to a lack of respect for textiles in maker and hacker 

communities. In 2014, on the online magazine Model View Culture, Liz Henry a founding 

member of Double Union, discussed a collective annoyance in sexist posts on hackerspaces.org5 

that lead to the creation of the feminist hackerspace (Henry, 2014). The specific problematic post 

she outlines in her article deemed the “e-textiles message” sums up the issue of how textiles are 

treated as feminine and therefore not a part of “real” making or hacking culture. The post read: 

If a hackerspace has one female and she wants more females in the hackerspace, then she 

should start a campaign to find more females. It could be that she hosts a class about e-

textiles or whatever it is females like to talk about. (Henry, 2014). 

Henry and many others were offended by the notion that all women were interested in e-

textiles, but she also plays into the fact that e-textiles are a less valid hacker project. This 

sentiment is reflected in many forums online. At my artist talk that took place at Purdue Galleries 

I was asked if I thought my work, which includes work with e-textiles, could be a way to get 

more women interested in STEM. The essentialist notion that all women are interested in e-

textiles is highly problematic. Research has shown that girls are interested in STEM and Maker 

Technologies, not just textiles, but have a steep drop off from 8th grade to high school (Intel, 

2019). The problem is not lack of interest; it is lack of inclusion in tech spaces. As craft has been 

used to question the expectation of domesticity, the creation of art with technology can be used 

to question women’s absence from STEM fields. 

                                                
5 Hackerspaces.org is a community run website providing resources and places for discussion 
about hackerspaces and projects. 
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In the early 2000’s, the Maker movement hoped to open up technology to everyone in 

true DIY fashion: “The activists suggested that demystification of technology through 

widespread hands on making could provide an alternative to prevalent technical cultures in 

which authority is not distributed but resides exclusively with experts,” (Ratto & Boler, 2014, p. 

36).  However, makerspaces continue to have a gender gap and race issues that relate directly to 

the privilege of making and having the resources - time - money- energy etc. to experiment with 

new technologies. The lack of these resources that often formed barriers that kept more women, 

and people of color out of DIY cultures in the ‘90s and are still relevant today as there has been 

very little shift from the white male domination of economic power and therefore access to 

energizing technologies which can be expensive and time consuming to learn.  Factors such as 

the second-shift, money, and knowledge make it less accessible for non-straight white men to 

spend their free time making. Zine authors tended to be straight white men in their 20’s and 30’s 

and the same is true of those in the Maker scene now (Spencer, 2008). According to a 2012 

independent market study published in “Make Magazine,” 81% of U.S. Makers identify as male 

(Faulkner, 2019). This leaves many women and marginalized groups feeling that the power 

structure in these supposedly structureless spaces is just a continuation of the power structures of 

the tech industry, compelling them to create their own spaces such as Double Union or Hacker 

Moms in San Francisco that aligned more with their needs as makers.6   

Betsy Greer ends her chapter in Extra/Ordinary Craft and Contemporary Art by stating 

“maybe instead of crafting you have your own -ism to create,” (Buszek, 2011, p. 183). I took that 

idea to heart. I decided to combine technology and craft and activism into techno-craftivism, as 

                                                
6 Feminist hacker spaces like Double Union (https://doubleunion.org/) and HackerMoms 
(https://hackermoms.org/) were created to address feeling excluded or creeped out in 
hackerspaces. 
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way to acknowledge the shift of our daily lives to be more integrated into our digital lives and to 

open a space for critique of DIY technology culture. I find myself in a wave of new media artists 

rejecting the notion that craft and new media technology are directly opposed. My art practice 

demonstrates how they can work together. In the following section I outline a series of attempts 

to generate political artworks created at the intersection of art, DIY and feminism as a way to 

offer a mode of feminist activist art praxis. These works demonstrate different ways I position 

my practice within the ethical framework of these movements. As an artform, DIY gives me the 

framework to both involve the public in my work while still having the broader impact of 

Tactical Media. Whether it is deploying soft circuitry and craftivism as a collective opensource 

critical art medium in P@tch, combining social aesthetics and political intervention in Timely 

Warning, or overhauling a thrifted Karaoke machine for community political action in SoapBox 

Karaoke, my focus is on finding ways to engage communities in civic action while honoring the 

integrity at the heart of DIY. By bringing together Maktivism and Craftivism in these works, I 

aim to forge an effective feminist political art medium that explores current exploitative 

economic systems controlling the production of textiles, and information and communication 

technologies. 

P@tch 

P@tch began as a personal project created with no intention of sharing it with others let 

alone putting it in my thesis show. It began because I was annoyed with armchair activism online 

where people share political or environmental advocacy articles in virtual space and then do not 

live their lives that way in physical space. Like a Fitbit for your ethical performance, P@tch is a 

hand-embroidered soft-circuit patch that allows the user to track their progress as an advocate for 

an ethical stance.  
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My intention was to redirect the perception of a highly styled corporatized self-tracking 

device to a handmade object. The wearable would allow the user to track their environmental 

behavior enabling them as consumers to question a culture that values physical performance, 

beauty, and productivity over other acts. Companies have marketed self-tracking devices for 

quite some time. The Quantified Self movement is an international community of people 

discussing and sharing ways in which to collect personal data7. Technology has biases and is 

shaped by the society that produces and uses it. Our self-tracking gadgets track everything from 

efficiency and diet to exercise and sleep patterns, but there is not yet a market for tracking 

qualities such as our empathy or our ability to affect change. This absence may be due to the 

capitalistic, white and male power structure of current technology spaces and needs to be  

                                                
7 More information about this movement and data collecting can be found at 
https://quantifiedself.com/. 
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Figure 4. Color Change P@tch, 2018 Photo Janna Ahrndt  
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rejected and restructured to include women and people of color in order to unleash the true 

power of technology. Not surprisingly there is nothing currently on the market to track 

environmental advocacy or ethical performance. The action of wearing the P@tch is a 

performance in the sense that it draws attention to the wearer and sparks conversation with others 

in the surrounding community. Wearers can imagine an alternative world in which tracking our 

environmental impact was as popular as tracking our fitness level. A glowing world full of low 

power LED accountability jackets. The P@tch utilizes the ethos of Punk, DIY/Lo-fi, and digital 

open source movements by posting all sources, material, and instructions online for anyone to 

access. By making all of these resources public, I hope to foster a more inclusive space for 

voices that are often unheard in new media art and tech fields in general. The workshop series, as 

well as the online instructional pages, allow anyone interested to create their own, making it 

antithetical to the corporatized self-tracking devices on the market.  

Figure 5. Circuit Diagram of Color Change P@tch,2018 Graphic Janna 
Ahrndt  
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The main components of P@tch are an RGB color mixing LED light, a small sewable 

microcontroller, a Bluetooth module, and a button switch. This wearable is made with soft circuit 

electronics meaning participants can sew the circuits directly into the fabric of their patch using 

conductive thread. The Bluetooth module connects to the Adafruit Bluefruit app on their phone 

which then sends self-reported data to a feed on an open source platform. It then triggers another 

free online application created using IFTTT8 (If This Then That) to transmit data from their feed 

to their Twitter account.  

This project was developed in two iterations. The color change patch, the first iteration of 

this project, utilizes an RGB color mixing LED light, a small sewable microcontroller, and a 

button switch. This wearable uses soft electronics for sewing the circuits directly into the fabric 

                                                
8 IFTTT is a free online platform that allows users to create apps to connect devices and make 
them internet of things compatible.  

Figure 6. Circuit Diagram of Bluetooth Tweeting P@tch, 2018, 
Graphic Janna Ahrndt 
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of the patch. When worn, it can be used as a behavior monitoring tool to grade ethical 

performance in the moment. This iteration worked great for engagement with people in my 

general vicinity.  

P@tch Workshops 

In person, P@tch workshops invite participants to create their own critical design9 object. 

In the process, they discuss ways we as citizens can shift our actions to align more with our 

personal ethics, as well as question the limits of personal and corporate responsibility. 

  

                                                
9 Critical design is heavily based in critical theory. Dunne and Raby have been credited by some 
for coining the term (http://dunneandraby.co.uk/content/projects) 
 

Figure 7. Participants at P@tch workshop, 2018 Photo Janna Ahrndt 



DECONSTRUCT AND DISSENT 
 

30 

The P@tch workshops teach participants the basics of embroidery and conductive thread 

circuitry, to get them started making their own self-accountability-tracker that can be synced to 

their twitter feed.  

To begin a workshop, I provide my story of creating the P@tch and use my plastic-use 

tracking P@tch as an example. I do not prescribe my own ethical beliefs to the participants but 

encourage them to create a tracker to advocate for something they care about. I then have 

participants introduce themselves so they can get to know one another. The participants are 

provided with written instructions that include images and circuit diagrams in an eleven-page 

zine. By providing instructions for workshop-goers that covers things like how not to create a 

short circuit, it is my goal to make participants feel less rushed to complete their P@tch by the 

end of the workshop. The zines also include instructions on where to find the code or how to get 

Figure 8. Example of Zine pages, 2018 Photo Janna Ahrndt 
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the microcontroller up and running. I walk from person to person, helping and joining 

conversations instead of taking a place at the head of the workshop table. This allows me to help 

those too shy to ask for assistance, and I can encourage those who are more experienced to help 

others. It also gives those that wanted to the option to work ahead of the rest of the group and 

those who worked more slowly to go back and reference the instructions.  

I had the opportunity to run the first iteration of this series of workshops at Purdue 

University on October 26th, 2018. Around 10 participants came to make a color change P@tch. 

The workshop participants were mainly college-educated women ranging in age from late teens 

to middle age with previous sewing experience, but little to no experience with electronics. Some 

participants had no sewing skills and that seemed like a larger hurdle than the circuitry. In these 

kinds of cases, I think it is important to demonstrate and provide clear guidelines on how to sew 

basic stitches and how to tie off thread -which I had left out in my first set of instructions.  

For this particular workshop, I adapted the P@tch to the skillset of the group by only including a 

color changing LED instead of the Bluetooth module. In this color change version of the P@tch, 

the button switch only triggers a color change in the LED, so those within your vicinity can see 

how you are doing on your goal. I intended to make the experience relaxed and low stress as I 

knew participants had a lot to learn in a short amount of time. I did not ask them to share their 

tracked behavior (though many did) with other participants or me, but I did ask them to fill out 

an exit survey. One participant chose to follow their plastic use, three decided to monitor their 

water use, and one chose to be more conscious of riding their bike over driving to work.  

At the moment P@tch is entirely reliant on self-reporting, requiring the user to evaluate 

their behavior and decide if they believe it to be in line with their ethical goal or not. While this 

may not be the most scientifically significant data to collect, I personally find that using P@tch 
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to monitor and evaluate my behavior is quite effective because of this. The awareness I have 

gained by using this monitor has already impacted my consumer habits as I shop, particularly at 

the grocery store. I now notice all the sneaky ways manufacturers use plastic in their packaging 

and have realized how difficult it is to buy something without creating plastic waste.  

I am not opposed to utilizing more concrete data for the P@tch project. I will be running 

two P@tch workshops in August of 2019 in conjunction with Science Gallery Melbourne that 

will include a gas10 sensor to track air quality. Gathering this kind of data as individual citizens 

to share could be an important step in the next iteration of the P@tch project especially as the 

reality of climate change is somehow still up for debate in the United States and Australia. The 

CO2 data gathered by 50 participants throughout Melbourne will be displayed in real-time in the 

Melbourne Science gallery during the months of August and September 2019. I feel this kind of 

data along with self-reflection is a way to track the larger consequences of our consumer 

decisions. In the future, I plan to continue to provide both demonstrations and written 

instructions to make the P@tch via workshops, but I am also creating a video tutorial to make it 

more accessible.  

Timely Warning 

If you are a student or faculty at a University, you have received an email from a sexual 

assault reporting system. The Jeanne Clery Disclosure of Campus Security Policy and Campus 

Crime Statistics Act requires all universities and colleges that receive federal financial aid to 

collect campus crime statistics and security information and make them available to the public 

                                                
10 For this project I am using the Adafruit SGP30 Air Quality Sensor Breakout attached to a 

Flora. 
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space (United States Congress, Senate Committee on the Judiciary, 2006). While I believe this 

statute to have a positive impact on the transparency and prevalence of instances of rape and 

sexual assault, the way Purdue University shares this information via Timely Warning email 

alerts is not helpful and obscures the intent. Is it to draw attention to the crimes? Is it to tell 

students to avoid the areas where these crimes occurred? Often these emails are delivered nearly 

24 hours after the assault happened as victims do not typically go to the police immediately 

meaning these emails are not providing information that will keep other students safe. 

The most egregious aspect of these emails is the prevention tips that come at the bottom 

of every email. These tips often were specific to victims of these crimes, and many of them make 

absolutely no sense. A tip such as, “define your sexual limits and practice being assertive about 

your boundaries,” reads as if the perpetrator of these kinds of crimes cares about your 

boundaries; it sounds as if there was merely some misunderstanding between the predator and 

the victim. This is gross. Since when are rapists willing to listen to your limits? That is exactly 

what makes them rapists. These emails do nothing to help stop the toxic culture that created this 

problem in the first place and rely on the same old tired argument that if only victims were more 

vigilant, they would not have been targeted. While one could give Purdue the benefit of the 

doubt in guessing that the emails are sent by a bot who was given outdated tips years ago, the 

formatting and the types of tips on the list change often, meaning there is someone out there 

writing these and sending them.  

My anger at these emails hit a limit around the same time the Guerrilla Girls came to 

Purdue’s campus in the Fall of 2018. I attended a workshop with two of the members of this 

feminist activist art collective, in which they discussed their early practice. They had no gallery 

affiliation and no permission for their early poster campaign, but sill created a stir pointing out 
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inequality in the art world. Their discussion reminded me of my power as an artist in the Purdue 

community. The timely warning emails felt like the perfect subject to give this tactic a whirl. If 

this kind of intervention made even the smallest difference in how the University handled these 

emails, it would be a success. After venting about these emails with my students in the Electronic 

Media Studio course I was teaching, I began grading the emails for how effective I thought they 

were; adding my own thoughts and tips as I went along. Under cover of darkness my roommate 

and I printed and posted 100 of the posters all over campus. Nothing happened -or at least I 

thought so.  

Figure 9. Timely Warning Poster on Purdue University’s Campus, 2018, Photo Janna Ahrndt 



DECONSTRUCT AND DISSENT 
 

35 

  

Figure 10. Tim
ely W

arning poster, 2018 G
raphic Janna Ahrndt 
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Figure 12. Timely Warning Email Scroll, 2019, Photo Janna Ahrndt 

Figure 11. TV displaying night view of the 500 block of Russell Street, 2019, Photo Janna 
Ahrndt 
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A few months and four reported sexual assaults later, I decided to include this poster 

campaign as a piece in my MFA thesis show. I hung the graded emails in the form of a scroll 

with pencils hung intermittently to allow the public to make their own comments. Under each 

email is a video of the location at which the reported assault took place. I went out at night and 

walked each block to get a sense of place. Each TV in the installation played a looped clip of 

these locations at night. Sometimes these locations were devoid of any people, while in others I 

stand in the frame wearing a pink jumpsuit and combat boots to give the viewer context of 

lighting in the area. You can see how well-lit most of these spaces are with a figure in the frame. 

I included a map of the sexual assault report locations to provide those unfamiliar with campus a 

visual representation of where these crimes took place: outside the gym, outside Armstrong Hall, 

outside residence halls, etc. I began getting comments from gallery-goers about how they had 

been affected by these posters around campus. To my surprise a lot of them cheered me on, 

Figure 13. Timely Warning email scroll and TVs, 2019, Photo Janna Ahrndt 
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stating they had seen them and supported me for saying the same things that they themselves had 

been yelling at their computer screens for months.  

In conjunction with Purdue Galleries, I gave a sewable electronics workshop to create 

fabric LED lit versions of the graded emails in the form of banners. Around 10 participants 

joined me in sewing simple LED light circuits. Though once again the majority of participants 

were women, two men joined. The men had no sewing or circuitry skills but completed the task 

with direction and assistance from other participants. These banners will be hung outdoors near 

the locations of these assaults and high traffic areas on campus during graduation weekend when 

many families will be visiting Purdue. This action is intended not only to show solidarity for 

Figure 14. Timely Warning Banner Workshop, 2019, Photo Sara Poer 
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victims but to illustrate that these types of crimes happen everywhere, in well-lit areas, in public 

spaces, residence halls -places all students have a right to be. 

SoapBox Karaoke 

Directly after the election of Donald Trump in 2016 there was a massive wave of citizens 

contacting their representatives, so much so that phone lines began to only give off busy signals. 

After just a few months of Trump however, many activists and citizens suffered from resistance 

fatigue and the phone calls stopped. It feels like a full-time job to constantly stay up to date and 

outraged on every issue. Many congress members have set up online messaging systems on their 

websites to provide another outlet for constituents. Other groups have set up mass petition 

websites or apps like Countable to make it easier to raise issues to representatives. However, 

these tactics are less effective and often ignored by the staffers that read them. It remains true 

that phone calls are more difficult to ignore and take up more time. Many platforms such as 

5calls.org or thesixtyfive.org have tried to mitigate this effort by providing scripts, but I still 

found that many of my friends, students, and colleagues were not making calls to those 

representing them in Washington. So, I set out to take a piece of e-waste and turn it into a civic 

engagement party machine to see if I could convince people to make a call. SoapBox Karaoke 

allows participants to call their state senators and representatives directly from a salvaged piece 

of e-waste--otherwise known as an early 2000’s karaoke machine (Figure 16.). 
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Figure 16. Still 1 from the SoapBox Karaoke promotional video, 2019, Video Still Janna 
Ahrndt  

Figure 15. Still 2 from the SoapBox Karaoke promotional video, 2019, Video Still Janna 
Ahrndt 
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For my thesis show I equipped the machine with six karaoke lyric CDs with over 60 

tracks on topics ranging from funding planned parenthood to raising the federal minimum wage. 

Participants first view a picture of their politician as well as their phone number and party 

affiliation. They are then prompted to read along to a scripted message displayed on a CRT 

monitor. To create the necessary CD+G files11, I was forced to use outdated software12to produce 

something that the machine could play. 

                                                
11 CD+G is a Compact Disc format that can present graphics along with audio data on the CD 
when played on a specific device. 
 
12 After scouring Karaoke forums, I settled on using Power Karaoke CD+G Creator to generate 
my CDs. 

Figure 17. SoapBox Karaoke setup in The Patti 
and Rusty Rueff Gallery, 2019 Photo Janna Ahrndt 
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Figure 19. Still 3 from SoapBox Karaoke promotional video, 2019, Video Still, Janna 
Ahrndt 

Figure 18. Still 4 from SoapBox Karaoke promotional video, 2019, Video Still Janna 
Ahrndt 
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The low fidelity of the graphics caused by the outdated software gives the images a kind of late 

90’s 8-bit nostalgia aesthetic. All of the politicians pictured look absolutely cartoonish. To add to 

the levity of the piece, I conclude each karaoke performance with meme-like images relating to 

each topic. By using these images, I aim to help lighten the often rage-inducing issues 

participants are asked to call about. Finding commonality is the first step to starting a 

conversation from a spark of curiosity instead of distrust and I think humor is a way to find that 

common ground. By giving participants a variety of topics to call about, they do not have to 

share all of my political views and can focus on something they do support.  

To include this piece in my open source practice, I will be opening up my website to 

include a space where people can contribute their own SoapBox messages. In the future, I plan to 

work with local activist groups to throw SoapBox Karaoke parties within the community where 

constituents can call their representatives in a more social and fun setting while also learning 

about ways they can be more engaged in local action. 

Conclusion 

These pieces mark an abrupt shift in my art making away from traditional institutional 

practice toward community-engaged social practice. To me this is only the beginning of my deep 

dive into creating hybrid Maktivist and Craftivist art. From here I plan to continue to build my 

relationship with local activist groups to find ways in which this kind of work could be a useful 

tool to create change in the state of Indiana. Through the production of these pieces I have begun 

to focus on ways art can be used not only to point out and critique issues, but to work as a 

catalyst for actual change. I will continue to build up my website as an instructional knowledge 

base for craftivist and maktivist art through video tutorials and workshops. There are still many 

unanswered questions in my work. As I continue my opensource art practice, I pursue answers to 
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the following: Can artists re-engage the radical potential of craftivism without creating another 

neo-liberal capitalist site for self-promotion and marketing? Can artists hybridize practices by 

joining craft, technology to make a kind of Techno-craftivism that successfully makes the 

personal political? 
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