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EMBODIED ACTS OF RESISTANCE

Desire lines are informal tracks trodden or cycled into dirt and grass over 
time. They can be shortcuts or long meanderings that slice across parks and 
wind around obstacles. Found in cultures and societies worldwide, desire 
lines make a striking contrast to networks of roads and paths made of tar and 
stone. The latter are formal systems that shape (and are shaped by) norma-
tive and normalizing experiences of the world. Desire lines do something 
else. Feminist and queer scholar Sara Ahmed writes about how desire lines 
map “where people deviate from the paths they are supposed to follow.”1 
Some call them “free-will ways”2 while others view them as records of “civil 
disobedience.”3 These cumulative mappings show how individuals use their 
bodies to shape the worlds they live in. In the process, they provide clear 
evidence of how “the built environment doesn’t always fit the needs of the 
people it’s meant to serve.”4 In these ways, desire lines can be seen as everyday 
embodied acts of resistance and world-making.

This book is about the designers of desire lines. It is about individuals 
forging collective tracks and traces between and around dominant official 
practices in order to see, explore, and experiment with the practices and 
politics that signify and enable other ways of living. In the following inter-
views, twenty-six designers reveal how they imagine, invent, and inhabit new 
worlds beyond conventional norms. While their focuses and motivations vary, 
all recognize the needs of diverse groups—for example, asylum-seeker and 

Introduction: Wearable World-Making
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x    Introduction

transgender communities—who are commonly ignored, underresourced, or 
actively discriminated against by current dominant cultural practices. These 
designers take ordinary things and invest them with extraordinary meanings 
and inspiring possibilities. Their primary tool of change? Wearables.

THE EXTRAORDINARINESS OF ORDINARY THINGS

Wearables can be most simply defined as “things that can be worn.” In con-
trast to the widespread and popular notion of “wearable technologies,” the 
term “wearables” isn’t restricted to referring only to “high-tech” and “smart” 
electronic and digital devices (such as watches and fitness trackers). Indeed, 
wearables aren’t limited only to clothing. In this collection, we employ the 
term “wearable” to include various things worn on bodies: shoes, coats, 
underwear, stand-up urination devices, prosthetics, and even makeup. While 
we appreciate how they’re made and how they look, we are most interested 
in what they do: What social, political, or environmental problems are the 
designers in this collection addressing? How are they attempting to resist, 
subvert, or disrupt normative conventions built into everyday life? What 
kinds of conversations do they want to start? Returning to the analogy of 
desire lines, we want to know: can wearables create possibilities to act differ-
ently and what kinds of new worlds might they make?

In his classic book Cruising Utopia (published in 2009), queer theorist 
José Esteban Muñoz5 encouraged readers to refuse to settle for the status 
quo. He argued that “we must dream and enact new and better pleasures; 
other ways of being in the world, and ultimately new worlds.” His hopeful 
text rejects the flat, routinized, heteronormative structures of the privileged 
few and instead calls for colorful reimaginings of expansive and diverse 
futures. This is why our book is called Wearable Utopias; the ubiquity of 
wearables, their proximity to the body, and transformative potential make 
them a potent platform for catalyzing new worlds. We hope the chorus of 
creative voices in the pages that follow reveal not only glimpses of other, more 
expansive worlds, but also ways of interrupting and inhabiting existing ones.

Our approach to the twenty-three interviews that follow is framed by 
science and technology studies (STS), feminist technoscience, and cultural 
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xi    Introduction

and gender studies. What we choose—or are compelled—to wear has long 
been central to the forces of belonging, identity, protest, power, and dis-
crimination. We’re interested in how wearables render visible critical social 
and civic issues, raise new questions about taken-for-granted ideas, and assist 
people whose claims for freedoms, rights, and recognition have been ignored 
by conventional worldviews. We take wearables seriously as artifacts of “non-
verbal resistance”6 and “public struggle and contestation” and draw attention 
to how they serve “to enact distinctive ideals of citizenship and participa-
tion.”7 This requires paying close attention to the role of things in the making 
of worlds. As technofeminist Donna Haraway reminds us, “It matters what 
matters we use to think other matters with; it matters what stories we tell to 
tell other stories with . . . ​it matters what stories make worlds, what worlds 
make stories.”8 And things, as sociologist Bruno Latour explains in Making 
Things Public, are central to the making of an “object-oriented democracy.”

Each object gathers around itself a different assembly of relevant parties. Each 
object triggers new occasions to passionately different and dispute. Each object 
may also offer new ways of achieving closure without having to agree. In other 
words, objects—taken as so many issues—bind us all in ways that map out a 
public space profoundly different from what is usually recognised under the 
label of “the political.”9

Wearables are such things—critical sites and tools of sociopolitical 
power, gender relations, and world-making—and they touch every single 
human body on the planet. Anthropologist Daniel Miller wrote in a pro-
vocatively titled piece “Why Clothing is not Superficial” that the things we 
wear “are among our most personal possessions” and “the main medium 
between our sense of our bodies and our sense of the external world.”10 Yet 
despite their ubiquity, clothes have long been overlooked as being merely 
decorative or boringly practical. It’s a view that diminishes their role as easily 
accessible potential sites of radical action. “It is true that, in times of crisis, 
what we wear can feel like the most trivial of concerns,” writes academic and 
critic Shahidha Bari, yet “isn’t it curious that so many of our most heated 
cultural disputes should circle around the right to wear particular clothes in 
particular circumstances.”11 Fortunately, the early decades of the twenty-first 
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xii    Introduction

century have seen increased recognition of the social significance not only of 
wearables but also of wearable designers in cultural life, political discourse, 
and global creative industries.12

Paying attention to the extraordinariness of ordinary things is a research 
technique familiar to STS scholars. From sewers and seatbelts to dog-leads 
and bicycles, studying taken-for-granted things that service everyday life can 
reveal how people navigate and make sense of the worlds around them.13 
Susan Leigh Star has advocated for the study of “boring” things.14 Latour 
called attention to the “missing masses”15 and Mike Michael argues that 
everyday things “contribute to, and disrupt, the unnoticed, everyday, and 
always present co(a)gents that populate our world.”16 A focus on wearables—
as a mundane yet essential technoscience of everyday life—can reveal what 
people value, rely upon, or use in unexpected ways to work around problems 
or address restrictions or limitations. In some cases, wearables can become 
vehicles for journeys that might be entirely different from those that were 
originally intended.

Of course, what is considered mundane or ordinary can radically differ 
between citizens. It can signal an “unmarked and unrecognised way of being 
in the world” that privileges some bodies over others.17 “Misfits,” explains 
leading disability studies scholar Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, emerge 
“when the environment does not sustain the shape and function of the 
body that enters it.”18 Using the analogy of trying to fit a square peg into a 
round hole, she advocates for changing the hole, not the peg. She argues that 
“social justice and equal access should be achieved by changing the shape of 
the world, not changing the shape of our bodies.”19 In this context, misfitting 
is not something that needs to be fixed by changing the individual; rather, 
worlds should be made to be more flexible, diverse, and open. This perspec-
tive powerfully reframes assumptions tied to specific bodies by “highlighting 
adaptability, resourcefulness, and subjugated knowledge as potential effects 
of misfitting.” Throughout the book, we closely attend to designers’ experi-
ences and creative responses to contexts and experiences where people and 
things don’t fit. Their situated knowledge, as Haraway argues, shapes what 
is possible to know and “allows us to become answerable for what we learn 
how to see.”20
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This book also pays attention to use, misuse, and what Ahmed calls 
“queer use.” She writes about how “when we use something in ways that 
were not intended, we are allowing those qualities to acquire freer expres-
sion.”21 There is much evidence of extraordinary uses of ordinary wearables 
throughout history. Art historian Rosika Parker has argued that “the art of 
embroidery has been the means of educating women into the feminine ideal, 
and of proving that they have attained it, but it has also provided a weapon 
of resistance to the constraints of femininity.”22 Parker is writing about how, 
for centuries, women have used all the tools, skills, and networks at their 
disposal—especially at times when they lacked access to normative legal 
instruments to claim their rights. Through wearables (and practices related 
to wearables), they redefined the parameters of their freedoms, pushed at 
the boundaries of conventionality, and renegotiated what might be possible. 
Small, seemingly ordinary actions can reveal how people gain a political voice 
and how citizens are made, as well as how different worlds are imagined, 
invented, and inhabited.

THE ROLE OF WEARABLES IN CIVIC CONCERNS

Citizenship reveals a great deal about society, in terms of what kinds of 
beliefs, practices, and people are recognized, rewarded, or rejected. Being a 
citizen, as per historian and philosopher Hannah Arendt, includes having 
“the right to have rights.”23 Yet, as Arendt and others have argued, it is far 
from straightforward and fixed. According to feminist theorist Ruth Lister, 
it has always been “an essentially contested concept.”24 Discussions of who 
has citizenship, who deserves it, and who can be stripped of it dominate 
public discourse worldwide. Accounts of people fleeing devastating perse-
cution, global warming, disasters, pollution, and war fill our screens daily. 
Even those who are permitted citizenship—such as women, working-class 
people, and those with impairments—do not always have equal access to 
rights due to other systemic inequalities.25 Disability scholar Marie Sépul-
chre argues that “formal equal citizenship rights do not necessarily mean 
equal possibilities to enjoy rights in reality because people have unequal 
access to socio-material resources.”26 To help those in need, many people 
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house refugees, donate money and goods, volunteer and take to the streets 
in protest. Critical citizenship scholars who study these kinds of ground-up 
actions argue that citizenship is not just about access to information, legal 
status, passports, or relations with the nation-state. It is also something that is 
practiced, negotiated, claimed, performed, struggled for, and made material 
in everyday mundane contexts.27

Political scholars Engin Isin and Greg Neilson explain that “acts of citi-
zenship” draw attention away from formal systems and institutions to “col-
lective or individual deeds that rupture social-historical patterns.”28 It is a 
concept that shifts “from what people say (opinion, perception, attitudinal 
surveys) to what people do.”29 This expanded approach to citizenship studies 
reveals how people use creative means to make claims to rights and entitle-
ments that would otherwise be unavailable to them. In the process, they 
express new forms of civic engagement and participation.30 Sometimes, as 
Paula Hildebrandt and Sybille Peters argue, “to perform citizenship and to 
act as citizen includes a certain dimension of ‘fake it ‘til you make it.’ ”31 As 
such, alternative acts and performances of citizenship don’t have to be large 
scale, radically subversive, or even overtly obvious to outsiders to have an 
impact. What they offer individuals is a means to participate, feel recognized, 
engage with, contribute to, and otherwise shape social and political worlds 
around them. In other words, they offer a way of “doing rights with things” 
rather than doing things with rights.32

In our larger European Research Council–funded research project Politics 
of Patents (abbreviated to POP),33 we examine how inventors throughout the 
past two hundred years have used wearables, evidenced via patents, to reimag-
ine how citizens resist, negotiate, or remake claims to civic rights and public 
life. Extending this line of thought, in this book, we are interested in how 
contemporary wearables might be viewed as alternative forms of material par-
ticipation and political engagement. Sociologist Noortje Marres explains how 
“letting things in” to analysis marks a shift from knowledge-based framings 
of citizenship to more object-oriented versions. She argues that a shift toward 
analyses of objects can deepen the “understanding of democracy and public 
action as they focus attention on the capacities of things to facilitate, inform 
and organize citizenship and engagement.”34 Similarly, in design research, 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2472070/book_9780262379090.pdf by guest on 21 November 2024



xv    Introduction

Carl Disalvo argues that the study of things can reveal “how our worlds are 
configured, and how they might be configured differently.”35

This is central to our aim in Wearable Utopias. We explore things in the 
form of wearable acts of resistance and performances of citizenship. These 
include, for example, the ability to move freely, be heard, feel safe, access 
resources, and assert other equal rights otherwise denied or limited. To locate 
such things, we combine several fields of design to find designers who share 
the aim of inventing new civic and social realities from the ground up using 
an array of resources, skills, and materials. Through the interviews that fol-
low, we explore ordinary wearables as extraordinary sites of personal expres-
sion, public engagement, and political action. Like other scholars committed 
to understanding the potential of everyday material participation in amplify-
ing political life, we search for “mundane, everyday ‘low-tech’ artefacts and 
their ability to generate or reinforce novel forms of citizenship.”36 As Isin and 
Neilson remind us, “Acts of citizenship create a sense of the possible and of 
citizenship that is ‘yet to come.’ ”37

A COLLECTION OF CREATIVE CONVERSATIONS

Wearable Utopias features contributions from artists, architects, activists, 
makers, designers, and teachers. They are workwear and technical prac
titioners, underwear and accessories designers, streetwear and activewear 
experts, and industrialwear and adaptivewear professionals. They are new 
graduates and experienced business owners, specialist technicians and 
researchers, who work individually or in teams, with interdisciplinary col-
laborators or community groups. Their ages span from early twenties to 
mid-seventies, and they hail from around the globe.

Interviews in this collection were conducted online when COVID-19 
lockdowns were sweeping the world. We have minimized our voices as inter-
viewers so as to amplify those of our interlocutors, retaining the informal 
interview-style format for its liveliness and dynamism. Our voices as editors 
become more evident in the introductions to each chapter and the book’s 
conclusion. In these sections, we frame contributions in relation to the key 
questions indicated above and briefly point to critical writings about these 
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subjects. As such, each chapter offers theoretical, conceptual, and material 
practice-based insights for radical thinking with, about, and in wearable 
form. We include links in each interview for those curious to learn more.

As editors, we have tried to amass a collection that is culturally, geo
graphically, and gender diverse so as to spark conversations and questions 
about a range of civic and social issues. There are many more ideas and 
interviews that we’ve not been able to include. (We talked with fifty different 
designers in total and only a portion are featured here.) With regard to this 
collection, we are aware of and continually reflect on our own positionali-
ties as white, cisgender, able-bodied researchers located in London, United 
Kingdom, with access to significant social, cultural, and financial capital. 
Here we harness our privileges to share and showcase the work of others 
who are bravely imagining, inventing, and inhabiting new worlds. Another 
way we are doing this is by directing all profits from this publication to not-
for-profit organizations agreed on with the contributors to further support 
their important work.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

Wearable Utopias is organized along six social and political themes that shape 
citizens’ abilities to participate in public life: expanding, moving, concealing, 
connecting, leaking, and working.

Chapter 1—Expanding opens the book by locating wearables in public 
space and discussing why this matters for citizenship. It focuses on wear-
ables that draw attention to physical, social, and political boundaries that 
empower some citizens while limiting others. The designers in this chap-
ter recognize the ways in which many groups—people with different body 
shapes, transgender and gender-diverse people, immigrants, and those with 
impairments—can be reduced, silenced, overlooked, or actively erased from 
public space, visual culture, and civic life. Their responses creatively expand 
possibilities for a diverse range of citizens to occupy more or different spaces, 
become visible, and engage with or renegotiate everyday experiences. This 
chapter features interviews with Sky Cubacub (Rebirth Garments), Karoline 
Vitto (Body as Material), Robin Lasser and Adrienne Pao (Dress Tents), and 
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Dani Clode (Third Thumb, Vine Arm, Materialise Arm, and Synchronised 
Arm).

Being able to lead an active life shapes health and well-being, a sense of 
freedom, and ideas about civic participation. In Chapter 2—Moving, we 
focus on wearables designed to enable sporting and active lifestyles. These 
interviews cover modest activewear for girls and women, antiharassment 
cyclewear, and DIY patterns for everyday activewear. We also discuss social 
distancing challenges arising from COVID-19 and how one designer used 
wearables to invite citizens back into public space and to encourage interac-
tions between strangers. This chapter features interviews with Aheda Zanetti 
(Burqini), Melissa Fehr (Fehr Trade), Ester van Kempen (Ride With Wolves), 
and Nicolas Moser (Petticoat Dress and Urban Blanket).

In Chapter 3—Concealing, we talk to designers who develop wearables 
to defend privacy or help people keep secrets. We explore anti-surveillance 
coats to protect wearers’ data, protest communication kits for high-intensity 
policing situations, and a distinctive use of makeup to camouflage the face 
from facial recognition technology. We also hear from a designer who hacks 
cisnormative styles to tailor wearables to suit nonbinary wearers. Rendering 
things visible can draw critical attention to an issue, as in the case of surveil-
lance systems. However, certain citizens already garner too much attention 
of the sort that leaves them vulnerable to discrimination and violence. All the 
designers raise and reflect on the tensions of sociopolitical in/visibility. This 
chapter features interviews with Leon Baauw (Project KOVR), Pedro Oliveira 
and Xuedi Chen (Backslash), Sissel Kärneskog (I am THEM), and Emily 
Roderick and Georgina Rowlands (The Dazzle Club).

Most wearables are worn on individual bodies. Yet how they are designed, 
made, and understood is always a collective process. Chapter 4—Connecting 
explores the use of wearables in linking communities across bodies, time, and 
space. Here designs play a key role in bringing people together to challenge 
social and political narratives and to involve them in addressing large-scale 
issues. We learn about a knitted hat that connected millions of people to 
forge a powerful political moment and how a simple pair of jeans worn 
en masse could address the urgent issue of air pollution. This chapter also 
includes inspiring accounts of diverse cultural communities sharing stories, 
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experiences, and skills through radical acts of joy. This chapter features inter-
views with Krista Suh (Pussyhat Project), Dewi Cooke (The Social Studio), 
Helen Storey (Catalytic Clothing), and Lucy Orta (Refuge Wear and Nexus 
Architecture).

The focus of Chapter 5—Leaking explores the stigma associated with 
“leaking bodies” that too frequently prevents citizens from being able to 
fully participate in many aspects of public life. For example, some people’s 
freedoms—especially women, gender-diverse people, people who are 
unhoused, and disabled people—can be limited by inadequate or unequal 
facilities in the form of toilets in social, retail, and work spaces. These 
inequalities foster the pervasive notion that some public places are not for 
everyone. Designers in this chapter challenge the idea that leaking bodies 
are problematic or taboo by viewing these kinds of critical personal needs 
as catalysts for inventiveness. Their responses take a range of forms: from 
stand-up urination devices to a washable pocket for sanitary items, and an 
art practice dedicated to eradicating the shame around menstruation. This 
chapter includes interviews with Samantha Fountain (Shewee), Amelia Koci-
olkowska (Carrie), and Romina Chuls (Qué Rico Menstruo).

The workplace and the act of working should be primary sites for the 
expression of independence and identity. Chapter 6—Working explores 
how designers respond to work experiences, where privileges and provi-
sions are unequally distributed. They discuss some of the struggles people 
face across a range of vocations to secure equipment and find professional 
clothing that fits. This chapter also reflects on gendered histories of workers 
through stories about Nigerian indigo dyers and how one designer draws on 
her inspiring entrepreneurial foremothers to design vibrant wearables that 
emphasize the strength and resilence of women’s bodies. We finish with an 
interview about the possibilities of aging, not only with style but with vitality 
and joy. This chapter includes interviews with Victoria Jenkins (Unhidden), 
Abiola Onabulé (Iyá Àlàro), Mimosa Schmidt (SÜK), and Debra Rapoport 
(Advanced Style).

In the concluding chapter, we map ideas emerging across all of the 
interviews in relation to the core themes of citizenship and world-making, 
via wearables. We argue that a focus on wearables reveals insights into a 
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range of concerns and controversies that some parts of society live with on 
a daily basis. It provides alternative perspectives on how experiences of dif
ferent citizens are “shaped, modified and narrated in order to claim certain 
rights.”38 We discuss how designers view conventional and narrow binaries 
as catalysts for inventiveness and the unmaking and redoing of normative 
understandings. We reflect on emerging forms and practices of citizenship 
that value multiplicity, flexibility, and diversity. In these ways, this book is 
permeated with desire lines.

Desire lines press their way into obdurate landscapes. They might 
initially have minimal impact, but over time and with support, they deepen. 
Citizens on similar journeys reinforce these paths until they become stable, 
more easily found, and traversed. In some circumstances, as an alternative 
path eventually becomes a mainstream route, informal desire lines can turn 
into formal roads. What might seem to be a lonely individual divergence 
from the norm can soon become collective and widespread behavior. As Sara 
Ahmed reminds us, “The hope of changing directions is that we don’t always 
know where some paths may take us” yet it is the “risking departure from 
the straight and narrow” that “makes futures possible.”39
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The freedom to experience, assemble in, and move through public space has 
long been considered central to core ideas around citizenship and is codified 
in laws around the world.1 The public sphere “is where citizenship is enacted 
and in which democratic intercourse among citizens occurs.”2 Whether for 
socializing, work, or protest, public spaces are central to processes of cultural 
exchange and social cohesion, offering the potential for encounters, col-
lective participation, and action. The idea of having the “right to the city,” 
as penned in 1968 by Henry Lefebvre,3 involves not only the freedom to 
interact and participate but also having access to resources. However, it has 
never been the case that all people have equal capacity to take up or expand 
into public space. Some fit, while others, to borrow Garland-Thomson’s 
term, misfit.

Compared to the most privileged, some, such as women, children, 
immigrants, Black people, ethnic minorities, people seeking asylum, Indig-
enous people, young and aged people, nonbinary people, and people with 
impairments can have markedly different experiences in public spaces. Far 
from being able to claim, enjoy, or expand into public space, they are more 
likely to be ignored, silenced, erased, or outright attacked and persecuted. As 
Garland-Thomson writes, “The primary negative effect of misfitting is exclu-
sion from the public sphere—a literal casting out—and the resulting segrega-
tion into domestic spaces or sheltered institutions.”4 Around the world, the 
same groups of people are often disproportionally sexualized, surveilled or 
harassed while simultaneously being underrepresented and undervalued by 
conservative systems and policies.

1	 EXPANDING
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Some of these issues derive from the social shaping of public space. As 
feminist geographer Jane Darke argues, “Any settlement is an inscription in 
space of the social relations in the society that built it” and many “cities are 
patriarchy written in stone, brick, glass and concrete.”5 For some, simply 
being outside sanctioned spaces is to be subjected to unwanted attention 
and the threat of violence. Geographer Prerna Siwach is among many who 
critique the “patriarchal bargaining” that shapes who can and cannot inhabit 
public spaces and whose actions compress and reduce others.6 For example, 
women are often socialized to expect that they will not be safe in deserted 
streets and poorly lit parks, particularly late at night or early in the morning. 
The expectation is that women should therefore avoid these places in order to 
preserve their safety rather than for men to refrain from the behaviors that 
make these places unsafe (or perceived to be unsafe). As feminist scholar 
Leslie Kern writes, “We can see that the freedom offered to women by con
temporary city life is still bound by gendered norms about the proper spaces 
and roles of women in the city.”7 Challenging these kinds of accepted views 
and assumptions can be difficult, dangerous or even impossible.

Geographer Doreen Massey and sociologist Nirmal Puwar both vividly 
capture the experience of feeling “out of place.” They explain how a “space 
invader” is someone who might be able to enter a space but may never 
feel comfortable, welcome, or accepted within it. As an illustration of this, 
Massey reflects on the maleness of the football fields in the city where she 
grew up and how, as a girl, they “seemed barred, another world” to some-
one like her.8 Puwar writes, “Some bodies are deemed as having the right to 
belong, while others are marked out as trespassers, who are, in accordance 
with how both space and bodies are imagined (politically, historically and 
conceptually), circumscribed as being ‘out of place.’ ”9

Urban planner Eva Kail leads Vienna’s gender-sensitive planning 
approach, established in 1992, to challenge the idea that public space should 
only cater to one type of citizen—the single, cisgender, able-bodied working 
man. She writes that “to be able to be in the city, in the way you want to 
be, shows in a really clear way what your chances in society are.” Even more 
astutely, she notes that “if you are using public space, you are also becoming 
a public person.”10 The freedom to access and experience shared space and 
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resources comes with the promise of participation, spectatorship, serendipi-
tous encounters, and social and political membership. It is a clear marker of 
civic participation, with all the rights this entails.

In some contexts, the courage required to “space invade” and claim equal 
citizenship rights and freedoms cannot be overstated. In 2022, widespread 
protests by women in Iran, catalyzed by the death of Mahsa (Zhina) Amini 
after she was taken into custody by “morality police” for improperly wear-
ing her hijab in public space, were met with unprecedented state violence.11 
In India, thousands of people have taken to the streets to protest the sexual 
harassment and rape of women in public places such as parks and buses.12 
The George Floyd protests, which started in 2020 in Minneapolis, United 
States, spread around the world, mobilizing millions into the Black Lives 
Matter13 movement against police brutality and systemic racism. There are 
ongoing accounts of violent attacks on LGBTQIA+ people just for being in, 
and moving through, spaces like public toilets, airports, and libraries. These 
are just some of the recent ways citizens around the world struggle to equalize 
the distribution of rights and entitlements. Their experiences demonstrate 
how public spaces are far from neutral, or as Puwar reminds us, they “are not 
blank and open for anybody to occupy.”14

This chapter explores the widespread issues and challenges experienced 
by some people as they attempt to claim a fuller experience of citizenship 
in public space. We look for material tactics for expanding into physical, 
social, and political worlds seemingly off limits to some people. The fol-
lowing designers draw attention to and challenge the idea of who gets to 
be a public person—a citizen—through wearables. Here wearables are put 
to use to recognize and value different bodies, liberate ideas, and generate 
fresh social and political possibilities. In the process, they make or take space, 
reconfiguring and expanding wearers’ lives in the process.

We start the interviews with Rebirth Garments, a wearables and acces-
sories line that caters to queer, transgender, and disabled people of all ages 
and body sizes. Founder and designer Sky Cubacub provides accessible and 
comfortable designs that help commonly ignored or overlooked people to 
become “radically visible.” They explain how their aim is about “taking up 
space” in visual, sonic, and dynamic ways. Instead of a typical catwalk, Sky 
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invites people with marginalized identities to “claim their bodies” in their 
“dream outfit.” Sky’s designs challenge narrow and normative gender binaries 
by making accessible clothing that is “also exciting and cute and fun and sexy 
and bright and joyous.” Fundamentally, their designs cater for and celebrate 
the kinds of bodies “that society typically shuns.” They “refuse to assimilate” 
and aim instead to create a “QueerCrip dress reform movement.”15

Womenswear designer Karoline Vitto also draws attention to bodies hid-
den by society through Body as Material. In contrast to clothes that bind 
and constrict bodies into formulaic shapes (such as conventional hourglass 
figures), Karoline’s mixed-media designs accentuate the beauty of larger bod-
ies. She celebrates their folds, rolls, and curves, and her designs invite wearers 
to expand their bodies into the world. Her clothes are bought by people who 
want to “show their bodies, and not to hide them.” Karoline explains, “I’m a 
firm believer that the more you see something, the more you’re going to get 
used to it, and the more you’re going to find it beautiful.” Through Karoline’s 
wearables, visibility maps onto the politics of representation.

Robin Lasser and Adrienne Pao take up the challenge of expanding alter-
native ideas into public space using a range of large-scale architectural tents 
in the shape of skirts and dresses. These installations, called Dress Tents, are 
designed to take up physical space as well as intervene in social and political 
discourse in significant locations worldwide. Dress Tents make humorous and 
captivating spectacles that pull viewers in close and entice them to question 
important and sometimes uncomfortable ideas. As Robin explains, “There’s 
a sense of a play, wonder, magic . . . ​a kind of upbeat way of looking at top-
ics that sometimes we choose to turn away from.” For Adrienne, the aim of 
these large-scale wearable installations is “to amplify voices in our society” 
and “provide space for everybody as best we can.”

The final interview is with Dani Clode, an augmentation designer who 
works with neuroscientists, body confidence advocates, and disability activists 
to challenge the “perspective of what a ‘regular’ body is.” She shares insights 
into her augmented research projects, Third Thumb, Vine Arm, Materialise Arm, 
and Synchronised Arm. These projects expand the edges of human bodies: 
“We’re exploring how the brain responds to a completely new body part.” Dani 
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works closely with interdisciplinary collaborators to explore what it might 
mean to reimagine the body: “We’re at a point now where we can start to 
think beyond the body . . . ​we’re not restricted by trying to re-create how 
the body is currently designed.” Her designs celebrate the body in all its 
possible permutations.

Collectively, these designers resist normative compressions, limita-
tions, and restrictions. They refuse conventional labels and assumptions 
and instead make wearables for a diverse range of bodies, uses, and con-
texts. In the process, they embrace gender diversity, body positivity, and 
disability using humor, color, scale, and creativity. The distinctiveness of 
their contributions lies not only in how their wearables raise the profile and 
value of distinct social groups within mainstream awareness but also in how 
they question assumed privileges and social norms. Together, they reveal the 
expansive possibilities of what happens when a wider variety of people design 
for a wider variety of people.
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Rebirth Garments

Sky Cubacub (they/them/their and xe/xem/xyr)

Chicago, United States
http://rebirthgarments​.com

Sky Cubacub [pronounced Koo-Bah-Koob] is the founder of a wearables and 
accessories line called Rebirth Garments and the author of Radical Visibility: A 
QueerCrip Dress Reform Movement Manifesto. They are a nonbinary xenogender 
and disabled Filipinx queer who designs wearables and accessories for queer, 
trans, and disabled people of all sizes and ages. Sky’s remarkable and expansive 
creative practice reflects their desire to advocate for those who have often been 
excluded by mainstream fashion. Their strikingly vibrant and colorful designs 
challenge conventional beauty standards by expanding ideas around bodies and 
identities and the possibilities of clothes for personal and political expression.

Can you start by telling us how your creative practice with wearables began?

I started the clothing line in 2014. I had dreamt about it since I was in high 
school. I started making intricate garments early on, typically from scale-
maille and chainmaille.16

I was making tons of garments that were super heavy, intricate, repetitive 
task-type things. I tended to make clothing that didn’t quite cover my body 
much, or at least would cover the parts of my body that were supposed to 
be covered for high school.

I looked around for unitards and things like that, but they were all 
either in a black or a pink or a white or just a beige that was supposed to be 
a nude, but it doesn’t go with anybody’s skin color. I decided to start mak-
ing my own, and I learned from my best friends’ mom, who is a dancer and 
a seamstress. She was making lots of unitards in the ’80s when she couldn’t 
find things that she liked. She taught me how to use a serger [overlocker] 
and make spandex clothing. I got really interested in that, but it was still just 
something to go underneath the clothing that I was already making.

Then, in college, I got more interested in working with the spandex and 
making intricate garments out of it. But I had to take time off because I got 
really sick. My stomach stopped working when I was twenty-one and I wasn’t 
able to eat for many months. I still don’t have a normal, typical stomach, 
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Figure 1.1

Credit: Rebirth Garments / Model: Sky Cubacub / Photo: Colectivo Multipolar
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but everything that I put on really hurt me because I used to wear lots of 
tight skinny jeans and stuff like that. Basically, I stopped being able to wear 
what I like to call hard pants, like jeans and woven fabric that isn’t stretchy. 
I started making really soft, stretchy clothing for myself.

What were some of the first designs you made?

I had been wanting to make gender-affirming undergarments for trans folks, 
but, specifically, because I am nonbinary, I was really interested in making 
something that showed off my identity more. Other gender-affirming under-
garments I had seen were just very blah and boring and trying to blend in 
or just not be seen.

I started thinking about making gender-affirming undergarments when 
I was at high school. This was not just because the styling of existing gar-
ments was unexciting to me, but because I had no access to purchasing those 
types of garments. They are typically only sold in stores like sex toy shops, 
at least in the US, and you are not allowed to go into those stores if you are 
under eighteen and I had no digital money.

I wanted to make something that would be accessible, but also exciting 
and cute and fun and sexy and bright and joyous. I wanted to make it so 
that I was comfortable and it went with the disabilities that I was having.

I wanted to make something that would be accessible, but also exciting 
and cute and fun and sexy and bright and joyous.

Originally, I thought that there were going to be two separate cloth-
ing lines: one that was just undergarments or lingerie for trans folks and 
another that was going to be for people who were disabled, but then, basi-
cally, immediately I thought, “No, they should just be the same.” I hadn’t 
seen a clothing line that was that intersectional. I know a lot of other people 
who fall in those identities, and I just thought that type of representation 
would be really cool.

What are gender-affirming undergarments and who are they for?

Gender-affirming undergarments or underwear are an underlayer that helps 
you feel what you feel on the inside is echoed on the outside. You want your 
body to match the identity that you have in your brain.
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Figure 1.2

Credit: Rebirth Garments / Model: Abhijeet Rane / Photo: Colectivo Multipolar
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The thing that I make the most are chest binders, which are garments 
used to flatten the chest. I also make a lot of tucking underwear or gaffs, which 
are bottoms underwear that is made to compress outie bits, like outie genitals. 
But there are also things like packing underwear, which typically has a pocket 
or something built in to create a bulge in your pants. There are also bras that 
have a lot of padding in them or have room for some sort of prosthetic to cre-
ate more of a chest. These are typically the gender-affirming underwear styles.

But most clothing lines who make this type of stuff are very strict. 
Even though they cater towards trans folks, they are still stuck in more 
binary thinking. “This is for trans men,” or, “This is for trans women,” and 
they won’t really make allowances for nonbinary folks or folks who are just 
gender-nonconforming or folks who just like the feel of having their chest 
compressed or things like that.

Most clothing lines tend to use terms like “F to M” or “M to F,” which 
is female-to-male, male-to-female, but I don’t like that terminology in the 
first place. It is weird. It is also saying, they were that kind of person and 
now they are this particular person. But it is like, they were always this type 
of person. It is like they are assigned by a doctor a random gender that didn’t 
match their gender identity. I don’t like that terminology because of that. 
I also don’t like how binary thinking it is. I wanted to make a clothing line 
that was totally different.

I wanted to make a clothing line that wasn’t strictly for one type of 
person, because I actually make chest binders for trans women who are on 
hormones but who might sometimes just want a flatter chest some days. I 
think that it is cool to be able to have that kind of flexibility to have whatever 
look that you want.

For some things I design with a type of person in mind. Sometimes 
I design with trans women or trans feminine or nonbinary folks in mind, 
but anybody can wear them.

For bottom types of underwear, I always use terms like “innie bits” and 
“outie bits,” so I will be like, “If you have innie bits, it is probably better to have 
a cotton liner” just because it is healthier for folks with innie bits. Then, if you 
have outie bits and you want them compressed, you can have this type of liner. 
If you don’t want them compressed, then you can just not have any lining.
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What kinds of conversations are you wanting to start with your designs?

I have been working with the Chicago Public Library on an online program 
called Radical Fit, which is a nod to my manifesto, Radical Visibility. It wasn’t 
supposed to be online in the first place, but then COVID-19 happened. It is 
a queer fashion curriculum targeted toward teens. I think we have ninety-one 
videos for anybody to use, and it isn’t just for teens now that is on YouTube. 
It is for literally anyone. I am really interested in open-source types of stuff.

I feel like the fashion industry has really tricked people into thinking 
that it is impossible to make your own clothing, even though a hundred 
years ago we were all making our own clothing or a relative was making 
your clothing. It’s really not as difficult as the fashion industry wants you 
to believe, but they just want you to believe it so that you are dependent on 
them, to always buy their stuff, or once something gets messed up, people 
are like, “Oh, no, I guess I have just got to throw it away.” “Get another one.”

“No, don’t throw it away.”
I want people to know that they don’t have to go to college to be able to 

do this. I want people to not feel like they have to necessarily buy into the 
(in the US) being-in-debt-forever type circle. And, when they do go, some 
fashion schools are still very much stuck in Eurocentric beauty standards, 
not allowing for any other types of bodies to be represented.

Radical Fit is all about trying to empower people, and especially teens, 
to see that it isn’t as difficult as the industry makes it out to be. It is also 
something that you can do as a profession, or it is just a nice life skill.

Where does your distinctive style come from?

I have always loved really bright colors. I love neons, and things like that. 
And I have also always loved lots of patterns, especially bold geometric pat-
terns, and black and white patterns. Both my parents are artists, and my 
mom is an amazing dancer and multimedia artist, which is why I like to 
show my work in dance.

I have been doing a lot of stuff with my father’s paintings as patterns for 
my clothing. Our house is completely covered in them. These 4-foot-long 
paintings are just super-colorful and geometric, and pretty much all of them 
have golden ratio, spirals and things like that in them. I started making a 
bunch of prints with his paintings.
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Figure 1.3

Credit: Rebirth Garments / Model: Alex Chen / Photo: Colectivo Multipolar
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I’ve always been into color. When I was showing my college portfolio, 
most of them were like: “Ah, too much color” and just freak out. I was like, 
“Man, this is not even the amount of color that I want.”

I just really saw how these places were obsessed with Eurocentric art 
history and loved minimal colors. It was all minimalism. That was what was 
considered sleek. That is what was beautiful. I have always been a maximalist 
and I feel like my parents are both maximalists, too, although I think I am a 
little more extreme with it. I just really saw how it seemed like classism was 
tied into also being, “This is what is beautiful.” “This is the thing to do.” But 
that is not what I am interested in.

That is not the history of Filipinos or of queer folks. I was, “No, I don’t 
want to be obsessed with this thing that I don’t even like at all.” Now that 
I am running my own clothing line, I get to do whatever and just dig in with 
my own aesthetic.

When people are buying my work, they can order it in any color. I do 
make a lot of stuff that is all black, but I just like people to be able to have 
the choice of being colorful or not. So many clothing lines, they don’t want 
you to have the choice, and they are like, “No, this is the only thing that 
looks good,” or, “This is what will look proper” or whatever. I don’t care. I 
will make for people whatever color combo that they want and that they 
think is cute.

Sometimes I do get quite intense feedback. Sometimes people get so 
upset about how much color I use. But my whole thing is just letting people 
have the choice of being able to have whatever colors or styles that they 
want.

I think about geometry and color being all smashed together. It is very 
nonbinary. It is very gender nonconforming. I like doing geometric pat-
tern making. I like how it looks. But I think a lot of times people think of 
geometry as being uncomfortable or something, but I try and make super-
comfortable clothing.

I just take zillions of measurements, and then I do all the geometry to 
make things fit. I have figured out how to pretty much always make things fit 
really nicely. I also just love thinking about geometry and how it is figuring 
out how to make things that hug your body comfortably.
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Visibility is an important part of many people’s creative practice. Why is it 
important for you and the people you clothe to be radically visible and take 
up space?

I wanted to imbue my clothing line with the idea of being radically visible, 
of being totally yourself. Not to assimilate to whatever standards that society 
is telling us that we have to assimilate to and just taking up visual space 
and taking up physical space, taking up audio space—just every kind of 
space, taking it up.

I wanted to imbue my clothing line with the idea of being radically 
visible, of being totally yourself.

I think the best examples of this are my fashion performances. Instead 
of a catwalk or a typical fashion show, all of my models are all these margin-
alized identities. They are all queer or trans or disabled, fat, POC [people of 
color], intersex, just everything. I make each person their dream outfit from 
a set of questions, like an interview that I do with each model, and then we 
dance to show it off. I want to show that people can move in my clothing.

I worked for a very typical fashion brand when I was in high school. 
They were obsessed with Eurocentric beauty standards, or typical 
beauty standards, super-skinny, super-tall, super-pale looks. The models 
couldn’t move in the clothing that they made. So, when they had their 
presentations, they wouldn’t even have the models walk. They would just 
be standing. They couldn’t move. This is so ridiculous. Clothing that is 
expensive that everybody is obsessed with, but you literally can’t move in. 
It is just so awful.

I want people to be comfortable. My stuff is so comfy and soft, and I 
feel like there is so much unnecessary tightness in a lot of clothing. I am 
like, “You don’t really need this much tightness to keep this clothing on.” 
“Why does it need to be so tight?” I want people to not even notice that 
they are necessarily wearing clothing, or the clothing is enabling them to 
do so much more than before. Much of clothing is so restrictive, so I want 
my clothing to just let people do whatever they need to do and be able to 
fully move round.
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In my shows, each person comes out and they are just dancing and doing 
whatever they want. I tell them they can literally do anything. They can crawl 
on the ground, they can roll around, they can be silly or goofy or sexy, or do 
literally whatever they want. I just want them to dance however they would 
dance if they were home alone in their bedrooms.

So that is what I do, and I think the shows are really exciting for people, 
for the models and also for people watching. You get to see all of the queer, 
and trans, and disabled folks, having pure joy and getting to really move 
around a stage and take up space and interacting with each other and just 
being cute. I think it is really fun.

You get to see all of the queer and trans, and disabled folks, having pure 
joy and getting to really move around a stage and take up space and 
interacting with each other and just being cute.

How do ideas about representation map on to visibility for you?

I do a lot of stuff with physical visibility or visual visibility. When I started 
the clothing line, I didn’t want it to be just for sighted folks. I think about a 
lot about other kinds of visibility. At the beginning, I was like, “Ooh, what 
about texture, taking up space with texture and sound and things like that?” 
I started a collective called Radical Visibility Collective, and that is clothing 
plus songs that have audio-descriptive lyrics.

I wanted to make sure that there was more representation. I shared my 
shows with a bunch of people who are more familiar with disability art and 
audio descriptions and things like that. They were like, “I have never heard 
audio-descriptive music like this before, this is super-revolutionary,” and I 
was like, “Yes, that is the goal.”

Visibility is really important to me. People who are super-revolutionary 
and life-changing to me were just so amazingly important. I think that 
if you can have people who are radically visible in any aspect of your life, 
it can be so life changing. Like getting to see other kinds of people at the 
grocery store that is by my house. There are a lot of dykes and queers who 
work there.
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Having them in my visual space when I was a teen was really helpful. 
A lot of them helped me get through my first breakup and things like that. 
So, I just want to make it more possible for people to be able to see radically 
visible people or encounter radically visible people in their lives.

I just want to make it more possible for people to be able to see radically 
visible people or encounter radically visible people in their lives.
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Body as Material

Karoline Vitto (she/her/hers)

London, United Kingdom
https://karolinevitto​.com

Karoline Vitto is a Brazilian-born womenswear designer whose work repre-
sents “the body as material.” She accentuates the curves and folds of bodies to 
celebrate a diversity of shapes from UK sizes 8 to 28. In her design studio in 
London, Karoline develops size-inclusive womenswear that is shaped by her 
relationship with her own body, as well as being influenced by other cross-
cultural body image concerns. Her designs combine experimental knitwear 
and elastics with other mixed-media, including delicately formed brass body 
jewelry. Together these materials play on the concept of restriction and libera-
tion of the flesh by sensuously emphasizing the beauty of the body’s rolls and 
bulges that would traditionally be concealed or compressed.

How did your size-inclusive design practice start and who are you imagining 
it for?

At first, it was mostly about the relationship I had with my own body. I 
really wanted to be able to try things on. I wanted to be able to see how they 
felt and how comfortable they were. I wanted to be able to experience those 
garments. And obviously, when I say womenswear, I imagine anyone who’s 
got a shape that is curvy, more of a women’s traditional kind of figure. It 
doesn’t necessarily mean to be gendered. It’s more about biology. We have 
our deposits of fat in areas that men’s bodies don’t.

I started to realize that there was space for other genders as well, and 
that these designs shouldn’t be gendered. So, that’s something that I want to 
look at more in the future. It’s a bit difficult because when you’re working 
with form, you have those shapes in mind, so it’s more about finding the 
right models who could be male and they could also fit the idea. That’s what 
I’m trying to do.

How does your approach to sizing differ from other clothing designers?

I know many brands want to expand their sizing. But what most do is they 
have a design that is meant for a [UK] size 8 or for a size 10, and then they 
simply grade it up. It’s like they always start the idea from a smaller body, 
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Figure 1.4

Karoline Vitto—SS21 Campaign. 

Credit: Karoline Vitto / Photo: Lucas Fonseca / Hair and Makeup Artist: Alex Origuella /  

Styling and Model: Karoline Vitto
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and then they adapt it. I don’t like to do that. So, whenever I have to do 
something for a larger body, or the way that I sample everything, I sample 
on an 18 or a 16, and it’s mostly because it’s been my size for a long time, 
so I could try them on.

But, I think what’s really important is that I don’t start at an 8. So, when 
I’m grading, I only grade a couple of sizes up, a couple of sizes down, and 
when I sample again, I sample again on a 20, and I sample again on a 26 
and so on. The lines change, because suddenly you realize that what you were 
doing for a certain size doesn’t really work in terms of proportion on another 
size, and that there is something that you can do that is specifically for, let’s 
say a size 24, that would look really beautiful there, but again wouldn’t work 
on a size 8.

I think it’s just really important to address that when you’re dressing 
bodies—you have to start from the body. I work with a mannequin but 
whenever I need to press the body or really emphasize a certain shape, I cre-
ate layers of wadding so that it’s soft, like skin.

For me it’s really important to have the idea of gravity, as well. Since I 
work so much with women who have larger breasts, if you just work with the 
mannequin, and fiber, and wood, it doesn’t have the same effect as breasts 
have. And if you don’t mimic that, you never know how the garment is going 
to look. I know that, in the summer, they sweat underneath, so it’s these 
things that I feel like, if you haven’t experienced this body, it’s a little bit 
more difficult to understand.

So whenever I design for a larger body, I really like to talk to the model, 
or to the women who I’m designing for, so that I understand these nuances. 
It’s really important to get some answers from them, in terms of what presses 
and what bothers? “What do you feel here?” “What do you feel there?”

How distinctive is this approach?

There was a commission I had to do for a model who was a size 28, and they 
wanted something very similar to one of the designs that I already had. And 
at the time, I was without a studio, and they gave me a short deadline, so I 
was trying to look for someone who could pattern cut for me, just to speed it 
up. I tried lots of people that I knew. I tried professionals that I had worked 
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with, and all the sampling studios in London, and everyone would say that 
they wouldn’t do it, because it was very specialized.

They said, “Well, you would have to start everything from scratch, and 
it would be necessary to do several attempts until we get it right. It’s very 
difficult.” The whole purpose of pattern cutting is creating 2D shapes for 3D 
bodies, and if the 3D body that you can dress only goes up to a certain size, 
there’s this big gap of geometrical knowledge. It’s missing.

And when you start to work in that aspect, you start to learn lots of 
things they really don’t teach you when they teach you pattern cutting, 
because they’re not considering plus size bodies. And I’m going to use the 
word “plus size,” even though I don’t really agree with it, but just as a general 
term for understanding it’s a larger body. So yes, there’s this big, big gap of 
knowledge, in terms of technical knowledge and also in terms of shape and 
pattern cutting.

How important is language for describing these missing bodies?

It’s been really difficult to find the right words. I try to listen to the women 
talking about it, because I don’t want to say anything that’s not going to 
make sense, or that is going to be hurtful for someone. I think the idea 
of plus size implies that there’s a standard size, so that’s what I don’t like 
about it. And you can describe it in more of a plain way, which could be 
“larger bodies” and “smaller bodies.” I tend to use that, but for me it also 
sounds like there’s a standard. I see lots of women prefer the term “curve” 
or “curvy,” so that’s the one that I use the most, because it’s really descrip-
tive. It’s a curvy body.

I really wanted to make women feel better about themselves and be a 
bit more in control of who they are and what they have to say and what 
they want to do.

In terms of my practice, this works, because I’m really talking about 
the curves. However, I have a tiny problem with that as well, because I 
feel like curvy is associated with something sensual. I tend to prefer that 
term, but I still find it really difficult. And when I’m trying to talk about 
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my work in Portuguese, it becomes even more difficult. There is this whole 
group of women who are talking about the use of the words, and then half 
the women really prefer to be called fat. They say it’s a word that’s describ-
ing their body; it shouldn’t be an offence. Some really want to repurpose 
the word. And in Portuguese, there’s not even a word to use when you’re 
describing the rolls on the body. Every word feels really dated, so it’s dif-
ficult to find a right one.

I think one of the goals that I had, when I started my work, was to really 
make a difference. I know that sounds very aspirational. Maybe it sounds 
a little bit dreamy, but I really wanted to make women feel better about 
themselves and be a bit more in control of who they are and what they have 
to say and what they want to do.

For me, obviously I want to sell and make money, and I want to be able to 
live off my brand, like artists and designers. But in a more idealistic kind of way, 
I think it’s really about changing how people perceive their bodies, for the best.

People send me messages: “Oh I felt really conscious about my back 
rolls, and I saw your pictures.” And there was a woman who said, “There was 
this bodysuit that I had, and I could never wear it because it would show the 
rolls on my back, so I felt really bad about it, but after I saw your images, 
and how you thought that was beautiful, I started to look at myself in that 
way as well.” So, for me that’s really important. I’m a firm believer that the 
more you see something, the more you’re going to get used to it, and the more 
you’re going to find it beautiful.

I’m a firm believer that the more you see something, the more you’re 
going to get used to it, and the more you’re going to find it beautiful.

But, if you’re my generation, you grew up with ’90s supermodels and 
their body type, and that type of face, and that type of hair. And even curly 
hair was a big no in Brazil for many, many years. When I started to see that 
in the media a lot more, and on the internet, then I was like, “Okay, I actu-
ally can accept my hair, I can actually like it.” It’s this process of resignifying 
something that wasn’t associated with beauty. I think for me it’s about that 
transformation.
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Do you see this as a radical act? Why?

I think in the beginning when I started, whenever we had buyers coming into 
college to give talks and things like that, they would look at our portfolios and 
comment. And most of the times they would be like, “Oh well, this is really 
fresh, but you have to make something commercial out of it.” They couldn’t 
imagine women wanting to wear something that is going to emphasize their 
stomach. So, I think in the beginning I still had that view, and I thought, well, 
you know, this is going to be difficult to sell. This is going to be an idea that 
is going to work as an image but is not going to work as a product.

And now, I’m really beyond that. I don’t really know how to explain 
how it happened, but I don’t see it as unnatural anymore. Maybe that’s not 
the word. Now I find it more normal. I don’t know if it’s because I saw other 
people doing something similar, but I feel like people are more accepting of 
the idea. And I’ve been approached by a few stores, who think the product is 
commercial, so maybe that helped. I don’t know if I see it as radical anymore, 
which is a good thing. Because I feel like it should be normal.

I just think we’re used to clothes that create an ideal sort of feminine 
shape—like slim, narrow waist, and everything sort of tucked in. I think 
for me, it was never really about size, but it was about form. It’s almost like 
you have to be a glass shape. You have to be smooth. So, I think it’s about 
that, and what my clothes do is not repurpose but rather reshape that. I’m 
cutting the lines around the body, in a way that these areas visually pop out 
or physically pop out.

Do your designs free bodies and free wearers? Is this how you view them?

Yes, that was the point. When I started, I was looking at elastics and compres-
sion elements, and I was trying to explore what they did. They press. They 
really contain, but they only contain the body to emphasize what’s coming 
out. I think we’ve been so used to containing and taming. And if we’re talking 
about hair again, I don’t know how it was in English-speaking countries, but 
in Brazil, people used to say, “You need to tame this hair.” “It’s so offensive.” 
I don’t want to tame it. I think it’s about the idea that something needs to 
be under control. Why?

Whenever I go to Brazil, I start to feel really self-conscious about how 
I look, because everyone there cares so much about workouts, and looking 
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tanned. It’s such an intense pressured culture for beauty. I bought a waist 
cincher. It was made to measure, then I came to London. I tried to put it on 
and my body was popping out of it. So, that was the starting point. “Okay 
actually, these shapes are really interesting, and they remind me of what I was 
doing before.” But there is something structural about this, like I was wear-
ing this kind of jersey bra, and a sort of corset type of trainer, and my fat was 
popping out, so I was like, “There’s something that’s visually really interesting 
here.” So, that’s how I started; I was just curious about the form, and then it 
evolved.

I think I’m simply acknowledging form that is already there, and shape 
that is already there, it just wasn’t catered for. That’s how I see it. I think 
what’s new about it is that I’m acknowledging something that wasn’t con-
sidered worthy.

If I’m honest, I think there’s nothing new about the garments I’m mak-
ing. Like if I were to dress a size 8 model in all the garments that I make, you 
would have seen them before—strappy, catsuit, and cutouts. It’s not about 
the clothes, it’s about the person that wears them, and the fact that people 
wouldn’t have thought that the people that I dress, would have dressed in the 
dresses that I’m making. I think that’s what’s new or fresh about it.

Who is wearing your designs?

The women who buy my clothes or who want to wear them are women 
who are at a stage where they don’t feel bad about themselves. It’s not aspi-
rational, in the sense of, “One day I want to look like that.” It’s like, “Oh, I 
look like this, I might as well just wear it.” It’s that kind of feeling. They’re 
not buying for something that they want to belong in. They’re not buying 
into an idea that they’re not part of. They are already who they are, and 
they want something that makes sense to them. I think they just want to 
feel free to show their bodies, and not to hide them. From what I get from 
their conversations, they want to show their bodies, and to be able to show 
it in something that was designed for that body.

I think they just want to feel free to show their bodies, and not to hide 
them.
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I’m not trying to create an aspirational image. I’m trying to reflect what 
is there. I think that’s why it’s unapologetic. They’re not trying to change. 
It’s not women who are trying to lose weight or who are trying to look dif
ferent. I’m not trying to hide anything. I’m not trying to disguise anything.

I feel like, whenever women have a chance to feel free, like whenever 
women have a chance to feel liberated and to feel like they are in control, 
that is a political act, because society has tried to control women’s bodies for 
so long. And when you control bodies, you control minds, and you control 
attitudes. And even though it seems like a small act, it isn’t, in the larger 
scope of things.
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Dress Tents

Robin Lasser (she/her/hers) and Adrienne Pao (she/her/hers)

California, United States
https://www​.dresstents​.com

Designed by Robin Lasser and Adrienne Pao, Dress Tents are wearable architecture 
installations of dramatically oversized dresses. For over two decades, they have been 
staged and photographed worldwide in a range of public spaces such as parks, 
urban centers, and international borders. Some are designed to be viewed from the 
outside, while others invite viewers into them. All are created to suit specific con-
texts of culture and place and to address pressing social issues such as immigration, 
climate change, colonialism, and women’s rights. At times this includes drawing 
on Robin’s Russian and Polish ancestry and Adrienne’s Hawaiian heritage. Robin 
and Adrienne talk with us about the importance of humor, playfulness, the scale 
of their designs, and the impact Dress Tents have on participants.

What are Dress Tents and what was the idea behind them?

Adrienne: What if women could be completely self-sufficient? What if 
they could carry their homes on their backs anywhere they went? What 
if they could take everything they need with them, pitch a tent, and be self-
sufficient anywhere they wanted to go? Dress Tents are based on this playful 
idea and on contemporary feminist ideology.

We wanted to bring that visual to life in a photograph. So, we started 
thinking, let’s work with a theater costume sewer and get some garments 
together that have a significance to us and see if we can make something 
from this idea of wearable architecture. Let’s try three of these together. That 
was the beginning of it. And here we are, over eighteen years later.

Why did you start with a dress?

Adrienne: We wanted to start with something that was iconographically asso-
ciated with the dress. And something that we could play with that had a lot 
of significance throughout time to women. Those garments really represent 
different social issues, status, requirements, etc.
Robin: Some of our dresses are 20 feet high, and they cascade down into 
an architectural form. For us, that form is sometimes based on fashion, 
like the Missionary MuuMuu Dress Tent, and relate to how the missionaries in 
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Hawaii implemented the MuuMuu as a way to cover up native women. But 
sometimes the forms are based on local architectural elements. In Russia, the 
shape of the Dress Tent was based on the onion-shaped domes seen on top of 
cathedrals. So, we model the Dress Tents on iconic architecture and fashion 
in the places they are installed. And sometimes we work with the land itself. 
The Lava Tube Top Dress Tent, for example, is made in a way to tip our hat 
to the geologic formations of the lava flows in Hawaii.
Adrienne: That one was a reference to geography and we were thinking of the 
ideology and importance of Pele [Goddess of volcanoes and fire], in Hawai-
ian culture. Also, we found fabric that looked like flowing lava.
Robin: All of the Dress Tents are a conflation of fashion, architecture, 
performance art, photography, and place. In some of the projects, we’re 
looking at social justice issues; other Dress Tents grapple with environmental 
justice and public health issues. There’s a sense of play and wonder, magic 
that we hope to imbue in these installations. It’s a kind of upbeat way of 
looking at topics that sometimes we choose to turn away from. For some 
of the harder topics, sometimes using a sense of humor or a sense of wonder, 
can provide a bridge for our audience.

All of the Dress Tents are a conflation of fashion, architecture, performance 
art, photography, and place. In some of the projects, we’re looking at social 
justice issues; other Dress Tents grapple with environmental justice and 
public health issues.

What role does scale play in the project?

Robin: I think every single piece we’ve done has an element of claiming 
public space for public expression. And when you’re working outside, scale 
is important. I suppose you could do something very miniature, dense, and 
powerful, because it’s so small and intimate. Or do the reverse because you’re 
in competition with the redwood trees and large architectural elements. And 
by competition, I mean, you’re in concert with them.

We’re always thinking about those relationships. And photographically, 
we’re aware of how the proximity of the lens always informs scale. When I 
teach photography, sometimes when I’m chatting with my students, I say if 
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you get low and below something and you shoot up at a person, it’s a way 
for them to visually claim power and respect. So, for me, scale is critical. 
Making things larger than life is critical when working in a vast landscape.
Adrienne: Typically, we work with tent forms or covers that are made for 
camping. Some we’ve designed from scratch, but 80 percent are forms that 
are typical camping forms, tunnels, and tents that you would use outside. 
So, we’re working from a scale that is larger than life already, as they’re meant 
to cover multiple people.

Why are playfulness, humor, and wonder so important in your work?

Adrienne: When we started this, we knew that we were going to be exploring 
some topical issues that could have a challenging nature. And we wanted to 

Figure 1.5

Edible Garden Dress Tent, installed at Montalvo Arts Center, Saratoga, California. 36”W × 30”H, 

chromogenic print, 2011. 

Credit: Robin Lasser + Adrienne Pao / Commissioned by: Montalvo Arts Center /  

www​.DressTents​.com
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do something that could invite people, in a positive way, to explore issues 
that may be challenging to them. I think that having a sense of humor in art 
is so needed and exciting. And when there’s a playfulness to art, people can 
take a delight in it. Art is fun. And we wanted to have fun doing these. And 
we just wanted to bring that lightness to it.

We wanted to do something that could invite people in a positive way, 
to explore issues that may be challenging to them. I think that having a 
sense of humor in art is so needed and exciting.

Adrienne: In terms of the wonder, it was really important for people, from 
like two years old to one hundred, to have an experience and be able to look 
at these and be like, “Oh, my goodness, I know what they’re talking about.” 
Or, just to have a moment that takes you out of your everyday existence—to 
have a moment of wonder. I think that having a relationship to humor and 
creating them as a spectacle, as a form that would stop somebody and create 
a moment of delight, is something that was important to me as an artist.
Robin: We treat the exterior of these pieces as wearable architecture. So, in 
your everyday life, if you’re in Brazil, and you’re going to the marketplace, 
and you run across one of our Dress Tents, you stumble upon it. It is a spec-
tacle drawing your attention. For me, that’s the most interesting way for 
these pieces to work. Then, the interior environment is meant to provide 
more of a sense of place to contemplate, for deep listening, for meditation.

How has the Dress Tents project developed over time?

Adrienne: We’ve been working on the project for many years and it’s taken 
different iterations over time, of course. When we started, they were primar-
ily based on stereotypical garments that have had a dominant presence in 
women’s lives at some point. And then over the years, they’ve transitioned 
from being garments that would be recognizable from womenswear into 
other things that have cultural significance.
Robin: Earlier ones also took on the geopolitics of place. Ms. Homeland Secu-
rity: Illegal Entry Dress Tent was created in 2005 at the border of Mexico and 
the US and provided an opportunity to think about border issues, whether 
they’re geographically or psychologically located.
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Figure 1.6

Sari Dress Tent, installed in front of the San Francisco City Hall. 48"W × 40"H, chromogenic 

print, 2019. 

Credit: Robin Lasser + Adrienne Pao / Commissioned by the Asian Art Museum in San Fran-

cisco, California / www​.DressTents​.com

Adrienne: Dress Tents have taken different inspiration sources, based on what 
we’re working on at that time. We photographed them at the beginning, 
primarily in California and Hawaii. And the reason Hawaii came into it was 
because my dad’s side of the family is from Hawaii, we wanted to explore 
that place. And as the project has grown, we’ve done them in lots of different 
places, always working with the people in the place to collaborate and bring 
something to life that is relevant to that community.
Robin: We did a piece in Russia titled Ms. Yekaterinburg: Camera Obscura 
Dress Tent. Like Adrienne with Hawaii, for me, my ancestry is Russian and 
Polish. So, it’s a way to reenter our personal histories and have time to work 
with and examine our contemporary relationships to those cultures.
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Dress Tents get exhibited as large-scale photographs because we feel that 
what we’re creating is a conflation between that installation and the geo-
politics of the space in which it’s located. So, the photograph is a way of 
marrying the two.

How do you work with different communities?

Robin: Dress Tents also provide venues for other people’s stories. In the Dress 
Tent commissioned by Governor Newsom in California, we were charged with 
representing the city of San José. Why San José? We both have affiliations 
to this city. I have been a professor of art at San José State University for 
the last thirty years. Adrienne is an alum of there as well. And so, we both 
have important ties to that city. And it’s home to a large population of 
Vietnamese Americans and Latinx communities. We were charged to work 
around COVID-19 and Adrienne came up with this idea. “We all have 
been living in our bubbles.” So, we decided to create two tents, one for each 
community, based loosely on or inspired by the bubble as the architectural 
element and traditional clothing from Vietnam and Mexico as the fashion.

Then we created messages that have to do with our emergence from 
the pandemic like, “Vaccinated, no more loneliness,” or “Wearing a mask 
expresses love,” in these two different languages. And for the Latinx com-
munity, we chose papel picado as the vehicle for messaging. Papel picado are 
paper banners with cutouts. They don’t always have textual messages, but 
they’re like banners, and they feel celebratory. We wanted this emergence 
from the pandemic to feel celebratory.

Dress Tents were worn and performed by members of the community 
in public spaces in San José. These community-engaged photoshoot events 
evolved into a set of twelve unique billboards installed throughout the city. 
Thus, the work goes out into the public once again. So even if they get shown 
in museums and other places at a later time, I think we’re always cognizant of 
our desire to make the work available to the general public, utilizing public 
space for public expression.

We’re always cognizant of our desire to make the work available to the 
general public, utilizing public space for public expression.
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What kinds of feedback do you get from people who experience your work?

Robin: Some of the Dress Tents are more performative than others. The Sari 
Dress Tent, with her 30-foot elongated pallu [loose end of a sari worn over 
the shoulder], was installed and photographed in front of the San Francisco 
City Hall. It is often where people end up at the end of protest marches 
and that kind of thing. At the time, we were thinking about immigration and 
immigrants to our country.

On three different occasions I created projects for global festivals in 
India. The Sari Dress Tent was performed by Kathak dancers. Kathak are tra-
ditional nature dances from India. The dancers were young people from high 
school, trained beautifully by a choreographer. And thirty women donated 
their saris. They said, “Every sari has a story.”

Figure 1.7

Ms Homeland Security: Illegal Entry Dress Tent, installed beneath the California/Mexico border 

fence. 48"W × 40"H, chromogenic print, 2005. 

Credit: Robin Lasser + Adrienne Pao / www​.DressTents​.com
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We draped the saris inside the Dress Tent, and with the light pouring 
in, it felt like being in a chapel with stained glass windows. And these thirty 
women shared their stories: “This sari I wore at the birth of my son,” or “At 
my father’s funeral,” and that kind of thing. You heard this collection of 
stories inside the tent, and you could try to imagine which sari was associ-
ated with which story. As photographers, ways of seeing have always been 
an integral part of our creative process.

You talked earlier of your desire to serve the public. Why is it so important?

Robin: I think it goes back to the recognition that all we have in life is each 
other. We are seeking love and giving love. I feel one of the ways we do this is 
by providing story-sharing venues. I feel that the more we have compassion 
for each other and everything living on this planet, the more we’ll be aware 
of, and champion, a sustainable way of living.
Adrienne: I think it’s important to amplify voices in our society. As Robin 
said, some of these are our stories. Some of these are others’ stories. We are 
fortunate to be able to work with those communities and be able to aid in 
amplifying those stories as well. As we’ve grown in the work and have specific 
engagements with particular communities, it has become more and more 
important and valuable to have relationships with people and to provide 
work that serves an audience that is well beyond mine or Robin’s.

Also, it’s all really inspirational. An exciting part of the project is to get 
to work with so many different communities and people. It is very impor
tant to us to provide space for everybody as best we can. Because it’s a gift. 
I think it’s a gift to be able to give something, and to be able to get to work 
with communities like we’re doing right now.
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Third Thumb, Vine Arm, Materialise Arm, and 
Synchronised Arm

Dani Clode (she/her/hers)

London and Cambridge, United Kingdom
https://www​.daniclodedesign​.com/

Working as Dani Clode Design, Dani Clode is an augmentation designer and 
researcher exploring the future of the body. Originally from New Zealand, she 
completed an MA in Design Products at the Royal College of Art (RCA) and 
works on multidisciplinary collaborative projects in London and Cambridge. 
Dani collaborates with neuroscientists to explore the brain’s ability to adapt to 
controlling different prosthetic body parts. She researches, designs, publishes 
and exhibits her work around the world. Here, she shares insights into the 
potential of the expanding human body in multiple projects: Third Thumb, 
Vine Arm, Materialise Arm, and Synchronised Arm.

How is the body central to your practice?

I aim to challenge the perception and boundaries of prosthetic design and 
extend the human form. I incorporate new materials and design processes, 
inspired by the mechanics of the human body and robotics. I’ve designed 
objects that mediated interaction, but I was unsatisfied with buttons and 
switches; I wanted to work instead with the surface of the body. I found that 
prosthetics were a perfect crossover to all my interests into developing a unique 
relationship and interface with a product, whilst engaging with new materials.

Prosthetics are about this constant iteration with new technologies: con-
stantly trying to make things better, and still kind of falling short of how 
amazing the human body is. It’s so challenging and compelling to be aiming 
for a goal that’s constantly moving and growing. When it comes to working 
with the body, just the sheer number of different shapes and sizes and every
thing that the body comes in just fascinates me. But we’re also at a point now 
where we can start to think beyond the body as well, that we’re not restricted 
by trying to re-create how the body is currently designed.

We’re also at a point now where we can start to think beyond the body 
as well, that we’re not restricted by trying to re-create how the body is 
currently designed.
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What is the difference between augmentation and prosthetics?

I personally don’t see a difference between augmentation and prosthetics. I 
know that’s not a popular opinion but it’s something that is very crucial to 
my design approach. This is a question I get constantly get asked with my 
Third Thumb design. Is it a prosthetic? Does it replace a missing thumb? Or 
is it augmentation? Does it extend? And my answer is, “It’s both.” It’s always 
been both. It just depends on where you put it, who you put it on, and your 
perspective of what a “regular” body is. I’ve worked with so many different 
shaped hands, numbers of fingers, and arms, and when you attach a piece 
of technology that extends the wearer’s ability, that’s awesome, but what you 
call that technology depends on your perspective of the person or how they 
view or define themselves.

In collaboration with Sophie de Oliveira Barata and The Alternative Limb 
Project, I’ve designed three arms for model and activist Kelly Knox—who was 
born with one arm—and for her, these arms were extra and conceptual. I’ve 
never seen Kelly as missing anything, she is her full self, that’s how she was 
born. So, the three prosthetic arm designs Sophie and I made for her were so 
fun and trippy. We got to push the boundaries of what a prosthetic is or can 
be, because the function was to just be a physical, interactive extension of Kelly.

And joining The Plasticity Lab, originally at the Institute of Cognitive 
Neuroscience at University College London, and now at the MRC Cogni-
tion and Brain Sciences Unit at Cambridge University, I am working with 
the amazing Prof. Tamar Makin. I’m seeing this other side of prosthetics and 
augmentation research and finding and discussing neuroscience research that 
scientifically supports what I’ve felt, being an emotive designer working with 
people and the body.

And what I’m learning is that the brain doesn’t really know that there’s 
meant to be two arms. The regions in the brain linked to arm movement 
develop through use. And with congenital one-handers, they won’t have a 
specifically “left hand” region of the brain if they didn’t physically develop an 
arm, because their brain uses that space for other functions. With amputees, 
it’s different because they’ve gone through a trauma, and can experience 
a phantom limb and sometimes phantom pain. But again, these are two 
different types of people, with completely different experiences. With the 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2472070/book_9780262379090.pdf by guest on 21 November 2024



35    Expanding

Figure 1.8

The Third Thumb project. 

Credit: Dani Clode Design / daniclode​.com

Figure 1.9

The Third Thumb project. 

Credit: Dani Clode Design / daniclode​.com
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Third Thumb collaboration with the Plasticity Lab, we are focusing more on 
augmentation defined as an addition to the body. We’re exploring how the 
brain responds to a completely new body part.

Can you tell us more about some of these designs?

The Third Thumb is a 3D printed thumb extension for your hand, controlled 
by your big toes. With the Thumb, it was really about understanding the 
relationship that forms between the wearer and their prosthetic, and also 
trying to reframe how we speak about prosthetics.

The Third Thumb is currently part of exciting new neuroscientific 
research. We’re looking into the relationship between augmentation and 
the brain, and so now I get to make Third Thumbs for my day job, which 
is awesome. From a neuroscientific perspective, human augmentation is 
interesting because it is a great model for studying the boundaries of brain 
plasticity. What we wanted to find out is whether it is even possible to merge 
augmentative technology with the human body. Because these technologies 
are advancing so rapidly, what we still don’t know is whether our brains 
can actually support them. Can the human brain properly support an extra 
body part? And how can using that extra body part impact the control of 
our biological body?

In our first study, published in Science Robotics, we trained people to 
use the Third Thumb over five days and looked at how learning to use this 
new body part affects neural body representation.17 The thing that is really 
unique about our study is that this is the first time we have actually been 
able to allow people to use an augmentative device outside of the lab and see 
how taking advantage of the extra thumb changes the way people use their 
hands, which we see change in the brain. We found that people can quickly 
learn to control an augmentation device, and use it for their benefit, without 
overthinking. But we also found that using an extra thumb is not neutral to 
the brain; there is a trade-off. In order for people to use the augmentative 
technology efficiently, they need to change the way they use their natural 
fingers; they need to create new movement synergies, and by doing that, they 
update the way their body is represented in the brain. And we found that 
this is a very important message for everyone interested in safe and successful 
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motor augmentation—it may incur changes to how the brain represents our 
bodies—and we need to better understand these potential changes for the 
future of augmentative design.

How important is it for you to work closely with the people who use your 
designs?

Working with Kelly Knox, who is a model and body confidence advocate, 
and making arms for her, really helped Sophie and I reimagine and reframe 
what prosthetics are when the focus isn’t a moving human-shaped hand. 
Because Kelly chooses to not wear a prosthetic in her daily life, the design 
brief became something different, which was fascinating.

The Synchronised Arm was about flipping the focus—to show Kelly’s 
actual arm shape within the socket. The usual focus of a prosthetic arm is the 
hand because it’s usually a robotic hand or a hook, and the socket is second-
ary, and completely covers the arm. We decided to completely flip this focus. 
What if the hand was the least important thing, and the most important 
thing was the actual end of Kelly’s arm? We made the socket purely shaped 
around her own arm, and then electroplated it in gold. We 3D scanned her 
right arm and mirrored it and re-created it 1:1 in clear layered acrylic. I also 
designed a layer of the acrylic to “tick” in time to her heartbeat to try out a 
new kind of connection for Kelly and the piece; it also continues to tick when 
Kelly is not wearing it, which creates a lasting connection when there is no 
longer a physical one. Then everything else became secondary—the hand 
was even removable. For Kelly, it was an extension of her but not overpower-
ing, and it was beautiful. She had a challenging relationship with prosthetics 
growing up. So this piece was about celebrating her arm.

Our second piece we worked on with Kelly was the Materialise Arm, and 
this was to really push the boundaries and challenge the current aesthetics 
and materiality of prosthetics.

It’s divided into two main sections, part skin-like silicone, part mixed 
materials—which are also interchangeable. The arm is made from over twenty 
different materials ranging from hand-finished wood, pumice, and cork—to 
3D printed resins, plastics, and plated bronze. And not only do the inter-
changeable elements allow for different aesthetics for Kelly to choose from 
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depending on how she feels, but they also change the texture and weight of 
the arm.

The skin side of Materialise was expertly crafted by my collaborator 
Sophie, and it was to help to form a strong visual connection and recognition 
between Kelly and the object.

This was actually Kelly’s favorite arm by far, and she said, “I felt like it 
was part of me, not separate . . . ​which was totally unexpected!!” And this 
was awesome—coming from someone who chooses not to wear a prosthetic 
in daily life.

The Vine Arm was inspired by a mood board Kelly made. She’s an awe-
some trippy person and it was all kind of extra-terrestrial and we were just 
trying to piece together something really cool. Some of the other mood 
boards she’d made for us were nature based as well, so we decided to merge 
them. The Vine is made up of twenty-six individual vertebrae that are con-
trolled by four pressure sensors imbedded in Kelly’s shoes, situated above 

Figure 1.10

Synchronised Arm. 

Credit: The Alternative Limb Project, Dani Clode Design & Jason Taylor / Photo: Omkaar 

Kotedia / Model: Kelly Knox / thealternativelimbproject​.com
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Figure 1.11

The Materialise Arm. 

Credit: The Alternative Limb Project, Dani Clode Design & Jason Taylor / Photo: Simon 

Clemenger / Model: Kelly Knox / thealternativelimbproject​.com

Figure 1.12

The Vine Arm. 

Credit: The Alternative Limb Project, Dani Clode Design, Jason Taylor & Hugo Elias / Photo: 

Omkaar Kotedia / Model: Kelly Knox / thealternativelimbproject.com
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and below her big toes. With this piece we also tied it back to Kelly, through 
constructing the external shape of the Vine and vertebrae by extending the 
end of Kelly’s biological arm, so the underlying Vine structure is from her 
body—as if she grew it. The control was very much connected as well, in 
that she had proportional control over the Vine, through the sensors in her 
shoes. But what I found fascinating, especially since starting the Third Thumb 
research, is that with this design, we were changing the types of interactions 
she could have with her environment, and ultimately completely altering 
the way she was moving her biological body to collaborate with an exten-
sion of her.

What kind of a future are you envisioning through your work?

One of my best mates (Lisa Mandemaker) is a speculative designer and we 
talk a lot about the future of different technologies, and her favorite answer 
to a lot of questions is, “Which future? There are a lot.” I think we are 
absolutely at the beginning of the journey of adding interactive, embodied 
technology to the body, and more importantly at the absolute beginning of 
researching and understanding the effects it will have on our bodies and more 
importantly our brains. I really enjoy creating research tools to help us to 
better understand our future selves as well as design catalysts and interactions 
that generate thought and conversation about the future beyond our bodies.
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1n 1912, Baron Pierre de Coubértin, founder of the International Olym-
pics Committee, argued that women’s athleticism “should be excluded from 
the Olympic program” as he believed it would be “impractical, uninterest-
ing, ungainly,” and “improper.”1 He was aware that women enjoyed playing 
sports, but he did not think audiences would want to watch them. Rather, he 
believed the Olympic Games were created for “the solemn and periodic exal-
tation of male athleticism” with “the applause of women as reward.” Reflecting 
on this, sporting historian Jennifer Hargreaves writes, “From the start, the 
modern Olympics was a context for institutionalised sexism, severely hinder-
ing women’s participation,” and much work has been needed to challenge 
this “powerful conservatising force.”2 This long-term marginalization and 
exclusion of women and girls has had wide-ranging impact on their freedom 
to participate not only in sport but also more generally in their ability to 
lead active public lives.

Sport is often seen as a symbol of citizenship and national identity. World-
wide events like the Olympics have long celebrated heroism, strength, dar-
ing, risk, and triumph. Central to these spectacles are idealized, cisgendered, 
unimpaired bodies. For centuries, athletes of different sizes, abilities, and 
ethnicities have struggled against these conventions and narratives. To be 
involved, “they have had to challenge, resist or work around prevailing ideas 
that many sports and physical activities are inappropriate and incompatible 
with their bodies.”3 Feminist historian Natasha Vertinsky reminds us that the 
andronormative bias is based on a long-held “pervasive notion that should a 
woman step beyond the formula of correct, moderate and systematic exercise 

2	 MOVING
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she might encounter physical, mental and moral dangers.”4 Although much 
has changed over the past century, sporting inequalities still play out in 
everyday contexts as well as in international competition.

These attitudes continue to shape and limit who feels safe, comfortable, 
and welcome to move in and through public space. Reports by sporting 
organizations and charities evidence a myriad of reasons for these inequities. 
A 2022 study by Sport England, for example, found far more girls than boys 
in Britain stop feeling “sporty” as they grow into adulthood.5 Their dimin-
ished interest in sports at school reduced their physical activity later in life. 
One of the report’s key recommendations is to expand the image of “what 
‘sporty’ looks like.”6 Wearables are a key site of contention within the context 
of sport because having inappropriate or ill-fitting equipment can limit or 
prevent participation. As in other areas of life, a lack of diverse representation 
can be alienating to those who do not see themselves reflected in the provi-
sions on offer. Body shapes, hair styles, and religious and cultural require-
ments (such as modest attire) that differ from narrowly-defined defaults are 
rarely given equal attention by the media or sports brands.

Additionally, some people are disproportionately targeted with criticism, 
ostracism, and physical and administrative violence when they engage in sport 
and other physical activity. For example, at the time of writing, manufac-
tured and unsubstantiated moral panics concerning transgender athletes were 
being amplified by the media and politicians, resulting in bans from amateur 
as well as professional sporting events.7

This chapter focuses on innovative wearables for all kinds of moving 
bodies. Throughout this book, all bodies are bodies in motion, but here we 
explore inventive wearables for sporting and active people worn in public. 
We’re interested in how designers identify, work around, or directly challenge 
restrictive social conventions about who is enabled, encouraged, or permit-
ted to be active. The following designs focus on a wide range of sporting and 
active bodies: modest activewear that particularly benefits Muslim girls and 
women to antiharassment cyclewear and DIY patterns for everyday active-
wear. All the designers translate political ideas of representation into material 
forms, offering ways for a wider range of people to more fully participate in 
public active life.
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We start with the origin story of the Burqini: modest all-over body-
covering swimwear designed by Aheda Zanetti, of Ahiida. Aheda explains how 
her niece struggled to play netball in scorching summer heat while wearing 
a conventional hijab. Unable to find anything suitable for her to wear, she 
combined her skills, commitment, and cultural influences to design a mod-
est sports garment. This swiftly turned into the Burqini, addressing the gap 
for modest swimwear. It became part of the uniform adopted by the Aus-
tralian Surf Life Saving Association, a uniquely Australian institution, and 
is loved by people from different backgrounds all around the world. Aheda 
is still amazed by its global impact: “It was a lot of hard work . . . ​from the 
moment I started, all I ever did was fight—fight for the defense of rights.” 
For over twenty years, she has transformed girls’ and women’s sport and 
positively shaped attitudes toward Muslim culture.

We move from the world stage to everyday active lives with Melissa Fehr, 
founder of Fehr Trade, who designs digital sewing patterns for activewear. To 
her, all bodies are potentially active bodies. She explains, “We’ve got to get 
rid of those old notions of what it means to be active and what it means to 
be exercising.” Melissa is a firm believer in the idea that “if you have a body, 
you can exercise.” Through providing a range of digital sewing patterns for 
all kinds of activewear and bodies, Melissa teaches people how to customize 
items as needed for their body shapes. As she says, “I am more interested in 
what my body can do, not what my body looks like.” Melissa has created 
an option that not only enables people to create bespoke wearables but also 
counters the shame of bodies not fitting the athletic ideals represented by 
mainstream commercially available garments.

Ester van Kempen takes the idea of equal representation out onto the 
street on her bicycle with the inclusive brand Ride With Wolves. Frustrated 
with the lack of women’s cycling clothing and the way the cycling industry 
in London was dominated by men, she started to make her own cycling 
clothing with a group of friends. Together, they made a cyclewear collection 
for all genders and body types. They took inspiration from conversations 
with other underrepresented cyclists about how they sometimes felt harassed 
on the streets. In response, they printed bold antiharassment slogans in 
retro-reflective ink, which shone brightly under street and car headlights. 
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Ester explains, “It was a way of taking back that strength, because when you 
get harassed you kind of lose a bit of yourself, you suddenly feel very small 
and you’re scared, and by doing this clothing line, it really felt like we were 
taking back the power and our own energies.” Reflecting responses back to 
perpetrators alleviated some of the trauma of urban harassment.

Exploring how to reclaim public space is central to the work of Nicolas 

Moser and his team of architects and designers at Multiply Office. One of their 
many interests lies in provocative uses of public space, made more topical by 
COVID-19 social distancing measures that limited how citizens could move 
and get close to each other. Nicolas explains, “We approach every project as 
an opportunity to better understand what is happening around us and how 
we can be part of it.” He shares two projects that seek to expand personal and 
private ways for citizens to participate in public life. Urban Blanket maps out 
a place for people to dwell in public. Petticoat Dress, in the form of a wide 
colorful skirt, aimed to rework COVID-19 social distancing guidelines into 
more poetic, choreographed, and playful ways of interacting with each other 
and being in the city.

Collectively, this chapter showcases imaginative ways designers have 
identified and attempted to reconfigure limiting issues and negative nar-
ratives with new practices and expanded expressions of active citizenship. 
Freedom to be “sporty” and active might seem to relate to only a small part 
of public life. Yet it matters in, and outside, specific sporting contexts for 
people’s health and safety, sense of autonomy and independence, and civic 
participation. The following creative responses not only shape the lives of 
individual wearers but also work to expand possibilities of social and cultural 
interactions in public space.
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Burqini

Aheda Zanetti (she/her/hers)

Sydney, Australia
https://ahiida​.com

Lebanese-born Australian designer Aheda Zanetti is the founder of Ahiida 
and inventor of the Burqini/Burkini (she owns the patent). Burqinis are mod-
est all-over body-covering swimwear, originally designed in response to the 
lack of appropriate sportswear for Muslim girls and women. As a result of 
vast media interest and growing awareness of ultraviolet (UV) sun damage, 
Burqinis are now worn by all kinds of active people—Muslim and non-
Muslim—around the world. Here, Aheda shares not only the inspiring story 
behind the initial impetus to design the Burqini and its enduring popularity, 
but also talks with us about the role wearables play in positively expanding 
people’s lives.

The Burqini has achieved remarkable global success. Can you tell us how it 
all started?

I design it. I produce it. I market it. I wear it. I endorse it. I love it. I sew it. 
I produce it. I mean I eat and drink Burqini swimwear. But I’m a mother 
of four. That’s my life. My youngest was three months old when I initially 
started on the design.

It all started when my sister asked me to come and attend a netball game 
that my niece was playing in. My niece was quite young at the time, and I 
remember that it was a really hard struggle to get her into netball, because 
my niece chose to wear hijab at a very young age. She was the youngest in 
my whole family. She was probably about eight years old when she chose 
to wear that hijab, and it was her choice. Her mother never wore it. We 
never wore it.

But she was also very active. It took them a long time to find a team that 
would allow her to wear pants, a long-sleeve top, and a hijab underneath 
their sports team uniform. In fact, the whole Netball Association wouldn’t 
allow it, so there was a bit of a debate in regard to why not, how, what, and 
whatever. She eventually won the case, but then it was a struggle trying to 
find a team that would accept her.
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Anyway, long story short, they found the team. It was her first game and 
it was a really, really warm day. We were watching and she’s really quite pale, 
and so, when she was playing, her face was like a tomato. It was so, so red. 
But she was so happy playing.

Of course, she was the only one that was fully covered, with her team 
uniform on top. I was thinking, “Oh, my God, this is definitely not suitable.” 
Even her hijab was quite thick. It wasn’t comfortable while she was playing.

So, that’s what got me thinking. I’d always wanted to play netball as a 
kid. But I was a bit overweight. Plus, at the same time, those netball uniforms 
were short. My parents would never have allowed it. Even though we didn’t 
wear hijab, we were always modest.

I went home after my niece’s netball match without actually talk-
ing to anyone about it. In those days, we had dial-up internet. No one 
ever wanted to use the computer, because, by the time you’d downloaded 
something, it would take you all day. But it just got on my mind. So, 
I waited until everyone went to bed. I wanted to research about it and 
find out what’s going on overseas. “Has anyone ever discovered modest 
sportswear?” If there is something, maybe I’ll look into it and purchase 
something for my niece.

Of course, there wasn’t, and it just got me researching a little bit more. 
Lots of people were talking about it. But no one was really listening. Any-
way, I just looked, and looked, and looked, and looked. God, I looked for 
weeks. Then one day I thought, “Will I . . . ?”

There are clearly lots of social, political, and cultural influences in your 
designs. Can you explain more about how they came together?

Even though I was born in Lebanon, and I have my Arab culture within me, 
I am really also very Australian as well. So, I really wanted to blend in with 
the culture, with the lifestyle. I didn’t want to be Muslim, non-Muslim. . . .

Women and girls that want to participate in sport really don’t want to 
be labeled by anything except their activity. That’s one of the biggest reasons 
why I wanted it to blend in with a Western style of clothing. Also, I hate pins 
and excess fabrics. I’m not that type of person. I wanted it to be easy; easy to 
put on, easy to put up. You didn’t have to worry about if you had a pin. You 
didn’t have to worry about if you had an elastic band.
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I first designed the cap so you wouldn’t have to worry. I’ve got long hair, 
and I didn’t want to worry if I had an elastic band or not. It was going to be 
secure, no matter what. It had enough room if I decided to grow my hair. I 
also designed it to be sleek. There was no excess fabric. I could do handstands 
and it wouldn’t move.

I then made a sports garment for my niece. I didn’t want anyone to 
change any sports team, because, once you start asking them for change, 
they’ll start: “It’s another Muslim wanting another change.” I didn’t want to 
step on anyone’s toes, so it had to be just an undergarment. Put it on. Take 
it off. That’s it, easy. It catered for our local soccer teams and netballers. They 
were also playing cricket, but that’s about it. There was not much going on 
in regard to sports.

How did this turn into the Burqini?

It turned into the Burqini very quickly because I’m a swimmer. I love swim-
ming. I needed different fabric technology to make sure it wasn’t going to 
be heavy, it wasn’t going to drag. It is a full garment.

One of the problems was the veil. If women went into water, their veil 
was going to slip off, especially underwater. So, everything on this garment 
has a purpose. The chin part is to make sure that it is always going to stay in 
place. This part at the back is going to give you the excess for your hair. The 
band is going to keep your headband secure. Everything on the garment had 
a reason. That’s how it started.

In those days, for Muslims, as long as you were covered, that’s all right. 
That’s it. Don’t worry about how you feel. Don’t worry about if it’s hot, or 
cold, or whatever. It doesn’t matter. But no, I didn’t want that to happen. 
I wanted to make sure not only that you were covered, if you choose to be 
modest or you choose to veil, but that you were also going to be extremely 
comfortable wearing it.

I wanted to make sure not only that you were covered, if you choose 
to be modest or you choose to veil, but that you were also going to be 
extremely comfortable wearing it.
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So, I started researching fabrics. “What does ‘breathability’ mean? What 
does ‘anti-wicking’ mean?” I looked around for fabrics. “Where can I buy 
them? Where are the samples? How do they feel? How much stretch do 
they need?” That was probably my biggest research in regard to learning and 
studying about fabrics, because I really wanted it to be comfortable.

What was happening in the world at the time? How did this shape your 
designs?

I think it would have been about the time September 11 happened. There 
was a lot of negativity around. I could see a lot of girls that are really not 
confident. A lot of girls are really smart. They continue school. They go to 
year 12 [final year of secondary education in Australia]. They probably even 
go to university, but they’re not in the workforce. They end up being back 
at home, getting married young, and really not having their own identity. 
They were never part of any sporting activity at school. That’s probably 
what started it off.

And when I was a kid, I was overweight, so I had body issues. There was 
nothing really that catered for me. Everything I’ve ever had to do I’ve had 
to alter and fix. That’s probably what got me started in dressmaking. I’m 
a self-taught dressmaker and I’ve been dressmaking since I was ten. It has 
always been a hobby but a necessity all my life. I’m only 4′9″, so I’m tiny, 
so it’s something I’ve always had to do. I’ve always had to find a solution for 
my body. I think that’s probably what brings out who I am now. I’m a fixer. 
I find solutions for women who are overweight, or underweight, or short 
and tall. There’s always a solution.

I just had my two girls. They were only babies at the time. I thought 
to myself, “I can’t help the world, but what I can do is assist my kids if they 
chose to wear hijab or whatever they want to do.” I never wanted them to 
miss out on any sporting activity or any school activity. I wanted to do it 
and I did.

I truly didn’t expect that I was going to change the world. What I 
wanted to do was to make sure that it catered for my niece, and my sisters. 
Who would have thought it went frigging crazy like that? Who would have 
thought? Never in my wildest dreams did I ever expect that—never.
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Figure 2.1

Burqini—modest swimwear for women and girls. 

Credit: Aheda Zanetti / Ahiida
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What happened?

The first order I received was in the UK. It was mainly all international. They 
loved it and I thought, “Wow, fantastic.” Then Surf Life Saving Australia8 
approached us. I’m sure it was a marketing gimmick of some kind because of 
the Cronulla riots9 and so forth, so they wanted to introduce more Muslim 
boys and girls into the Surf Life Saving program.

“We found out about your Burqini. Would you be able to produce 
something for us?”

I said, “Yes, no problem,” which I did.
It went crazy. I thought, “What the hell?” I couldn’t believe how it went 

viral. The website shut down completely. All the orders were coming through 
and I couldn’t fulfill anything.

I think I nearly went through a nervous breakdown. I couldn’t believe 
it. I couldn’t even supply. At the time, I was still making them myself. I 
was working all night, so my husband used to come home from work, 
and I would feed the kids and get them all ready for bed. Then I used to 
go to a little shop that I had and sew all night and come back at 3:00 in 
the morning. In those days, it was very difficult for me to find anyone to 
sew the garment.

There are a few techniques in regard to the sewing aspect of it. There’s a 
little pulling and stretching in some parts. Everything has to fit like a glove. 
Anything that’s big or too small, you’ll be able to notice it. It has to fit like 
a puzzle.

What an incredible reaction. Can you share some of the interactions you’ve 
had with people?

One of the biggest questions was, “Is this going to stick to my body?” They 
wanted me to give them the right answer for them to buy it. They really wanted 
to go and swim, and be active, but they were so unsure, Islamically, if that 
was the correct thing to do.

But, mind you, Islamically you are required to learn how to swim. It’s a 
life skill. It’s actually encouraged in our books. I think it’s archery, swimming, 
and horse riding. So, it’s not like we’re not allowed to swim. We just never 
had anything to wear to swim.
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Figure 2.2

A Muslim lifesaver wears a Burqini on North Cronulla Beach, Sydney. 

Photo by Matt King/Getty Images News via Getty Images

I remember this story. I was in the store once, and there was a lady that 
came in and said that she wanted to swim. Of course, it was the same story. 
They’ve never swum before and they want to enter into the water with their 
family. They’re going on holidays, and this will be the first time that they’re 
actually swimming with their kids—fantastic.

We’d just brought out the plus-size swimwear, so for size 18 and above. 
She purchased one and she was happy. Everything was fine. She was a bit 
nervous and she left it at that. Two weeks later, she comes in. She walks in 
the door and she’s crying—like really crying. It’s not like tears, it’s crying!

The first thing that crossed my mind is, “What have I done?” I thought, 
“Oh, my God, did something happen on holidays?”

“Take a seat. Come and sit down, Sister. Sit down, sit down.”
Anyway, I calmed her down and she goes: “It was the best time of 

my life.” For the first time, she enjoyed her holiday. She participated with 
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her kids and her husband. And her husband and her were all lovey-dovey 
again.

It was just an amazing reaction. I think that’s when I realized, “Wow. 
What have I done?” I haven’t done this. It wasn’t me. God just chose me, but 
I just couldn’t believe it. I thought, “Wow, look at the change.” That was just 
one story, but there were thousands of the same.

The good thing about it, is that I think more girls are participating in 
sporting and swimming, which they’ve never done before. Private schools—the 
religious private schools where everything is a no-no—they’ve now accepted 
and do swimming lessons for girls, which is fantastic. It’s encouraged.

There are women now that teach women to swim. Not just Muslim 
women, women in general. There are women that purchase the Burqini 
because of health reasons. Doctors and medical practitioners tell them to 
go and purchase this Burqini: “You’ve got to do certain laps or walk to the 
pool.” So, there are health, weight, and fitness reasons.

There are work reasons. Actually, it’s a job for them. We’ve created jobs. 
They’re learning how to swim, from a very young age, so they’re not going to 
be a mum who can’t swim. They’re going to teach their kids as well. Hon-
eymooners are having a great time. I went to Malaysia because the Minister 
of Tourism wanted to personally thank me as it increased tourism within 
their country.

There are beach parties. There’s fun and socializing, for kids and teenagers. 
There’s freedom. There’s confidence. There are more women being active. I 
really, truly, believe that it’s got to do with their well-being. Their fitness is all 
part of well-being, and you’re better in your mind, your body and soul, and 
it’s all connected somehow. Was I involved in that? Was I not? Whatever the 
case was, something has happened. A major thing has happened.

You know what else? Modesty is not a rude word anymore. It used to 
be. I remember when I was interviewed by journalists and I used to say, “I’m 
going to say the rude word now. Are you going to sit down? Sit down, be 
careful, take a deep breath. I produce modest swimwear.” It’s not a rude word 
anymore. Like, you can actually say it now without cringing: “Modesty!” 
When I say it out loud, I’ve got tears in my eyes, like I feel like I’m going to 
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choke. I’m not trying to show off in any way, but it really has made a massive 
difference—a massive difference.

Anyway, it has been a wonderful journey for all. I think the people that 
have benefited most are women—women in general. It wasn’t me. It was a 
lot of hard work. Even though it benefited a lot of people, from the moment 
I started, all I ever did was fight—fight for the defense of rights.

Even though it benefited a lot of people, from the moment I started, all I 
ever did was fight—fight for the defense of rights.

It’s so much bigger than one garment, isn’t it?

Yes, it is. It is so much bigger than that. I had no idea. When I say it changed 
a lot, did it change the world? It changed the world that wanted to change, 
and it has increased a lot of confidence.

For anyone that wanted to understand about Islam, it sort of assured 
them. It helped a lot of people who really disliked us through the media to 
actually understand a little bit more of us. After September 11, they only saw 
one side. What they saw was just terrorists, evil people. So when the Burqini 
came out with positivity, it gathered up interest. “Hey, I thought Muslim 
women were terrorists. Why do they want to swim?” And then Ahiida came 
up. And I’m a 4′9″ typical woman, so easy, and like, “Get over it.” Somehow, 
I think it changed a lot of people’s attitudes.

I really don’t know, but I was very approachable. I was approached 
by people who hated Muslims. They probably never met another Mus-
lim in their life, so they wanted to let out some steam. I responded to 
some of them: “Is there something I’ve done to you, personally?” “Why 
are you angry with me?” Some of them I just don’t bother with. Then 
you’ll get women and people who are curious, “What is it that you really 
believe in?”

I have always been a very approachable person for anyone that wanted 
to understand about Islam, but it wasn’t what I was trying to do. What I 
was trying to do is just bring out a product that was going to positively 
increase your lifestyle. It didn’t matter, really, if you were Muslim or not, 
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but it just showed you how people out there probably didn’t know a Muslim 
except me.

You’ll always get some people out there that you can’t change. They 
won’t. They just refuse to, but I think it had a positive effect in a lot of ways. 
Who would have thought, a piece of clothing? That just attacks the heart a 
lot more. It’s a personal thing. Clothing is an identity. You get women out 
there that want to wear a bikini sometimes, or a Burqini. I find that clothing 
is quite personal. It really does bring out who you are. It doesn’t matter if you 
are totally covered or not covered. It’s still who you are. You’re trying to show, 
or describe, or talk without actually saying any words about it.

I would love to continue my sports line. When it started, there were no 
women or girls playing sport. It was a real struggle. It was easier to get them 
into a Burqini, a swimsuit, than a sports garment. So, I would love to con-
tinue with that. We’ve still got another billion people to serve. It continues 
to completely keep me busy. We’ll see how we go. . . .
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Fehr Trade

Melissa Fehr (she/her/hers)

London, United Kingdom
http://shop​.fehrtrade​.com

Melissa Fehr is the founder of Fehr Trade, a London-based company providing 
unique digital sewing patterns for a wide range of sport and activewear. She is 
also a marathon runner, cyclist, and climber. Melissa started making her own 
activewear because she struggled to find functional clothing that would also fit 
well. She believes that anyone can be active, and she wants to empower people 
to feel comfortable moving their bodies in designs that are fit for purpose and 
also stylish. Taking a do-it-yourself (DIY) approach, Melissa’s patterns encourage 
people to take matters into their own hands to explore the potential of what they 
can do through the movement of their bodies.

What encouraged you to start designing your own activewear?

After I was made redundant from my tech job in 2013, I felt I wanted to try 
something new. I’d been making my own activewear for a while and coming 
from a tech background meant digital activewear sewing patterns seemed a 
natural place for me to go. It was also obvious that there were a few nice, 
basic, activewear patterns out there at the time, but there was a huge oppor-
tunity to create patterns with great design lines that looked very fashionable 
and functional too. There’s another subset of patterns that look “sporty” but 
that don’t actually work when you’re moving or sweating! So, it was impor
tant for me that I road-test every single pattern I create, and I’m proud to 
say I’ve run all seven of my marathons in self-sewn gear.

What in your opinion is wrong or missing in activewear available to buy on 
the high street?

For a start, the fit of ready-to-wear (RTW) activewear is designed to fit the 
most number of people the least badly. So, it ends up fitting no one body shape 
perfectly, whether that’s a wrong hip-to-waist ratio requiring a drawstring to 
fix, or constantly having lengths that are too short or too long, requiring con-
stant tugging to stay in place. Then there’s the fabrics, which are often so thin 
when stretched around the body that they’re actually see-through. A distinct 
lack of pockets in the size and placement needed is another problem, not just 
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with activewear but in womenswear in general. So there are quite a few things, 
but thankfully they’re all fairly straightforward to fix when you sew your own 
activewear!

What do your patterns do? What are they for?

I design patterns for a wide range of activities and sports, like running, 
cycling, yoga, Pilates, climbing, equestrian riding, weightlifting, and I’ve 
even got a tri-suit pattern [a triathlon suit, one-piece garment, designed 
for swimming, running, and cycling]. Beyond the patterns, I also explain 
in my Sew Your Own Activewear book how to adapt patterns for basically 
any activity you can think of—how to break down your movements, to 
think about the range of motion, repetition, and environment needed and 
design your adaptations from there. The great thing about sewing your 
own is that you can get a completely personalized garment, no matter what 
your body shape or activity. Once you crack the alterations needed, there’s 
no limit to how many garments you can have either, as they’re completely 
repeatable actions.

The great thing about sewing your own is that you can get a completely 
personalized garment, no matter what your body shape or activity.

As a user of my patterns, I want to forget that I’m wearing anything. 
I don’t want things to be riding up, or chafing, or twisting around, or not 
have the range of movement that I need for that given activity. Functional, 
to me, means breaking down the shapes that your body makes, and how 
often they’re doing it, in a way that you can apply to the clothing that you’re 
making. So, you can make clothing that’s, overall, pretty good for all activi-
ties. But I think, if you want to make something that’s absolutely optimal, 
you can’t separate the garment design from the movement, activity or sport 
that you’re going to be doing. You’ve got to narrow in on exactly what you’re 
going to wear it for.

I say chosen “activity” because it may not even be a sport. It may be 
just like a movement that you’re doing, like a teacher reaching up on the 
chalkboard. That’s a movement and you can actually adapt your patterns for 
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that. So, I break it down into thinking about the environment you are in. 
That will affect the kind of layers or fabrics that you’re choosing. What kind 
of repetition? What are your limbs doing?

People assume that “your body is your body” and “my arm is this length” 
and “it’s always that length.” It’s not. It’s not always that length. Your skin 
is really stretchy and if you’re trying to do activewear in nonstretchy fabrics 
for that close fit, it’s a losing battle.

How are you rethinking ideas about “active bodies” in your DIY activewear?

We’ve got to get rid of those old notions of what it means to be active and 
what it means to be exercising. “If you have a body, you can exercise” is really 
key to me. I want to bring the idea of empowerment to everyone, even if 
they think that they’re not active.

We’ve got to get rid of those old notions of what it means to be active and 
what it means to be exercising. “If you have a body, you can exercise.”

Everybody has got some sort of movement, or some sort of activity or 
exercise that is for them, that they will actually enjoy. If people say, “No, I 
don’t exercise. I just x,y,z.” I’m like, “x,y,z is exercise. You’re just not thinking 
of it that way.” I think it’s an identity thing.

Sewing your own clothing is so good for your own body image and get-
ting away from your size being a number. You can mix and match between 
different sizes, or draft your own, and change it up. I haven’t the foggiest idea 
what size these jeans are [points at trousers she is wearing]. I honestly don’t. 
I’ve made them so many times it’s just a “me” pattern.

If I go to a shop now, I would have to take about five sizes to the chang-
ing room because I literally don’t know what size I am anymore. I am more 
interested in what my body can do, not what my body looks like. That is a 
huge step in terms of body positivity.

You include a lot of pockets in your patterns and talk about them often in 
your books. What’s so important about pockets for activewear?

Everybody wants pockets. I think this might be the single biggest factor that 
gets people sewing their own activewear. People just want more, and more, 
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Figure 2.3

Melissa in her sewing room wearing a Sweat Luxe top. 

Credit: Melissa Fehr / Fehr Trade
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and more pockets. There are some really good places to put pockets, and 
some really bad ones. For runners, hips and backs are really good places. Your 
stomach or underneath your arm are really bad spots because your arms are 
going to be moving and hitting against that. People want them in the right 
place, that aren’t going to be jumping around. They want pockets that are big 
enough for their phone. I’ve actually had to redevelop several of my patterns 
because phones have gotten so much bigger.

A lot of people want to have a few items on them at all times. People 
want to be self-sufficient. It was the start of London Marathon—I think it 

Figure 2.4

Melissa running the London Marathon 2019 in Sew Your Own Activewear Active Leggings.

Credit: Melissa Fehr / Fehr Trade
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was 2019—I got talking to these ladies who were next to me and they were 
like, “Have you got a business card?” I’d love to make your patterns. It was 
the pockets. “Oh, my god, you have what, six pockets here?” and I was like, 
“Yes, I’ve got a lot of gels.” But I’m running a marathon. I don’t carry a busi-
ness card with me to run a marathon. “You’re just going to have to remember 
the name of my pattern company.”

Why are you encouraging people to make their own versions?

If people sew, I’m giving them not only the ability to make that garment in 
exactly the way that they want that works for them, but also the skill to say, 
“I could make changes.” This empowers people to think about their own 
activewear and to make it their own, rather than just buying something and 
saying, “I’d really like this if it wasn’t for this one thing,” “I really like this, 
but it doesn’t come in my size,” and “Actually, yes, this is a nice design, but 
it’d be even better if . . .” and then they start mashing them together. I love 
it when people “franken-pattern.”

A franken-pattern is an unofficial sewing term for combining several 
existing patterns together into one garment. So, you might take the sleeves 
from one pattern, the upper body from another, and the lower body from 
a third, plus a particular pocket from a fourth. This level of customization 
is impossible when buying garments but straightforward when you sew 
your own.

Exercising is really empowering for just about everyone. If you add in 
that other layer of, like, “Yes, I made this myself,” that just elevates it a bit.
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Ride With Wolves

Ester Van Kempen (she/her/hers)

Utrecht, Netherlands and London, United Kingdom

Dutch designer Ester Van Kempen is the founder of Ride With Wolves, an 
inclusive brand based in Utrecht and London. The Ride With Wolves line of 
cycling wearables, with retro-reflective elements, is designed for any gen-
der and all body types. Although made for everyday cycling, items are also 
intended to be worn while off the bike. What is unique about the collection 
is its striking response to urban harassment. Ester talks about the injury 
caused by catcalling and verbal abuse and how it shapes the experience of 
public space for many women and marginalized people. Ride With Wolves 
aims to transform this one-way abuse into empowering dialogue by reflect-
ing responses in high-visibility ink. By (literally) highlighting the issue, Ester 
aims to open up both conversation and public space to a greater diversity of 
road users.

How did Ride With Wolves begin?

Ride With Wolves came out of a different clothing brand called House of Ast-
bury, which was a very grassroots brand I set up with two of my friends at 
the time, Monika Zamojska and Ren Aldridge. We all went our own ways 
and I decided to continue as Ride With Wolves. It had the same concept, but 
I rebranded it and went a bit more commercial. We used a lot of slogans like 
“Thunder Thighs” and “Cats Against Cat Calling,” with House of Astbury, 
which are fantastic and I still love them, but I took that a step further.

Initially with House of Astbury, we felt that there was not enough reflec-
tive clothing for women or for younger people to be able to afford. We 
could find cheaper wear, but it didn’t feel like us. We are quite punk and 
alternative, so that’s when we decided, “Why can’t we do it ourselves? What 
makes a product a cycle product?” So, we looked at what kind of things are 
out there, what’s missing, and how you can, with the patches, for example, 
upgrade your own clothing with a reflective element that feels safer on the 
road.

We felt uncomfortable wearing tight Lycra clothing, especially off our 
bikes, because it’s very body-shaping and you are then labeled as a “cyclist.” 
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We just wanted something that you feel cool and comfortable in on and off 
your bike.

So, we found reflective ink and began screen-printing. We started with 
small products like patches that you sew onto clothing. Then we began 
working on other products like leggings, bags, and sweaters, and made it 
into a collection.

What’s behind the name Ride With Wolves?

Ride With Wolves is loosely based on a feminist book about women who 
run with wolves, being part of a pack.10 When they look at each other 
and when they see each other, they understand the struggles they’ve been 
through, the aims they have, the goals they have, and, like, where they 
are at in life.

Cycling in London specifically looks like it’s very much about the skinny 
men in Lycra on fast racing bikes. When we started cycling you would barely 
see any other women, or people of different body sizes, so by not seeing 

Figure 2.5

Ride With Wolves—Wolves against wolf whistling 2017. 

Credit: Ride With Wolves / Photo: Owen Richards
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them, there weren’t any role models. You need to have a role model to feel 
like you can cycle as well.

You need to have a role model to feel like you can cycle as well.

I feel part of a pack when I see a different female cyclist or just cyclists 
in general. You just look at each other briefly and you’re like, “Yes, we 
get each other.” Especially in London, less so in the Netherlands because 
everyone cycles, but there’s something about when you’re going fast and 
you’re in your zone and then you see this other cyclist and you feel this 
euphoria of “Yes, this is what we’re about.” I started seeing my own clothes 
in London on other cyclists, and I even organized events for people to buy 
the clothes and screen-print their clothes themselves. You feel part of that 
pack. You feel a bond between each other. I think that is something really 
important to me.

What are some of the key issues in cycling that you set out to address?

Monika worked in the cycling industry, in bike shops, and found it was 
very male dominated. She kept coming home with all kinds of stories 
about how she wouldn’t be able to get a job as a bike mechanic because 
she’s a woman. It’s also about cycling in London and being cat-called, 
being dragged off our bikes, getting slapped on our bums, experiencing 
horrific sexist stuff, and no one was really there to listen to it. So, we 
were just like, “You know what? We’re just going to be really blunt and 
we’re going to put this on our clothes,” and we’ll make it reflective, so it 
lights up.

We started doing all the big cycle events. We went to the Cycle London 
events and others to create a voice and just be a group of women on the bill, 
because all the big bike brands were primarily made up of men. I really feel 
like it has changed in the last few years, I see a lot more women there, but 
when we started it was really unique.

Can you talk more about your unique approach to urban harassment?

Harassment is a very negative experience, but so many people, espe-
cially women, experience it. Because of that, it can also be a bonding and 
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empowering experience when it’s shared. When we started talking about 
these experiences as a group of friends and at events we organized, more 
people started coming forward. We were also able to debunk that negative 
experience because we could grow from each other’s experiences.

I think House of Astbury and Ride With Wolves were a way of taking 
back that strength, because when you get harassed, you kind of lose a bit of 
yourself, you suddenly feel very small and you’re scared, and by doing that 
project, by doing this clothing line, it really felt like we were taking back the 
power and our own energies.

Ride With Wolves was a way of taking back that strength, because 
when you get harassed, you kind of lose a bit of yourself, you suddenly 
feel very small and you’re scared, and by doing that project, by doing 
this clothing line, it really felt like we were taking back the power and 
our own energies.

Figure 2.6

Ride With Wolves 2016. 

Credit: Ride With Wolves / Photo: Owen Richards

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2472070/book_9780262379090.pdf by guest on 21 November 2024



65    Moving

We want to say, “You should feel safer, but you’re not going to, per se, be 
safer.” It’s about being more visible, but at the same time it’s not really about 
that. We were more interested in generating different kinds of visibility—
visibility in the cycling industry and on the street. Making those statements 
was more important than conventional safety visibility.

What are you bringing to the cycling world?

I guess it’s just about kicking against establishments. The three of us came from 
a punk house and grew up with the punk community, so we had that as a life-
style. It is just the way we do things. And we had nothing to lose by going into 
the cycling industry. We felt like no one was really listening. From Monika’s 
stories in the cycling industry and working in bike shops, they weren’t really 
hearing her. Even our male friends didn’t really hear us. So, we were like, “We 
just need to open a conversation in a whole different way.” Reading these slo-
gans they might still say “Well, we don’t need it,” or, “Isn’t that a bit harsh?” or, 
like “Not all men,” or whatever, but it just has to be said to start a conversation. 
We were just like, “Well, fuck it, let’s just go for it. We have nothing to lose.”
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Petticoat Dress and Urban Blanket

Nicolas Moser (he/him/his)

Geneva, Switzerland and Hanoi, Vietnam
https://www​.multiplyoffice​.com

Nicolas Moser leads a team of architects, urban planners, researchers, and 
designers at Multiply Office in Hanoi and Geneva. Collectively they apply mul-
tidisciplinary skills and interests to address social and political issues, question 
encroachments on public space, and experiment with experiences in different 
surroundings. We talk with Nicolas about two projects: Petticoat Dress and Urban 
Blanket. One explores people’s ability to extend private living into public space, 
and the other emerged in relation to spatial restrictions shaped by COVID-19. 
Both reflect on the challenges of claiming public space as pedestrians, the delight 
of unexpected encounters, and the potential of mundane acts of resistance.

How do your architecture and design practices combine with your interest in 
cities and civic space?

I’ve been an architect for many years and I am fascinated by people and cities. 
Multiply Office does objects, furniture, architecture, and urban planning. 
We approach every project as an opportunity to better understand what is 
happening around us and how we can be part of it. And, maybe, help people 
understand that they can also be part of it. We infer that from architecture 
and urban planning design, but we use different ingredients according to 
which subject we’re working on.

We opened the studio in January 2020, and we are working between 
Switzerland and Vietnam. I came to Hanoi fifteen years ago to open one of 
the branches of a Swiss company where I was working and I never left. Here 
we have opportunities to make and test things, to make prototypes. We can 
see a lot of things changing very fast. There are a lot of new things: both 
traditional and contemporary. The city is kind of an interesting laboratory.

Sometimes we feel that people are too passive or that they feel it is not 
their place to make decisions or even just participate in something. We try to 
question that. We try to see things differently by approaching it from another 
angle. You can see an object ten times and it is always the same. But suddenly 
something happens, and you see it differently. It loses its primary function, 
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and it becomes something new, something else. We are very interested in 
this moment, when something becomes new.

We try to play with scale and we question the meaning of things. Our 
motto could be, “Let’s be part of the city, let’s use things around us.” In the 
same way that we need to recycle, we try to be inventive and innovative in 
the way we use things. We adjust things to show that change is possible. If 
we are not satisfied with something, if we think we don’t have the things we 
need, we don’t go buy a new one. First we look around at things we actually 
have. Maybe we have them already. Maybe we just need to redesign them 
(give them a makeover) or use them differently.

In the same way that we need to recycle, we try to be inventive and inno-
vative in the way we use things. We adjust things to show that change is 
possible.

What made you, as an architect, venture into working with wearables—such 
as with the projects Urban Blanket and Petticoat Dress?

I think my interest in architecture and in clothing is quite basic: we live in 
houses and we have clothes and fabric around us. I like the city. I like to be 
outside and meet people. And I also don’t like very many constraints. So, I 
consider our Urban Blanket as the one tool you can always have with you: 
around your neck or in your bag ready to be used. You don’t know what will 
happen today, right? Maybe you go to a picnic. Maybe you want to take a 
nap, or read a book under a tree. Maybe you want to go outside but you are 
a bit cold. Maybe you go to the beach. It is like being a kid, being ready for 
anything the day will offer to you, without needing to plan ahead. For me this 
is how the city and architecture match together. It’s something very easy to do. 
The Urban Blanket could not be simpler. It’s a piece of fabric 1.5 meters by 1.5 
meters. You can use any fabric. It doesn’t need to be designed.

The Petticoat Dress happened at the beginning of the pandemic but it was 
quite similar: answering a need with a simple tool. We were thinking: “Okay, 
we have this problem. Now we have to find a solution to keep going. What 
can we imagine [we need] to go outside?” We knew that it was difficult to 
keep a distance from other people in public space. And it was also difficult to 
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remember to do so all the time. Then we had this idea. You want to go to a fes-
tival, but you cannot because you’ll be packed together? Let’s put something 
on to maintain space between each other. So, we designed the Petticoat Dress. 
At first it was only a 2D image that we posted on Instagram. A lot of people, 
from at least twenty different countries, contacted us and asked for informa-
tion and to publish it. It was very surprising. So we tried to make it real.

This was the first time we solved a problem in terms of clothing. In archi-
tecture, we know how to deal with details. We thought we were good at sewing 

Figure 2.7

Urban Blanket project, Hong Kong 2019. 

Credit: Multiply Office / Photo: Joseph Gobin
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things but then we started to work with fashion designers. It was very inter
esting to learn and discover fashion things. Until then, we were very proud of 
the mock-up dress, but talking with them made us realize that our design was 
really simple in terms of details. We became a bit embarrassed of our work, 
because you cannot present it as a piece of clothing, if it doesn’t work as one.

We made a few prototypes. Some were very easy and others super dif-
ficult, more like artisanal pieces. When we did the photo shoot, there were 
five or six dresses. It was interesting because then we understood the design 
a little bit more than when we just had the image. It was clothing. We were 
inside something. We felt many things while wearing the dress. For example, 
when you get too close, the dresses touch each other. It shapes how you move. 
You feel super light, you can feel the wind and there is movement.

How do your projects create private and personal space for people in public?

It’s kind of a democratic process. It’s very interesting. When you’re on the 
street, you can sit on the street or on the pavement. But as soon as you put 
out the blanket and you sit on it, you define a border, your own personal 
space. You feel more comfortable because you are not just sitting in the 
middle of the street anymore. You are arranging the city —having a bit of 
your own corner of it.

You feel more comfortable because you are not just sitting in the middle 
of the street anymore. You are arranging the city —having a bit of your 
own corner of it.

You do not want to sit on the street because it’s dirty? Use the Urban 
Blanket! It encourages people to do things they haven’t planned. You want to 
go to the park? You have the blanket. You don’t want to get wet? You have the 
blanket to cover yourself. It allows you to not have everything planned out to 
do something. It’s very small and very cheap. It is something everybody can 
have. Just go picnic on the street. You have the city, and the city can bring 
you so many opportunities. And it can be our blanket or any kind of blanket.

In the Petticoat Dress, you have your own space. The edges around you 
are very clear. When people are moving or walking, it is very similar to a 
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ballet, a choreography. You need to look at what is around you, but you can 
touch people, and it’s a bit soft. It was funny when we did the photo shoot. 
We asked friends but they didn’t know each other. [In the dress] we touch 
each other a little less aggressively than if we touch each other with our 
hands. It was really an extension of yourself.

Also, because you feel the weight, you feel the space and you feel this 
physical distance. It was a very interesting piece of clothing to wear. We 
had to learn how to move with the dress, to understand how this piece of 
clothing works. If you run too fast, you have problems. At the beginning, 
it was very impractical and then step by step you get used to it. Even going 
through doors: you have to wait and look at the other person. You have 
to have an interaction with each other to avoid problems. It becomes a 
new opportunity and an elegant way to interact with others. You are not 
scared anymore because you know you will stay two meters apart. You are 
protected. You just have to learn how to wear it. We did a movie, like a 

Figure 2.8

Petticoat Dress, Hanoi 2020. 

Credit: Multiply Office / Photo: Cedric Florentin
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manual, to show how it works. It allowed us to understand what was not 
instinctive in the beginning.

Who did you design it for?

Initially it was not designed as a skirt for women. It was not gendered. We took 
reference from men’s kilts. We looked at its design to understand how to make 
our dress. So for us, all could wear our Petticoat Dress. We also added some fea-
tures to make it more or less gendered. For example, you have a button on the 
side a bit like trousers. Or you can have the zipper on the back a bit more like 
a dress. And now we have this system that you can put it in a bag and then pull 
it out quite fast. You can take it everywhere with you. You can carry it on your 
bicycle, when you get to a destination you put it on and can enjoy yourself.

How do you want people to feel in your designs?

Free. I believe that with the dress or with the blanket, you have more oppor-
tunity to do things. It’s not only for yourself. The size of the blanket is good 
for two or three people. The dress is a bit different, but you can imagine that 

Figure 2.9

Petticoat Dress, Kaunas 2022. 

Credit: Multiply Office / Photo: Martynas Plepys
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you can go and see your grandmother because you’re not afraid anymore. You 
protect her as well. Our designs are a message, a form of public engagement, a 
claim that we are part of the society. You take a position on something, which 
is quite important. You take the responsibility of it, you don’t hide. It’s the 
point actually: you can’t, you shouldn’t hide. I think that’s important.

Our designs are a message, a form of public engagement, a claim that we 
are part of the society.
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While citizens have always watched and been watched by others, the ubiquity 
and pervasiveness of digital technologies now subjects us to even more sur-
veillance and amplifies the need for privacy. According to sociologist James 
Rule, privacy is “the ability of individuals to control the flow of information 
about themselves—even in the face of others’ demands for access to such 
information.”1 Without this ability, as surveillance studies scholars note, the 
consequences can be wide ranging and impact many parts of daily life. David 
Lyon draws attention to the power of “surveillance as social sorting,” which 
shapes everything from what kinds of online deals we get offered to how 
we are treated at airports.2 Simone Browne writes about “racializing surveil-
lance” as a “technology of social control,” which often results in “discrimina-
tory treatment.”3 And, as Rachel Dubrofsky and Shoshana Magnet argue, the 
gendered, racialized, sexualized, and classed dimensions of surveillance show 
how “supposedly ‘neutral’ technologies” can “intensify existing inequalities.”4 
Fundamentally, surveillance and the lack of privacy play key roles in how 
people behave and are treated, where they live, work, and how they dwell in 
and move through public space.

Of course, our privacy is not always forcibly taken without consent. 
Many of us willingly carry tracking devices in the form of mobile phones 
and loyalty cards. These technologies constantly record our data, which 
we offer to the state and corporations in exchange for goods and services, 
rights, and protections. This is not new. Ideas around transparency and vis-
ibility have always mapped onto citizenship. Being a citizen involves giving 
up information, often with little assurance of its resulting use, misuse, or 

3	 CONCEALING

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2472070/book_9780262379090.pdf by guest on 21 November 2024



74    Chapter 3

distribution (such as applying for citizenship). Openness and transparency 
are seen as central to being a “good citizen.” After all, as the familiar saying 
goes, “If you’ve got nothing to hide, you’ve got nothing to fear.” Yet, we 
all need privacy and the freedom to keep some things concealed or secret. 
In fact, the right to privacy and a private life is enshrined in law in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the European Convention 
of Human Rights.5

For many, however, it is difficult, if not sometimes impossible, to resist 
being monitored or caught up in webs of surveillance. This is because sur-
veillance manifests in many forms, originating from intimate sources, such 
as friends and family, or strangers on social media, while others are initiated 
by large-scale and anonymous organizations. However, while surveillance 
can limit an individual’s freedoms, it can also catalyze activism through defi-
ance. In some contexts, resisting constant surveillance by keeping even small, 
modest, or mundane things private can be examined as an act of resistance. 
There are many examples of wearables being used to resist invasive pressures 
and provide alternative experiences of the world.

This chapter explores wearables that help to conceal something. To con-
ceal is to “prevent (something) from being known,” “to keep secret” or to 
“hide.”6 As Shahidha Bari evocatively writes, “Clothes can be the disguise 
in which we dissolve, the camouflage that allows us to keep something of 
ourselves in reserve, as though the only thing we are and own is that which 
we refuse to articulate in our outerwear.”7 Pockets, for instance, according 
to dress historians Barbara Burman and Ariane Fenneatux, might be small 
and mundane but they have long provided the means for people, particu-
larly women, to secure personal goods and maintain precious private space 
at times when they have been denied both.8 Exploring wearables as acts and 
performances of concealment has the potential to unsettle assumptions built 
into the corporeal normativity of citizenship and public space.

The following wearables are used to creatively resist dominant and 
conventional forces of surveillance in public space. Designers are motivated 
by a range of privacy issues, including digital freedoms, spatial politics, and 
gender expression. They make use of mundane and ordinary things—coats, 
bandanas, chest binders, and makeup—to experiment with alternative ways 
to inhabit public (data) spaces. These designs invite us to look beyond the 
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idea of transparency being central to normative “good citizens” by keep-
ing something deliberately hidden, thereby evading the ever-watchful gaze. 
These designs do more than “merely trick the monitoring program in ques-
tion,” as John Gilliom and Torin Monahan write, they “offer a broader 
ideological challenge to the forced visibility that is central to surveillance 
societies.”9

We start with an example of digital resistance. Leon Baauw discusses 
anti-surveillance coats that he developed with collaborator Marcha Schagen 
for Project KOVR. Wearing these designs provide citizens with confidence 
that their data and digital identities remain safe. The coats also offer the expe-
rience of being “disconnected” in locations with high levels of networked 
surveillance. “One of the hardest things to explain to people,” Leon admits, 
is “that something invisible might actually . . . ​pose a threat.” The challenge 
was how to raise the profile of the problem they were addressing—“to make 
the invisible visible.” The designers of Project KOVR are not against digital 
technology, but rather they want wearers to have more choices about where 
and when they give away their data in public space: “Let’s try to humanize 
technology and make sure that we can still remain human in a way, by being 
able to switch off in any way possible.”

Protesters are often rightfully cautious about surveillance systems, par-
ticularly highly monitored communications networks in particular places. 
Xuedi Chen and Pedro Oliveira, designers of the Backslash kit, identified 
that the needs of citizens taking to the streets to protest their rights included 
being able to organize and to adapt to changing conditions: “Lots of new 
authoritarian tech was being used against people in the streets, and govern-
ments were shutting down communications.” Backslash uses wearables as the 
medium to protect bodies and send messages. For example, the Backslash kit 
includes a smart bandana with coded print. Xuedi and Pedro explain, “The 
bandana has a pattern that, depending on how you fold it, can send different 
messages.” Although these designs are useful, the designers’ primary aim is 
to share ideas and discuss issues: “In our case, the real disruption, or the real 
disobedience, is to talk about protests.”

Some public spaces place citizens under forms of surveillance that are 
less visible than others. Emily Roderick and Georgina Rowlands are members 
of The Dazzle Club, a group that runs arts-based walks in densely populated, 
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highly surveilled areas of London such as Kings Cross and Canary Wharf. 
Our interview with Emily and Georgina elicits a very different perspective on 
wearables—by considering the subject through the lens of makeup. They use 
Computer Vision Dazzle (CV Dazzle), a technique inspired by the attention-
grabbing dazzle camouflage that was used in World Wars I and II not to hide 
battleships but to obscure information about their shape, speed, and direc-
tion. In a strategy analogous to this, The Dazzle Club uses CV Dazzle to draw 
attention to, and resist, facial recognition technology by painting faces with 
bold geometric shapes that cannot be read and stored by digital machines.

The high visibility of this makeup contrasts with the ubiquitous invisible 
technologies that we cannot see working (and therefore have fewer cues to 
reject). The Dazzle Club’s public walks question who has the right to privacy 
in public spaces. As Emily and Georgina explain, “We are actively trying to 
opt out of being recognized by facial recognition. We’re trying to resist the 
passiveness of being a person walking around public space and being ana-
lyzed, and having our data harvested and our biometric data read.”

A different perspective on concealment in public space is provided by 
humanwear artist Sissel Kärneskog. They recognize the familiarity and safety 
that comes with conventional dressing and performing “normal” in public. 
Sissel’s design practice sets out to claim safety while decentering the normal-
izing power of andronormativity and binary gender identities. They explain, 
“Being queer, a lot of spaces are extremely intimidating to be in. So, you don’t 
know, wherever you go in the world, if you’re going to meet an ally or someone 
who is against you. It can be really intimidating to just be clear about who you 
are.” Sissel approaches wearables as “costumes” that enable wearers to subvert 
normative roles and play with power relations. Reworking recognizable forms, 
such as classic suits, into “nearly normal” wearables enables Sissel to “hack the 
system” and experiment with other ways of being in social situations.

By reframing everyday objects and seemingly ordinary interactions, 
these designers raise important questions about things we take for granted. 
Their designs aid wearers in a range of diverse and creative ways to resist the 
ubiquity of an ever-watchful gaze, in all its forms, by keeping something 
hidden or cleverly coded. So, while in some ways wearables can reveal a lot 
about wearers, it’s also the case that they can cleverly cover up and conceal.
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Project KOVR

Leon Baauw (he/him/his)

Rotterdam, Netherlands
https://projectkovr​.com

Project KOVR [pronounced “cover”] is a wearable countermovement developed 
by Dutch designers Leon Baauw and Marcha Schagen. Together they research 
and design wearables that protect people’s digital privacy in places with high 
surveillance technologies. Playing on ideas about in/visibility, their shiny reflec-
tive coats and accessories are an attempt to give people (back) a choice about 
when and how they might be traced when moving through public space. Made 
of metalliferous fabrics, their designs are essentially wearable Faraday cages 
that block ingoing and outgoing electromagnetic signals. In light of seemingly 
ongoing data scandals, Project KOVR works to raise awareness about data secu-
rity and citizens’ rights to privacy.

How does your interest in privacy intersect with wearables?

That’s exactly what my teachers at art school asked: “Why is a graphic 
designer making clothing?” And I think, in short, it was really about creating 
something that was easy to use and easy to understand for a large audience. 
We started looking into these different surveillance systems; the ways we 
were being monitored both online as well as offline when you walk around in 
the streets. In Rotterdam, for example, we have trams that record conversa-
tions and facial recognition. All these kinds of different systems sparked my 
interest and as an artist I really wanted to warn people about it first, so that 
was really my approach—to warn people.

“This is not okay.”
“You should protect your privacy.”
So that was the main reason I started making different critiques. Differ

ent designs were always critiques. At a certain point I figured, “Why not try 
to make something that creates awareness and also make sure that people 
can actually use it?.”

I started thinking, well, we all have clothing. We wear clothing. It’s 
pretty normal. Why not make clothing that can protect you against the 
modern threats of our society. Clothing has always protected us against 
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the cold. Clothing even protects us against other extremes like heat, for 
instance. Firefighters and race car drivers need protective suits against 
extreme heat. And clothing has always protected us against the threats 
of the biosphere. Why not design and make something that can protect 
you against the new challenges that we have around? So that is basically 
the idea behind why I started making clothing and I had never made 
anything. I’m not a fashion designer. I’m a graphic designer. So, I worked 
with Marcha to find out whether it was even possible to create a functional 
prototype. I think the idea started in 2014 or 2015 and we had our first 
prototype in 2016.

At that point we created a snowball. Before we knew it, we were on 
Dutch national television and then it just started to get bigger and bigger. It 
was also in a period where people still had this idea that if you have some-
thing to hide, you must be a terrorist or criminal.

I think public opinion has changed and people now see our design as 
something that is very logical. The data scandals in regard to Facebook and 
others changed public opinion. I think we surfed on that wave in a way. We 
also got requests to produce them in larger quantities.

When we first made it, we really had to explain because people kept 
asking us: “What is wrong with companies following you?” and “Why are 
you so paranoid about all these different systems?” It’s so interesting to see 
how this has changed in just a few years. The project really shows that as 
well. It was based on something negative, but we turned it into something 
positive.

Why is a coat such a productive medium to translate these ideas?

I probably have a different view towards clothing than perhaps a fashion 
designer would. But I like how putting on a coat is like adding an extra layer 
to protect yourself against cold or even heat. So, I really like that metaphor of 
putting on clothing, a coat, for example, to actually protect yourself against 
what is out there and I use it for a digital theme. But the idea also needs 
to work. So that was phase two. We had to do a lot of different testing and 
material research just to see if we could also make a working prototype and 
eventually we succeeded. So that was a win for us.
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We created a wearable working prototype and that was something I 
didn’t really expect. In the beginning I was focused on the metaphor itself, 
and thinking perhaps it was something that could be done in the future. But 
we actually made it work quite easily.

Your website talks about “counter wearable movements”—can you explain a 
bit more about this?

We had an activist mindset when we started the project. We wanted to give 
people tools to regain their privacy. And because your privacy has already 
been at risk for a while, there’s not much you could do. These days a lot more 
is possible. For example, Apple released a new operating system in which you 
can choose whether you want to be followed by certain apps or not. That 
wasn’t possible back then. Everything was always on. You were always being 
followed. That was the norm or becoming the norm and we really wanted 
to use this activist language to hype people up, to create a certain urgency 
and create activists.

Figure 3.1

Anti-Surveillance Coat Type I (2016). 

Credit: Project KOVR / Photo: Suzanne Waijers
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How hard is it to communicate urgent ideas around an issue that’s largely 
invisible?

It was one of the hardest things to explain to people—that something invis-
ible might actually scan you or pose a threat. So that has also always been 
a challenge for us—to make the invisible visible. And there’s also a bit of 
a paradox in there, of course. The title of my graduate thesis was “Being 
Visible by Wanting to Be Invisible.” Because at that time, if you weren’t 
on Facebook, if you said you cared about privacy, you stood out. You had 
something to hide or you were probably a criminal or terrorist. You had 
bad intentions.

I like the fact that the fabric that we found worked and has a reflective 
side of it. So, in every light it looks a bit different. It reflects whatever lights 
fall onto it. It’s difficult to protect yourself against something that is invisible 
but the fabric itself was reflective. I think in a way, that was our answer to 
the invisible thing that was out there, that was looking at you.

One of the ideas behind the project was to change that way of thinking. 
Making the coats really stand out from normal clothing was part of playing 
with that paradox. We chose to have the reflective fabric on the outside of the 
coat, instead of putting it in the inside. Because if we put in on the inside, 
it would be just like any other coat.

Who are you designing for?

Everyone. Our idea was to create something that might be needed in the 
future. We hoped it wouldn’t be necessary. But it became relevant the 
moment we created the prototype. Our idea was to create something that 
was almost like a dystopian idea, like: “Let’s not go where we need clothing 
like this.” But when our prototype was available, it was already a necessity.

We started selling some of our coats. We sold them to art collectors and 
to museums. We also sold one to someone in Hong Kong, which I thought 
was really necessary because they were using all kinds of weird technologi-
cal methods to do facial recognition and to scan the phones of protesters. 
Perhaps in the future it will be normal to have a layer of this material in 
your clothing. I know that in military-grade clothing, this material is used. 
Perhaps we will have a certain backpack or laptop sleeve, or coat or whatever, 
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that has a layer of this material inside of it because it protects you and your 
body from radiation and other possible threats.

I have a wallet, for instance, that has this material inside it. It has become 
pretty normal to find all kinds of products to shield your devices. And it’s also 
used in phone covers and backpacks. So, in a way, it’s already here.

I still really hope that we can progress to a world in which we are 
able to switch off. Let’s not go towards a completely transparent society 
in which everything you do, everything you say, everything you’ve ever 
done is being either recorded, scanned, or saved. Let’s go to a society that 
moves towards technology where you can switch off and log on when 
you want to.

I still really hope that we can progress to a world in which we are able 
to switch off.

Figure 3.2

Anti-Surveillance Coat Type II (2017). 

Credit: Project KOVR / Photo: Suzanne Waijers
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I’m not against technology at all. I think technology is fascinating, but 
let’s try to humanize technology. Let’s make sure that we can still remain 
human by being able to switch off. We are starting to create a world, or per-
haps we’ve already created it, in which you cannot just log off anymore. From 
the moment you were born, you were already being followed or monitored.

Do you think your designs make wearers behave differently?

That’s a good question. When we started this project and we had the first 
interviews, a lot of people were asking me if I’d created the perfect coat for 
terrorists or if I’d made a backpack that can be used by thieves. I think in 
a way, you do feel a bit more safe. It’s like browsing with a VPN [Virtual 
Private Network] so you know you’re not being monitored directly, but I 
think it also has a moral aspect. If you want to do something, if you have bad 
intentions, then I don’t really think our clothing is going to be the ultimate 
factor that decides whether you will go stealing or do something even worse.

I think that’s also being human: to just do stupid stuff every now and 
then. So, I think I can’t really answer the question directly because it’s also 
just how you are as a person and what your intentions and motives are 
and how you’re being raised in the country you live in. And if you want to 
do something bad, if you have bad intentions, then there are all kinds of 
methods to stay hidden. I don’t think our clothing is either creating more 
criminals or people with bad intentions.

I really enjoy the fact that we’re bringing a message. I’m also completely 
fine with people disagreeing with me. I just want people to start thinking 
about it more, perhaps create more awareness or let people form their own 
opinions. When we started this project, a lot of people never really thought 
about it. It wasn’t until these giant data scandals and the manipulation of the 
US elections and other kinds of big topics that people started thinking about 
it more. It was always one of our goals to create more awareness and to have 
this design be a catalyst for opinions and for debate.

It was always one of our goals to create more awareness and to have this 
design be a catalyst for opinions and for debate.
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Backslash

Xuedi Chen (she/her/hers) and Pedro Oliveira (he/him/his)

New York, United States
http://www​.backslash​.cc

Backslash was developed by New York–based multidisciplinary designers Xuedi 
Chen and Pedro Oliveira. It is a toolkit of low-cost open-source wearable devices 
designed for protesters to help them avoid conflict with authorities and to com-
municate during network blackouts. It prioritizes off-grid communication and 
includes a bandana that embeds hidden messages in patterns, a wearable panic but-
ton, a jammer to reclaim personal smartphone privacy, personal blackbox devices 
to register law enforcement abuse, and routers for off-grid communication. Back-
slash recognizes that a one-size-fits-all approach is impractical and aims instead to 
spark debate with provocative design for use by protesters now and in the future.

What is Backslash and how did it begin?

Pedro: Backslash started when I moved to New York in 2012. I’m originally 
from Brazil. In 2013, I went back home to visit and do some work. During 
this time there was an explosion of protesting in Brazil, especially in São 
Paulo, where I was based at the time. I was going to those protests and I had 
some friends who were documenting and taking photos and working for 
publications or independent NGOs [non-governmental organizations]. It 
really stuck with me.

We come from a mixed tech and design background. So, we both try to 
inject our practice with a mixture of design-orientated critical and artistic 
practice. We went to grad school together at New York University and I met 
some people from Turkey who had been part of protests and they connected 
me with others from the Gezi Park protests. I also met people involved in 
the Occupy protests here in New York. So that’s when I started to make con-
nections and began talking to people and exploring how we could translate 
this into design-based research.
Xuedi: We constructed the Backslash kit during a time where there was a 
wave of protests that included the use of new technologies, especially from 
authorities and governments. Lots of new authoritarian tech was being 
used against people in the streets, and governments were shutting down 
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communications. We come from a community of makers who are always 
thinking about how grassroots movements are being built and how commu-
nities can come together to innovate. So, we thought around that in terms 
of protest culture. We’ve also been seeing how tech was being used from the 
protester side and the use of social media, for example, to spread messages 
and to organize. We really wanted to brainstorm around that and see the 
different ways that people were able to innovate.

Can you talk about some of the wearables in the Backslash kit?

Pedro: The wearable panic button, for example, was specifically designed to 
address some of the situations that people call kettling. This practice is used 
by the authorities. They start to close some of the streets to funnel the flow 
of the protesters to a specific area where they could all be arrested or beaten, 
and sometimes people get harmed. And we thought it was important, even if 
they have scenarios that have jammed the cell towers, that people could still 
be able to know that this was happening and still be able to send some of those 
messages. People further away from the area could be alerted and think, “Oh, 

Figure 3.3

Backslash bandana. 

Credit: Backslash
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maybe I should escape before getting trapped there.” They would be able to 
pinpoint where that was happening so they could avoid those areas.

We came up with the bandana because we saw that some countries 
which have laws against speaking out against the government were sending 
people to a lifetime in jail. We wanted to think about how people could 
communicate outside of the country. For example, how could someone 
send a message to a journalist. The bandana has a pattern that, depending 
on how you fold it, can send different messages. If you see it from one side, 
the pattern shows something, if you fold it in a different way, even though 
it seems to be exactly the same thing, it’s a different pattern. At the time, it 
allowed us to send up to eight different messages.

The bandana has a pattern that, depending on how you fold it, can send 
different messages.

Why did you focus on wearables?

Xuedi: We took a scenario-based approach, and many happened to manifest 
in wearable form. For example, the bandana was seen as a scenario of being 
able to pass messages inconspicuously, using a hash or a pattern to unlock a 
message. That was something that we saw translated well into something that 
you can wear on your body. You can be moving about, and photographs can 
be taken of you. It serves a dual purpose of covering the face and the pattern 
can be used as a key to unlock messages.
Pedro: Also, because of the nature of protests, people are moving a lot of the 
time. Sure, there are some examples, like Occupy, where people are camping. 
But in many examples, people were moving or marching. We’re also trying 
to highlight the technologies being used against protests. So, the idea is that 
you needed to be mobile, you needed to be fast, and you needed to have fast 
deployable tech. It made sense that it needed to be with you. If it’s too big 
for you to carry or if it needs to be stationary, that wouldn’t work.

Often during a protest, it is about appropriating what you have in your 
hands. For example, some people build face shields with plastic bottles. 
Others have makeshift shields or barricades. So, we thought about how this 
idea can be translated to electronics and those types of things.
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Who is your toolkit designed for?

Pedro: We didn’t have a political agenda, and this was not a call for action. 
This was not an idea to say we are pro-China, pro-Hong Kong, or anything 
like that. It was really to highlight some of the scenarios, some of the tech-
nologies being used against the protesters all over the globe, and show how 
we could have the conversation and imagine alternative scenarios. We were 
inspired by different technologies and practices we were researching, but 
they’re not designed for specific countries or specific groups. It was more 
about: “Oh, what are some patterns we are seeing? And how can we high-
light these and have conversations about the use of such technologies by the 
authorities?”

It was really to highlight some of the scenarios, some of the technologies 
being used against the protesters all over the globe and show how we 
could have the conversation and imagine alternative scenarios.

Figure 3.4

Backslash kit. 

Credit: Backslash
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Xuedi: We hope that it’s not needed, but we understand that a problem 
exists. And it’s something that we should be talking about. Designing for the 
near future is a little bit tricky. But the way we’re approaching it is by imag-
ining how communities would be able to come together to creatively use 
different kinds of tech. So, it’s not saying, “We want you to imagine whole 
new tech.” But in the future, how can people use their creativity to appropri-
ate and hack to change what we already have and apply it to their immediate 
needs? It’s about really starting the conversation around how communities 
can leverage their unique resources and use that to innovate for themselves.

So, it’s not saying, “We want you to imagine whole new tech.” But in 
the future, how can people use their creativity to appropriate and hack 
to change what we already have and apply it to their immediate needs?

It’s always a cat-and-mouse game with tech. Once you innovate, the 
authorities will find a way to get around that. It’s always about staying nimble 
and a little bit ahead of them and anticipating what’s to come next. So that’s 
why we wanted to frame this research more around the discourse and build-
ing community and around being able to innovate. Because this innovation 
cannot come from one source. It needs to be a decentralized community-
based kind of innovation.
Pedro: We’re big fans of open-source technologies, and we’re big fans of the 
open-source hardware movement and all that. But putting all the informa-
tion outside could also play against it. Some people could believe those 
things were like silver bullets for some kind of scenario and a solution, which 
could be really harmful. If you put it out there and make every single detail 
transparent, then you can also have authorities and other people building 
counter measurements. This is really tricky. We realized during the research 
that people can really get hurt. If we put all this out there, people could get 
killed or get sent to jail for life.

Why, in your opinion, is the freedom and ability to protest as a citizen so 
important?

Pedro: At the time, it was not only about freedom to protest but the belief 
that communication is a basic human right. It was about communicating and 
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spreading the message locally, but also on a global scale. We understand that 
if you are tired of not being heard, a protest might be the only way to com-
municate, to have a voice. And we both agree that communication is a basic 
human right, but we also think that the freedom of expression, the freedom 
to protest, is something that should be out there. And we definitely think we 
should defend that.

We both agree that communication is a basic human right, but we also 
think that the freedom of expression, the freedom to protest, is some-
thing that should be out there.

Xuedi: Many people have responded by saying, “Yeah, this is a very impor
tant conversation to have.” And from another direction, we also get a lot of 
requests for manufacturing. “This is the kind of tech we need,” “We want to 
replicate this,” and “We have the situation here in this country right now.” 
So, it’s clear that it’s a meaningful conversation to have and something that 
people feel is needed. So that very much validates the direction taken with 
the research.

Are your designs available to buy or are they about sparking larger 
conversations?

Pedro: We are against this kind of techno-solutionism. People said, “Oh, 
so how can you mass-produce these? How can you monetize these?” That 
was not the approach for us. We really wanted to spark the discourse. We 
understand that protests are different depending on where you’re based. 
We don’t think we can build a one-size-fits-all solution. And that was never 
the idea. The idea was really, “How can we showcase the different scenarios, 
the different tech that is deployed around protest sites, and how can people 
understand the larger impact?”

When you see the waves of protest appearing all over the world, you start 
to realize how connected we are and how different policing techniques and 
violence against protesters are also exported due to globalization. One of the 
things that stuck with me was when I saw photos of protests around Turkey, 
and they had canisters of tear gas made by a company by the coast of Brazil. 
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And I thought, “Oh, yeah, so we’re exporting these kinds of goods, like tear 
gas canisters to silence people in other countries?” We saw that multiple 
international companies were trading what they call “less lethal” weapons 
against protesters, and we thought, “Oh, maybe we should research more 
and think about how we can talk about this from the protest side, from the 
grassroots, from the underground.”
Xuedi: We’re coming from the understanding that, in our communities, 
activists and grassroots movements often don’t have the kind of budgets 
to invest in tech development like governments or corporations. So how 
can we leverage existing tech in our favor, in people’s favor? We’re trying 
to think about tech that can be available in different types of countries. 
The tech available here is not going to be the same as the tech available 
in Asia, etc.
Pedro: It’s funny, because when we talk about disruptive technologies, a lot 
of the time people talk about how this new startup built this new app and it’s 
going to make millions. In our case, the real disruption or the real disobedi-
ence is to talk about protests. But one of the things that we wanted to use was 
this idea of appropriating existing technology in a disruptive way. So, we’re 
trying to subvert some of the tech that’s being used against the protesters 
and thinking about how we can communicate in a different way if they’re 
blocking all these channels and networks.
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The Dazzle Club

Emily Roderick (she/her/hers) and Georgina Rowlands (she/her/hers)

London, United Kingdom
https://www​.instagram​.com​/thedazzleclub/

The Dazzle Club is a London-based collective of four artists who run a 
monthly walking club to explore the politics of surveillance in public space. 
Here we talk to two members, practicing artists Emily Roderick and Geor-
gina Rowlands. Based on Computer Vison Dazzle, or CV Dazzle, a technique 
originally developed by artist and researcher Adam Harvey in 2010, they 
use bold, colorful geometric makeup to camouflage their faces against facial 
recognition technology. They then walk around parts of London in groups 
to draw attention to the pervasiveness of technologies capturing personal 
data without consent and also to the perniciousness of racial bias in facial 
recognition reference databases.

How did The Dazzle Club start? What made you interested in surveillance 
issues?

Georgina: It was a moment in August 2019. The project started in Kings 
Cross [central London] with the forced admission that facial recognition 
was being used in Granary Square. We went to Central Saint Martins Uni-
versity of the Arts London [located in Granary Square] and we’d studied 
there for four years when that letter by [Mayor of London] Sadiq Khan 
came out where he discussed facial recognition cameras, which had operated 
for an unknown amount of time. It’s just the fact that it wasn’t disclosed to 
us. It’s a consent issue. If we’re going to be recorded by these technologies, 
we want to be able to consent to them. In our project we wanted to raise 
awareness of the issue and expose these technologies in some way.

If we’re going to be recorded by these technologies, we want to be able 
to consent to them. In our project we wanted to raise awareness of the 
issue and expose these technologies in some way.

Emily: It’s about exposing changes to what we would naturally assume 
is a public space, when actually it’s privately owned. We all have a deep 
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connection to the area. It’s the way these privately owned public spaces can 
be created. A lot of the time we may not know whether they’re privately 
owned or not, and there’s ambiguity around those spaces. I feel like trying 
to work out whether you feel welcome there—if this is a space for you. And 
maybe to specific people it’s not a space for them. What does that mean to 
that space? How does that space change? So, yeah Granary Square in Kings 
Cross is a very bizarre place, and also very interesting to work in.

The Dazzle Club’s face painting is based on a technique called CV Dazzle. 
Can you explain what this is?

Georgina: The original technique is developed from First and Second World 
War Dazzle ships. It’s very geometric. A lot of the original Adam Harvey 
designs on the CV (Computer Vision) Dazzle website were black and white, 
with a few hints of color. We use more color. But color isn’t necessarily 
important, it’s more to do with strong contrasts or highlighting shadows.
Emily: Reverse contouring is a good way of explaining what it is. I don’t 
wear makeup, so there might be a better definition, but from my under-
standing, contouring is where you enhance and highlight. You show more 

Figure 3.5

Credit: The Dazzle Club / Photo: Cocoa Laney
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the highlights of your face—prominent facial features like nose bridge and 
cheekbones. You’re contouring your face into a desired face shape, a con-
ventional beauty aesthetic. But we’re very much against the shadows and 
highlights. We don’t want to enhance things. We want to work against that. 
It’s interesting to use makeup jargon differently.

Adam Harvey has made a very comprehensive and useful guide to CV 
Dazzle. He talks about five steps that you can work with or against. One of 
those is very much about recognizing prominent facial features and using 
face paint to break up those shapes and hide different parts of those features 
so they are no longer prominent. With CV Dazzle, the symmetrical face is 
kind of all chopped up and confused.

How have you adapted the concept in your work?

Georgina: We started by leading a walk around Kings Cross wearing this 
face paint and we had about ten people join in. We then had a discussion 
afterwards, which was really engaging. So we decided to keep on doing these 
walks and there have been twenty so far. Over time we’ve changed the format 
slightly, so it’s not necessarily us leading the walks every month. We have 
other artists who we commission around different areas of the UK.
Emily: An artist called Robin Dowell used a kind of Faraday bag idea, where 
we wrapped up our mobile phones in tin foil and then carried them promi-
nently in our hands while we walked around Plymouth. It’s an open-source 
concept, run alongside the use of CV Dazzle, that we’re using to explore 
what it means to be seen or not seen, visible and invisible in public space in 
those different ways.

We’ve also had face coverings with different transfers on them. And 
artists have made other things. It’s been really lovely to open up the walks 
to different people to explore different ways of hiding or changing your vis-
ibility or recognition in public space.

Can you explain a bit more about how the face painting works?

Georgina: We don’t paint up at home. We arrive and paint together at our 
meeting point. I think originally it was because participants wouldn’t neces-
sarily know the techniques around CV Dazzle, but there was also something 
about us coming together and teaching people about this technique, having 
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that discussion and offering to paint someone else’s face (which became such 
an alien thing because of COVID-19).

There’s something really lovely in bringing these little paint palettes with 
us and something about being in that space as well. “Okay, we’re here and 
we’re going to do this together.” That collective moment is really nice. We 
feel that we can kind of settle and reside in some of these spaces that we’re 
walking in. Like we would just sit down and paint faces. We’re there for 
around half an hour before we leave for the walk. It’s a space to hold people.

This strange kind of face paint application is very much against what 
is considered the norms of makeup application. It’s quite striking. It’s vivid 
and there’s a hypervisibility and for a long time you’re very aware of that. 
And the walk is quite a nice way to try and settle yourself in that face paint. 
After about half an hour you forget that you’re wearing it.

We always make the point of not taking it off whilst you’re there. You 
take it off when you get home. And sometimes there are more conversations 

Figure 3.6

Credit: The Dazzle Club
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in the pub, if we go somewhere afterwards. It’s important to be with other 
people when you’ve got this really bizarre face paint on—a kind of group 
identity. There’s a comfort in that.

What happens on a Dazzle Club walk?

Georgina: We intentionally created a format of silent walking. One person 
in the group has designed a route. They’re the leader. We meet at a meeting 
point. We apply the face paint together and the leader defines the rules of 
the walk, such as: we walk in silence, don’t look at your phone, and don’t be 
distracted during the walk. The walk lasts around an hour and goes around 
a specific area.

We find the silence, which is held throughout the route, brings focus. 
There’re no distractions and the participants are in the moment in their bod-
ies and listening to the city around them. We acknowledge things like CCTV 
cameras or security guards. It’s about creating a silence in that moment to 
look around you and to see the infrastructures of surveillance.

As well as feeling really visible with the face paint we also feel invisible 
to face recognition technology. There’s a defiance in walking in a big group 
wearing this face paint in silence. I think it’s a feeling of collective resistance. 
And then at the end of the route we either have a discussion there or we go to 
a dry, warm area, like a pub, to talk about what we’ve just experienced.

After their first silent walk, participants are like, “Wow, I heard so many 
conversations and I noticed so many things that I never noticed before.” I 
guess we’re all used to walking through the city and looking at our phones 
or wearing headphones. The conversations are just really about people being 
surprised at the number of cameras or the experience of how visible they felt, 
but also how invisible they felt as well.

I’ve led a walk in Canary Wharf. We painted up and we began to walk 
around and the private security guards in Canary Wharf are really vigilant. 
There’s so many of them, around every corner, and they question every
body. You can’t even take your phone out and take a picture without them 
asking, “Why are you taking a picture?”

I remember them stopping us and questioning us: “What are you 
doing?” “Why are you doing it?” And we were just a group of people walk-
ing around with face paint on. We said we were a group of artists on a walk 
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and then they left us alone. But it felt really transgressive that all we were 
doing was wearing face paint. We weren’t breaking any of the rules.

And it kind of goes back to a kind of DIY approach. We just have some 
color on our faces and, you know, we’re not doing anything, but we are ques-
tioning our visibility. There is a resistance there. It’s a visible/invisible kind 
of relationship.

What do you find most interesting about surveillance in public space?

Georgina: What I am most drawn to with the project is in the moment 
where we have participants join us on the walks. It may be the first time that 
they apply this face paint, and they’re all very unique. We find that people’s 
own personal self-expression comes out in the face paint. The designs are 
very related to their own sense of fashion or their sense of style. And when 
we’re walking in a group, I think there’s this moment where they feel very 
visible. They feel kind of strange, and you know, very hypervisible. But they 
are also aware of being invisible from the cameras’ gaze. There’s an interest
ing tension there.
Emily: The phrase that keeps coming back to us is making the invisible 
visible. And there’s something in the act of applying that face paint. So, 
I think it’s maybe that’s what we were drawn to. Because we’ve worked 

Figure 3.7

Credit: The Dazzle Club / Photo: Megan Jacob
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with CV Dazzle in previous performances together. There was something 
really nice about applying this messy substance that works against these 
very specific algorithms. I think there is something quite fascinating in this 
DIY application that suddenly unearths a lot of questions around these very 
hidden technologies.
Georgina: We are interested in what this means in public space for how 
people can or cannot behave. We’ve been thinking about ideas of transgres-
sion. What it makes you feel when you’re wearing these makeup designs. 
What do you observe and how are you observed? We’re interested in the 
conversations people have when they put it on, how it changes or shifts how 
they move or interact in those spaces.

What do you observe and how are you observed? We’re interested in the 
conversations people have when they put it on, how it changes or shifts 
how they move or interact in those spaces.

Emily: Before working within The Dazzle Club, Georgina and I were an artist 
duo called Yoke Collective. We’ve been working together since 2017, explor-
ing different concepts and ideas around visibility, surveillance, and what it 
means to be a woman in front of the camera.

As well as exploring different sorts of activist techniques and tricks 
around the use of surveillance, or maybe working against that, and ques-
tioning these technologies and the politics around them, a lot of the time 
we’re making performance work that responds to these research questions 
that come up in our practice.

Is it disguise or camouflage or trickery or is it an act of resistance, or something 
else?

Georgina: I like the word “camouflage,” but I also like the more cosmetic 
relationship to makeup. Something that we talk about a little bit is the future 
of makeup and the future of resistance against technology and authoritarian 
governments and how this style of face paint and the kind of individual-
ism and creativity it offers could integrate into a daily routine of applying 
makeup.
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And there was actually quite a lot of coverage of the CV Dazzle tech-
nique during the Black Lives Matter protests. There were quite a few activists 
wearing CV Dazzle while they attended the protests. There was an article 
in Vogue by a makeup artist applying different techniques with diamantes 
and stickers and testing them against the iPhone camera and the different 
kinds of facial recognition algorithms. And it was quite interesting to see 
it contextualized in Vogue, this kind of fashion and makeup thing. I really 
like that.

In my mind they kind of work together like trickery. I feel tricked by the 
Metropolitan Police and by private security guards. I feel tricked thinking 
that it’s public space when really it’s private. I feel tricked being in Canary 
Wharf and a security guard comes up to you and tells you “You can’t take a 
picture.” I mean, I got the tube [London Underground] here. This is public 
space and they’re like “No, it’s private.” So, I think it’s countering that trick-
ery with other trickery maybe.

What kinds of conversations are you trying to start with your creative practice?

Emily: We’re trying to work out whether we should feel that we need to apply 
this face paint all the time every day. I think that by having these Dazzle 
walks, and making the space for these conversations, we’re hopefully bring-
ing awareness to these technologies that are proven to be biased. They’re 
proven not to be useful technologies. A lot of the time they inaccurately flag 
up the wrong people.

I think by having these Dazzle walks and making the space for these 
conversations, we’re hopefully bringing awareness to these technologies 
that are proven to be biased.

You can read about gender bias and racial bias with facial recognition. 
That’s something we’re interested in responding to and fighting against. We 
always have people questioning us, saying that CCTV makes us safe in public 
space. We always challenge them by saying that these technologies are used 
in really unequal ways and treat people of color, and especially women of 
color, really unfairly and misidentify them continuously.
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Georgina: We are actively trying to opt out of being recognized by facial 
recognition. We’re trying to resist the passiveness of being a person walking 
around public space and being analyzed, and having our data harvested and 
our biometric data read.

It’s about flipping that and saying, “No, I’m not going to consent to this. 
I’m going to wear this makeup, which makes me invisible, and I’m going to 
continue walking through here and feeling the right to be in this public space.” 
In this way, collectively walking feels like active resistance even though it’s 
debatable how effective CV Dazzle face paint is.

In this way, collectively walking feels like active resistance even though 
it’s debatable how effective CV Dazzle face paint is.

We know that we can test it against Instagram face filters or iPhone 
facial recognition and see how effective it is there, but nobody has actually 
been able to test CV Dazzle against Metropolitan Police facial recognition 
systems. We don’t know how successful it is at hiding us.
Emily: But I think we’re less precious about whether the CV Dazzle works 
now. We’re more aware of the conversation and visibility that it brings to 
these conversations. I think, for a lot of the time, we recognize our privilege 
within the use of CV Dazzle. If it doesn’t work, that’s maybe not the main 
aim at this point, it’s the fact that we are here. We are wearing this face paint 
in a space where we want to be and there’s something about being in that 
public space that raises questions around those forms of control.

Going out and wearing it and telling people about what we’re doing is a 
very public display of resistance. But in terms of effectiveness, we’re not quite 
sure. It’s the symbolism of us doing it that we find important.
Georgina: Even though people wore face coverings during the time of 
COVID-19 regulations, we’ve been reading about how facial recognition 
algorithms can recognize you from just your eyes. We know how advanced 
the technologies are getting. So wearing face paint doesn’t really cut it any 
more. But we’ve tried different techniques like using pieces of hair over faces 
and using different adaptations of CV Dazzle. It feels like a bit of an arms 
race to catch up with it, really.
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Emily: I think questions that keep coming up in conversations with The 
Dazzle Club are: What could be a future form of surveillance? Do we need 
surveillance? Can surveillance be kind? How could we move forward to have 
some sort of structure that maybe makes us feel seen rather than watched?

You know, cameras are just capturing things that may never be watched. 
They’re just filming for the sake of filming. Are they being used? Who knows? 
I think visibility—and feeling seen as a person, rather than watched—is an 
important thing to consider.
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I am THEM

Sissel Kärneskog (they/them/theirs)

Stockholm, Sweden
https://www​.instagram​.com​/sissel​.karneskog

Sissel Kärneskog is a nonbinary humanwear artist who creates wearables for queer 
bodies. Their designs reflect on their personal identity and experience growing up 
in Sweden. They start with the range of “costumes” worn by mainstream society 
to perform conventional relationships and then reframe them to reflect alternative 
narratives and meanings. Using different manufacturing techniques and aesthet-
ics, Sissel embeds secret codes into their designs to subvert hegemonic norms of 
capitalism, homophobia, transphobia, and misogyny. They dress and manipulate 
their own body with these adapted designs to challenge accepted ideas about who 
gets to inhabit public space and behave in certain ways.

How do you explore identity in your art practice?

I’m interested in the gray areas in between being trans, being nonbinary, and 
being fluid. I grew up in a small town in the north of Sweden, and being a kid 
in the ’90s, we didn’t really discuss topics of gender, sexuality, being a lesbian 
or being a gay man. I never felt like I belonged anywhere. So later on, when 
I got older and moved to Stockholm, it was just so wonderful when I started 
to find the queer community. It’s been like an explosion of gender identities.

As humans we think about belonging in contexts or a community. It’s 
important to have a place to belong, to have people you can relate to, and 
everything that comes with it. Even the idea of being nonbinary, we have 
only properly discussed it for a few years, so finally when that came along, I 
was like, “Oh, that’s me!”

I’m very happy to be able to tell my story, and that people are actually 
intrigued, evoking curiosity in the topics, because being queer is very stigma-
tized. It’s kind of like disrupting tradition, because we do exist in a binary world. 
It’s interesting to be the one who puts a fork in and twists it around a little bit.

What roles does concealment, or secrets in clothing, play in your designs?

You wear something when you go to work, you wear something when you 
go on a date, and you wear something when you go out with friends. And all 
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of these are “costumes.” Even though you are not playing a character, you are 
playing your own character. So, of course they are costumes. It all depends 
on the social context that you are moving within.

Something I played around with was this idea of “nearly normal.” It’s 
not really super off, but something that needs a bit of extra time to look at. 
Because the expectations of queerness, or the stereotype of queerness, is that 
it’s very bombastic and extreme. I like to look at the hypermasculine and the 
hyperfeminine and see if there are some objects or garments that I can hack 
from them, and transfer into the other—the in-betweenness.

For me it’s fun to speculate on hacking the context, like a social experi-
ment of hacking the system. Because clothing is the first impression you get 
of someone. You see what they wear, you see what they look like, and then 
you speak to them.

For me it’s fun to speculate on hacking the context, like a social experi-
ment of hacking the system.

I see clothing as objects with a lot of secret codes, social codes, 
stereotypical codes, but especially codes around gender. The way you dress, 
the colors, the cut, even if you have specific designers you like, they all 
represent something. I have been playing around with these “normal” codes, 
so the suit became the thing that I started to work on. My gender identity 
is constantly fluid to express different versions of myself. I’m not defined in 
any way.

The rules of dress need to dissolve a bit, because they’re still mostly 
around femininity and masculinity. They don’t have to have anything to do 
with gender; it’s a visual representation or an expression. A lot of people cling 
to it and it’s very important to them, but it doesn’t necessarily have anything 
to do with your gender.

Unisex, genderless, and androgynous, all these words work fine. But 
something that is unisex, I consider more as being a uniform, something 
that is still created for the binary. Words like genderless or gender free, well, 
I’m kind of full of gender.
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Can you tell us about a specific piece you’ve made or adapted?

Being gender fluid myself, from time to time I want to cover my chest up. I 
want to present myself either more masc [masculine] or more fem [feminine]. 
I also have friends who are trans, most of them being transmasculine. I have 
had the conversation with them about dysphoria and, with the chest binder, 
the gender euphoria they feel. Through simply binding your body you can 
make garments fit the way they are supposed to.

Chest binders are very anonymous. They are often in different basic 
colors and very clean and minimalistic, so I wanted to play around with 
that. When I made my chest binder as a prototype and experiment, I wanted 
it to be elevated into something you can feel proud of wearing, that you 
don’t have to conceal.

With shapewear, there are some knitted material technologies that are 
absolutely amazing. Traditionally, some chest binders are restricted to how 
long you can wear them, as you can actually put a lot of strain on your 
body. So, I wanted to play with materials that are light and just take them 
into a different place. It was a fun task to take something that is supposed 
to enhance female beauty and use it to enhance male beauty. There are so 
many ways we can use techniques created for the masses and actually help 
my community out.

I have worn this chest binder when I wanted to be masc presenting with 
strong sports tops and loose garments. At that time, I felt amazing. Some-
times my gender dysphoria is more and sometimes it’s less. When it comes 
to the social costume that I talk about, it’s a disguise, something worn to fit 
in, to be accepted, to pass. Because things that stand out, people may not 
understand and can often be deemed wrong. It’s rare to be met with curiosity 
and “Oh that’s fun, that’s different.”

Do you think that clothing can be a tool for resistance?

Clothing is the most intimate object you own, but you also take it for 
granted, because it’s something that you just have and you need. It’s not like 
jewelry, which is more of a luxury. Clothing is something that you constantly 
wear. Take the T-shirt, for example: it is a walking protest sign. The history of 
the T-shirt is absolutely amazing. It is one of the strongest tools you can use. 
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Figure 3.8

I am THEM no1. 

Credit: Sissel Kärneskog

If you take a T-shirt and then you take a protest sign, the T-shirt becomes 
more personal because you’re wearing it on your body, even though you are 
holding the sign in the same hand.

My community has been so silenced from the outside. It’s just waiting 
to be able to burst out. I think, like every discriminated community in the 
world, it’s kind of this frustration of expression. From the outside it can be 
extremely intimidating. Like it’s something that comes with anger, but it’s 
not anger; it’s about being free and having the right to do so.
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I have always been drawn to clothing, like an obsession, it’s something to 
play around with and show my identity with, but also to disguise myself with.

Being queer, a lot of spaces are extremely intimidating to be in. So, you 
don’t know, wherever you go in the world, if you’re going to meet an ally 
or someone who is against you. It can be really intimidating to just be clear 
about who you are. This is about the idea of being brave and feeling confident 
to express yourself. That is also something that is dependent on where you 
are. When I grew up in a small town, I was really scared to express myself. I 
was queer before I knew what queer was.

Figure 3.9

I am THEM no3. 

Credit: Sissel Kärneskog
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Being queer, a lot of spaces are extremely intimidating to be in. So, you 
don’t know, wherever you go in the world, if you’re going to meet an ally 
or someone who is against you. It can be really intimidating to just be 
clear about who you are.

It was so fascinating to use clothing as a tool, in order to either fully 
express myself, and be the odd one out and weird, and then to be like, “I just 
want to be normal for a while now.” I was using that almost like a disguise. 
So, for me, it always has been this tool. It was only when I was older that I 
realized how much of a tool it was.

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2472070/book_9780262379090.pdf by guest on 21 November 2024



Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2472070/book_9780262379090.pdf by guest on 21 November 2024



This chapter is about wearables that connect individuals and wider com-
munities to important social and political ideas. From the turn of the last 
century, when women’s rights campaigners took to Britain’s streets to cam-
paign for the right to vote, to more recent accounts of high-profile American 
basketball players wearing “I can’t breathe” T-shirts to protest the murder 
of George Floyd, or environmental protesters all over the world covered 
in Extinction Rebellion time-running-out hourglass prints, wearables have 
helped people claim new forms of civic expression and render visible a wide 
range of inequities. Sociologist Diane Crane argues that while “histories of 
fashionable clothing” give the impression of consensus and conformity, a 
close look at clothing on the fringes of society reveals “social tensions that are 
pushing widely accepted conceptions of social roles in new directions.”1 So, 
while some wearables have historically helped those in power enforce social 
and physical restrictions, many have also served as emancipatory tools for 
people who have been denied space, voice, and rights.

Not all wearable connections are related to protest, but wearables are 
particularly powerful when mobilized as collective social action. Writ-
ing about the suffragettes of the early twentieth century, Wendy Parkins 
describes how covering their bodies in “an epidemic of purple, white and 
green forged a public identity for themselves in the public spaces of the city” 
and pushed their message “into the sphere of political communication.”2 
Feminist scholar Lisa Tickner explains how these material actions were not 
just “a footnote or an illustration to the ‘real’ political history going on 

4	 CONNECTING
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elsewhere, but an integral part of the fabric of social conflict” complete with 
“its own power to shape thought, focus debates and stimulate action.”3

A more recent example is provided by Clothing The Gaps, an Aborigi-
nal and Torres Strait Islander-run company in Australia, that makes and 
sells “Not a Date to Celebrate” and “Always Was, Always Will Be” printed 
T-shirts. These slogans reference and reframe January 26, currently officially 
recognized as Australia Day,4 as Invasion Day, a collective day of mourning. 
While they make “Mob Only” pieces, most of Clothing The Gaps’ collection 
is “Ally Friendly” for supporters to “wear their values on their tee and spark 
conversations.” They argue that it is through “shared values and a vision 
to use fashion as a vehicle for social change” that collective change is pos
sible.5 Similarly, writing about Extinction Rebellion, geographers Eleanor 
Johnson and Håvard Haarstad argue that protesters’ use of imagery and text, 
in physical, and material form, and also online, “amplified public space.” 
They explain, “These activists and cultural influencers, these counterpublics, 
leverage their bodies in space to forge a new moment of storytelling that 
challenges the status quo of mainstream climate policy.”6

This chapter focuses on wearables made and worn by people to connect 
to each other and to larger issues. In particular, we focus on clothing that 
unites people under a common idea or movement. As Shahidha Bari writes, 
“In clothes, we are connected to other people, and other places in compli-
cated and unyielding ways.”7 In these interviews, we explore how “items of 
dress—from the ceremonial to the everyday—can themselves become sites 
of political struggle” to “contest or legitimate the power of the state and the 
meanings of citizenship.”8

Rather than just highlighting problems—such as failing systems, vulnera-
ble people, and disasters—designers in this section also use wearables to reshape 
public narratives. They make connections between ideas and communities to 
convey alternative, more positive stories about immigration, refugees, asylum 
seekers, and women’s power. Studying these kinds of shared practices, as Diane 
Crane writes, can “indicate shifts in social relationships and tensions between 
different social groups that present themselves in different ways in public 
space.”9 Here, practices of connecting, in terms of organizing people and 
linking them to ideas via things, are explored as citizenship in-the-making.
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We start with a reworking of a classic protest visual. Millions of people 
taking to the streets to make their voices heard over a key issue is a familiar 
image from 1960s civil rights movements to present day antiwar protests. In 
2016, America was on the brink of the Trump presidency when old footage of 
Trump making derogatory, misogynistic comments was widely recirculated. 
The distinctive pink two-eared Pussyhat, with its mass appeal and wide-
ranging inclusive events, challenged his narrative, reworking frustration and 
concerns about Trump’s suitability for the role of president into a collective 
form of positive action that was highly visible on the streets and online. As 
Krista Suh, co-creator and co-founder of the Pussyhat Project explains, “A fun 
and successful part of the Pussyhat was because it was on the top of your head. 
When you gather together, it creates an aerial sea of pink.” The fact that it 
was a handmade knitted hat was also central to its impact, as knitting and 
crocheting are often dismissed as soft feminized skills. “And yet,” as Krista 
writes, “we know how powerful they are.”

Another example that explores the extraordinary potential in everyday 
things is shared by artist and designer Helen Storey. Catalytic Clothing, a col-
laborative project with chemist Tony Ryan, explored the use of clothing and 
textiles to purify air and tackle the urgent problem of air pollution, an issue so 
large that it can feel imposing for an individual to try and remedy. “Whether 
it’s climate change, pollution, or poverty,” explains Helen, “there are some 
problems in the world that are so huge we often find it very hard to find what 
part we can play.” Helen and Tony responded by coating familiar, ubiquitous 
denim jeans in nanosized catalytic particles of titanium dioxide using specially 
designed washing detergent. When worn collectively, these garments break 
down harmful pollutants in the air. “There was something about this technol-
ogy that brought all humans together. You realize that your one part is . . . ​really 
important. It started a conversation about what humans are capable of.” Inno-
vatively every single jeans-wearer could help clean the air for fellow citizens.

Issues around immigration and asylum-seeking have become increas-
ingly weaponized around the world. Climate catastrophes, wars, impacts 
of colonization, and pollution are just some of the many reasons people 
choose—or are forced to—flee their homes. However, their arrival in, experi-
ences of, and sense of connection to new places are often imbued with hostility 
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and fear. A unique perspective on the sociocultural importance of connecting 
across cultures and experiences is provided by Dewi Cooke, CEO of The Social 

Studio. This not-for-profit social enterprise uses clothing and sewing skills 
to forge connections between more established Australian communities and 
newly arrived immigrant and asylum seekers. The Social Studio plays a critical 
role in mediating different communities, breaking down barriers, and raising 
awareness of the vast potential that diverse communities of people bring to 
Australian life. Dewi explains. “There’s so much for us to learn from new arriv-
als and people who have made these journeys to come here. They bring with 
them skills and abilities and cultural knowledge and craft-based knowledge 
that we can all only benefit from.” The Social Studio does this by celebrating 
the vibrancy, diversity, and joy of multiculturalism.

Strategies for connecting to place are central to Lucy Orta’s remarkable 
practice, which spans decades of groundbreaking design. Working together 
with partner Jorge, Lucy has been collaborating with community groups to 
tackle critical social and political issues around the world. This process incor-
porates inclusive methods and collaborative creative practice to empower and 
connect people on the margins of society, such as asylum seekers and prison 
residents. Writing about the Modular Architecture project, Lucy explains 
the need “to connect people and to build communities out of nowhere . . . ​
to give people the possibility of feeling part of a larger whole.” Her work is 
about developing “a feeling that you are part of a larger community with a 
set of values that are shared. It’s about citizenship and civic-ness. Once you 
have acquired a sense of place, belonging, community, there is potential for 
your voice to resonate.”

Through these interviews, this chapter shows how equality is often fought 
for, defended, and performed in “collective and coordinated movement in 
public space.”10 While very different in subject and practice, these connective 
wearable acts share elements of openness and surprise. Interviewees didn’t 
necessarily know what would happen when they created the conditions for 
connection by bringing communities together. As Donna Haraway writes, 
not everything can “be known in advance of engaging in the always messy 
projects of description, narration, intervention, inhabiting, conversing, 
exchanging and building.”11 What these wearables show is how small ideas 
can take shape, grow in scale, and impact how change can happen.
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Pussyhat Project

Krista Suh (she/her/hers)

Los Angeles, United States
https://kristasuh.com/the-pussyhat/

Krista Suh is a craftivist, writer, and co-creator and co-founder of the Pussyhat 
Project. Pussyhats being a distinctive handknitted pink hat with two pointy ears 
that gained global fame and created a highly visual “sea of pink” on the first 
Women’s March on Washington in 2017. What is striking about the Pussyhat 
is its handcrafted ordinariness. Much like the creativity evident in protest signs 
and banners, each hat was uniquely handmade in pink wool. We were struck by 
the way such a small and mundane wearable could be used as a powerful tool for 
choreographing protest marches and symbolizing a collective positive and pro-
gressive message. Here Krista talks about how she uses traditional women’s textile 
crafts like knitting and crochet as a tool for protest and community organizing.

How and when did you come up with the idea of the Pussyhat?

I felt very devastated by the results of the 2016 US presidential election. And 
I know, this is somewhat for posterity, but even now, it’s hard to remember 
that in 2016 everyone was saying Hillary Clinton was going to win. I was 
so excited to have the first female US president. I had campaigned for her. 
When news of her loss came out, I was very, I mean, “devastated” really is the 
word; it can sound hyperbolic, but in this case, it really wasn’t. I definitely 
did not feel alone in that. It really was felt throughout the US. Just a couple 
of days after the election, news of the Women’s March started bubbling up. 
And I just knew immediately that I wanted to go.

I didn’t know the people running it. Most of them were in [Washing-
ton] DC or gathering in DC. So the only thing I could do was really on 
my own person, on my own body. I decided that I wanted to do something 
visual on my body, because it’s such a visual world. Humans are always 
so visual, but especially in this digital age, one striking image can just go 
around the world. I’ve always been struck by images, particularly the clash 
of patriarchy with feminism or femininity. I was trying to think what I 
could wear or what sign I could hold up. My mind sort of raced through 
a bunch of different ideas including just marching naked. It also occurred 
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to me at that point that it would be very cold in DC in January. That 
is actually what gave me the idea. Plus, I had been really obsessed with 
knitting at the time. I could make my own hat. And I thought, wow, that 
felt right. That felt more meaningful than walking naked and, you know, 
certainly more cozy.

I felt there was a sizzle to making my own protest gear with my own 
hands. And you know, I call it magic, you could call it meaning, there was 
definitely significance to that. So I knew I was working with something 
there. And the next aha moment, so to speak, was when I realized that I 
was a beginner knitter and if I can make this hat, anyone could. I could see 
a sea of pink in front of me. Because what I’d learned about the knitting 
community since becoming addicted that summer, was that everyone is very 
generous. There’s this great desire not only to make things but to give them 
away. I realized we could harness that power.

There’s this great desire not only to make things but to give them away. 
I realized we could harness that power.

Can you tell us why the Pussyhat took such a distinctive shape and color? 
And what impact these design decisions made in a public protest context?

For me as an artist, even when I put together an outfit, I’m always thinking 
first and foremost about the silhouette. Do I stand out? Am I making a 
statement? With hats, the common silhouette is a hat with one point like 
a beanie on top. And maybe there’s a pompom there, maybe it reaches a 
point there. And I really wanted to have two points, I had that image in 
my mind. One of my favorite yarn stores had a hat for children like that 
called the kitty hat. It was so striking because there are two points to that. 
And so even if you didn’t see the color pink and you didn’t see who the 
person was, it would just stand out, like, “oh, there are two points here.” 
And I feel like people don’t talk about that enough but that really sets the 
Pussyhat apart.

I just knew that women would be dropping everything, but also not 
dropping everything to get to the Women’s March. They’d also be handling 
stuff at home. They’d be handling whoever also wanted to come with them. 
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Figure 4.1

Krista Suh. 

Credit: Krista Suh
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They would be planning, hypervigilant, working, stressed and tense. And 
I wanted that moment, where they get to the march, for someone to hand 
them a hat and for them to realize someone is taking care of them. They can 
be taken care of as well and to just have that amazing breakdown and sweet 
relief all at once. I was after that moment, creating that moment. Of course, 
I know, there are many stories. The beautiful thing about the Pussyhat is 
that everyone has their own story about the Pussyhat. And all of them are 
amazing.

The beautiful thing about the Pussyhat is that everyone has their own 
story about the Pussyhat. And all of them are amazing.

And I think what’s interesting about the Pussyhat—and I know Jayna 
[Zweiman], my cofounder, is very passionate about this element of it as 
well—is that the Pussyhat was a tactile way for you to be there without 
being there in body. Instead of giving money to a cause to help hold the 
protest, you were creating something with your own hands. It’s like that 
body particle, that magic particle that is transferred to the hat and sent 
off to that march.

There was also a backlash to the Pussyhat. Some people call it faculty 
lounge politics and that it was a little bit more like a philosophical situation 
versus on the ground. But of course, they’re very connected. One of the main 
complaints was that not all women have pussies, and not all pussies are pink. 
Which was so funny to me in that, like, I didn’t even know pussies were 
supposed to be pink actually, because mine isn’t.

What role does handknitting and crocheting play in protest?

What we were trying to say as a whole march, not just the pussyhatters part 
of it, but the march itself, was that women needed to be respected. And 
we were not being respected in policy and culture. We were being disre-
spected. And yet we knew inherently, even though we forget sometimes, 
that we deserve respect. Knitting and crocheting as soft craft skills perfectly 
matched to this because they are often disrespected, considered lesser arts. 
And yet, inherently, we know how powerful they are. And we showed that 
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at the march, so it was really intertwined, the form and the content there. 
And even if the average marcher couldn’t articulate that, they knew it deep 
down; they felt it.

Knitting and crocheting as soft craft skills perfectly matched to this 
because they are often disrespected, considered lesser arts. And yet, 
inherently, we know how powerful they are.

Who would have thought that this old school thing my grandma might 
have done is freaking people out, right? I’m also an artist. I’ve shown in gal-
leries, but I just prefer the term “craftivist” in relation to the Pussyhats. Art is 
more revered than craft. To call it art was almost buying into the patriarchal 
values of like, “Oh, now that we are successful, we’re art now.” No, we’re 
craft. I see it as art, but I wanted to make the point of it being craft. I felt 
that was actually inherent to, ironically, the art of it. I feel on many different 
levels that, once it was successful, all of a sudden people wanted to associate 
themselves with it in a lot of different ways. But I just want to remind people, 
especially in the early parts of their creating, that actually the end stuff doesn’t 

Figure 4.2

A crowd of people holding placards on the Women’s March 2017. 

Photo: Vlad Tchompalov on Unsplash, https://unsplash​.com​/photos​/crowd​-of​-people​

-holding​-placards​-KHxxCc8XMNE
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matter. It helps in terms of maybe soothing your ego but actually it’s not a 
label you have to seek outside of yourself.

I think it’s also about the importance of the body because there’s so much 
machine stuff happening. There’s certain crochet that machines literally can’t 
create. There was a tweet after the Women’s March where some Republican 
lawmaker was scoffing at it and asking, “Are these made in China?” And 
people were like, “No, these are handmade—how dare you!” And someone 
with a trained eye could actually see that those particular hats in the photo 
were crocheted. There’s no machine that could do it like this.

The fact that they’re handmade actually made it even more valuable. 
We were giving out something that shocked people. People give out pins or 
pens but no one was giving out an entire handmade piece of clothing. So, 
the fact that it was different, the fact that it was very luxurious, it actually 
meant something. It really felt like a gift people appreciated versus them just 
being like, “Oh, I’ll do you a favor and wear this.”

It’s handmade, it’s super meaningful, other people are wearing them, 
and you would be helping us by wearing them. It was a totally different 
experience to be a part of a march like that. And because each hat was con-
nected to a person who made it, or who wore it, it created that bond. I chose 
the number 1.17 million as a goal. One, it’s very like, “Whoa!” It just excites 
people. Two, it gets people to be like “Oh my god, they obviously can’t do 
that themselves. I’ve got to help them!” And three, it was the number of 
people who fit on the National Mall. We wanted to have enough to give 
everyone one, should they want one.

Yarn stores are a natural gathering point, I think, for all sorts of life 
moments, it’s such a community place. I wrote a letter to activate the yarn 
stores and basically explained to them that they could be a collection, drop 
off, or donation point for Pussyhats.

What in your opinion is the role of wearables in protest now and in the future?

I think the Pussyhat was so effective because it took people by surprise. Why? 
Because people don’t respect clothing and women. It’s just like how women’s 
work is not appreciated and often not paid for. I’m not an economist, but 
I just think it’s so fascinating that the economy would literally crumble if 
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Figure 4.3

Pussyhat Project knit pattern. 

Credit: Krista Suh and Jayna Zweiman co-created and cofounded the Pussyhat Project / Kat 

Coyle designed the Pussy Power Hat / Aurora Lady created the original illustrations
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we actually started paying women. So how magical is that, that you need us 
that badly? The reason why clothing feels so primal is because in this modern 
world, we don’t value touch as much. And yet, clothing touches our bodies 
and moves with us all the time. We feel it, we create it, and we put it on 
ourselves. It creates this visual statement everywhere you go.

I think the Pussyhat was so effective because it took people by surprise. 
Why? Because people don’t respect clothing and women.

I do think there’s a significance with the Pussyhat, that it’s not just a 
piece of clothing, but a hat in particular. I was thinking of the actual envi-
ronment where we’d want to be wearing this. A fun and successful part of 
the Pussyhat was because it was on the top of your head. When you gather 
together, it creates an aerial sea of pink. You create something together with 
that. So, I think clothing is really powerful in that way. The hat also fits 
many body types. Even if you have a bigger head or a smaller head, there’s 
a size for you.

I think it’s so interesting that it was both very easy and very revolution-
ary. And I think that’s what drew people to this project and to this item of 
clothing. Because it’s easy to just plop this on your head. You don’t have to 
zip up a whole bunch of things. It’s one motion, it’s so easy. It’s also very 
eye-catching. And wearing it takes a certain amount of confidence. If not 
self-confidence, then confidence in your belief, in the cause. There’re so many 
people who were happy to wear them who were like, “Oh, I never wear pink 
but here I’m going to do this.” Some people who felt like they were breaking 
every rule they were ever taught in order to wear it. I think you needed both 
elements. Because I think if it was just easy, it wouldn’t be meaningful to do 
it, and it wouldn’t have really gathered steam.

I think putting out a design takes audacity. Putting out an outfit or 
expressing yourself takes audacity, and unfortunately, I think women’s auda-
ciousness is really, really dampened by our world. And, I really want to fix 
that. I wrote my book DIY Rules for a WTF World because I wanted people 
to know that, while I’m really proud of coming up with idea for the Pussyhat,12 
I actually don’t think that’s what makes me special. I think we all have great 
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ideas all the time. We all have this capability. If anything makes me special, it’s 
that I nurtured my great idea—most of us have not been taught to nurture our 
own creativity, which is something I had to teach myself. That’s why I wrote 
DIY Rules for a WTF World, which is basically a how-to book about how to 
access your own creativity and bring it out, to nurture your great ideas.

It was both very easy and very revolutionary.

I don’t know what technology is going to be like in the future, but 
whatever it is, people will respond and do things that play on the new nor-
mal. Any fashionista, or artist, or protester looks at how you effectively do 
something out of the ordinary. I’d like to think that this is such a punk thing 
to do. What makes something like the Pussyhat effective is that it’s out of the 
ordinary, but it’s not way out of the ordinary and so it was still in people’s 
comfort zones.
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Catalytic Clothing

Helen Storey (she/her/hers)

London, United Kingdom
http://www​.catalytic​-clothing​.org

Catalytic Clothing is a collaborative project developed by artist and designer Helen 
Storey and chemist Tony Ryan. It utilizes the combined power of science and art 
to tackle air pollution by creating a laundry detergent that transforms garments 
into air purifiers. The project is a fascinating example of how ordinary items like 
clothing can be a powerful force for social and environmental good if applied on 
a large scale. Here Helen reflects on the potential of interdisciplinary collabora-
tions, the urgency of the task she and Tony took on, and the challenges they faced 
when trying to get their technology adapted for contemporary business models.

What is Catalytic Clothing and how did it begin?

It was inspired by the comment of a twelve-year-old girl in a workshop dur-
ing the project Wonderland (2008), where we were looking at the precious-
ness of plastic. She just looked up at us and said, “Why don’t scientists just 
make more of what already exists?”

Tony, my collaborator from the University of Sheffield, was stunned by 
this comment and went off for a sandwich to think about it. And when he 
came back, we started looking at other things, not to solve necessarily, but to 
try and find alternative ways of addressing a social problem and the notion 
of air pollution landed.

We came across a form of technology to purify air that was being used 
on the pavements around Westminster and on a school wall in Camden. 
We looked at the limitations of that technology, which was basically put-
ting the catalyst onto urban surfaces. We then thought, what if you put the 
technology on us? If you were to unfold every fiber of the clothes that we 
were wearing (in effect, a tennis court worth of surface area), this technology 
could utilize a surface that’s not doing anything.

Clothes tell others something about our personality and what we like 
and don’t like, what we believe and we don’t believe in, the tribes we want to 
belong to, etc. But in technical terms, it’s not doing anything. So, at that 
point we realized that “we” were probably the answer. If we could get that 
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technology onto our existing clothing, it’s not about buying anything new. 
That might be a very effective way to be able to deal with pollution. And a 
rather beautiful way as well.

If we could get that technology onto our existing clothing, it’s not about 
buying anything new. That might be a very effective way to be able to deal 
with pollution. And a rather beautiful way as well.

The problem exists in most cities around the world. We did look at 
other delivery mechanisms, some ridiculous, such as: you’re walking through 
the tube station barriers and tapping your Oyster payment card, could we 
spray the bottom half of your clothing for you? I find the best projects start 
in the area of being preposterous and then they come back down to some-
thing that’s deliverable, rather than what is deemed to be practical and then 

Figure 4.4

Helen Storey (University of the Arts London) and Tony Ryan (University of Sheffield) with an 

exhibit of a first prototype for an air-purifying dress. 

Credit and photo: Tony Ryan and Helen Storey—Catalytic Clothing
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trying to push it up to the inspirational. So, we often have very preposterous 
conversations.

I think when you start off with dreams, you end up with something that 
is more effective. And you end up with something that brings together the 
rational and the emotional. There’s a technological solution, but if people 
don’t (in this case) wear it, or use it, it’s pointless. So, it’s about the psychology 
behind why one does things and fitting it in with human behavior as we find 
it. Piggybacking our natures, rather than trying to change something seems 
to be the way to go, especially when you’re coming up with something new 
that hasn’t been thought of quite in that way before. Whether it’s climate 
change, pollution, or poverty, there are some problems in the world that are 
so huge we often find it very hard to find what part we can play. And even 
if we find a part we can play, we wonder whether our tiny little action will 
make any difference whatsoever.

Whether it’s climate change, pollution, or poverty, there are some prob
lems in the world that are so huge we often find it very hard to find what 
part we can play.

What is the specific problem that you’re seeking to address?

We wanted to take out as many pollutants as we could from the air. The 
catalytic converters13 in cars don’t, so we picked up where they leave off. But 
you need to have scale for it to have an impact. So, we developed the idea 
of putting it in your laundry powder, or laundry detergent.14 This was the 
mechanism to put it onto the clothes you already own. So, it’s for everybody 
who washes their clothes, a way to radicalize what you already own.

We discovered that denim was the most efficacious surface and then real-
ized also that there are more pairs of jeans on the planet than there are people. 
If we could get it onto people’s jeans, an item of clothing that people throw 
away the least, because people seem to form particular personal attachments 
to jeans. People wear their jeans in ways that they don’t with other garments. 
So, jeans seemed to be the way.

And that was the beginning of realizing that the business model for 
this was going to be really challenging for people. We were speaking to a 
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company who were massive in terms of the jeans market, and they were only 
interested if they could have it exclusively. They only wanted to purify the air 
if it was on their jeans. But there’s no point doing this—clean air belongs to 
everybody—we are in trouble if we think we can, or should, brand the air.

How exactly does it work?

It needs movement to work and there’re more of us moving around than 
there are buildings that could hold the same technology. It’s quite basic, 
really. None of us walks around naked. We all wear something. We’re just 

Figure 4.5

Imagined packaging for Catclo, as a laundry product, as part of public conversations about the 

technology in launderettes in Manchester, United Kingdom. 

Credit: Catalytic Clothing / Photo and box designs: DED Design
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piggybacking off human nature as we find it. So, we thought, “Let’s get 
something that is doing an incredible job for human health onto something 
that everybody has.”

As you are walking, you are actually passing the purified air off the sur-
face of your clothing to the person behind you. So, somebody else benefits a 
few seconds before you do. I think with COVID-19, we’re living in a differ
ent world that might be more receptive to it now, but back then there was a 
question around how you promote a technology or product where someone 
else benefits before you, even if it’s infinitesimal in terms of time. So that was 
a challenge as well. Now, with mask wearing being as much for others’ safety 
as your own, perhaps Catalytic Clothing would stand a psychological chance.

We also looked at what different cultures wore. We realized that Indian 
women with their sarees were probably the most potent air purifiers on 
Earth. I can’t remember the meterage exactly, but they wear a lot of cloth 
in one garment. The nature of it is quite transparent and light, so sunlight 
can still get through multiple layers. UV light being the trigger for the 
catalyst to work.

It was about looking at something that we are all doing anyway and will 
always do, rather than making it special in some way and therefore limiting 
who could have it. So it wasn’t so much to do with fashion and design, it was 
more to do with what we all do.

How difficult is it to change existing practices?

We were trying to get it into a familiar and everyday system, hence the idea 
of a laundry product. You wash it onto your clothes, a bit like a two-in-one 
shampoo if you like and we’re the conditioner. We did a huge amount of 
research on the impact of water. The water that puts this catalyst onto your 
clothing, what does it do further downstream? We found out that it actually 
helps sort sewage further downstream. But then in helping to sort it, it would 
potentially put another industry out of business, because it would be doing 
by default what their chemical puts into the sewer system.

We also found that it knocks out scent. And for a laundry product, 
that’s pretty disastrous. So, whilst working with another big global com
pany who were looking to put it into their laundry products, they realized 
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it was a threat to all their existing ones. It speaks to a psychology of how we 
are convinced something is clean, by how it smells, but if there was noth-
ing to smell, would that have a detrimental effect on your sense of wearing 
something clean?

It was a fascinating project, because on the one hand, it was vastly inspi-
rational. But it very quickly started pushing at all the business models. We 
wanted to offer it to the world for free. We wanted to share it as a concept 
and share it as a form of technology. We actually looked into titanium diox-
ide, which was the naturally occurring compound that we were using, so we 
looked at if the whole world suddenly started using this product, would it 
become depleted?

We worked out that it wouldn’t necessarily become depleted. We worked 
out that you only need a really tiny amount for it to be active and on your 
clothes forever. And that led to another challenge, which is that most compa-
nies aren’t interested in selling you something once. They want you to come 
back and buy something again and again and again. So, then the question 
is, do we try and find a way to modify the dose, so that it wears off? So you 
have to go back and buy more. This, in terms of the world that we’re living 
in now, feels disgusting.

It was such an interesting project because it made us realize it was an 
idea before its time. Even though it worked.

That is so fascinating. How did people respond to the project?

There was something about this technology that brought all humans 
together. You realize that your one part is really, really important. It started 
a conversation about what humans are capable of. It reminded everybody 
that we can be the smartest species on earth and we just need to think and 
behave differently. It’s often the process of colliding disciplines that gets you 
to a place that neither discipline could have got you to on their own. And I’ve 
been doing that now for about twenty years and I never cease to be amazed 
by what comes out of a deliberate collision of creative opposites.

There was something about this technology that brought all humans 
together. You realize that your one part is really, really important.
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Apart from when politics stopped us getting further, it was actually a 
very human experience that was unpoliticized as a project. There’s nothing 
more fundamental than breathing. It’s the thing we take most for granted 
and fear being threatened, whether it’s through asthma, or what COVID-
19 can do to our lungs. You’re talking about something that is instinctively 
precious to every individual, and that cuts through politics and any other 
construct that you put around someone. It’s the making of something that’s 
truly and simultaneously universal and personal, and that’s the power behind 
the project.

Can you talk a little more about what interdisciplinary collaboration brings 
to this type of work?

Well, I now can’t imagine not doing it. I wouldn’t do a project that didn’t 
have that component in it. The nature of my collaborations has changed over 
the years, and the reason to design has changed over the years. But I actually 
find designing and sticking to a silo of a particular industry, or particular 
practices, is greatly limiting and to some degree a bit selfish.

It suggests that what you do is the only thing that’s important. It often 
ties itself to career ladders. It often ties itself to the more egotistic side of 
creating things. What I find in colliding opposites is that there’s a loosening 
up of the self.

Many artists would probably find different ways of saying this, but to 
actually be free of the self when you realize you have entered a space where 
there is no allegiance to what knowledge is, is amazing. But it’s how that 
knowledge reveals itself. It’s utterly thrilling to be in that space and it’s life 
affirming for everybody involved. And once you’ve experienced it, you can’t 
really go back to a single discipline.

I think it’s really important to find the right human being first, who 
happens to be an absolute expert in an area of science. You form a bond and 
trust each other. Each of the scientists I have worked with, and Tony is not 
an exception, wanted to be able to communicate their world and knowledge 
more, and this project gave them another way of being able to speak of that 
world to a big audience. In our case, it was the area of fashion and clothes 
that we were in.
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It’s not a technical experiment in that sense. It uses the language of art 
and the humanity of art, to demystify the complexity of areas that ordinary 
human beings won’t go near for fear of not being able to understand. And 
in that you come up with a completely new language, and often because it’s 
in material form, it is literally beyond the limits of language.

And people become curious and connect to something without the fear 
of being stupid or not being clever enough to get it. Because you’ve given 
them an alternative way in. And because of COVID-19, it’s become more 
everyday. Societal interest in the world of science has meant that science 
has found better ways to communicate with the general public. Everything 
from how can we possibly vote unless we understand the rudimentaries of 
science and how it affects our lives, right through to teaching young children.

If we can’t find ways of grabbing their imagination, a lot of potential new 
scientists of the future might never gravitate towards it, and I’m particularly 
thinking of girls. So, it’s a process of coming up with a new language. We 
often call it “making purple.” If art is red and science is blue, we’ve come to 
a shade of purple that didn’t exist before, as a way of being able to connect 
to the truth of what science can tell us.

What’s next for Catalytic Clothing?

We recently put our toe back in the water because we realized that COVID-
19 was giving us a democracy around the world where everybody is affected 
by the same thing at the same time. This is the same as air pollution. Look 
at the race to develop the vaccination and the speed at which we did that. 
Perhaps there was a temperature around that that said, “Look what we can 
do.” “Look what we’re capable of.” And maybe we could piggyback on these 
times. The other thing we realized is that with COVID-19 testing, there are 
now mechanisms for being able to test things universally. So we could do a 
citywide trial much more easily to measure the levels of pollution that were 
cleaned up.

On the altruism front, we are now getting used to the fact that I wear a 
mask to protect you as much as to protect me, so there’s also a sense of the 
public experiencing doing something for others on a mass scale. So, you 
could say that, because of COVID-19, this technology would stand its best 
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chance to exist now. But the delivery mechanisms and the barriers between 
government departments, industry, and the need to make profit in particular 
ways still prevents it from happening.

There’s a price to pay for thinking of ideas early or doing things first—it’s 
often the second or the third entity that tries it who is the one that benefits. 
I’ve tried to develop a resilience to that, or normalize the fact that the things 
that we come up with often aren’t yet of their time. I think it’s changed 
recently, and I’ve started working a lot with Syrian refugees because there’s 
something about being so close to that frontline that makes me outraged 
that things can’t happen at the pace that they should happen. Refugees have 
a huge amount to teach us about all our futures.

But, ultimately, I think our failing is that we are, on the one hand, a spec-
tacular species when it comes to imagining solutions, but that the current 
mechanisms and business models in place, and the relationships between 
industry and governments across different types of territorially-held depart-
ments, haven’t evolved enough to enable what we’re capable of doing, what 
we are able to improve for everyone—and that’s where we get stuck, and 
that’s why some great ideas just hang in the air.
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The Social Studio

Dewi Cooke (she/her/hers)

Melbourne, Australia
https://thesocialstudio​.org

Dewi Cooke is CEO of The Social Studio, a not-for-profit social enterprise that 
uses clothing and sewing as tools to train, celebrate, and showcase new migrant 
and refugee communities in Australia. The studio has helped hundreds of indi-
viduals reach their potential by creating pathways to exciting careers and oppor-
tunities. It plays a critical role in raising awareness of the vast array of possibilities 
and benefits that diverse communities of people bring to public life in Australia. 
Dewi is also a multimedia journalist and editor with broad interests in immigra-
tion, welfare, and community arts. Here she talks to us about the long-term 
legacy of The Social Studio, how it connects people together through the language 
of positivity, and why it is still as urgent and essential today as when it started.

What is The Social Studio and what does it do?

The Social Studio is a not-for-profit social enterprise. We teach clothing and 
textile production skills, and also skills across design, fashion, and the broader 
creative arts, to people from refugee and migrant backgrounds. Addition-
ally we use art and creativity to provide social connections and break down 
some of the barriers that might exist for those communities to participate in 
Australian society, but also to showcase and highlight the inherent abilities 
of diverse creators and to celebrate their talents.

We use art and creativity to provide social connections and break down 
some of the barriers that might exist for those communities to partici-
pate in Australian society, but also to showcase and highlight the inher-
ent abilities of diverse creators and to celebrate their talents.

We’re quite a complex organization. So that’s the kind of broad, general 
statement. But within that we have a school, which teaches an accredited 
Certificate III in Apparel, Fashion, and Textiles, through the Royal Mel-
bourne Institute of Technology.

We also have a manufacturing studio, which creates work for third-
party clients, as well as our own fashion label. We have retail operations, 
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where we stock products by Bla(c)k,15 Indigenous, and culturally diverse 
creatives. And then we have this sort of fourth offer, which is our creative 
projects, and I guess community-based arts projects, where we’re working 
across a range of artistic communities, looking for talent and collabora-
tors. And sometimes not even looking for audience-based or product-based 
outcomes. We’re just looking for, almost, a therapeutic outcome. We’re 
using creativity. Like I said, it goes back to that original thread about art 
and creativity as a means for connection. So, there’s a lot happening all the 
time at The Social Studio, which makes it a very fun and dynamic place to 
work but hard to distill.

The Social Studio has been around since 2009. Can you explain a little about 
how and why it started?

I can’t take any credit for its creation. Dr Grace McQuilten had the vision—
through her previous work with refugee communities and her work within 
the arts—to create an organization that was really tackling barriers to educa-
tion for newly arrived refugee youth.

Figure 4.6

Credit: The Social Studio / Photo: Benjamin Thomson
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We worked with a small group of young people then from the South 
Sudanese community, and at that time in 2009, there was certainly a lot of 
handwringing within the Australian public about integration and these new 
communities starting up and not understanding the kind of context in which 
they sat. I think, to her credit, Grace, and the community of supporters that 
she worked with at the time, really saw how specifically fashion could be a way 
to reach those young people and create a safe space for them. And she’d tell you 
there are still some young men that she’s in contact with, who talk about how 
transformative it was for them to have somewhere that was just theirs, where 
they were not judged, where there was someone who just believed in them.

And they had a fledgling brand as well, which these young people par-
ticipated in and created, and they tried to sell. There was a sense of mastery 
that happens for people when their skills connect to their sense of self-
confidence and well-being. It’s the way we still operate and stay really true 
to those values.

It’s a nonjudgmental space, a community space, that takes people as they 
come, I guess, and I think, importantly, probably meets our students where 
they need to be met. So, some students come with skills, some students come 
with having never sewn before, some come with dreams of running their own 
label, and being a fashion icon. And some students just want to learn how 
to sew for their kids. And that’s all okay. As long as they have a goal, and a 
willingness to set a goal, then we can help them and facilitate whatever it is 
they want to achieve. I think that from the beginning, The Social Studio has 
always been that sort of place.

It really benefits from having a broad community of supporters from 
within the design and creative arts fields, who all want to share their knowl-
edge and their experience. And, I think that is something that Grace helped 
to set in training, by necessity, because there wasn’t a lot of resourcing in 
those early days; it was very much smell of an oily rag [getting by on a very 
small amount of money] or having to call in a lot of favors.

But that kind of goodwill has continued and now the Studio, even 
though we’re a more established organization, we still believe in tapping our 
networks and all of our privileges and turning them over to our students or 
participants in whatever stream they come to us. This gives them the chance 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2472070/book_9780262379090.pdf by guest on 21 November 2024



132    Chapter 4

that they might not ordinarily get if they were in more mainstream education 
or community-based settings.

Why was The Social Studio necessary then, and why do you think it is still 
necessary now?

It was really one of the first arts-based social enterprises to exist, I think, 
certainly in Melbourne. In this way, I guess there was a strong kind of foun-
dational belief in the community-based value of what it did, in terms of 
working with refugee communities and asylum-seeking communities.

It was also about reframing the narrative around new arrivals to Austra-
lia, and about really looking at that through a strengths-based lens. There’s 
so much for us to learn from new arrivals and people who have made these 
journeys to come here. They bring with them skills and abilities and cultural 
knowledge and craft-based knowledge that we can all only benefit from. So 
really, you know, trying to see the positive and seeing this as part of like a 
glorious development in our society and not a negative.

I don’t think that ever stops being relevant.

There’s so much for us to learn from new arrivals and people who have 
made these journeys to come here. They bring with them skills and 
abilities and cultural knowledge and craft-based knowledge that we 
can all only benefit from.

As an approach, Australia prides itself on being a multicultural country. 
It probably also believes it’s a very welcoming one. And I think that we can 
be a small little bubble of best practice compared to what that can actually 
look like in practice.

And it really strikes me sometimes when I see who comes to the Studio. 
Last year we had students from ten different countries. And one of the sweet-
est friendships was between a twenty-two-year-old Congolese woman and a 
fifty-year-old woman from China. They’re best friends, and they’ve gone on 
to do further study together now.

I just think that’s the dream and what you hope for . . . ​to have cross-
cultural connection, intergenerational knowledge sharing, and, you know, 
just genuine human connection. We’re a little microcosm of what that can 
be, which I think is what makes it still necessary.
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Figure 4.7

Credit: The Social Studio / Photo: Dewi Cooke

Very simply, why wearables? What is it about clothing or sewing that is a 
vehicle for social change?

I think there’re a few different answers. A simple one is everybody wears 
clothes. You know, we all need clothes. We all understand clothes. It also 
goes to the idea around confidence building. Learning how to sew is a 
process. There is a sort of start, middle, and end. From the very basic 
tote bag that students begin with to, by the end of their studies with us, 
more complicated bodices, gowns, and pattern making. I think when 
you can build towards a skillset, that builds with it a sense of mastery, 
and that naturally builds with it a confidence and belief in yourself. It’s 
very rewarding to, at the end of the process, have transformed a simple 
piece of cloth into something that has utility and function, and is also 
beautiful.

So, there’s something that’s very inherent in the process itself of clothing-
making. If you step away from the practicality of what the students do, 
and look at it from a cultural point of view, clothing, and cloth, and how 
we appear across all societies, can have meaning and value. It’s a way for 
us to communicate our cultural backgrounds, our faith backgrounds, our 
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geographies. So, there’s just a lot of rich meaning in clothing generally, right? 
You would appreciate that as researchers.

I think for our participants to be able to explore that is also something 
that’s very enriching. Because, if you come from a multicultural community 
in Australia, maybe you don’t get the chance to stamp your identity on your 
spaces that you interact with on a day-to-day basis as much. So this is one 
way, and one space, in which those students can express who they are, and 
perhaps where they come from. It’s not always cultural clothing, but certainly 
their sense of style, which is very personal to each person.

Can you talk a bit more about The Social Studio’s Who’s Afraid of Public 
Space event, because fears about difference and diversity in public space 
feature in a lot of public discourse.

That event on the steps of Parliament House in Victoria was an example 
of when fashion worn by, designed by, and made by diverse communities 
literally takes over a public space that is significant, symbolic. And it wasn’t, 
like, at all political. We don’t try to do political events, but it was quietly very 
effective because it was this celebration of diversity, but joyous and kind of 
unencumbered and not facilitated by those institutions. It was as though we 
popped up in this space, which was kind of the intention the whole time.

I thought that was a really interesting idea. I used to be a reporter, and 
I did a lot on, so to speak, “multicultural communities.” In the early 2000s, 
mid-to-late 2000s, and particularly within the South Sudanese community, 
there were a few very tragic deaths. The young people that I spoke to at the 
time were talking about the struggles of just being so visible, and standing out 
so much physically from the crowd. It made them a target, made them more 
conscious of themselves walking through space and engaging with space. And 
then layered on top of that is just the kind of evergreen conversation around 
like, where do young people have a right to exist? There are playgrounds for 
children, and there are restaurants for adults. But, where do teenagers and 
young adults get to go without causing suspicion? And when you are also a 
young person of color, how does that work for you?

So, I think that event was a really lovely antidote, you know, to some 
of those concerns, because people were just able to be there and be a really 
positive force and show off their skills. It was a really fun day.
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Figure 4.8

Credit: The Social Studio / Photo: Naomi Rahim
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How important is this antidote, as you say, and the joy of these kinds of 
events and communications? Can joy be seen as a political act?

I think it still surprises me how fundraising would be a lot easier for us if 
we were willing to take that path and tell the trauma of a story. Audiences 
still kind of want to understand people’s need or disadvantage, then they 
can figure out how they can help. And so, telling people about someone’s 
strengths makes it harder to understand how and why they need help. And 
that’s what we’re always trying to balance. We really try to be led by how our 
students and participants want their stories told or represented.

Some of our students don’t want to be on camera at all. And obviously 
we respect that. Some students love the camera, and are our poster children, 
and that’s great for them. But what we definitely don’t do, unless the students 
are comfortable with it, is talk about trauma, or the difficulties of life prior to 
coming to us. In some cases, it is relevant and possible, but we will only do 
that with the consent, or at the initiation of our students. I think that would 
be an easier narrative to present. To say, these are poor, disadvantaged, and 
disenfranchised people who need our help.

But instead . . . ​joy!
Almost a political decision itself is about choosing to say instead that 

these people bring light, wherever they go. Or who, through their skills and 
talents, are essential members of our team or have shown incredible growth. 
Those are the stories told at our events. It’s just a reflection of how people want 
their story to be represented. We’re not trying to shape it. It’s very natural.

We want to ask a bit more about making different people’s stories visible, 
especially for those who are, as you say, highly visible already. What other 
kinds of challenges or opportunities come with increased visibility?

Some students don’t even identify with being referred to as refugees or hav-
ing come from refugee backgrounds. They’re Somali or South Sudanese 
or Ethiopian. The refugee label is just how they came to Australia. It isn’t 
definitive of who they are.

And, sometimes we have to invoke that terminology because it makes it 
easier to talk about a group. It would be more complex to name every single 
country that we’ve ever worked with people from, because it would be a 
huge list. And we don’t necessarily want to be prescriptive. So, I think the 
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language we use is something that we are conscious of, and it really needs to 
be an ongoing conversation.

It also depends on the generation of the person that we’re working with, 
even though we have a huge base. We have some people who are a bit older, 
and they might care less about language, but a young person who’s come to 
Australia as an eight-year-old or a nine-year-old—how do they want to be? 
How do they want to talk about themselves and what’s important to them? 
We are cognizant of that. Language feels like a very dynamic discourse right 
now. When you talk about identity and culture and communities, a lot of 
our students may more closely define themselves as being a person of color 
or according to whatever ethnic group that they originally came from, so 
we are sensitive to that.

And I feel like that’s probably one of the things that we are working 
through because with that public visibility for some of our students comes 
those labels and we want to be able to be contemporary in terms of where 
they want to sit within the language.

What do you think The Social Studio has brought to Melbourne, to Australia, 
and even beyond?

Fashion is very different now with such diverse models on catwalks, in cam-
paigns and as the face of beauty brands and stuff. It’s easy to forget that just 
ten years ago, it was quite uncommon. And The Social Studio really did 
that. We put our student community front and center of all our campaigns 
and events and everything from the outset. And I don’t know if we’ve had a 
hand in changing that. But I think of us as being at the vanguard of shifting 
fashion’s lens to a more diverse, representative outlook. That is probably 
something that I would be happy to say that The Social Studio was a part of.

We’ve also shared our intellectual property with other organizations, 
such as The Social Outfit in Sydney. And we’ve had other similar organizations 
kind of emulate what we do, and we’ve not been shy about doing that because 
that’s part of the social enterprise ecosystem: knowledge-sharing and trying 
to expand the model.

I like to think we were one of the first arts-based social enterprises to 
unite the idea of creativity and social good in a business model. That’s some of 
our impact. We’ve been fortunate to come up with a few other organizations 
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in industries at the same time working with young people from refugee 
backgrounds and communities. All working towards that shift of narrative. 
And to provide that opportunity for those young people, I think that was 
part of our impact on a bigger scale.

And we’ve had international collaborators, which has been really great. 
I think people come into our space and immediately sense that there’s some-
thing unusual and exciting about the way we work and want to be part of it.

Are you going to keep doing what you’re doing, or do you have changes in 
mind for the future?

I think about this a lot because I’ve been CEO for two and a half years now. 
Obviously, every leader has their own strategy, and everyone has brought a 
different element to this studio over its time. But I think that is a sign of its 
strength. There is a core understanding of what it is we do and how we do it 
and why we do it. And the accredited training programs are the jewel in the 
crown for us and what we focus on.

A bit of a personal project of mine is thinking about class. Who gets to 
be an artist? Who gets to be a designer? Who gets to be in an exhibition? 
How do we break apart the institutions that prevent or that make it harder 
for people to engage: “You haven’t gone to the right universities,” or “You 
haven’t come from the right part of the city.” If you know Melbourne, it’s 
a very sort of scene-y place within arts and design. And we’re like, let’s just 
turn over all that opportunity to the people who come to us. It’s about 
dismantling all those barriers to participation and getting our students and 
participants in there.

Somebody said to me once, in a positive way: “You guys are like the 
gatekeepers.” And I was like, “No, that’s exactly what we don’t want be!” But 
then I was like, well, maybe we are. But we open the gate for people who 
don’t get to go through it normally. And that’s okay. We can facilitate all this 
experience and opportunity for people who don’t get into ordinary spaces, 
who wouldn’t get the chance. That’s part of the ongoing conversation—
how do we ensure that we’re always turning over all those opportunities 
to others?
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Refuge Wear and Nexus Architecture

Lucy Orta (she/her/hers)

London, United Kingdom
https://www​.studio​-orta​.com

Lucy Orta is a renowned British visual artist committed to addressing indi-
vidual body and community structures and their relation to key social and eco-
logical challenges. Working in collaboration with her partner Jorge Orta under 
the banner of Lucy + Jorge Orta, she responds to political shifts, social inequality, 
and the climate emergency. A core theme of her international research concerns 
investigating migration and interwoven ecosystems through the medium of 
protective clothing apparel. Here Lucy generously shares insights from two 
bodies of work, Refuge Wear and Nexus Architecture, in which clothing is innova-
tively used as portable, modular, and autonomous survival enclosures, designed 
for collective well-being and community action.

Your creative work spans decades and covers a diverse range of topical sub-
jects and outputs. How did wearables as a medium and subject matter first 
emerge in your practice?

While working in the fashion industry, I began making experimental cloth-
ing in response to the changing times. The first Gulf (Iraq) War broke out in 
the early 1990s, the consequences of which changed my trajectory. I gravi-
tated away from fashion to reflect on clothing as a research practice. I started 
thinking about solutions to the humanitarian appeals for warm clothing and 
shelter for Iraqi and Kurdish refugees fleeing the war zones. The “clothes” I 
started drawing would become known as Refuge Wear.

The first response I made was the Habitent, a one-person tent with tele-
scopic armatures that converted into a poncho. I drew on the knowledge I 
had of pattern cutting and the material properties of aluminum-coated fab-
ric. I was interested in combining the different functionalities of basic human 
survival (by reflecting body heat from the surface membrane of the fabric), 
mobility (for migrant populations), and waterproofing (against adverse 
conditions and hardship). I saw the body as a fragile, vulnerable being 
that needed immediate and urgent protection. I didn’t see Refuge Wear 
prototypes as clothing; they were a means of survival—something read-
ily available, convertible, lightweight, mobile, and transformable. These 
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concepts led me to think about the issues affecting homelessness—the idea 
that clothing can become a temporary shelter and a shelter becomes cloth-
ing, which might also benefit people living on the streets. Clothing could 
become an emergency aid—a stop-gap solution to potentially save lives.

Clothing could become an emergency aid—a stop-gap solution to 
potentially save lives.

Modular Architecture (1996) and Connector Mobile Architecture (2000) 
evolved out of Refuge Wear. These are individual bivouacs which connect via 
long zippers to form a communicative structure. These zips allowed for easy 
disconnection to avoid infringing on personal space. The modularity of these 
structures was an important concept, alongside the notion of flexibility. The 
sculptures needed to adapt to rapidly changing situations. They needed to 

Figure 4.9

Refuge Wear—Habitent, 1992–1993. 

Credit: Lucy + Jorge Orta / Photo: Pierre Leguillon
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connect people and to build communities out of nowhere, to give people 
the possibility of feeling part of a larger whole.

They needed to connect people and to build communities out of 
nowhere, to give people the possibility of feeling part of a larger whole.

During the mid-’90s, I also started developing Nexus Architecture, 
exploring how clothing could tackle loneliness or indifference, or even bridge 
cultures by bringing people physically in contact with each other. Not just a 
few people, but hundreds at the same time and across continents.

After 2000, I began collaborating more closely with my partner, Jorge. 
Human survival and mobility remained constant subjects of our investiga-
tion. We also started working with broader societal problems such as lack 
of natural resources (water), environmental degradation, species loss; these 
became focal points for our practice.

Who are you imagining when you make your work?

While creating Refuge Wear, I began conversations with a group of formerly 
homeless people to test the survival concepts based on their experiences liv-
ing on the streets. This was in conjunction with a residency that I undertook 
at the Salvation Army hostel in Paris in 1994. Listening and learning from 
them, I was able to design new functionalities according to their sugges-
tions. But the work was never actually designed to be worn on an everyday 
basis; Refuge Wear and Body Architecture were experimental prototypes and 
they were presented in exhibitions as a public platform to engage a range of 
people in discussion and to draw attention to the failing social system. The 
attention they gained resonated with architects and designers who went on 
to develop functional industrial structures.

With Nexus Architecture, the premise of the work was to connect as many 
different groups of people as possible from around the world irrespective 
of gender, faith, color of skin, etc. A Nexus Architecture suit is quite simply 
a basic hooded worker’s overall with a tube of fabric stitched on the back 
and front (the nexus), which connects a series of suits together via an open-
ended zipper, creating an interlinked chain of wearers. This uniform item of 
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clothing became a nonhierarchical means to negotiate relationships between 
people and to experiment with ways people might cooperate as a connected 
group. The symbolic manifestation of all the connected people gives rise to 
a collective body—demonstrating our fundamental human interconnected-
ness and that one person’s actions can have huge consequences for the whole 
group.

Through the public performances known as Nexus Architecture Inter-
ventions, over the span of several years, I could metaphorically connect a 
range of people across continents. I also physically brought people together 
through staging workshops. The workshops enabled the creation of new 
sets of contextual suits using textiles sourced locally. In Johannesburg, we 
sourced local Kangas,16 and in Hangzhou, locally woven jacquard fabrics 
were donated to the workshops. We chose woodblock prints in India, and 
we silkscreen printed the fabric with symbols and messages relevant to the 
local communities we collaborated with. As the work gained a reputation, 

Figure 4.10

Nexus Architecture Interventions 1993–1998. 

Credit: Lucy + Jorge Orta
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groups who wanted to wear Nexus Architecture to manifest their opinions 
contacted me. I made a set of suits for teenagers living in a care home, spe-
cifically for their participation in the World March Against Child Labour. 
And Nexus Suits were created and worn for marches against air pollution, 
against climate change. The work began to take on a more political mean-
ing in this context.

How does your practice combine possibility, practicality, and politics?

In the 1990s, I was a consultant for Premiere Vision, the textiles trade fair in 
Paris, so I was extremely lucky to have access to the most innovative textiles 
of the time. Materials became a starting point for many of the sculptures I 
made. I was particularly interested in new technical developments, such as 
the “breathable” membranes, Teflon coatings, Kevlar fibers, anti-abrasive, 
anti-shock, bulletproof, fire-resistant, etc. I interpreted the technical proper-
ties of the fabrics into metaphorical ideas. I designed a psychological refuge 
using textiles that filtered electromagnetic waves and, for Refuge Wear Sur-
vival Sacs, I used a thermochromic fabric that changed color to warn against 
freezing temperatures.

The most important aspect was the potential for the work to spark 
imagination, not necessarily the functionality. I wanted to prompt others 
to invent new solutions. Refuge Wear resembles anoraks, rucksacks, and 
sleeping bags simultaneously: the items transform, and the instructions 
for how to convert them are visible, printed on the fabric. Although the 
practical applications are inherent in the design, I hoped the work could 
be as open-ended as possible and function as a catalyst for new and better 
ideas to evolve.

I was deeply influenced by what we were living through at the time. 
The social and economic context of the deep global recession in the early 
1990s encouraged my research practice. I was able to use clothing to express 
what was happening around us. Clothing had an immediacy because it was 
mobile and agile, flexible and modular. As I mentioned previously, I didn’t 
see myself as a designer of clothing. I was an artist, imagining new possibili-
ties, new futures, new spaces of habitation, of coexistence in a society that 
was becoming more hostile.
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I think all the work I’ve been discussing enables a sense of place and 
belonging. A feeling that you are part of a larger community with a set 
of values that are shared.

I think all the work I’ve been discussing enables a sense of place and 
belonging. A feeling that you are part of a larger community with a set of 
values that are shared. It’s about citizenship and civic-ness. Once you have 
acquired a sense of place, belonging, community, there is potential for your 
voice to resonate. Confidence is expressed by wearing the sculptures. For 
example: the teenagers who commissioned the Nexus Architecture, for the 
World March Against Child Labour. Their slogans were printed on the tex-
tiles to manifest their rights and place in the world. For this group, it was 
fundamental to inhabit the work, to be a visible part of a community, to take 
part in the march, to be at the heart of the discussion because they are the 
ones who are personally affected by the abuse of their fundamental rights.

What do your interventions do?

The interventions enable the work to be in dialogue with audiences. The 
work becomes present and active in public space and, through these public 
manifestations, render the invisible more visible. For example, placing Refuge 
Wear in locations around Paris, London, and New York in squats, railway 
stations, and subway stations was a way of drawing attention to the com-
munities of people living on the margins and fringes of our cities.

Out of the many Nexus Architecture interventions, it’s worth mentioning 
the 2nd Johannesburg Biennale (1997). This intervention was made possible 
through workshops with migrant Zulu women from the Usindiso shelter. 
Each woman made her Nexus Suit, choosing her fabric print as a means of 
self-expression. The final designs were paraded during the biennale opening 
and in the streets of their neighborhood.

This public intervention was very emotional because the women were so 
proud to show their designs, to demonstrate their strength of connectedness 
through the metaphor of the Nexus—the social link. During the walk, they 
spontaneously broke into the “Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika”, the national anthem, a 
significant song for the Black workers during the apartheid era. Singing that 
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Figure 4.11

Modular Architecture—The Unit x 10, performance at the Foundation Cartier, Paris, 1996. 

Credit: Lucy + Jorge Orta / Photo: John Akehurst

out loud in public attracted other people who joined spontaneously and cre-
ated a longer nexus chain, filled with Black and white passers-by not wearing 
Nexus Suits. This intervention was a potent manifestation of solidarity and 
connectedness, particularly after the oppression of the apartheid.

This public intervention was very emotional because the women were so 
proud to show their designs, to demonstrate their strength of connected-
ness through the metaphor of the Nexus—the social link.

The workshop also helped upskill the women with basic pattern-cutting 
and sewing techniques to stimulate them to become financially independent. 
At the end of the project, I mentioned that if the women continued to make 
suits to sell on the market, they wouldn’t need the Nexus link. They replied, 
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“actually, this is the most important part.” So, the symbolic content of the 
suits became the most significant part of the garment and this was the over-
whelmingly powerful outcome of the intervention.

Overall, what interests me in Nexus Architecture is the manifestation of 
the interconnectedness of human beings across continents. It’s a demon-
stration of our solidarity with other human beings and communities. It’s 
particularly important now that we live in such a complex period, with the 
rise of nationalism and the borders and fences that are being erected to divide 
Europe and elsewhere in the world.
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In 2020 and 2021, COVID-19 restrictions in many countries around the 
world closed public buildings, including toilets, and severely reduced the 
time people could spend outside the home. For many, this might have been 
the first time they were spatially hindered. Yet for others, the lack of suitable 
toilet provisions was a familiar experience. As one journalist lamented, “For 
those who have periods, a disability, a medical condition or a young baby to 
change, public toilets aren’t simply a ‘nice to have.’ ”1 Even at the best of times, 
long lines leading to women’s toilets are a common sight in many places. 
The ability to move and dwell freely and comfortably in public space can be 
determined by public provisions made available to manage the discharge of 
bodily fluids, like urine and menses, in privacy and dignity. Inadequate facili-
ties have prevented women and marginalized peoples from being able to fully 
participate in many parts of life, not just during the COVID-19 restrictions 
but throughout history, effectively “leashing” many to the home.2

Everyone urinates, and many people regularly menstruate. Yet “leaking” 
bodies are historically and continually viewed as problematic and shameful. 
Bleeding, crying, and lactating bodies have been marked as different from 
the “universalized” and contained male body and as such are viewed as faulty, 
inferior, uncontained, uncontainable, and uncontrollable.3 Many have 
linked it to what anthropologist Mary Douglas has classically called “matter 
out of place.’ ”4 As feminist scholar Robyn Longhurst explains, “Women are 
often understood to be in possession of insecure (leaking, seeping) bodily 
boundaries,” and it has been “commonly thought that such bodies are not 
to be trusted in public spaces.”5

5	 LEAKING
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Menstruation is considered a “double burden” in this respect.6 As soci-
ologists Natalie Moffat and Lucy Pickering argue, it “entails a lot of work” as 
“women must conceal both blood and the products used for this concealment 
whilst ensuring menstruation is not mentioned.”7 Work is required because 
“women’s menstrual flow is regarded not only with shame and embarrassment 
but with the powers of contaminating.”8 The leaking body, long considered a 
pollutant, is forced to hide its leakage or to sanitize it in public contexts.

In this way public toilets, or lack thereof, are directly linked to ideas 
of citizenship. Identifying types of people who can go to the toilet safely, 
conveniently, and hygienically can reflect how they are valued by society. As 
sociologist Phillippa Wiseman observes, toilets are “one of the most funda-
mental spaces in which being human is acted out, spaces that are of particular 
concern to disabled people.”9 She writes, “Experiences of access to toilets in 
both public and private spheres . . . ​say a lot about both how our bodies are 
perceived, and our citizenship imagined.”10 Queer theorist Jack Halberstam 
writes about how these spaces limit some people’s “ability to move around 
in the public sphere” when they become “an arena for the enforcement of 
gender conformity.”11 Halberstam is writing here about the “trials and tribu-
lations” that face some people, such as butch women, when they use public 
toilets and parts of society make them feel “out of place.”12 Public toilets are 
increasingly seen as a “battleground”13 and “a site for gender-based hostility, 
anxiety, fear, desire and unease.”14 An example of this is the recent influx 
of “Bathroom Bill” legislations in the United States that seek to prohibit 
transgender citizens from using public restrooms.

The evolution of changing ideas about accepted behavior, morals, and 
freedom of movement (as well as race, class, and gender relations) can be 
mapped against access to toilets outside the home. It is a concern imbued 
with tension and shaped by political, social, and cultural importance. In 
India, for example, cultural structures of class and gender fundamentally 
restrict some people from this basic human right. The lack of safe sanitation 
means many “hold it in”15 while others are not permitted to access public 
toilets.16 Urinating outdoors can expose women to danger of sexual harass-
ment.17 In England, levels of acceptance or disgust associated with public 
peeing depend “upon whose body it is that is peeing, where and when.”18 
Sociologist Adam Eldridge writes about how it is more acceptable for a man 
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to be seen urinating in public, which reflects “the continuing masculinisation 
of public space, particularly at night.”19 Yet the lack of toilets is felt by all 
bodies with full bladders, especially by the elderly or chronically ill, parents 
with children, and those who are pregnant or menstruating. Urban plan-
ning scholar Clara Greed studies the gendering of public space via the lack 
of toilets. Despite women being the most frequent users of public facilities, 
she writes that “the majority of providers and policy-making groups are male, 
and according to women toilet campaigners, ‘it simply does not occur to 
them, it’s not important to them, they don’t find it a problem.’ ”20

The lack of provisions (and policing of these spaces) promotes the 
pervasive notion that public space is not an appropriate place for women, 
transgender people, nonbinary people, the elderly, or people with impair-
ments to linger or dwell. Combined with social and cultural norms, these 
infrastructural privileges determine how people experience public space and 
the extent to which they feel welcome there. Designers in this chapter offer 
creative solutions to the enduring and discriminatory issue of leaking bodies. 
Through the wearables they have designed, they reveal and make relevant the 
needs of a wider range of bodies, helping people to feel more comfortable 
dwelling, working, or moving in public space.

Being able to relieve yourself safely and hygienically while away from 
the home has been the focus of Samantha Fountain’s company for the past 
twenty years. The Shewee is a female urination device and remains one of 
the most well-known designs in this field. A stand-up portable urination 
device might not seem like a “wearable,” yet it is worn on the body and 
enables the freedom of movement of wearers by expanding their ability 
to choose where and when to urinate and dwell in public. The Shewee has 
been popular for sportspeople, in military settings, and for use in hospitals, 
garnering further attention during the first years of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. As Samantha explains, “Sales really picked up during COVID-19 
lockdowns. People wanted to go and see granny or mum in the garden or 
park and didn’t want to or couldn’t go to the bathroom.” It is also popular 
with people traveling who want to avoid public restrooms. As Samantha says, 
“Weeing outside is just liberating.”

Industrial designer Amelia Kociolkowska explores the challenges faced by 
menstruating workers in professions dominated by men. Here the challenges 
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include storing, accessing, and disposing of sanitary items. Amelia was struck 
by the lack of resources for workers in many fields and started asking, “What 
if these professions weren’t male dominated? How could the environment 
work differently, and better, for women?” Amelia designed Carrie, a wash-
able portable pocket for storing tampons and period pads, which could 
be attached to the thigh and concealed under clothing. It was targeted at 
wearers with no available pockets or those who feared menstrual products 
accidentally falling out of their pockets during work. Amelia talks about how 
taboo menstruation still is in many professional contexts and why the lack of 
resources still limits many workers: “I wanted to draw attention to the fact 
that even in this day and age, things like periods get in the way.”

Menstruation is also the focus of artist and researcher Romina Chuls. She 
is particularly drawn to challenging the stigma that remains attached to men-
struation. Her art practice, Qué Rico Menstruo, combines embroidery and 
wearables with public performance. She makes artifacts using knitting and 
crochet techniques that represent blood and bleeding. She also runs workshops 
with participants to explore ideas about menstruation, reproductive health, 
violence against women in public space, and histories of colonialism in Latin 
America. Romina explains, “I think the idea of bleeding in public space is a 
performance. Let’s take it back because it has not belonged to us women 
for so long.” She continues to develop this work, despite receiving nega-
tive responses on social media, because she regards it as a form of activism 
and a subtle form of resistance: “So often we have this idea of activism and 
revolution that needs to be so ‘masculine,’ but stitching and knitting needles 
are [also] revolutionary tools.”

Being able to manage bodily fluids in a private, safe, and timely manner 
impacts on many people’s everyday lives. It shapes who gets to attend events, 
shop, travel, or work outdoors and, by extension, who remains stuck in the 
home. What might seem like small personal issues can become amplified by 
economic issues, pandemics, and other crises, such as COVID-19 restric-
tions. Social and cultural norms and beliefs around leaking bodies reveal 
which bodily needs are seen as important and which are denigrated. As 
Wiseman argues, “The implications of toileting are simultaneously global 
and local; increasingly recognised as being at the centre of what it means to 
have fundamental human rights.”21
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Shewee

Samantha Fountain (she/her/hers)

Yorkshire, United Kingdom
https://www​.shewee​.com

Samantha Fountain designed the Shewee in 1999 in Yorkshire, England. Its 
remarkable popularity since then can be attributed to the stubbornly enduring 
problems faced by people needing safe, clean, comfortable, and convenient ways 
to urinate when away from the home. The closure of public toilets during the early 
part of the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the already existing problem of a 
lack of public toilets for women, gender-diverse people, and disabled people. In her 
interview Samantha shares her thoughts on her design process and feedback she 
has received and responded to over the years, and reflects on how the Shewee con-
tinues to challenge taboos about urine, leaking bodies, and women as designers.

What is the Shewee and where did it come from?

Shewee is a plastic funnel that allows women to urinate whilst they’re stand-
ing up, but particularly whilst they’ve got all their clothes on. It could just 
be a small pair of shorts in the summer or it could be huge winter gear. And 
then there’s an extension pipe to add to the Shewee for mountaineers wearing 
massive down suits.

It’s been around for twenty years now. Originally designed in 1999, the 
Shewee won a James Dyson Award.22 I was at university studying product 
design, and there weren’t that many females on the course and we had to 
look at areas that needed improving. Eventually I thought hang on, everyone 
really knows its women’s public toilets. And I thought none of the guys on 
the course was going to touch that area.

With a Shewee, whether it’s a nightclub or you’re out with your granny 
for the day, you just go in and come out—so quick! You don’t have to touch 
anything. You just walk up to a stall. Or even if you go into the cubicle, you 
don’t have to shut the door. You just push it with your foot or whatever.

I had people contact me from all over the world after I won the award. It 
took another four years to start manufacturing, and I only did it because people 
would call me randomly. “Can we buy one?” And I’d be like “No, it was just 
a project at school.” And then eventually I thought I’d get it off the ground.
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Why was there such demand?

Much of the demand comes from women over the age of thirty who don’t 
like squatting when they go out walking. And they love walking. I initially 
thought it was going to be younger people in public toilets, but younger 
people are able to squat because they’ve got the strength in their legs, so the 
demand flew because it was middle-aged women who just like being out-
doors and always limited their liquids. As soon as they had a Shewee, they 
could just drink as much they wanted and it made them healthier. If you 
like walking and you just want to keep drinking, you don’t want to have to 
keep worrying about it.

Maybe it’s because people who’ve had kids need to go for a wee more 
often, because certain things are a bit weaker. So that market really flew, and 
it just went on word of mouth. It didn’t need much advertising. It got a lot 
of publicity because it was helping people so much.

Figure 5.1

Credit: Samantha Fountain / Shewee
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Weeing outside is just liberating.

We’ve just had this problem all the time, haven’t we women? It always 
goes wonky. It always goes on your trousers.

And the first time you use it, it’s just like a giggle. No one can see your 
bum. You don’t have to worry about all this extra stuff. You don’t have to 
worry about squatting down, getting up, falling over, or getting it on your 
shoes. We’ve just had this problem all the time, haven’t we women? It always 
goes wonky. It always goes on your trousers. But when the Shewee came 
along, it’s just like being a bloke. You’re just like “Wow, that was easy.”

Who else found the Shewee useful?

From there it then went into the armed forces. Women used to have to put 
camouflage on, like the painting for your face, but on their bums. It’s dan-
gerous, because otherwise it’s literally like a big target in a different color. 
So, you’re in green khaki, but no one’s got a green bum. Or a sandy-colored 
bum if you’re in the desert. So that was a real pain and also just humiliating. 
I mean, how do you ask your mates if they can help camo your bum?

The Shewee went into the NHS [National Health Service] for women 
who’ve been hurt in service—army, police, and fire brigade. Initially, it was 
for burn victims. If you’ve been burned badly and you’re lying on a bed pan 
it was just easier to use the Shewee. You just turn it down the other way, so 
it just directs the flow directly into the bed pan. I’ve never laid down having 
a wee, but I imagine it gets everywhere. We also have one on the NHS pre-
scription list. So now people can get it prescribed if they have had surgery or 
just urinary problems. One of my friends who cares for an older lady, she gets 
her to use a Shewee. I gave her a blue one. She said it made it fun, whereas 
normally helping someone to the toilet . . . ​you know. But she loved it.

How has the design developed over time?

We designed it into a rubber G-string so you could wear it. It stayed in 
place. You don’t have to use your hand to hold it in place. It worked really 
well, and people use them if they are fighter pilots or in gliders. And then we 
made another rubber version for deep sea divers, who wear dry suits. A man 
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has a pee valve, like a condom-type device that sticks onto the penis which 
releases urine out of the dry suit. Deep sea divers like police officers have to 
go down for longer than two hours. They have to take on fluid because it’s 
really important. So, women weren’t able to do it, because up until then they 
had to wee in nappies, which also makes you heavier.

As far as I know they haven’t taken the Shewee up to a space station yet. 
Maybe they have, they just don’t want to tell us because, can you imagine, 
the publicity would be awesome.

When we started, it was targeted at women. Because our market is 
thirty-plus-year-olds, we were being talked about in things like gardening 
magazines and the National Trust. And we found that just as many men 
were buying them for their wives, as women were buying for themselves. The 
men are probably having to wait. “Why she can’t find somewhere to wee?” 
“She’s always whining.” “She needs the loo.” You know, blah blah blah blah.

And so it was big at Christmas time. It was always men buying for 
women. Valentine’s Day was also popular. But then we did quite a lot of 
work with people who wanted to transition. Some people use the Shewee as a 
packer. I didn’t know we were helping those people, but it worked really well.

Sales really picked up during COVID-19 lockdowns. People wanted to 
go and see granny or mum in the garden or park and the sales went through 
the roof because people didn’t want to, or couldn’t, go to the bathroom. Also, 
people were traveling knowing that they couldn’t use the toilet, or they were 
too scared to catch COVID-19. They didn’t want to go into public restrooms. 
And you don’t even have to get out of the car. You can wee into our pocket-
sized toilet, the Peebol. That’s for guys as well, so that works quite well. And if 
they did go to the toilet, they don’t have to touch anything. And also, because 
you’re facing the toilet, it doesn’t matter if the door is not locked. Because, if 
someone came in the door, they wouldn’t see you sitting on the toilet.

How do you want people to feel?

To be able to urinate outside freely without any concern that someone is 
looking at you, or that you might be attacked by an animal or a person. It 
really gets you back to your roots. I’m a real outdoorsy girl. I’m a paddle 
boarder. I’m a runner. I’m a triathlete. I just love being outdoors camping 
with the smoke and no makeup.
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Men just take all of that for granted.
It’s awesome to wee standing up. That liberated feeling whether you’re 

up a mountain or behind a tree or because it’s cold. Why should we have to 
think, “Oh I’ve got to have a warm drink before I go for a wee because I’m 
going to get my bum out and I might get frostbite”? It’s just an extra concern 
that weighs us down.

I don’t know if people always think it’s quicker. I’m so practiced with 
the Shewee now that it’s just quicker. It just saves time and women are busy, 
aren’t they? You don’t have to take your clothes off, pull them off, and put 
them on. It’s just a nightmare. Especially if you’ve got wet gear on, trying to 
get it back on if it’s been raining. So, I guess from that point of view, yeah, 
liberating. It’s great just knowing that there’s a product out there to help you. 
It’s a shame that we need a product, but at least it’s there.

How has the Shewee challenged conventional ideas or stereotypes?

There still aren’t as many female designers or engineers as men. Studies show 
lots of things like car seats, seatbelts, and medicines aren’t designed with 
women in mind. There’re just not enough women in business. I’m a mum, 
and it’s hard enough. We need to get to a comfortable stage where women 
and men maybe work three days a week each and share caring responsibili-
ties. It’s a shame because I can see both sides. I’m back into business now 
because my kids are older, but it’s just impossible to do both at once without 
breaking yourself.

Studies show lots of things like car seats, seatbelts, and medicines 
aren’t designed with women in mind. There’re just not enough women 
in business.

I think that men do feel quite threatened because the negative comments 
I get mostly always come from them. There were a few women who were 
clearly nervous, and they came across rude about using the device. But it was 
the men who were like, “Well, why are you company director?” and “Why 
are you doing this?” and “Why are you doing that?” So I think there are still 
big barriers because we had trouble with the underwear that we came up 
with and the trousers that we would have liked to invent. It’s just a nightmare 
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Figure 5.2

Credit: Samantha Fountain / Shewee
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trying to even sell to women who are perhaps buyers because it’s pushing the 
boundaries, and they don’t feel comfortable about it.

It’s a shame because there’s not enough men out there thinking about these 
things, because they don’t come up against these problems day to day. That’s 
why product design courses tell you to look for an area you think needs improv-
ing, because unless you know an area inside out you can’t even fathom what 
might be needed. I come up with a new idea every day for something or another.

What have people told you about their experiences of the Shewee?

Every time someone complained about the Shewee, I’d go and find some sci-
ence. Some people worried about urine on their hands. Let me find out . . . ​
surely, it’s not dangerous? Sometimes it goes down your leg and you don’t 
get a rash. But I’ll find the information, then I’d use that in the marketing. 
It’s just like sneezing, you know, it’s fine.

We have to teach people about their own urine. Urine is sterile. We like 
to tell people that it’s fine. Get it on your hands. Just give it a shake, you 
know. It’s normal to put your pants back on without having a full-on wash 
daily, so it’s okay.

But we’ve had loads of lovely comments over the years. A lot of people 
who use wheelchairs write and say how it’s been liberating. They might have 
originally just sat on a cushion, but they’ve changed chairs so they can pull 
out the middle cushion, put a Shewee in place, attach a tube to it, and then 
they can go into a bag. I also get loads of people phoning, emailing, or writ-
ing letters to say thank you; it’s brilliant.

I also get loads of people phoning, emailing, or writing letters to say 
thank you; it’s brilliant.

I’ve heard from people from the emergency services. There are not many 
women in the fire brigade. They would always really sing its praises, which 
was lovely. Maybe because there’s only ever one woman in the group. I’d say 
99.9 percent can’t really think of any negative. It’s always been really fantas-
tic feedback and the negative stuff would never be written. It would just be 
people who are nervous and a bit dismissive. Just because they don’t want 
to use it, or we tell people to practice in the shower and they get a bit cross.
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Where has the Shewee been and where is it headed?

There are many places that I’ve never been to, and yet my little babies have 
been all over. The Shewee went all the way around the world, and it’s really, 
really, helped people. People use the Shewee if they want to climb Kilimanjaro, 
even if someone else is carrying all their gear. People have used it in disaster 
zones. It’s the people who have gone there as support workers, and then 
they’ve given out the Shewee. No one has brought them in bulk yet to give to 
women in disaster areas. But the Red Cross take loads to give out all the time.

I’d say the word Shewee is well known. People know what it is versus the 
other things that are out there. I’d say it’s a bit like Hoover. When people say 
I’m going to hoover, they know it’s vacuuming, even though there’s millions of 
other brands out there. So, I feel like it’s the word and I don’t mind if it is generic.

It might get in the Oxford English Dictionary eventually. I’d like to get 
in as a verb, because if you’re standing up to wee, why not say “I’m having 
a Shewee”?
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Carrie

Amelia Kociolkowska (she/her/hers)

London, United Kingdom
https://www​.instagram​.com​/ameliakociolkowska​/

Amelia Kociolkowska is an industrial designer based in London who believes that 
design can bring about important sociopolitical change. She designed Carrie, a gar-
ment, in the form of a detachable pocket, for storing tampons and sanitary pads, to 
address the inadequate provisions around menstruation that many women face on 
a regular basis in professions that are dominated by men, such as the police force. 
Her work points to larger social issues around how uniforms and personal protec-
tive equipment (PPE) in many professions are often androcentric and ignore the 
needs of a wider range of body types. Amelia talks to us about how ethnographic 
research-based design responses can offer practical and impactful solutions.

What inspires your design practice?

I was reading Caroline Criado Perez’s Invisible Women23 and I decided I had 
to do something inspired by the issues raised in the book for my final project 
at Central Saint Martins, University of the Arts London.

The gender data gap, and as Criado Perez also puts it, a female-shaped 
“absent-presence,” is such an intricate issue that impacts upon so many 
contexts. One thing we’re missing out on is that we’re not necessarily 
being informed in the right ways to design the best products for men and 
women—and obviously, due to gender bias, particularly women. I really 
wanted to explore that and discover what is missing and realize what needs 
a bit more attention and care, in order to create a design intervention which 
would result in a better experience for women.

Your design focused specifically on women workers. What are some of 
the issues that struck you about women working in professions that are 
dominated by men?

Those who work in male-dominated professions endure the worst experi-
ences, as various sex-specific characteristics and activities have not informed 
the traditional design of their work environments. For years we have wit-
nessed women entering these industries where they have been handed a male 
uniform, with little to no gender-specific consideration.
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These factors further fuel imposter syndrome, already an amplified issue 
for women in a range of careers, and of all backgrounds, but in some more 
often than others. I felt like there was a really good opportunity and need 
for bringing design thinking into these worlds and scenarios. With a social 
design approach, I set out to improve the experience of women in these 
professions. And in the process, I raised questions such as: What if these profes-
sions weren’t male dominated? How could the environment work differently, 
and better, for women?

What if these professions weren’t male dominated? How could the envi-
ronment work differently, and better, for women?

I interviewed several women, ranging from workshop technicians, fire-
fighters, police officers, and women who served in the army. I was talking to 
a police officer of thirty years and she said that the worst thing was when she 
was on her period. I thought, oh that’s so standard. I also went to a police 
station where I undertook a ride-along and ran a workshop.

I remember I joined the meeting they had at the start of the shift, there 
were two men in the room, but it was mainly women on this particular team. 
Yet still, two men led the narrative of the meeting. When I introduced the 
project, they started making period jokes, like “plod on the blob.” Oh my 
God, really? This is just what my project is about.

I found a Trade Union Congress document that reported only 
29 percent of women stated that their PPE was specifically designed for 
women.24 A lot of stuff they’re wearing is unisex. That in itself is a really 
interesting discussion, because you think that the answer is always to make 
something unisex. I am behind this in some ways, but in contexts that are 
really, really crucial to keeping someone safe, it’s best to recognize where 
people’s bodies differ.

For example, some of the members of staff I was speaking with said they 
were trying to buy metal toe-capped boots. One of them has quite small feet. 
She couldn’t find any that weren’t bright pink and had a bit of a wedge heel. 
She mainly works with guys. She was like, “I want the same boots that everyone 
else has.” I wanted to stay away from unnecessary feminization of the clothes.
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How did your design end up focusing on menstruation and on pockets?

I was thinking about the scenarios at hand. A lot of women’s clothing doesn’t 
actually have pockets. Learning from my conversations with an ex-soldier, 
their experiences are the most extreme. So I thought, “What if it was some-
thing that you had on you, at all times?” “What would make it the easiest 
for them?” It should be kept on your body. It appeared where you needed it, 
when you needed it. That’s where the pocket came into play.

Police officers’ uniforms have several pockets—a couple on their trou-
sers, and a couple on their vests—but they are full of lots of different things. 
They all use their uniforms in their own ways. The pocket, obviously, is a 
very practical feature of clothing. I made it separate from the uniform to 
make a bit more of a statement with it. A designated pocket just for your 
period products.

So, I came up with Carrie, a washable pocket for storing tampons and 
period pads, designed to be worn discreetly and underneath clothes. Inside 

Figure 5.3

Carrie, a pocket for period products. 

Credit: Amelia Kociolkowska / Carrie
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the zipped pocket, there is a detachable, waterproof liner to hold used tam-
pons and pads for when the wearers do not have the facilities to dispose of 
them immediately—an identified problem area.

I came up with Carrie, a washable pocket for storing tampons and 
period pads, designed to be worn discreetly and underneath clothes.

There are two alternative designs offering the choice to suit every prefer-
ence. One is a band worn around the thigh and the other, a pocket attached 
and hung from the belt loop. The current prototype is made of a unique, 
elastic, breathable, and washable spandex for comfortable and practical wear. 
It would need to be quite fitted to the thigh because you wouldn’t want it 
being a little bit too big. You don’t want it being too small either, because 
either way it would be uncomfortable or it would fall off.

In your opinion, how visible should menstruation be?

I have quite conflicting views on this. In the conversation that initially trig-
gered the idea, this woman was calling for discretion. She didn’t want the 
guys in her team to know. Because when they knew, they’d start making 
jokes. That was, let’s say, twenty years ago. But as I said, in that meeting 
room, they were still making jokes. Men will still make jokes about it. Not 
every man, not all men, but it can happen.

Sometimes I think no one needs to know that you’re on your period. To 
me, that’s not a feminist statement, necessarily. You could say that having this 
as a visible statement encourages the need to seek a man’s approval. When 
in fact, it doesn’t have to have anything to do with them. Each and every 
person might feel different about this. I’d like to explore an option that is 
worn on the outside as well, giving women the choice.

I’ve been quite fortunate enough to be in a sphere, an art institution, 
where talking about things like this are generally invited and encouraged. 
But not everyone has that sphere. Obviously, things ought to change. But 
I didn’t feel like I wanted the women to be guinea pigs in this social experi-
ment. There is a reluctance for women to stand out. They want to get on 
with their jobs and appear as equals to their male counterparts.
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Figure 5.4

Carrie, a variation on the design. 

Credit: Amelia Kociolkowska / Carrie
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As much as this project was inspired heavily by critical thought, and I 
hope might one day serve as a precedent in this conversation (or at least in 
my practice), it is a practical design response as well. So that was where my 
logic came from to make it discreet.

People say it’s quite a radical project, but I don’t really see it as radical. 
That’s why I get a bit disappointed when I get weird reactions to it. I wanted 
to open the discussion to the issues, to draw attention to the fact that, even 
in this day and age, things like periods get in the way.
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Qué Rico Menstruo (My Delicious Period)

Romina Chuls (she/her/hers)

Lima, Peru and New York, United States
https://www​.rominachuls​.com

Romina Chuls is a Peruvian artist working with different textiles practices and 
media including, knitting, weaving, and embroidery. Her artwork has been 
on display in several Latin American countries and at the Textile Arts Cen-
ter in New York City. She is the creator of the project and artistic movement 
#quéricomenstruo, which seeks to reduce the stigma around menstruation. Her 
knitted and embroidered textile creations are made from different-colored red 
threads placed on the groin area of garments and often staged in public spaces 
like the subway. Romina wants her art to challenge dominant perceptions about 
menstruation as an embarrassing and taboo subject.

Can you start by telling us about your design practice?

I am a sculpture artist that works mainly with textiles and ceramics. I work 
around postcolonial issues related to women and gender in Peru and also in 
Latin America. I get inspired by different academic research, for example, 
cases in Mexico about creating identity and corn harvest, also cases in the 
Ecuadorian Amazon on communities’ displacement and how capitalism works 
to create gender. I’m all over the place in Latin America. I’m mainly mixing 
issues related to land, reproductive practices, and violence against women.

We’d like to learn more about your menstruation project Qué Rico Menstruo. 
But first, how does it translate into English?

I tried to translate it many times, but I don’t know the exact words for it. 
It is something like “my jammy bleeding” or “my delicious period.” I was 
looking for something related to food. Because you say “Rico” to talk about 
food. Peruvian culture builds itself on food. So, we use the word “Rico” to 
talk about many things, like you can say the beach was really “Rica” because 
it felt good. So, I wanted to play with this term. Some people say it means 
so “powerful” or “rich” but it changes completely. The term is so precise also 
that it doesn’t translate very well to English, so I just left it in Spanish.
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How did it come about?

At first it was really a personal piece. I think the term is now “to soma-
tize,” when you’re feeling psychological matters in your body. You actually 
feel them. And I realized that my vagina and my uterus played a great 
part in this. Since I was young, menstruation was something significant 
because it hurt a lot. And I also used to bleed a lot. It happened to me 
many times that I didn’t manage to change on time, and I got stained. 
Sometimes it was not even physically uncomfortable, but it was shameful 
and stigmatized. And I was a teenager, and it was the worst thing that 
could happen to me.

This impacted me a lot. So, when I did the pants, the white jeans with 
red embroidery in the groin area, I was thinking well, screw it. Why do we 
need to go through this journey of shame and try to change and deal with it 
when sometimes it’s not physically uncomfortable? I’m going to start mak-
ing people used to seeing me with the stain, then maybe the next time I get 
stained they are not going to be surprised.

Figure 5.5

Pants intervened with hand embroidery, Larco Ave, Lima, Peru, 2016. 

Credit: Romina Chuls / Photo: Cristias Rosas
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Figure 5.6

Underwear intervened with cross-knit looping, Union Square Subway Station, New York City, 

United States, 2019. 

Credit: Romina Chuls / Photo: Cristias Rosas

I’m a really spiritual person, so when I’m menstruating, for me it’s a 
sacred stage. And I’m mad that we are not seeing it like that, that society has 
taken that from us. I actually wore the pants day to day as a visual interven-
tion. I wanted people to recognize that she’s having this sacred moment, let’s 
give her some love and the support she wants and have this caring environ-
ment. I deliberately use white pants, because I never used to wear white pants 
due to the risk of bleeding. After seeing the responses, I decided to continue 
with the project. It developed organically.

Why did you want to bring menstruation into public space?

I have a recurrent issue with public space because in Lima, there is no use of 
public space. We have a type of police that control the attitudes of people. 
We have strict control of public space. I grew up in a society that doesn’t 
build community, especially in middle- and upper-class neighborhoods in 
Lima. Other neighborhoods are completely different. In public I’ve never 
felt comfortable. With the violence against women, it was always a matter 
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of keeping on your toes, being aware of everything that was happening or 
had happened.

I think the idea of bleeding in public space is a performance. Let’s take 
it back, because it has not belonged to us women for so long. Maybe we can 
start readdressing or rethinking our ways and these violent methods.

This binary between public space and private space has been built with 
privatization and this practice of dispossession. I see that it has generated 
toxic ways of living. So how can we imagine ourselves maybe in between the 
tensions of the two? Or not thinking in such a binary way?

How is it different for me to bleed outside and inside?
For me it actually feels different. I feel more safe bleeding in my room. 

But it doesn’t go with the things I need to do, because I need to take the sub-
way anyway to go to work, to go and study. These commercials that portray 
menstruation like you don’t feel anything and you can carry on with your 
day-to-day activities. No, I actually feel things and my legs get really tired. 
My body quits and I need to rest and that advert is not real life.

I know I should not be leaking in this public space. There is this fear 
that somebody will recognize that I am releasing something that I should not 
release in this space. Or they categorize me or allow some violent behaviors 
to happen that have also been related to this natural process.

I know I should not be leaking in this public space. There is this fear 
that somebody will recognize that I am releasing something that I 
should not release in this space.

When I was in New York for the first time, I started to explore the 
underwear with long knitting hanging from the groin area. I went through 
the subway and places in transit.

I understood why the presence of cross-knit looping also needed to be in 
this public space. I related it to the fact that many pre-Hispanic textiles got 
covered with Catholic motifs when colonization happened. So, we have all 
these techniques that got almost lost. It was also taking back this postcolonial 
controlled space with reencountered knitting techniques and another type 
of narrative. It makes sense to have this textile technique on my underwear 
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Figure 5.7

Performance with Peruvian artist Andrea B. Túpac Yupanqui, Punta Hermosa, Lima, Peru 2020. 

Credit: Romina Chuls, performance with Peruvian artist Andrea B. Túpac Yupanqui / Photo: 

Romina Chuls
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in spaces like the subway; this transitional space often occupied by men. I 
find it beautiful to have the work there.

Why is women’s reproductive health (still) such a taboo subject?

I don’t know why. It sucks. And now that I’m here in the US, the Supreme 
Court has this threat of overturning Roe v. Wade [it has since been over-
turned]. People keep telling me because I also study abortion and talk about 
pregnancy interruption practices and how we can imagine it outside a neo-
liberalist understanding of it. So it’s a more collective, more communal 
thinking about opportunities bigger than just the human one.

Now people are saying, “Oh your work is now important.” But I come 
from Lima and in Peru we never legalized abortion, so it never stops. Lima is 
really characterized by social fascism, so the government is almost not present. 
But the neighborhoods and the people themselves perform a social control.

I think there is this cycle of control of reproductive rights. I take this 
from Silvia Federici’s Caliban and the Witch. She talks about how capitalism 
was built on this desire to dispose women and people from these knowings 
of the earth and also from land, and control population reproduction. With 
Catholicism and colonialism, reproductive health was and continues to be 
really shameful. There is a notion that there is a shamefulness of our fluids, 
perceived through a loss of control with our bodies.

But being closer to spiritual traditions that relate us to more powerful 
forces, like the Earth and other presences, can invite other understandings of 
reproduction. Being afraid of losing a Western idea of human sovereignty makes 
us separated and hide our fluids and we just don’t recognize the wholeness and 
the collectiveness and the other gatherings that we are participating in.

What is the link between gender issues and postcolonial land and how do 
you address this in your work?

I didn’t realize how much I addressed colonial violence until recent years, 
because I relate a lot of women and feminized bodies to land and how land 
has been exploited for neo-extractive projects. Even if the work sometimes 
doesn’t reflect it, my research does.

So, I grew up thinking of women’s bodies as colonized territory. It 
addressed a colonial type of violence, colonial systems, such as militariza-
tion and the state. I saw a poster that I think is from Mujeres Creando, the 
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collective of Maria Galindo, that says neither our bodies nor the land are 
territory for conquest. Also, Peru is an extremely violent country against 
women, and it has always had a link for me that relates to colonial issues.

I also consider future ways of thinking and new ways of creating com-
munity. Many times I’m thinking of epistemologies that live outside Western 
practices, but not erasing the colonial process that has created something or 
changed it in some way. So it’s more about recognizing the tension.

Can you tell us more about the textile techniques that you incorporate into 
your practice?

I work mainly with one textile technique that is a pre-Hispanic cross-knit 
looping technique that I learned at the beginning of my professional journey 
as an artist. I try to work on referencing that technique in different ways. So 
sometimes when I use machine knitting, it’s because it has a similar structure 
to the cross-knit looping, and I love that technique because it speaks a lot 
about memory itself and about a precolonial past. I say this also without a 
desire to speak about going back and more about imagining a new way. A 
new anticolonial way in the future.

Looping has this history for me that symbolizes memory and inheritance 
practice because you don’t learn it in institutions or in the academy. You’ll 
learn it in spaces that are not recognized as educational. Not yet. I started 
with textiles because my grandmother used to knit a lot. She did it beauti-
fully by hand as a way to heal. She used to get together with women and knit 
and make things that weren’t considered art, but of course they are.

So, it already had this gendered charge that I think passed Western thought. 
It holds something else. And after my grandmother passed away, I wanted to 
address the history of the women from my family, so textiles make sense.

Working with other women was fun, but I also love that it actually 
generated fear in men. Some men wrote to the group when I started explor-
ing textiles and said, “What are you doing in there?” We were just doing 
textiles. So often we have this idea of activism and revolution that needs to 
be so “masculine.” But stitching and knitting needles are revolutionary tools.

So often we have this idea of activism and revolution that needs to be so 
“masculine.” But stitching and knitting needles are revolutionary tools.
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What sort of a response did your artwork receive?

For this project, it was my first time handling social media and I had no idea 
it was going to be shared like that. People got really mad, and I experienced 
hateful dynamics and trolling. But I also created many positive responses 
when I open my studio. Women and friends came every Saturday, and I 
taught them embroidery techniques and they embroidered their clothes. A 
photographer friend took some photos, and we were so happy.

It was my first time handling social media and I had no idea it was 
going to be shared like that. People got really mad, and I experienced 
hateful dynamics and trolling.

Then we got another series of hateful comments. And this time they 
were more organized. So, the terrible thing is that these friends started to 
feel exposed, I’m not sure whether I didn’t fully explain the risk or I didn’t 
realize how terrible it could get. Then they began to have doubts about their 
interventions. I think that was the worst part of the project because I actu-
ally felt that what the project did was expose them to this collective hate and 
that’s not the idea at all. Some people get mad and say it is really disgusting 
when it’s an embroidery. They are lucky that it’s not actually blood. Next 
time the smell of iron and pussy will overwhelm their senses.

But there were also a lot of positive reponses. People loved the proj
ect and I’m amazed by how long ago it was, and people are still showing it 
consideration and love. So, at the end it’s doing more positive things and 
bringing this issue to the table.

How do you find the strength to go through this?

I feel it is important. That’s why I cannot stop doing it. I don’t know if I 
feel brave. Paul B. Preciado has a beautiful essay about being brave, about 
being himself as a trans man. He talks about how he feels he has lived with 
joy and not bravery. And he celebrates the lack of bravery, by the ones 
who lack the force to subscribe to social restrictions. I love this thought. 
I want a society where we aren’t brave or we don’t need to be. I don’t feel 
I search for strength to do what I do. Maybe for beauty. I find comfort 
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in acknowledging my soft moist spots. I want to be vulnerable and weak 
and open. I just love that.

Some people get mad and say it is really disgusting when it’s an embroi-
dery. They are lucky that it’s not actually blood.

But yes, I recognize that I’m dealing with complicated issues, and I 
have received threats. I recognize these moments of fear because I decided 
to make some art. But I’m also continuing to erase the filter that was socially 
approved, so I know that they are going to keep coming.
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Ideas around citizenship and work are intimately connected. Work is a pri-
mary site of power and personal identity—shaping skills, experience, net-
works, and relations—as people identify themselves and others by what they 
do. Citizenship provides the right to work without immigration restrictions 
and signifies social inclusion. A job generates income, is meant to give 
people security, and it takes up a significant proportion of the daily lives of 
many adults. In an ideal system, labor comes with responsibilities, entitle-
ments, protections, and status. Yet not all work and workers are equally 
recognized, remunerated, or equipped.

Analysis published by the Trade Union Congress in 2022 showed that, 
on average, disabled workers in England were earning 17.2 percent less than 
nondisabled workers (a gap increasing from 16.5 percent in the previous 
year).1 As disability scholars argue, dominant narratives of full citizenship 
are underpinned by “ableist expectations” of full-time paid employment and 
this means that “the goal of inclusion of disabled persons in society through 
participation in work is not fully attainable.”2 Older workers similarly suffer 
negative workplace-based ageist attitudes and discrimination, despite laws 
in place to prevent this from happening.3 Women on average remain lower 
paid than men and also do 75 percent of all unpaid care work globally.4 In 
the United States, the gender pay gap has not changed in two decades, with 
women’s wages still at 82 percent of the level of men’s wages.5

Inequities like this play out not only in the processes of acquiring 
and retaining jobs but also in how daily working experiences are valued. 

6	 WORKING
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Researchers of gender and technology have long highlighted the role of 
those who labor behind the scenes or in less-visible sites and industries and 
the impact this has on the distribution of resources.6 Susan Leigh Star and 
Anselm Strauss draw attention to the consequences of visible and invisible 
types of work.7 They resist the idea that all work should be visible and argue 
that there is “good invisibility” and “bad invisibility.” While the former might 
provide essential “backstage” support for more public front-facing practices, 
lesser-seen workers can also more easily be exploited, under resourced, and 
underpaid.8 Writing about women workers, Judy Wajcman argues that 
“their absence is as telling as the presence of some other actors, and even a 
condition of that presence.”9 As Ruth Schwartz-Cowan reminded readers 
back in 1983, “Most of the people who do housework,” for example, “do not 
get paid for it, despite the fact that it is, for many of them, a full-time job.”10

This chapter explores work in terms of who gets equipped and resourced 
to do a job and who doesn’t, attending to what this might reveal about 
perceived value of certain types of work and working bodies. What workers 
wear can be essential in order for them to be able to do the job, to keep safe, 
to project confidence or look professional, or to simply feel like they belong. 
Yet, many assumptions and biases map onto wearables provided for work-
ers. For example, controversies emerged in some countries during the early 
stages of the COVID-19 pandemic when PPE did not fit all frontline health 
workers. For women (and men who are hirsuit or outside of the catered 
for size range), lack of appropriate protective equipment led to discomfort, 
injury, and infection.11 There were reports of frontline workers having to 
adapt “one-size-fits-all” items or make their own. Who is and isn’t provided 
with professional workwear, and the forms it takes, can point to wider social 
discrimination and practices of marginalization.

Designers in this chapter challenge inequalities by creating wearables 
that render visible, and possible, a wider range of professional identities. 
Their designs, spanning from the contexts of corporate offices to building 
sites, acknowledge different kinds of workers and also highlight the toxic 
politics of inclusion and exclusion in workspaces. These designers are mem-
bers of the communities that they focus on and endeavor to help. They build 
on decades (if not lifetimes) of firsthand experience of many of the issues and 
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problems facing these communities to draw attention to and develop creative 
ways of working around barriers. This reflects what disability activists Aimi 
Hamraie and Kelly Fritsch write about centering the experiences of disabled 
people as designers in their Crip Technoscience Manifesto. They highlight how 
disabled people have always had to “design our own tools and environments” 
and there are “long histories of daily adaption and tinkering.”12

We start with Victoria Jenkins, the founder of clothing brand Unhidden, 
who produces garments designed by, and for, people with disabilities and 
chronic health conditions. Using her personal experience as a starting point, 
Victoria identified the lack of professional adaptivewear for disabled workers. 
Existing designs generally lacked flexibility in allowing for accessible fasten-
ings and multiple access points to the body. This meant sometimes having 
to remove whole garments in order to change a device or administer medi
cation. In response, Victoria designs stylish adaptable clothing that supports 
people in maintaining their dignity and autonomy while also looking profes-
sional in the workplace, stating, “The whole point of my designs is that the 
adaptations are discreet or hidden, so that if wearers are walking or rolling 
down the street, they’re not obviously wearing something that has been 
adapted for them.” Victoria’s designs challenge stereotypes: “I think a lot of 
it for me came from this assumption that people with disabilities don’t work, 
which is obviously not the case.” She also advocates for more people with 
disabilities working in fashion industries, to help change it from the inside.

Another type of hidden working culture is revealed by Abiola Onabulé in 
her Iyá Àlàro (Indigo Dyers) project. Abiola brings her Nigerian heritage—in 
particular the gendered histories of indigo dying and the material practice 
of àdìrẹ (pronounced “a-der-ray”)—to her design practice. She combines 
these vibrant material practices with storytelling about the history of women 
textile makers and business owners in Yoruba communities. “Many fash-
ion systems in place for hundreds and hundreds of years have been very 
patriarchal and very colonial. Behind the scenes, it’s often very masculine 
in terms of who owns and manages these companies but, on the face of it, 
the makers are often women.” Abiola’s work highlights the role women have 
constantly played in entrepreneurial material economies. She translates these 
ideas into shapely, dynamic forms that exaggerate elements of the body to 
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suggest taking up new, different physical and political positions. “Because,” 
as she says, “so often women are described as small and not taking up too 
much space.”

Mimosa Schmidt, founder of workwear company SÜK is a designer dedi-
cated to reshaping workplace culture. Mimosa has years of personal experi-
ence of wearing ill-fitting workwear on building sites, farms, and long-haul 
ships—all working environments dominated by men. She explains, “Being 
dressed in the wrong clothes, or things that don’t fit you properly, it’s not just 
superficial. It represents something about who you are, and your identity, 
and it really affects your psyche. If you turn up feeling right, it does a huge 
amount to your confidence, and you’re also read very differently.” Mimosa 
started designing workwear for bodies ignored by conventional trade sup-
pliers. SÜK is a play on “sook,” a derogatory term in Australia for a person 
unable to cope with realities of life. She explains, “It’s very universal, across all 
genders, but it’s often dismissed as being weak or feminine or ‘sooky.’ ” Her 
company is reclaiming this term by carving out space for workers ignored 
or harassed in unwelcoming workplaces.

The final interview in this chapter could easily sit within more than one 
of the themes of this book. We locate it here, partly because the interviewee 
appears to be constantly working, but also because the work she does shifts 
assumptions about the contributions of older citizens. Debra Rapoport is an 
artist of sustainable fashion pieces, necklaces, and hats. She is a member of 
the Advanced Style collective and believes in growing better with age, being 
creative with clothing, and honoring the planet. Debra’s approach challenges 
conventional ideas around aging. Instead of getting smaller, more isolated, or 
less visible, she advocates for freedom of expression, with bold patterns and 
color. These ideas are reflected in her art practice. She appreciates old, often 
discarded things and centers recycling and sustainability in her creative prac-
tice: “I believe in curating your closet. We all own a ton of stuff, and if you 
owned it once, you probably still love it . . . ​so just bring it up front, put it 
together with something else.” Debra runs popular workshops to teach people 
how to transform found objects—from toilet rolls to old cutlery—into high-
end wearable apparel. Her vibrant and unique practice encourages people to 
look for treasure and the unexpected in each other and in their wardrobes.
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The wearables in this chapter are designed for people who are over-
looked, underresourced, or do not fit into conventional working environ-
ments. From a functional perspective, these designs enable workers to do 
their various jobs, without having to worry about wardrobe malfunctions 
or unsuitable clothing getting in the way. These designs draw attention to 
occupational as well as social and political barriers that some members of 
society deal with on a daily basis. As Rosemarie Garland-Thomson writes, 
“Misfits can also be agents of recognition who by the very act of misfitting 
engage in challenging and rearranging environments to accommodate their 
entrance to and participation in public life as equal citizens.”13 These designs 
confidently (and often colorfully) highlight the interests and capabilities of 
a broader range of people than is typically acknowledged or catered for. In 
doing so, they pave the way for more inclusive work cultures and expanded 
opportunities for work and workers.

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2472070/book_9780262379090.pdf by guest on 21 November 2024



180    Chapter 6

Unhidden

Victoria Jenkins (she/her/hers)

London, United Kingdom
https://unhiddenclothing​.com

Victoria Jenkins is the founder of Unhidden, a London-based clothing brand 
designed by, and for, people with disabilities and chronic health conditions. 
She tackles the ableism in society that manifests via clothing, especially in 
the context of wardrobe staples for professional white-collar work contexts. 
Drawing upon her personal experiences of living with an invisible disability, 
Victoria’s adaptive designs support people with disabilities in feeling that they 
can express themselves, claim expert identities in the workplace, and demand 
to be included by the fashion industry. As she explains, so often disabled people 
are ignored when it comes to designing high-quality, fashionable wearables for 
workplaces.

What’s the story behind the name Unhidden?

It was during a hospital stay where I met a fellow patient who changed the 
course of my life and switched on the light bulb. She had survived cancer, 
but she was left with multiple other conditions. Every time the doctors came 
around, she had to remove all of her clothing, usually in front of a team of 
doctors. Pajama tops and loungewear were her only options. She told me 
she wanted to dress in nicer clothes, but nothing would adapt. It was in that 
hospital, in front of that amazing lady, that the idea of Unhidden was born.

The name actually came to me at 5 o’clock in the morning, not long 
after I’d had the epiphany of, “I should design adaptive clothing.” Because 
the community itself is not very well represented. It does very much feel like 
we’re hidden, especially when it comes to invisible disabilities. It’s essentially 
a play on words of making us unhidden and it’s a common theme. As soon 
as I say it to someone with a disability, they know exactly where I am coming 
from. It’s a common feeling that we are hidden and we’re not really on show 
or given any platforms.

The whole point of my designs is that the adaptations are discreet or 
hidden, so that if wearers are walking or rolling down the street, they’re not 
obviously wearing something that has been adapted for them. So they’re 
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not othered by wearing it, which is quite important. I think that is the 
problem with some of the adaptivewear available. The adaptation is so obvi-
ous and eye-watering you’re like, “Clearly, that’s only going to be worn by 
somebody with a disability versus somebody without one.” That’s why I try 
to keep the design discreet where I can.

What does the term “adaptivewear” mean to you?

I think it’s anything that makes getting dressed easier for the wearer, that 
doesn’t cause pain, regardless of what it is that they need. It was also about 
being able to access your own body because I think that’s the other problem. 
People have catheters, tubes, and stomas. The common story I hear is having 
to get undressed or go to a bathroom to access things on their own body.

Figure 6.1

Credit: Unhidden / Model: Victoria Jenkins / Photo: Deb Burrows
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I think we’ve come quite a long way, but not far enough. Fashion can do 
so many things and I think it’s quite lazy to not include that; to force people 
to wear something that restricts you so much that not only is it uncomfort-
able but you can’t even touch your own body in areas that you need to. It’s 
just a bit poor, for lack of a better word.

What are you aiming to do with your designs?

I aim for dignity, comfort, and style. Dignity came from the original spark 
idea about how people with disabilities are already—and I use the word less 
and less—vulnerable because of COVID-19. I don’t like that word anymore 
because it has horrible connotations. But for lack of a better word, I think 
when you are in a position where you’re already really vulnerable, to then 
have to expose yourself in any kind of way that we don’t ask of nondisabled 
people, it just really didn’t sit well with me.

I aim for dignity, comfort, and style.

Figure 6.2

Credit: Unhidden / Model: Nurani
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My designs aim to give back a bit of humanity to clothing. Legally we 
have to wear clothes, so I think there should be the option of having clothes 
that don’t hurt you. That don’t impede you. And that’s where the comfort 
obviously comes from.

I also focus on style. This part is improving as brands are tackling it now. 
But conventionally, most adaptivewear is aimed at older people. It’s all a bit 
polyester-y. It’s never done from a fashion perspective where you’re made 
to feel special or included. There’s no luxury element to it. I think disabled 
people deserve to have a bit of fashion, a bit of luxury, and a part of the 
industry that they just haven’t ever been given before.

Why did you choose to focus on workwear when you first launched your brand?

I mostly aim for young professionals. I just think when you want to get 
dressed up, there’s not really that option with general adaptivewear. I think 
a lot of it for me came from this assumption that people with disabilities 
don’t work, which is obviously not the case. And I thought, if they do, they’re 
restricted because they have to wear loungewear to the office because there’s 
not really any other choice. I think everything can be styled different ways. 
My designs are all in black and white because with the sustainability angle, 
it didn’t make sense to have each design in five different colors.

I think a lot of it for me came from this assumption that people with 
disabilities don’t work, which is obviously not the case.

I’m hoping in the future that we’ll be able to put some color in. But I 
thought black and white are easier colors for us to routinely find because we 
use deadstock cloth. Deadstock is fabric left over from other companies’ orders 
of cloth—so it doesn’t go to landfill or sit rotting in a warehouse anymore.

The larger aim is true inclusion, and that comes from having access to 
education across a range of categories. For example, I don’t think it’s that 
common that people with disabilities can study fashion. And therefore, they 
don’t get a design job, and they’re not in the room and they are not con-
sidered. Change starts from education, human resources (HR), and hiring 
perspectives as much as it is actually about including them in design.
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Change starts from education, HR, and hiring perspectives as much as 
it is actually about including them in design.

I want big brands to start to consider diverse hiring, or at least bring 
people with disabilities into the room with the creative team. Because 
I think if a load of nondisabled people start designing stuff based on what 
they’ve been told, or their research without inviting people with disabilities 
in, that’s really problematic too. I want to hire within the community, from 
photographer to admin to head of HR. This is my goal.

How do you bring together accessibility, style, and sustainability?

I don’t consider Unhidden products to be expensive. I think just everything 
else is cheap and we have to really focus on why that is. But I didn’t want 
money to be a barrier to people being able to get adaptivewear. From both a 
sustainable and pricing outlook, I’m trialing an adaptive alteration service. 
It’s not necessarily going to be very profitable, but it’s something that I think 
should exist.

It might just be that people can show a five-minute video to anyone 
they know who can sew, or even a local dry cleaner, and have their existing 
clothes adapted. Eighty percent of people are not born with a disability. 
There’re plenty of people who become disabled overnight, for example, and 
then what do they do with all those clothes?

So, I think rather than waste them, why don’t we make those clothes 
work for people? People are attached to their clothes. There’re so many out-
fits that you don’t necessarily wear all the time. Perhaps it’s because they’re 
uncomfortable or they hurt, but on a good day you’ll wear them and just 
suck it up. But I think if we can make it so your clothes are comfortable and 
you can wear them more, then it’s recycling and it also really helps the wearer 
not have to give up their entire wardrobe.

Who are your clothes designed for?

I’ve had so many people say, “Can nondisabled people wear it?” Of course 
they can. I’m just not going to directly target them. I think that’s kind of 
offensive to my own community.
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The example that everyone keeps reminding me about is the crossover 
with maternity wear. For example, the woman’s shirt bib opens. If you’re 
breastfeeding you can then actually access your chest, again, without having 
to pull open the whole garment. So rather than having to get to your chest 
through the middle, you can also get to it via the side. That’s the thing, mater-
nity wear is technically also adaptive. They have a lot of the same properties, 
and I think it’s so annoying that it’s commonplace now to have maternity 
ranges and we’ve just stopped there. We haven’t then gone, “Oh, what about 
for people that need all of the other differences?” I get very frustrated about it. 
I think people deserve to have a choice and they deserve to be represented.

There’s been this willful ignorance of my community. We’ve existed for a 
long time. We’re still hidden away. I think about the mental and daily strug
gle to put clothes on or the psychological impact of young people not seeing 
themselves represented. This is especially difficult if they’re not born disabled 
and they wake up with something that they didn’t have before and think: 
“Well, how am I going to get dressed? How am I even going to get home in 

Figure 6.3

Credit: Unhidden / Model: Charley
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the clothes I currently have?” This has long-term impact. And just seeing 
day by day that people aren’t including you, it builds up a lot of negativity 
and a lot of resentment, I think, and quite rightly.

There’s been this willful ignorance of my community. We’ve existed for a 
long time. We’re still hidden away.

We all express ourselves through fashion. We all like to dress up and 
feel good and feel nice, and if you’re consistently denied that, then it can be 
really difficult. If all you can ever really wear is loungewear, and we’ve all 
realized that since the COVID-19 pandemic, you do feel better when you 
feel confident and dressed up. If you want to go for a job interview but you 
can only turn up in clothing that fits you, which is quite often leggings for 
women and sweatpants for men, you don’t feel professional and you don’t 
feel involved. And you’re not able to express any kind of style. I think that is 
something that everyone should be able to do.

How do you imagine Unhidden in the future?

I’ve said from the beginning that Unhidden has always been about more than 
just the clothes. It is very much about shining a light where it needs to be 
shone and giving opportunities that have been denied to the community for 
so long. If I can help them, then I will. And it is even better if they can work 
with me. I always say “with” rather than “for” because I think it’s a collective 
arrangement that needs to happen. I’ve certainly tried to make a lot of noise 
and I think that’s been good, I’ve managed to do that. I’ve certainly rattled a 
few cages, so fingers crossed.
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Iyá Àlàro (Indigo Dyers)

Abiola Onabulé (she/her/hers)

London, United Kingdom
https://www​.abiolaonabule​.com

Abiola Onabulé is a womenswear designer who draws on her Nigerian cultural 
heritage in her practice and as a Designer in Residence in the Design Museum’s 
2020–2021 program. Under the theme of “Care,” her approach entwines per-
sonal storytelling with the gendered politics of indigo dyers (Iyá Àlàro), who 
create àdìrẹ, a material practice that is passed down through intergenerational 
knowledge exchange between Yoruba women. Abiola creates unique silhouettes 
that amplify nonnormative body shapes. Her couture-like pieces exaggerate 
shoulders and hips with layers of gathered cotton and linen. These designs 
enable wearers to take up space and also draw attention to craft work and work-
ers often overlooked and undervalued.

Where does your love of textiles and design come from?

I have European-Nigerian heritage. Naturally, over the years, I have col-
lected a lot of fabrics. My family would bring them over from Nigeria. I’d 
play around with them and ended up incorporating them into my cloth-
ing. For my residency [called Iyá Àlàro] at the Design Museum in London 
in 2020, I continued this in the form of the indigo dyeing. I’m interested 
in incorporating this into my practice in a way that’s not clichéd. It’s not 
the obvious version of what it can be, because I’ve not grown up around 
that style of making in Nigeria. I’ve grown up with a different perspec-
tive. I think it’s fun. And I’ve also got different things going on, different 
cultural forces going on. I enjoy the process of remixing and shuffling it 
around.

At the moment I’m telling more of a personal story in my practice. It’s 
based on my own experiences and the things that I am exposed to. When I 
started the residency, I was looking at this idea of care and what care means 
to me and for me. It meant a lot about storytelling, especially when you’re a 
kid. I’ve got lots of different influences going on in my life. And when you’re 
a kid growing up in one country, but you’ve got family all over the world, 
stories are a very important part of that. You see those family members very 
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rarely, but when you see them, or when you talk to them on the phone, they 
bring their stories with them. I have a grandfather who was Greek, who grew 
up in Alexandria in Egypt. And when I talked to him on the phone, he would 
tell tales of 1950s Egypt and his community. And that’s such a key part of it. 
Stories have been central to my perspective.

What role do textiles play in your practice and how does this relate to the 
history of women’s work in Nigeria?

As I was doing the residency, I was thinking about fabrics that help to for-
mally contain narratives and I started looking close to home. On my Nige-
rian side, there’s a whole line of women who were àdìrẹ artisans—or indigo 
dyers—but specifically print-based, or tie-and-dye-based indigo design. 
There’re lots of versions of that all around the world, but this was specific 
and close to home in a way. I started looking further into all the storytelling 
that’s involved in àdìrẹ. I’m especially interested in more pattern-based stuff. 
There’s a lot of symbolism involved.

A lot of stories were centered on the idea of women’s networks, because 
this àdìrẹ work was often very female based, specifically from Yoruba people. 
It was a women’s craft. In the north of Nigeria, the same sort of craft is 
more of a men’s craft. But specifically coming from my group, which is the 
Yoruba people, you see women having their own businesses and their families 
around them and supporting whole generations of people through this act 
of making. It was just lovely to do all the research on the storytelling around 
indigo dye. It felt caring in a way to be doing it for myself. You see all the 
things that people have done before and what generations have achieved. 
You can see the entrepreneurship in the community around the creativity 
and how much that set up an industry. Certain towns were known as places 
where you went to get your àdìrẹ and your indigo dyed cloth.

How do these gendered work practices relate to your personal experience?

Many fashion systems in place for hundreds and hundreds of years have 
been very patriarchal and very colonial. Behind the scenes, it’s often very 
masculine in terms of who owns and manages these companies but, on the 
face of it, the makers are often women. And so, it always ends up feeling like 
a bit of a microcosm of much bigger issues.
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Figure 6.4

Credit: Abiola Onabulé / Funding: The Design Museum (2020–2021 Residency) / Model: 

Oré Ajala / Photo: Jessica Gianelli
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Many fashion systems in place for hundreds and hundreds of years have 
been very patriarchal and very colonial.

I think that also ties into why I was so interested in àdìrẹ. Because if you 
go back far enough, and if you look at other cultures, you can see the fallacy in 
the belief that women never worked. Also, it shows just how integral women 
were—and have always been—not just to the creativity of the culture, but also 
to the economy of a culture. Women have been a vital part of communities all 
around the world and they weren’t just part of the creative act. These women 
in Nigeria are very entrepreneurial. They’re famous in West Africa for their 
mercantile ways. So many women have survived on what they make and sell, 
with their own hands, through the years. There’s a huge culture of marketplace 
dealings in Nigeria, and the women are tough negotiators.

On the other side of my family, there’s a long history of dressmakers and 
of women who had set up businesses and who were able to look after their 
families before they got married. I was very interested in looking at all these 
people who were strong because of a skill that is seen as soft. A lot of the 
conversations we had as residents at the Design Museum were around these 
traditional ideas of care as a “feminine characteristic” and whether that was 
truly the reality. It’s sometimes presented as a soft, sort of easy thing to do, 
but in reality, if you look at people who are in caring professions, and yes, 
they may often be women, it’s a tough thing. It’s not easy. It’s very difficult. It 
requires a lot of action. It’s not a thing that you just sit there and let happen.

How do you translate these ideas in your designs?

I make sure that everything feels nice and you can reasonably move in it, 
even if you want to look feminine or girly or womanly. Sometimes feminin-
ity gets tied in with restraints and constraints. In my clothes, I try to make 
sure that you could still be active, you could still take long strides or dance. 
I don’t want people to walk around feeling uncomfortable. I tend to pair my 
clothing with quite a lot of low shoes or shoes that can be worn comfortably. 
That’s how I always imagined it. You can run if you want to.

I’ve seen a lot of people dancing around in my clothes when they put 
them on, even when they’re just doing fittings. And I think because I’m 
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Figure 6.5

Credit: Abiola Onabulé / Funding: The Design Museum (2020–2021 Residency) / Model: 

Oré Ajala / Photo: Jessica Gianelli
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often using cottons which are quite lightweight or I’m using softer fabrics 
and because of the shapes, people want to almost test it out and see how it 
moves. I want people to feel taller and to feel striking, but to not be checking 
themselves throughout the day to see if they still look okay.

I’m trying to practice the things that I believe are possible. Making 
choices as you go further along to try to infuse your design with intention. 
I sourced cottons from Nigeria. They grow the cotton, they spin it, they 
weave it, and they dye it all in Nigeria. During colonial times, and then in the 
aftermath of English rule, they used to take parts of those processes outside 
of Nigeria and sell them back to Nigerians. So, I’m trying, where possible, 
to adjust my design process and my sourcing and research process to be in 
line with things that I believe in and hope for. It doesn’t always work, but 
you just think for next time, “Okay, this is how I will adjust.” It’s a slow thing 
to build up the connections and the ability to be able to talk and work with 
different types of people.

A lot of your designs take up space in dynamic new ways. Can you talk more 
about this?

I was initially figuring out my style of pattern cutting, looking into ideas 
around femininity, and projected femininity, playing with that and exag-
gerating it. Rather than shying away from it as an aesthetic, not seeing it as 
good or bad, but just enjoying being like, “Yeah, this is going to be extremely 
big on the hips. And I’m going to make the arms look bigger. And that’s 
okay.” It’s going to take up space. There’s a Jeanette Winterson book called 
Sexing the Cherry, and she describes the woman in it. She’s a big woman, 
almost like a giantess. I think that’s such a lovely way to describe women. 
Because so often women are described as small and not taking up too much 
space. With my clothing, I’m changing the goal and moving away from try-
ing to look thin, or slim, or flattering. What other things can it show? Is it 
expressing your joy?

Because so often women are described as small and not taking up too 
much space. With my clothing, I’m changing the goal and moving away 
from trying to look thin, or slim, or flattering. What other things can it 
show? Is it expressing your joy?
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Figure 6.6

Credit: Abiola Onabulé / Funding: The Design Museum (2020–2021 Residency) / Model: 

Oré Ajala / Photo: Jessica Gianelli
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I was looking at this idea of really adding volume in areas like the 
shoulders, and around the chest and the hips in a way that is playing 
along with these traditional ideas of a feminine shape. But I wanted to 
exaggerate it. So, there’s also a pair of trousers that are really large on the 
thighs and then they taper. Nowadays, maybe that sort of shaping is a lot 
more popular. But when I was growing up, there was no one going, “Oh, 
amazing, you’ve got thighs and a bum.” No one was talking about curvi-
ness as a positive.

When I started designing, I really wanted to accentuate and celebrate 
that and add to it and not be scared. I didn’t want someone to think, “Oh 
no, my hips look too big, or my arms look too chunky.” I wanted to take 
away that worry. I’m making clothes as an exaggeration of those things. So, 
you didn’t need to worry about whether that was supposed to be a positive 
or a negative.

When I think about my clothing, I’m not directly trying to make 
everything a political statement, but I understand the context that it’s 
within and I understand what I’m trying to say with it. And so therefore 
that leads to it probably being political. And I’m okay with that, because I 
think it adds an interesting layer. It’d be very boring if the clothing didn’t 
mean anything.
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SÜK

Mimosa Schmidt (she/her/hers)

Melbourne, Australia
https://sukworkwear​.com​.au​/

Mimosa Schmidt is the founder of SÜK [pronounced Sook], a responsive and 
inclusive Australian workwear company designing for a range of working bod-
ies. With years of experience as a laborer on building sites, farms, and long-
haul ships, Mimosa’s designs directly address the lack of appropriate, safe, and 
comfortable workwear for women and marginalized workers. She identifies 
how, more often than not, specific clothing essential for particular working 
roles does not fit all bodies, and many people cannot do their jobs properly 
as a result. Fed up with tolerating or hacking ill-fitting menswear, Mimosa 
designs “tough workwear for real bodies.” SÜK not only equips a wider range 
of workers but also helps them claim space and respect in work contexts that 
are often socially hostile places.

What does SÜK do and how did it come about?

I make workwear, like feminine workwear. Real, authentic, durable, comfort-
able, flattering, feminine workwear. The ethos behind the brand is that we 
don’t want to leave anyone behind. I don’t have any formal fashion or design 
training. I was a laborer and pivoted to this. I work with a pattern and garment 
development person and the process is very quick and extremely creative.

I spent my twenties on building sites, farms, and long-haul ships, and 
I just couldn’t find any workwear that fitted my body. I started to mentally 
design other options, you know, like, obsessively. Especially when you’re at 
work and you’re hot and you’re chafing, and all the dudes are looking at you 
funny. I kept going back to the idea of a boiler suit that fits. I would design 
and design and design. And then when I decided to really have a go at it, I 
started to make prototypes and work on patterns and think about what I was 
trying to do with this brand.

Being dressed in the wrong clothes, or things that don’t fit you properly, 
it’s not just superficial. It represents something about who you are, and your 
identity, and it really affects your psyche. If you turn up feeling right, it does 
a huge amount to your confidence, and you’re also read very differently.
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Being dressed in the wrong clothes or things that don’t fit you properly, 
it’s not just superficial. It represents something about who you are, and 
your identity, and it really affects your psyche.

I could never find anything that made me feel really confident. Or I 
couldn’t find anything that reflected how confident and how capable I was 
that also fitted my body. And the reason why we don’t have clothes like that 
is because we’re not welcome. I never felt like I was welcome because I had 
to walk onto the job site looking really daggy14 and then work three times 
as hard to prove I really, really, really am the real deal.

I realized that I had to address those issues in the brand as well. So, I’m 
always thinking about making people feel welcome and making clothes that 
really do work for all bodies, though I don’t think that I’ve fully achieved 
that yet. There are lots of problems and issues that pop up but that truly is 
at the heart of what I’m doing. We’re always thinking about making a size 
chart as accessible and inclusive as possible and having our garments translate 
to as many different environments and workplaces as possible.

What does the name SÜK mean?

I didn’t realize that “sook” was only an Australian and New Zealand word. 
It means you’re a weakling. You’re emotional. You’re maybe physically not 
intimidating and you might talk too much about your emotions. So many 
times on site I would hear it like almost a knee-jerk response to anything 
that was a too confronting, too emotionally confronting, or too intellectual. 
Or, like, almost too reasonable. It’s this bravado thing that goes back and 
forth. So silly.

When I was thinking about launching the brand, all the things that 
make me a woman or that make me feminine were all the things that made 
me even better at my job. What is emotional is typically deemed to be femi-
nine. It’s very universal, across all genders, but it’s often dismissed as being 
weak or feminine or “sooky.” But it is also so vital for our community and 
workspaces to have this nurturing aspect and it’s really sort of sacred, I think. 
And with SÜK, we say we’re reclaiming the word. It really is a way of saying 
these things are really powerful.
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What is emotional is typically deemed to be feminine. It’s very universal, 
across all genders, but it’s often dismissed as being weak or feminine or 
“sooky.”

Why is this particularly relevant for workwear?

The labor workforce landscape is still extremely masculine. In the decade 
that I worked as a laborer, I only worked alongside two women, which was 
beautiful when it happened. And if you look at the workwear landscape, 

Figure 6.7

Credit: SÜK Workwear
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it’s a certain body type, and that’s cis male. An athletic, broad-shouldered, 
cis male guy who has a certain haircut. To me that sort of sends a message 
that if you look different to this, or have a different body shape, maybe you’re 
not legitimate. I would say the workwear norm is very masculine and what 
we’re doing is extremely feminine.

When you’re working, you’re moving so much. You’re sweating. And 
you really do need protection. If you’re going to chafe, it is more likely 
that you’re going to chafe when you’re working, you know, because there’s 
just simply more friction. I guess also there’s the point that it could be 
dangerous if things are ill-fitting. You can trip over or something might 
get caught in machinery. It was definitely something that I noticed imme-
diately when I started wearing boiler suits because they chafed really 
badly. They were drawing blood, and in places that you wouldn’t imag-
ine: around the neck, around the underarms, between the thighs, even 
across the belly button because the waistbands are weird sometimes. A 
high quantity of friction literally means more pain if you’re wearing an 
ill-fitting garment.

There’s something about women being confident, and possibly even feel-
ing confident in their sexuality, in the context of being in a male-dominated 
environment that initially rubs people up the wrong way. I think there’s a 
notion that, in expressing your femininity more boldly, you’re making yourself 
unsafe, which I find really interesting. I would love to see that conversation 
turn around and say that cis men or male-dominated environments could be 
safer because of the expression of femininity. Subconsciously, I think they’re 
the kind of conversations and questions that I would like to be addressed. 
We should be able to dress how we like and we should be able to be as femi-
nine as we like, and still be safe.

How do you balance your designs and the rules for workplace uniforms?

We are about to enter into strictly Occupational Health and Safety (OH&S) 
garments and that’s a whole different kettle of fish. I’m slowly approaching 
high-vis gear and that is quite intimidating because there are so many regula-
tions that you have to get your head around and, obviously, it has to come 
in at a certain price point in order for it to be achievable.
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For example, if you’re a woman with my body shape, when you wear 
those high-vis vests and it’s a windy day, they just flap and it’s like hanging 
over one tit or they’re just like everywhere because they’re just so big and 
they’re not made for you. And this is something that we hear all the time. 
That OH&S garments aren’t made for a woman; the standard is a man and 
a particular male body type. It’s one size fits all. If you’re a petite person, they 
just don’t work for you. There are specific rules. It’s something like 20 cm2 of 
high-visibility color, so like orange or yellow, and then something like two 
meters of reflective tape or something like that. And so, you have to keep 
in mind that you actually need this much fabric. Then what do you do? I 
design everything like, “Here’s the problem, how do we find a solution to 
this?” And I will never, ever compromise on the aesthetic. So, it’s the prob
lem and the solution.

The things at the very top of the apex are aesthetics, fit, comfort, and 
durability. None of those can be compromised on. If I can’t find a solution, 

Figure 6.8

Credit: SÜK Workwear
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then I just put it aside and I just keep thinking on it. The other question I 
keep coming back to is whether this is going to be something that someone 
will want to wear all the time; like how much wear is really going to come out 
of this? If it’s not a good solution, and it’s not going to improve the workwear 
landscape or the fashion landscape, then we’re just not going to do it.

What kinds of bodies do you want to clothe?

When I was dealing with all these ideas of what I was trying to do, I real-
ized that a body shape like mine could belong to so many different types of 
people. And also, so many more people than just a cis woman, like myself, 
will want to look feminine. We know cis men that wear it.

I actually look at the design process as more of a problem-solving 
process. Initially, I designed these garments to solve the problems that I 
faced. I couldn’t find workwear. In that sense I was designing for people with 
breasts, smaller waist, bigger hips, broad shoulders, thighs, you know, like 
decent thunder thighs. And then, as we launched, and we got more feedback, 
some people were saying, “This is great. But I would love something that fits 
my hips a little better,” or “My thighs are super thunder thighs,” you know, 
or “My waist is even smaller, like, I am extremely curvy.” So, we have another 
set of problems and we go back and make a design that has a more adjustable 
waistband, has a wider leg, you know.

I’m trying to always share in our messaging that if you have feedback, let us 
know. We’re always open to it. We get lots of feedback from almost every cam-
paign that we run. In the shop it’s great because people are coming in and trying 
things on and you can make them feel safe and have a conversation. I think the 
main thing is that people feel like you earnestly do want to hear that feedback.

Having never been in the fashion industry before, the feedback that I 
get is that it’s not often an open dialogue. It’s important to me for two rea-
sons. One is that I’m very conscious about wastage. And I’m very conscious 
of the carbon footprint involved with fashion. And so, making things that 
truly are going to be used and reused is what it’s all about. I’m not going to 
make something that isn’t needed. At the moment we’re not making men’s 
workwear and that’s because there are so many options for cis men. We 
want to make garments that really are going to be used and if that means 
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that we have to change our design to make them more usable, that’s what 
it’s all about.

The second reason why I want to have this open dialogue is that, when 
it comes to the sizing, again, if it doesn’t fit well, then no one’s going to 
wear it, or they’re not going to wear it for very long. Especially in the 
larger sizes, I think that dialogue is never really open. The feedback that 
I’m getting is that designers or labels will say, “Well, you’re lucky even to 
get a size 20.” I’m very driven by this idea of not leaving anyone behind 
and trying to make feminine bodies and all expressions feel welcome. But 
it’s also that if we’re going to do it, we really want to do it right. I have 
this idea that you can buy a set of SÜK overalls and that’s all that you 
need to wear.

How (else) do you imagine your designs being used?

I think this has just occurred to me—what I see in my brain is an apocalyptic 
landscape. If you had to run out of the house and you only had one thing 
you could grab, it’s going to be a SÜK overall. The reason why I have that 
image in my mind is that I think about how wasteful the fashion industry 
is. And then I think about the climate, and I think about where it’s going, 
and I think we just can’t fuck around anymore.

Figure 6.9

Credit: SÜK Workwear
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I love useless, fun, beautiful things and I’m not saying that the kind of 
joy they bring into your life doesn’t have value. But personally, I’ve always 
wanted to—even as a teenager—wear clothes that I can do anything in. So, 
for me, as someone who’s very physical, that means that they have to have 
an element of functionality in them. And even as someone who doesn’t do 
physical labor work anymore, those kinds of clothes are exciting for me. They 
definitely add an element of confidence.

We have a catchline: “SÜK encourages you or inspires you to be your 
most creative self.” And I think that’s sort of at the heart. There’s something 
very true in that with clothes that really look good and are also super func-
tional. It’s like, “Oh, I could do that in this?!” I have lots of people saying, 
and maybe it’s also a symptom of the COVID-19 lockdowns, “I got these 
overalls and so now I’m painting the house. I was going to call someone to 
do that, but now I have overalls so I’m just going to do it.”

We have a catchline: “SÜK encourages you or inspires you to be your 
most creative self.” And I think that’s sort of at the heart.

We have these tradeswomen, female tradies, you know, lots of carpen-
ters, electricians, and metal workers. I think we have a plumber. I have one 
customer who works in a shipyard. We also have many skateboarders and 
skaters, interestingly enough. We also have lots of brewers like beer brew-
ers, gin distillers, lots of artists, cafe workers, bar workers, lots of tilers, and 
workers in warehouses and furniture restorers. The list kind of goes on: 
architects, illustrators, mural painters. I have a few cafes popping up at 
the moment that want to fit out their whole team and might have an 
all-femme crew.

I would actually say the majority of people are people who don’t neces-
sarily have a physical labor job, but they want to do physical things. And they 
want a pair of overalls to do it in. When I was growing up, my dad and my 
uncles and my grandfather, when they wanted to go and do some gardening 
or to service the car, they just put on their overalls. I think there are lots of 
customers who have been looking for that.
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What change do you think SÜK can make in working worlds?

I’ve had some really terrible experiences working. I felt truly unsafe and truly 
belittled. I am grateful for all of it, but in many ways, it set me back. In other 
ways, it’s made me stronger. But some of the things I went through, if I saw it 
happening to someone else, I would tear those people to pieces. And definitely I 
had a lot of anger. But where I wanted to come from with SÜK was like, “Don’t 
even go there. We don’t have to be angry.” Anger is great, but in this I didn’t 
want to express anger. I wanted to express joy. I wanted these garments to actu-
ally make you feel joyful and not to be a uniform for hate against toxic whatever 
but to be like a uniform for joy and feminine joy and feminine expressions.

I wanted these garments to actually make you feel joyful and not to be a 
uniform for hate against toxic whatever but to be like a uniform for joy 
and feminine joy and feminine expressions.

I think humor has a huge part in that: humor and happiness and keeping 
things light. Especially in the male-dominated, like hypermasculine space, 
humor is king (or queen). I’ve found that when I let go of anger, I feel a lot 
more empowered. It’s more about, “Look what I can do! Look what I can do 
with those experiences now! Look who I can help! Look who I can inspire!”
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Advanced Style

Debra Rapoport (she/her/hers)

New York City, United States
https://www​.advanced​.style

Debra Rapoport is an artist, designer, and member of Advanced Style: a col-
lective based in New York focused on the idea of growing better with age. 
Photographer Ari Seth Cohen started Advanced Style by photographing over-
sixty senior citizens in the city.15 Together, Debra, Ari, and others celebrate 
individualism and freedom of expression, for people of any age, via a series 
of photographs, blogs, and films. Here we talk with Debra about her wide-
ranging creative practice, which involves a unique relationship with found 
materials, and upcycled dynamic and distinctive wearable art pieces. Debra 
believes that older women shouldn’t have to hide away and limit themselves 
as they age but rather embrace their personal aesthetic and live their lives 
however they see fit.

Can you describe your unique design approach?

Well, I call it my ABCs because that stands for assembling, building, and 
constructing. And I do it with color, texture, and layering. I call it “dressing 
up over and again” because it’s a constant process and it’s not about shopping 
and consumption and trends. It’s taking what you have already and constantly 
making a composition on one’s body, depending on who you are that day or 
that hour or what your activity is, what your mood is and what the weather 
is. So it really is a process of play. I don’t take myself seriously at all. Where 
there is creativity, there are no rules. Where there are no rules, there is no fear.

I always tell the story about when we used to go to grandma’s house, we’d 
go to the old sewing machine and take out the button drawer and throw the 
buttons on the living room floor. And my grandfather would say, “They’re 
making a mess,” and grandma would say, “Be quiet, they’re being creative.” 
Because you can’t be creative without making some kind of a mess or being 
in a process of play or experiment.

Hopefully we can take that into our lives and take ourselves less seri-
ously. We live in such a stressful, serious world. And it’s all about success 
and making money. There is so much greed and corruption that we’ve got 
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Figure 6.10

Felt Triangular Cape with Viva Paper Hat (in the collection of Museum of Arts and Design, NYC). 

Credit: Debra Rapoport / Photo: Denton Taylor

to get back to something basic that feeds our soul. There’s too much hate, 
criticism, jealousy, you know. Let’s get simple again.

How important is reuse and sustainability to you?

Well, Ari Seth Cohen titled me “Gifted and Thrifted” because people send 
me stuff all the time and I will not buy retail. I only go to thrift shops and 
now, even more than ever, they’re doing amazing swap meets. I just got these 
pants at a swap meet. And then these socks were gifted. I think I got this 
sweater at a swap meet. My necklace is made up of old coat hooks and eyes.
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I love the idea of literally sharing: like you get something for a while 
and you give it to a friend to wear and you see what they do with it. And 
then you get it back or you pass it on to someone else. Or we’ve done a lot 
of those projects where you get something, you alter it, you send it on to 
someone else. They’ll add something more to it, or they’ll embroider, or 
they’ll add a collar or a sleeve. And that’s really fun. It just keeps going and 
you have no idea where it’s going to go and where it’s going to end. But 
yeah, that’s the beauty.

I also believe in curating your closet. We all own a ton of stuff, and if you 
owned it once, you probably still love it, and so just bring it up front, put it 
together with something else. You don’t have to create one outfit and wear 
it the same way all the time. Mix and match and play and integrate. Don’t 
wear one scarf, wear two or three. And if it feels like it’s too much, take one 
off or add a fourth. Come on, it’s just play. It’s not brain surgery.

How does low-tech DIY practice influence your style?

What I work with, everybody can work with, it’s so low tech. You don’t need 
to be a goldsmith or woodworker to know how to work with toilet paper 
rolls. For many years, I worked with found metal from when cars would fall 
apart, and I would just walk the streets and pick it up. Now cars are plastic 
and they’re high tech, so it’s so hard to find. I found a bottlecap yesterday 
with a wonderful, rusted patina on it. It was like I found a diamond. Those 
are the things that speak to me.

I want people to wake up to their environment and see that you don’t 
have to make a masterpiece painting. Anything is an art form. Whether it’s 
cooking, gardening, taking care of a pet or a child, dressing up, or making 
stuff from found materials.

I want people to wake up to their environment and see that you don’t 
have to make a masterpiece painting. Anything is an art form.

My favorite materials are anything that’s linear and malleable, since I 
come from a textile background. I could just sit and twist tape and that’s like 
a meditation. Then I’ll weave with that over wire, or I’ll wrap things with it. I 
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love old used teabags, I can’t throw a used teabag away because they’re exquisite, 
especially if they get stained from the tea and they’re extraordinarily strong.

Materials that I would be less comfortable working with would be some-
thing like glass. When you blow glass it’s malleable, but it’s not immediate 
enough for me to handle it. And glass is scary because it breaks. It’s sharp. 
You have to cut it properly. It’s all about the tactile. If I find something in 
the street, it’s immediate. How do I relate to this? What is it talking to me 
about? How can I embrace it?

So many people say, “Oh I can’t wear hats. I don’t look good in them.” 
I don’t care what age, size, shape they are because I think the minute you 
put on a hat, it’s “hattitude,” right? You’ve got one on your head now and 
you can feel it. You do feel transformed and some of your personality comes 
out rather than hunkering down or trying to be smaller. You get larger in 
an expressive way.

Your designs are dynamic and attention grabbing. How important is visibility 
to you in terms of aging?

They say women of a certain age are invisible. Wow, what’s that about? 
You know, when I started with Advanced Style, we would get letters from 
twenty-five-year-olds saying, “I’m already feeling invisible, it’s so great to 
see a woman of seventy stepping out.” And I said, “Can you imagine the 
twenty-five-year-old already worried?” It’s not that we need to be seen, but 
we do want to be acknowledged as another human being. We just want to 
express ourselves and be expansive. That’s all.

It’s not that we need to be seen, but we do want to be acknowledged 
as another human being. We just want to express ourselves and be 
expansive.

With the availability of the internet, it’s all possible. Years ago, in the 
’60s and ’70s, I showed my work in various museums and was written up in 
newspapers and then when Ari Seth Cohen came along with Advanced Style, 
that gave me more visibility again in my sixties. And now with Facebook 
and Instagram and the continuation of Advanced Style, that’s continued 
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into my late seventies. And, the feedback I get on Instagram from so many 
people . . . ​they are inspired and willing to experiment, to see themselves. 
Then I feel okay, I have a purpose and I’m delighted to share. Any way I can 
inspire others—that’s my calling.

When I leave the house, if people want to acknowledge and smile or 
take my picture, that’s fine, but that’s not my intention. Yes, I want to 
bring joy and a smile to people’s faces. And if that happens because of the 
colors or the combination of things I’m wearing, yes, I’m totally happy 
to do that.

I just think we don’t have to be invisible.

I just think we don’t have to be invisible.

How important is the role of the body in your design practice?

I think it came from uncomfortability in my own body. Personal style is 
healing because it’s very much about you expressing your true self and, again, 
it’s not about fashion and trends. And that’s why the pieces that I built in 
the late ’60s were bigger than the body. They were environments. The body 
wasn’t as important as the energy within. They were performance pieces. 
They were not apparel.

I told my whole back story as a younger teenager, and I did not have 
the perfect body. I was flat-chested (which I’m grateful for now) and I didn’t 
feel like a very attractive teenager. So I had to reinvent myself, or reinvent 
how I wanted to feel in my body. That’s when I started with the layering and 
colors and textures to distract from what a normal teenager would probably 
wear, like a very tight pair of shorts and a tight T-shirt or whatever. That was 
not my style.

Having been a young woman without the perfect body, you know, so 
I layered colored hats. I believe in framing the face, so that when you walk 
into a room, you want your face to shine. You don’t necessarily want to be 
sexualized by having guys whistle at you for your tits and your ass. I mean we 
have them. And we can flaunt them. There’s nothing wrong with that. But 
let’s get past it. Let it be our energy and our exuberance that is expressed. And 
not flaunt the body parts, because we’re more than that.
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Figure 6.11

Epaulets of Recycled Materials with Head Piece (in the collection of National Gallery of Victoria, 

Melbourne, Australia). 

Credit: Debra Rapoport / Photo: Denton Taylor
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How would you explain your approach to others?

I like to think of it as the flow of life. I’m trying to get people to open their 
eyes and be heard more. I’m not really an activist in the political sense, but I’m 
an activist because I am doing and living what I believe in. That’s what I want 
everybody else to do: to find their truth and define the way of life that they 
want to live in. And, ideally, it’s honoring the planet. That to me is the ultimate.

How can we honor the planet?

Well, just being aware of waste and excess. Sustainability is using things over 
and over again. You don’t throw something away when it can still be used or 

Figure 6.12

Free Formed Straw Hat and Cuffs of Repurposed Materials. 

Credit: Debra Rapoport / Photo: Denton Taylor

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2472070/book_9780262379090.pdf by guest on 21 November 2024



211    Working

is vital. And if you don’t want to use it, you pass it on. The same with food: 
try not to throw food out. Try to keep the scraps and turn it into stock or 
soup or something. And eat fresh food. Just eat real food. Eat with color, eat 
with texture, and enjoy every bite of it.

And appreciate health and healing. To grow older, if you don’t have your 
health, then it’s not going to be fun and playful. You’ve got to take care of 
yourself, you’ve got to be respectful of your body. You only have one. And 
now with global warming and the global climate emergency, to become 
vegan, or at least do Meatless Mondays, or be aware of what you’re eating 
and how you are eating, is all part of it. Because we are part of this planet, 
and we only have this planet. I’m not going to Mars any time soon.
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Wearable Utopias has explored the role of what we wear in relation to citizen-
ship and civic concerns, illustrated by the work of designers committed to 
making new, more inclusive worlds for more people. We brought together 
the visions of twenty-six groundbreaking contemporary inventors, hackers, 
makers, and menders who are forging creative and critical practices that 
resist, subvert, and disrupt normative assumptions that shape everyday life. 
From anti-surveillance coats to modest swimwear, we showed how ideas in 
wearable form can be tools of expression, refusals to submit to restrictive 
ideals, and joyful acts of resistance. Here, wearables are more than simply 
“things that can be worn.” They are world-making and -changing devices 
that render visible alternative futures via glimpses of new, more expansive 
worlds and envisioning fresh ways of inhabiting existing ones.

In this final chapter, we map some of the key ideas emerging across 
this collection. We build on our analysis that organised the interviews into 
six themes relating to different “acts of citizenship”: expanding (wearables 
that push physical, social, and political boundaries); moving (wearables that 
enable participation in a wider range of sport and activities); concealing 
(wearables that defend privacy or keep secrets); connecting (wearables that 
link individuals to large scale issues); leaking (wearables that challenge the 
idea that urinating and menstruating are problematic or taboo); and working 
(wearables that address inequalities in the workplace). The designers featured 
in these interviews have highlighted, questioned, negotiated, and reframed 
issues, problems, and bodies with their designs—queering landscapes and 
bravely mapping new paths through and around conventional norms. Maps 

7	 CONCLUSION: MAKING AND WEARING 
NEW CIVIC AND SOCIAL FUTURES
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are social and political instruments that reveal relationships across space 
and time, mark significance, and inspire imaginings of travel. Ending with 
a mapping feels fitting, given the multiple “desire lines” we have followed 
in the preceding pages.

In the early 1990s, STS scholars Wiebe Bijker and John Law invited read-
ers to consider how things “might have been otherwise.”1 They argued that 
technologies are never firm or fixed or determinately set in only one direc-
tion. Rather, they are designed and pressed into shape by everyday practices, 
decisions, and assumptions. Their heterogeneous uses, workings, and failings 
simply “mirror our societies.”2 This means things might have been different if 
alternative paths were taken or new questions asked. And, they could still be.

Theirs remains an enduring call to action. So, can wearables create pos-
sibilities to act differently? And, what kinds of worlds might they make? Our 
response to these questions is informed not only by the breadth of the materials 
covered in Wearable Utopias but also in our orientation to the content. Draw-
ing on STS, citizenship, gender, and cultural studies, we framed discussions 
around critical social and political issues and controversies such as menstrua-
tion, urban harassment, and pervasive surveillance. We set out to understand 
what wearables do, rather than focus on their visual appearance. There are 
many accounts of wearables that do something in this collection. Examples 
include wearables that provide the means to dress professionally for work and 
claim expert identities (see Unhidden), to relieve yourself safely and hygieni-
cally in public (see Shewee), or to respond to verbal abuse from other street 
users (see Ride With Wolves). Some projects create conditions for personal 
expression through designs that celebrate bodies, or body parts, that are often 
contained, shamed, or hidden (see Body as Material, Iyá Àlàro, and Qué Rico 
Menstruo). Wearables can provide a platform for debate and discussion about 
societal issues, such as air pollution and immigration (see Catalytic Cloth-
ing and The Social Studio). These examples—just a small selection from our 
research—demonstrate wearable evidence of how “citizenship is embodied 
and changed” via “new forms of togetherness” and “new strategies to claim 
rights and new civic roles.”3

Our approach scrutinized the role of objects—things—in civic par-
ticipation and public life. We explored if wearables could be understood as 
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alternative “acts” and “performances” of citizenship. We have been guided by 
interdisciplinary scholars interested in how alternative forms of citizenship 
are made from the ground up, rather than through conventional, top-down, 
information-based relationships with the nation-state. We were motivated 
by political scholar Engin Isin’s call for “a new vocabulary of citizenship” to 
reflect how “acts of citizenship stretch across boundaries, frontiers and ter-
ritories to involve multiple and overlapping scales of contestation, belong-
ing, identification and struggle.”4 Following sociologist Noortje Marres, we 
analyzed how people use objects and materials to creatively participate in 
civic life and organize political action on a daily and often mundane basis.5 
We have also sought what Bruno Latour describes in Making Things Public as 
an “object-oriented democracy” that embraces difference, builds individual 
and collective forms of expression, and “bind(s) us all in ways that map out a 
public space profoundly different from what is usually recognised under the 
label of ‘the political.’ ”6

We also introduced this book with José Esteban Muñoz’s invitation to 
refuse to settle for the status quo and his call for more vibrant, hopeful, and 
collective futures. The leading-edge designs in this collection provide an 
abundance of inspiration for the task. An example in practice is Sky Cuba-
cub’s concept of “radical visibility,” which celebrates a diversity of bodies, 
genders, and abilities. Sky sees it as “a movement based on claiming our 
bodies,” and it is through the innovative use of “bright colors, exuberant 
fabrics, and innovative designs” that they joyfully highlight and celebrate 
communities “that society typically shuns.” This is just one of many inter-
views in this collection that surface “new sites of contestation, belonging, 
identification and struggle.”7

Wearable Utopias unites these ideas through an examination of wear-
ables. As outlined in the introduction, wearables touch every single body 
across the planet and are therefore ubiquitous in social, cultural, and political 
spheres. However, they are rarely considered central to an “object-oriented 
democracy.” Ours remains a topic of enquiry more often found in fashion 
than in STS. Yet what we wear constitutes the “thingness” of wearable tech-
noscience and powerfully informs the making, remaking, and reimagining of 
social and political worlds. We have shown how new forms of wearables worn 
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in many contexts can enable individuals to “act as citizens” and “constitute 
themselves as those with the ‘right to claim rights.’ ”8

The designers we interviewed do this in many ways. By grouping their 
diverse responses into six themes, we drew attention to the many creative 
methods through which challenging (often enduring) issues can be addressed. 
We hope this structure offers fresh perspectives on the sociopolitics of citi-
zenship that expand beyond narrow, top-down, state-based relationships. 
Within each theme, the designers’ approaches reorientate “problems” into 
sites of radical thinking and acting with, about, and in wearable form. They 
use wearables to mediate and translate between bodies, spaces, and politics 
in unexpected, unsettling, and vibrant ways, questioning and negotiating 
society in the process. In the process, they blur conventional understandings 
of singular, or fixed ideas of civic engagement.

These ideas map onto classic STS writings about the power of multi-
plicity, adaptability, and flexibility. In The Body Multiple, Annemarie Mol 
unsettles the idea of a thing, in this case a disease, as a stable or defined entity. 
She writes, “There is no longer a single passive object in the middle, waiting 
to be seen from the point of view of a seemingly endless series of perspec-
tives.”9 Rather, she shows how different medical experts have multiple per-
spectives on one object—the body—yet cohesion is still possible. They don’t 
have to compete or operate in a hierarchy. Multiple ideas can be assembled 
in different configurations to benefit different users. Far from weakening, 
here multiplicity can strengthen artifacts and systems. Building on this idea, 
citizenship studies scholar Sabine Netz and colleagues argue that “if bodies 
are multiple, they can be different, and other worlds are possible.”10

Recognition and celebration of multiplicity is a key idea running through 
the collection. The designers do not smooth over or seek to erase differ-
ence. Rather, they highlight and expand—as well as move, conceal, connect, 
leak, and work—to embrace breadth and diversity as democratic alternatives 
to conventional norms. All are dedicated long-term members of, or work 
closely alongside, communities that are routinely overlooked, undervalued, 
or negatively targeted for being different. Drawing on distinctive, situated 
knowledges and experiences, they render visible a broader range of citi-
zens who defy conventional understandings or binaries. The results make 
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unexpected, ground-up and embodied interventions in everyday life. Fun-
damentally, they reveal the beauty and strength in difference.

Being seen matters on many levels. The designers don’t just support 
people with appropriate, accessible, and imaginative wearables. Many also 
set out to transform sites of exclusion and marginalization into platforms 
for change. They provide tools for undoing and remaking norms and beliefs. 
Working in or closely with communities, they challenge taboos and provide 
critical reminders that what might be mundane for some can be isolating 
for others. As Rosemarie Garland-Thomson writes, “Although misfitting can 
lead to segregation, exclusion from the rights of citizenship, and alienation 
from a majority community, it can also foster intense awareness of social 
injustice and the formation of a community of misfits that can collaborate to 
achieve a more liberatory politics and praxis.”11 The power of the wearables 
in this collection lies in their ability to reveal hegemonic norms by opposing 
and subverting them.

These are some of the desire lines that pervade this book. They route 
across normative and dominant landscapes, making alternative tracks and 
traces and offering novel ways of navigating familiar journeys. We attempted 
to unite them, to highlight where they intersect, twist, and entwine with each 
other to explore how the expansive and imaginative offerings of these design-
ers draw attention to the limitations and exclusions of normative sociopoli-
tics. Rather than trying to speak for everyone, the wearables we have curated 
here respond to issues affecting specific groups and interstitial spaces that 
are often overlooked, ignored, or underrepresented. The work of the con-
tributing designers showcase alternative possibilities for civic participation 
and political engagement and importantly remind us that change comes in 
a myriad of shapes, sizes, and speeds. It might be on show or cleverly con-
cealed. It might ever so slightly nudge or subversively twist a conventional 
norm. It might capture the world’s attention overnight, or acceptance might 
take an achingly long time . . . ​if it arrives at all. Regardless, these designers 
are committed to making new worlds, and they offer, as Carl DiSalvo writes, 
“a way to care, together, for our collective futures.”12

Initializing a nascent desire line is difficult, for it involves heading into 
uncharted territory, veering away from the norm or separating from what 
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is expected. In many ways, desire lines map onto Muñoz’s writings about 
making and navigating new futures—or what he calls a “flight plan for a 
collective political becoming.”13 He invites readers “to look beyond a narrow 
version of the here and now” and insist “on something else, something better, 
something dawning.” It is a hopeful provocation to step out of “this place 
and time to something fuller, vaster, more sensual, and brighter.”14 The world 
shouldn’t only fit some citizens. Making and wearing things differently is one 
way we can reveal the systems of oppression, discrimination, and authority 
that structure and delimit many people’s lives. Once we see and unsettle their 
hold over us, it becomes possible to imagine, invent, and inhabit new, more 
utopian worlds.
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