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CHAPTER ONE
- INTRODUCTION
Process of Choosing Topic

Although my undergraduate degree includes painting and art history, my interest
in crafting goes back to childhood. I enjoyed sewing and gluing aé much as drawing and
painting. However, it wasn't untﬂ rhy fourth year of college that I began to consider
textile arts my chosen media of expression and a topic to write about. Becoming
certified in art educaticn makes one aware of how marginalized the teacher of art is
within the studio. No one e\}er really sees you as an artist when you decide to teach. In
some wayé this experience of my work being dismissed as that of an "m teacher's" led
~ me to appreciate how crafters maintain their traditions. My work became craft.

My master’s thesis deliberatelyv excluded the usual fine art subject_ matter and
went directly to the bettom rung of the aesthetic ladder: popular crafts, the kind seen at
church bazaars. In part this wasv a defiant move against what I considered the limited,
elitist, narrov() and stifling art troditionS’and practices I had studied as a student. But I
was also interested in the entire concept of people creatihg identical cbjects of an
anonymous nature. This flew in the face of what I had learned as an artist; to always be

->

original...and "masculine.”



Looking back on that thesis, it's almost embarrassing how simplistic some of the

.ideas- were at that time. But it was a start and in an essentially non supportive
environnient. Art education majors weren't even required to :write a thesis or ha\re a
master's exhibit. This was furtlier evidence that what we had to say or ’show wasn't even
worth listening to. However, the independence that conies_With being ignored allowed
1ne to develop my own ideas and writing style. |

In the doctoral program I discovered educational philosophies that more closély | ~
matched my own notions and thingsreally took off. Popular culture, postmodernism,

' and feminism were researcli ideas [ had not encountered before, and I began to make
some connections among education, popular éﬁme and craft in a postmodern world. I
realized that popular crafters, the majority being female, were marginaliied, just as
female art educators who engaged in crafts were not considered "real" artists. Unless you
strapped on the phallus of male doniinated art and traditional artist behavior and style, |
you couldn't make it as a female artist. Craft's anonymity was intriguing and refreshing.
While fine art critics made it seem as though craft tradition was f_rozen, or even dead,
crafters were very much alive and productive.

| For me, craft became less about conformity and.more about questioning the
modemist concept of originality. By upholding 'originality as the standard, large
quantities of vital works are ignored siniply because they 'reseinble each other. Popular |
craft has also been accused of being politically neutral in content, unlike the social and
cultural commentary of fine art, when in fact it has many things to say about country,
family, religion, women and community. Basically, craﬁing 1s.as neutral as the public

school textbook. When what I started to notice about popular craft did not mesh with my



fine art training, I felt I had found a place to begin my research.

Craft 1s Historical

One problem involves reconcéptualizing women's craft as woman's work.

Craft's linkage with women may not just be an essenﬁalisf notion. Archaeologist
Elizabeth Barber in her book Woman's Work: The First 20, 000 Years (1994) points out
that division of labor based on sex has to do with what activities are compatible with
child care. Crafting is, she claims, because of its features: portable, easy to drop and

- then resume, repetitive, and stable. It keéps the crafter in one spot, or at least not far
from the hdme. Historically‘speakjng, in order to keep women "productive" to society
during child bearing years, craft work became women's work. | The only other work that
meets the same criteria as craft is food preparation. "These are what societies world-
wide have come to see as the core of Women's work, although other tasks may be added
to the load, depending upon the circumstances of the particular society" (p. 30).

Craft has always been linked with women even though fnen have made ﬁames for
themselves in the craft world, such as William Morris' Arts and Crafts movement of the
late 19th century. Since the Industrial Revolution, women's involvement in craft has split
in two directions. The ﬁrst is the siudio/p'rofes_sional fine arts crafter, and the second
direction is the personal/everyday popular crafter, some of whom are also professionals
in their field. It is this everyday direction that I wish to explore and its emergence after
the Industrial Revolution.

Since craft is tied up with issues of gender, the changes that affect women will

affect craft forms. Unfortunately, much has been lost from a historical standpoint due to



the périshable nature of cloth (Barber 1994). However, by looking at today's crafting,
i)erhaps much can be gained about why women continue to craft. For example, feminist
‘research of the 1970's began to look at how the routines of Schooling maiﬁtained gender
differences. One aspect of schooling is the male-oriented view of knowlédge as logical,
ordered and seQuéntial. Today, any crafting periodical will include how-to instruction
procedures for every project. | The ‘familiarity of the how-to creates a cdmfort zone fpr
female popular crafters; possibly they view it és edupational in nature, something they .
have encountered before, .. |

In attempting to look at this relationship among women, craft and pedagogy it
becomes apparent that traditional aesthetic criticism is not sufficient. Even when written
under the gﬁise of postmodernism, the cdntext of women's craft work is igﬁored
(Deniston 1997, Hixson 1997, Lippard 1995, Kingsley 1987). A typical stance inserts
women into the art history timeline, theh mourns the fact that there were few women
artists. What usually follows is speculation on "what could have been" (similar to
.Woolfe's essay Room of One's Own ) had women a;tists been allowed to exist. Fehr

: (1993) makes this éxact- point by claiming that we are all robbed of a large portion of

great art because women weren't allowed to b¢come art_ists (p. 86). |

This stance becomes problematic when wé introduce craft. Craft has existed as
women's wdrk for at least 20,000 years. Were those women not prpducing creative
products, some of which were uni(iue and inventive considering limited resources? The
problem with Fehr's view is one of context. Just because women were making their
homes the site of their works doesn't mean they weren't making aesthetic decisions. The

system of art history needs to be re-viewed, as does the matter of who gets a place in this



history. Fehr does admit this system is wrong, but he still relies on it in retrospect to
judge women as artists (and the lack of women recognized as such) when in fact women
have always made things with their hands and 'continue to do so in the form of crafts.

Craft is Critical, Contradictory, Complex

Craft has been charged with being politically and visually innocuous. As Pagarlo
(1994) suggests, women's arthas been dismissed as sentimental because it does not hold
up to the male standard of neutrality (p. 256). Tt is interesting to note that school
textbooks have also met the ‘samevcharges, ‘u:ntilb one digs deeper. Apple (1988) identified
how textbooks are indeed political,.jus:t in a more :subtle‘way. This subtlety is extremely
effective and powerfulj ‘He points to hegemony and the way it is reproduced by society,v
not just imposed from above (p. 236). Likewis_e? popular craft functions through a
hegernonic system, embodying ’;trariitiorral’values;' and "coml‘non‘ sense." One co_uldv
label craft's political stanc‘e as one of nostalgia, most often encased in rural imagery.

The pr’ob‘lem of nostalgia vs. the here-and-now requires an overview ofthe
conservative reformation of rhe 1980's and the structure of the famil& (Coontz 1992).
God, ‘cvo‘untry, home and family are dominant motifs in pepu1ar'eraft'and in the platform
of the religious right. -Crafting can be said to have experienced a political backlash of its
own to its more ethnic 'f(F)rm.s‘ like niacramé and folk errrb.roidery'of the 1970's. Asa
result, ‘Re‘agarx simultarxeouely rlshered in‘ rampant _eome&étism and the "country” era of
craft, much of what we see today a‘t‘ craft shows (motife such as farms, geese, COWS, etc.)

‘Nostalgia is not a matter of simple people having simple beliefs. Pinar (1995)

views the suppression of history as a denial of collective identity. The symptoms of a



denied history include violence, racism and nostalgia. The incomplete history is the one
“school textbooks contain, free of significant contributions of women and people of color.
By being denied fhose complex and contradictory aspects of history; the American
identity is repressed and incomplete. So it in\}ents apd sustains a nostalgic self.
It may be possible that craft forms illustrate this denial rpore vividly than any fine

art object, since modern art wants nothing to do with nostalgia, or the eVeryday

person's world. An important contradiction in craft's nostalgia is that most women now
work outside the home while their craft imagery remain_s‘ rooted in a domesticated past.
The multiple meanihgs in craft itelﬁs indicate that working women craft an imagined
identity/past.

Craft Magazines and Craft Items

Unless one counts the studio craft movement froni the guilds to now, there has
been no real effort to documeﬁt craft, particularly popular craft from about 1980 to the
present. Craft magazines offer one solution to this lack of documentation. They present
images, in the form of trends and instructions on how to reproducecertain motifs in the
making of a decorative object. Magazines are also the text women crafters follow.
Whether they embrace or resist it is another matter to be discovered. But they do
acknowledge and consume magazines as a soufce for crafting ideas (HIA 1994
Natidnwide Consumer Study).

Within magazines, a picture of home as feminized space begins te emerge.
Femininity expressed through the home is a pastel world of Victorian and country

pastiche, glued together by nostalgia. This comes across in advertisements, articles and



letters from readers. Carrington and Bennett's (1996) exploration of women consuming
rnagazine texts for play and enjoyment is particularly relevant here. The home becomes
a series of surfaces with whieh to embellish via craft. This can include the actual home
environment itself, but also extends to bodily embellishment of family members through
wearables and jewelry.

Giroux (1992) defines pedagogy as 6écnrring "wherever knowledge is produced,
wherever‘culture is given the possibility of tretnslating experience and constructing truths,
even if such truths appear unrelentingly redundant" (p. 218). Craft magazines present a
definite pedagogy through the how-to. The how-to can be linked to conservative texts |
such as the Tyler Rationale and Bloorn's Taxonorny,,where knowledge is conceived as a
set of building bloeks (Cherryholmes 1988). We can say that the how-to is the pedagogy
of popular craft and its ties to schooling are strong.

Finally; magazines present images relatting to the concepts of nostalgia and
"country." These images create an ideology which the crafter perpetuates and disrupts

| while crafting. Nostalgia is 6_ften wrongfully equated with simplistic belief systems when
in fact a lot goes into maintaining such beliefs. If craﬁing is not a neutral activity and if
it has many messages within its written and visuai texts, what are some;'of these messages
about home, family, reli'gi‘on and education? Messages within craft magazines are
usually presented in bold, cqlorful, glossy, high-tech formats. Sdmetimes this is in direct
contradiction to the nostalgic "srmpler time" rnessage of crafting. Craft objects are often
made of synthetic materials. It can be said that crafting is highly contradictory and

problematic. Its analysis will require more than one approach.



Purpose of the Study

In this study I intend to explore more deeply the meaning of craft's more popular
forms. Craft magazines will be a primary source for analysis. How magazines convey
the complex universe of nostalgia is part of populaf craft's history in the making. -

Description of the Problem

In looking at craft, the pfoblem 1s n.ot“how to push for lmvaking craft into art, but to
focus on the question: what is this :;ictigfity known as craft? Turning the study of craft
into an art vs. craft cruséde_ is a‘ trite apﬁroach and Shows much ignoranée of fhe _
complexity of craft. Craft is distinct from art in many ways and shbuld be v‘respectéd for
i_tsv uniqueness and connection to peoplé (Metcalf 1980, Metcalf 1993). vToo much has
been written on the art/craft debate already. It's time to get beyond 'asséftions of who's
better/who's equal and look into what is speciai. about craft's more popular fomis.‘

A re-viewing of craft as ﬁmre than common-sense art and récogni,ziﬁg itasa
meaning;making endeavor, also calls for re-thinking oﬁr ideas of originélity and how
- they are tied to modernism (Dissanayake 1988, Wolff 1981). A feliancé én originality
makes the artist into a metaphysical béing, és if "he" wére given some sért of taient. '
Postmodern aﬁalysis hés poin'ted‘ out instancés of art béing shaped by society, not the
other’way around (Trend 1992, Wolff 1981)." Opening the dialogue of art to include |
group activities such as popular cfaft, alléWs a democratic siaéce for debate and
discussion to occur w1th more exciting possibilities. Plus the importance of women
crafters being included in the aésthetic conversations can finally be acknowledged.

Craft has a lot to do with the notion of community. The community is both social



and isolationist at once as crafting is marked by pertods of solitude and sharing.
Expression of community goes against the ideal of individuality as taught in schools and
in the dominant art eduéation curriculum. ‘We can view the alikeness of women's craft
items as expressions of their community values. Perhéps_ 1t is more important to adhere
with the commimity and create anonymous objects than to _make individuah'stic.art
works. As Deniston (1997) suggests, "these excluded a’r_t fonﬁs are particularly
transparent. Tbs transparehcy allows uniqlie insight into the various social meanings
contained within art fdﬁﬁs, practice and aestheﬁcs" (p. 42).

Ultimately, what makes crafters intriguing is their ability to select what aesthetic
forms they will resurrect from the past. It is, however, difficult to distinguish an origin
for these irﬁages; much like trying to find where ideas formulate in textbooks
(Cherryholrﬁes 1988). Much of what composes popular craft is self-referential and
circular. Thus, the problem of popular craft is ﬁot a simplistic one, but it mﬁst be

- explored nonetheless.

| Focus of the Study

I intend to examine t‘he‘texts of: »';Sopular craft as contained in magazines and
images of craft objects. __ Here I am not only looking for what these irhages say, but also a
quasi-history of contémporary popular craft. Magazines are the most popular sources for
ideas (HIA 1994)..‘ They ‘contain how-to lessons and advertiseménts as project "jump
starts" for crafters. The dominant popular crafting ideology of interest is nostalgia and
how it is portrayed by the use of a country‘style. There are numeroﬁs other sty1e§ used in

popular craft, but country remains the strongest, surviving many trend shifts in the past



20 years. The focus throughout my study will be about how women appropriate

"country” in their lives.

Research Questions

In focu’sing on the analysis of créﬁing magazines as more than just "text", Thave -
arrived at the following questions:

*What do crafting magaiines have }to’offer in fhe Way they portraywomeh, the
home, and wOm_en‘s work, in this case creftiﬁg?’

*What do crafting magazines have to say about the "craft community" and its
values? How is this tied to the concept of nostelgia?' More specifically, is this adherence
- to community expressed through look-alike craft items?

*What is the ﬁedagogy of the how-to and what does it have in common with the
existing public school sy’sten1/strut:t11re? |

Significance of the Study

_ Impogtgm ce of the St_ugiy/antrﬂggt_igns to Existing Knowledge

There is an unimaginable gap in craft's history. Women's domestie craft is the’
most marginalized of art activitiee (Deniston 1997). Thereforeit is not adequately
. addressed by 1vn'o_dernist‘aesthetic research or even traditional feminist analysis which
would view popular.creft asan oppfessive entiiy (Hixsen 1997). Crafting, due to its
contradictory nature of past methods melding with present materials, may be looked at
from a postmodern feminist stance. Though problematic, this stance takes into account a

wide range of perspectives and allows for more theoretical possibilities (Fraser and

10



Nicholson 1990). On the one hand éraft is a celebration of feminine resourcefulness and
commﬁnity but it is also not an inn'ocent‘activity. The concept of nostalgia contains ’é
strongly patriarchal wprldview that vcan’t simply be written away (no matter how much I
and others might enjoy crafting). - |

A majc_ir problem is that little has been written abouf .craft that doesn't: a) try to
crusadé for craft being I_nadébinto' art, b) dismiss craft as a politically ncﬁtral activity
thereby reducing its abest'het‘.ic impact; ¢) portray craft from a fnodernist staﬁce or
museumize it (looking only-at thé obj ect’ and not the crafting pro‘cess), or d) ignore
- popular craft entirely.

These _approaéhes appear to ignore how society has changed frofn 'more-model_;n»
éssur_nptions of originality/individuality to a postmodem worldview of
c01mnunity/coll¢ctive aesthetics. Therevisv aiso little understénding of the social,
economic, and aesthetic importance of women who have perpetuated the traditions of
crafting (Deniston 1997). Women have done this in their own way, differeﬁt from the
commonly held romantic myth of the American pioneer wi fe whose only aesthetic
activity Was to be resourceful.

“This study 'Will_‘.focus_ on contcmporary women's handwork from crocheted bed
dolls to painting on saw blades, as viéwed through c_raft texts. Such it¢1ns are missing
from art history and aéstheticl'anélysis‘. Since these va.CtiVi‘tiCS‘v remain unacknowledged,
crafting as a whole, including professionai female craﬁers; is not clearly understood.

Evidence for Theoretical Signific

Postmodern feminist research has not only focused on women, it has been a

11



different sort of focus. Because what some consider as "women's work" (mothering,
cooking, cleaning, crafting) is now viewed through a ﬁésher leﬁs, the modernist way of" |
looking at craft as undriginal and not expressive needs to be reconsidered. By subjecting
craft to patriarchal forms of art criticism, the idea that crafters are part of a community is
lost, along with alternative concepts of originality. It could :be that certain groups of

- women place more¢ importance on a shared community than‘on self—exp;essiori alone. As
a result, craft objects may lobk like each other and even come from the same kit, making
craft more complex aﬁd contradictory.

Part of a re-conceptualization of craft from a postmodem feminist view involves
looking at its political dimens;on. Women crafters experience marginality, or living
outside the center of culture. Martel and Peterat (1994) demonstraté thow marginality is a
way of being for women in our society. However, the conipleXity of .existjng in the.
margins points to a possibility for positive change. The concept of "rﬁarginal crafter” can
be opened to a freer space where women can group together as théy have done in the
past, to creafe. I wbuld even maintain that there is a sense of liberation to be gained for
one’s self when no one considers your work important or cares what your work looké like
in the first place. You can make the things you like to make, things vtha‘t are meaningful
to you and the groupsyou ihhabit. | |

Postmodernism "makes the éveryday an obj'ec‘tv of vserious study" (Giroux 1992,

p. 55). This suggests that popular craft may be a significant aesthetic acﬁvity.
Unfortunately, popular culture writings have not addressed craft 'issues; in many ways
they rem#in overly dedicated to literature and film imagery. How people decorate their

daily lives is an issue requiring attention to more subtle meanings than what first meets

12



the eye.

Significant changes are occurring within art education. While still dominated by
the view of art as self-expression; multicultural concerns have surfaced, fdrcing a second
look at those cultures' works (Katter 1995). Most aré not museuinized, These objects are
used in the home; thus context bec_om_e; a key issue rather‘ than originality. We need to
re-view the pattern and its usage.‘ -Perhaps ‘pe(‘)ple consciously choose when and where to
utilize patterning devices making popular créft a site of struggle and fantasy, rather than
one of domination and_submissibn. | |

Theoretical Contributions of the Study

I wish tb éxpand postmodern theory and research to inciude. the crafts being made
today. Media, literature, education, 1dentity...nearly e.Verything' has been looked at from a
postmodern pérspective exc.‘ept popular craft aﬁd how it pertains to education and the
home. Trend (1992) has wfitten about art education and community issues from a
postquem view, but he does‘ not discuss craft (though he doesn't deride it either).
Likewise, lee postmodern popular qulture discourse}s may focus on formed elements of
jmédia éulturé, they focus -little on people themselves (G‘riroux. 1992).
Feminist rese‘aréhers have writteﬁ about WOmef; and the arts (Lippard 1995, Hicks
1992). The wbmcn artists discussed are typically not representative of the everyday life
most other women expérience. Thesé are artists such as Frieda Kahlo, Kaethe Kollwitz,
Mary Cassatt et. al. One wonders why these figures are lauded over and over again as
"ground breakers" and "masters" in such an unproblematic fasﬁion while the framework

in which they are discussed is often patriarchal to begin with. Feminist art criticism
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needs to be linked with the postmodern in order to provide a space for questioning our
systems of aesthetic labeling.

I am interested in re-viewing women crafters, an invisible, marginalized group,
from a postmodern feininist position. Hopefully this will allow for a political
examination ef craft, its popular cultural v;'orkings, struggles over meaning and the
notion of both positive and negétive aspects of crafting ideology such as nostalgia. As
Hicks (1992) maintains, engaéng in feminist discourse inevitably makes the writer
become involved in a form of self-analysis. I plan to include my own particular biases
toward craft, the way I heve experienced it myself as both a female and an intellectual.

Definitions

I‘ am prefacing the following definitions by first explaining how each concept is _
viewed by a traditional or modeﬁxist stance. This is critical in order to understand the
problems inherent in iooking at popular craft. I will follow eachvtraditional definition |
with examples of how the concept can be expanded to include postmodern.ferninﬁt
ideas. In chapter two, more detailed overview‘s‘ of postrnodernism, feminist re'search and
popular culture Will be discussed.

;"CRAF T- Handmade objects for pmctica] use whose makers are bound by traditional
manual skills. Some eorvnmenexnnl‘;‘)les are quilts, woodwork, ironwork, dolls, baskets,
ceramics, etc. Craftisa diétinet'cetegery from art,:“the sepération based on the
 intellectual or inspired status of artists. The crafter's role is to make useful things and
they are to be admired for their skills. However, the crafter is not concerned with

expressing broad themes such as social injustice in their work. Craft has no intrinsic
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meaning, as art does. Anyone with e.ﬁough expertise can create a craft object by
' fb]lowing a pattern, Whereas only one person can make an original painting. Many third
world cultures utilize craft rather than art but this is because their ‘country is behind
socially and technologicél]y. An overall image is one of a single craftsperson or small
group making a select line of obj_ects entirély by hand using. histon'cal methods and a
limited range of tools, | |
When craft is reconceptualized, its trait of "practical use” becomes a pdsiﬁve |
rather than n_egative one. Craft has its own unique aspects such as use of decoration,
cultural reference and context, and expression of 'community ;ralues (Meicalf 1993,
Dissanayake 1988, Kingsley 1987, Slivka 1987, Met'calf 1980). "Thil_'d world" countries
are not the only cultures that make crafts. As studio crafteré have demonstr.ated,
men/women and all racial grdups enjoy craﬁing. The focile on quality and skills
becomes a source of pride, not merely an avoidance of social issues. Th¢ meam'ng in
craft lies in its context and manufacture (and the same is true for fine art).v Wolff (1981)
would argue that all artistic activities are collective, not isolationist. Yet many studio
crafters reject the term "crafterf',and call themselves artists, furth_ér blurring the lines
betWéen art‘an..d craft. |
*POPULAR CRAFT- There is‘ NO consensus on a terﬁi for this activity. Even though the
general public consi_defs popular craft part of craft, studiQ craftefs do not. "Amateurs"
"hobby art" and "hobbyists" are terms’ indicating low quality, mass produced, mechanized
and uninspired craft objects and their makers. The studio crafter and artist desperately
seek to separate thémselves from’popular craft by pointing to their own high standards

and high paychecks, evidence of what important collectors and connoisseurs prefer.
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Popular craft items show little imagination and origin of thought and therefore merit
parenthetiéal mention in art history texts, if at all (and usually this is done in the contexft
of distinguishing "bad" from "good" art).

Popular craft is a term I will use in order to name what Iseetobea
~ blending of popular cul@e with crafting. ) Certain qualities set it apart from what we
usually think of as craft. This _forﬁx of cra‘fting» is easily and quickly made; empbhasis is on
ease and speed of assémbly in contrast to slow manufacture. Speed 1s viewed as a
positive attribﬁte, the faster fhe better. Ease of assembly means that anyone can have
success with crafting, no matter their skill level. The same is not true for more intricate
craft forms like wood carving, for example.

Material'g used to make popular crafts are overwhelmingly synthetic, although
natural materials can be part of this form. Studio crafters may use synthetics, but in the
overall piece the material takes a Back seat. If's the other way around with popular craft.
If it's made with orange acrylic yarn, you can TELL.

I believe popular craft's history to be quite recent, at least sih§¢ the Industrial
Revolution vmade scwing materials widely available through assembly lin¢
manﬁfactun'ng. As aresult, it is qvuite iheXpensiVe to make most p(;pﬁlar craft items.
This has become more evident due to large.“o‘utlets that buy and sell volumes of materials
used in these crafts to the American public. |

Traditionai, pre;modem craft rests on thé notion of utility and function. Popular
craft items do not have to function to be accepted. Often they are extremely decorative
and embellished beyond utility. Functionality takes a back seat to form in many cases, as

with ruffled lace toilet paper covers. These items are used for home decoration accents
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and come in color matched "lines" or "sets." So popular craﬁ can also be viewed as a
form of collecting.

Whereas fine art and studio craft items have been museumized to emphasize their
monetary and cultural value, :po‘pular craft objects lose their significance when removed
from the context of their place in society. There are intri’cate‘peri(‘)ds of sh(;pping, ideas,
group sharing, rﬁanufacﬁne, revision, display, selling, gift giving, and collecting that
cannot be gleaned fromiisolatihg one (‘)bjsc:ct for study. The enﬁre process of popular craft
makes it an intriguing andkcc.)mplex‘foﬁn of creative a’ctivitvahich dissolves the
boundaries between obj eét and context.

*CRAFTEXT- a convenient term I Will ﬁse that emp_loy}s Cherryholmés‘ (‘1988) and |
Apple's (1988) poststructuralist notion of writings and images as text. By

making craft magazines and craft items "text", they can be read, interpreted, and
discussed. Craftext will also ‘be treated as a unique entity (denoted by the word craft)
with its own peculiarities not addressed by the usual understanding of the tei'm text.

To the modermnist, craftext is a series of rote, non-political exercises and is used to
dominate or dupe opﬁrgsSed groups. When re-conceptualized, craftext becomes a site of
contestation arid méaniﬁg. These meahings can shiﬁbver time, bringing‘ into question
notions such as tradjtiofnh and stability. Much of what makes craftext is its illusion of
sameness, as if the world has frozen in time.

*CRAF TVIE Ww- anv in\?eﬁted term I will ﬁse to denote a value or ideology most crafters
hold to and perpetuate throﬁgh making craft items. On one hand, a craftview is
expressed through magazine's text or is written directly on the craft materials (such as‘

fabric printed with the Pledge of Allegiance). But craftviews are also called into use by
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the crafters themselves. This is part validation and part origination within the crefter, as
they explore existing mores of craftviews.

Examples of common craftviews include the family, hetefosexual couples,
American patriotism, and Protestant Christianity. Both postmodern and modernist
assumptions toWard these values are dubious and usually one-sided. As Giroux ( 1992)
maintains? popular culture does not fare well on either the nght or left ends of the
political spectrum. The same can be said for eraftviews. It is difficult to locate a single
theory willing to include craftiliews as ‘colncepts worthy of study. One has to patch
together elements of many different ideas.

Craftviews present countless problems for the pestinodem scholar. For one thing, |
some of these views are in direct contradiction to what I personally beiieve as a crafter
and educator. Another difficult area involves getting past the deceptive simplicity of
craftviews. It can be tempting to disfniss them es uneducated beliefs when they are in
fact enormously complex in their maintenance and production. Whatever appears to be
"practical" and "common sense"” is ueually open to inquiry and suspicion on my part.

As a crafter, I can.also see many valid points to craftviews. A]thpugh derided in
recent research, the fémiiy can be a source of creétiVi?y and solace (Luke 1996). Solace-
seeking behavior is not necesSarily a negative response as it can lead to comniunity :
change and involvement (McRebbie 1996, Giroux 1992, Dissanayake 1988). The family
is a reality for many women crafters ahd ie worth exemining (Ceontz 1992, Walkerdine
and Lucey 1989). Religion and spintuality are other sources of celebration along with

community and solidarity, areas often ignored in curriculum discourse.
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Research Questions
Referen Juestion

[ have atternpted to constriict my researeh questions based iipon what has been
written in the curriculum field. Certain aspects of the Reconceptualist field allow for
open-endedness and do not seek to be a totalizing discourse. Rather, these research
questions should lead to more questioning so the dialogue may eontinne, not end.
| - My ﬁrst question What,db eraftihg niagaaihes hizve_ to offer in‘the way they
portray women, the home, ami women's work (in this case crafting)? is concerned with
how text is distributed and taken up. Clierryholmes (1988) views text as including what
1s not written as weil as what is (p. 61). This makes a postmodem feminist text analysis
suitable for crafting magazines since‘much of what makes craftext is not officially
written, but visual. And subtle imagery can be tlie most hegemonic.

I center my research on women because of their normal exclusion throughout the _
school curriculum. (Martel and Peterat 1994) Consequently, women are excluded from
art dialogue (Deniston 1997, Hixson 1997,_Hicks 1992). This exclusion occurs in the
vi'ay certain forms of knbwledg_e are valued; typically hands-off, isolated, linear thinking
~ that contradicts the wady craft works ( inore sharing and cireular in its approach). ‘In
schools, women's minds become divided from their bodies as intuition gives way to
imposed rationality (Lather 1991).

Kellman (1996) views women's handwork as a "narrative of 'dailyllife“ and a
"domestically rooted art...reflecting adult expertise, family, and community life” (p. 34).

She also points dut the amount of labor involved in craft work, linking this labor to
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women. It is inevitable, then, that popular craft should be allied with the way most
women live and the domestic space they inhabit. This setting should not be devalued.
My first question also assumes that gendér is a product of social construction rather than
a biological concept ’a‘nd that crafting magazines play a part in this construction.

What do crafting nmgéziﬁes have to say about tlzé craft community and its
values? How is this tied to the concepi Of nostalgia? Moré specifically, is adherence to
community values expressed through look-alike.craft items? Katter ( 19'95) explores the
ideas of cOnnectedneSs and sense of community as they relate to éraft. He examines
three different leveis of commﬁnityf tﬁe immediate or everyday, kvthe transitional, and the
global and stré‘ssés the impoftance'of craft in discussing éorﬁihuni@ at all threé levels.
Coontz (1992) looks at the family as an institution that sustains nbstalgi'é. Trend (1992)
is an art educator who views cdmmunity as a positive possib_ivlity, though problematic. In
feminist pedagogy, community can als,o be seen as a form of attachment and survival for
margiﬁalized groups (Martel and Peterat 1994).

Nostalgia is a more difficult concept to discuss without taking a patronizing or
 Mall is'i;mocent'f_ stance. Popular culture provides some alternatives for facing the
problem of nostalgia. Giroux (1992) considers popular culture "a critical pedagogy of
representation” (p. 218). Répresentations (such as rural images) are produced "witlﬁn
cultural limits and theoretiéal bor‘ders,band as such are necessarily implicated in
particular econoﬁu'es of truth, value, and power" (p. 219).

While it is»iniportant to view representations as a struggle over meanings, Giroux
cautions against limiting popular culture to an ideology critique. As Lather (1991)

* succinctly puts it, there is a "hubris at play in our creation of theory which fails to touch
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the audience for whom it is intended" (p. xviii). What is needed is a pépular culture that
looks at how people sustain ideologies through emotion and reason. In the case of crafts,
one possible way of sustaining nostalgia and a sense of commum'ty. over individuality and
isolation is through creating "agreed-upori" craft formﬁ. :

What is ihé pedagogy of the hqw-to and what does ‘i_t have in common with the
existing school system? The how-t;i i§ the core of craft pédagogy since tbday's craft
skills are réxely handed down from one generz;ti(jn to the next. Cherryholmes (1988)
outlines structural characteristics of traditional cuqiéulum textsv such as Bloom and
Tyler. These characteristiéé are sharﬁd by the how-to; particularly the maintenance of a
neutral appearéncé. T"h’e schbol cumculum sustained by consewative interests enforces a
sort of cultural homogeneity. It can also be said that craft magazines influence a
sameness that emerges in finished craft forms.

I sense the school/craft conhectioﬁ to be a strong one for two reasons. First,
schooling in its trédition of repression and order has created a reluctant but persistent
belief that following directions will lead to success. This is where the how-to becomes a
comfortable way to engage in cgﬁing. Secondly., schooling has denied women‘s’
contributiohs to pedagogy and inﬁﬂtive ways of kﬁo“dhg aﬁd replaced thém with.
ordered, directional thih];ing to the point of naturali'zation;

~ Assumptions .

Certain concepts form the background of my study. Rather than labeling them
"hypotheses;‘ they are more appropriately termed assumptions or possibilities. These are

the preconceived notions I have concemning popular craft, based partly on what I have
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observed as an active crafter and an intellgctual. There s no guarahtee these assumptions
will change or stay the. same, but a successful re-view of craft should at least broaden |
them. |

*Craft magazines express certain views of what it means tobea worﬁan and what
is considered a woman's domain. This is done via visual bbundaries, repeated over and
over in the way vof motifs.

*Popular créft 1s a postmodern fomi of aésthétic activity due to its qualitie_s of
pastiche, contradictions, refusal of originalify, and democratic level of participation. One
gains more by seeing pbpularcraft as a group prbceés than one can by looking at a single
craft object. | |

*Craft magazines contain a how-to project/format that is familiar to most readers.
This is due to their exposure to a traditional public. school system that advocates order -
and rationality over other ways of knowing. :

*However, crafters do not merely "follow along" as they make crafts. They
actively create their view of community and express such values through these craft

objects. The notion of crafts as used for gift giving reinforces and celebrates community.

Rationale for Assumptions

Some Reconceptualists _might question my assumption that popular craft is a
postmodern aesthetic activity. In many wa;vs,l' popular craﬁ appears modernist. Its motifs
point to worldviews like religion and patriotism. Since popular craft is composed of
'seemingly "quiet" female workers, it appears to endorse patriarchal values. It also

advances simple answers to complex questions through the use of sayings such as "love is
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home and family'. "
But relegating popular craft to modernism ignores its complex side. One only has.
- to look at the history of modern art to see how it has not met the needs of most p¢ople.
As Trend (1992) maihtﬁins, "the simple truth is that most avant-garde‘expression does
indeed ignore the concerns of working people, older people, people of color, people with
little education" (p. 86). Many of these pepple utilize popular craft as their primary
source of aésthetic activity. | |
- Labeling craft as ’modernist also eliminates the possibility that the definition of
conimum’ty has changed 'fo being defined by patterns of mass consumption (p. 101). How
these groups use and éxﬁ:hahge crﬁﬁe#ts can create a different way of viewing popular
craft. The addition of the popular media complicates the crafter/society dialogue
endorsed by modemism. Chaney (1996) locateS a key tension between "the diversity I
see as emancipatory in contemporary culture and the pressure towards an effective
homogeneity" (p. 196). This tension is played out in popular craft.

Craft's strongest adherence to postmodemism is in its rejection of originality and
its anonymity. The anonymity of popular craft items can then be seen as a way to
remove focus frorp the individual artist and place it on the activity of craftirig itself.
Certainly there are pattém designers known by nande, but the real crafting gets underway
dnly when the "group”, no matter how separated by level of .acquaintance or physical
distance, begins to repeat the pattern. It should be noted here that most crafters do not
feel any sense of guilt in using patterns. Pattern 1s positive, not negative.

But popular craft would ’not‘ be postmodermn if it didn't have contradictions from

within. Such contradictions include:
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*The "old days" motifs done in polyester blends and plastics.

*Pattern use as commnnity celebration and pattern use as comfort
zone/ComplianCe.

*Popular craft as a communal experience and pOpulaf craft as a capitalist activity.

*Women crafters as marginalized and women crafters experiencing freedom in
these margins.

*Popular craft as an encouraging, inclusive, aesthetie aetivity and popular craft as
exclusive in terms of racial and genderecl representations.

Limitations, Challenges, Concermns

Recently, there has beensi gnificant controversy ovef how (and if) postmodernism
should be taken up by feminist discourse. As discussed in chapter two, aspects of
postmodernism such as the fragmented self, rejeciion of Enlighlenment goals (inclnding
equality and justice), and suspicion of totalizing categories like gender have alarmed
feminist writers (Lather 1991, Bordo 1990). In many ways it is important to note that

_ feminist i'esearch needs to continue utilizing varied concepts of gender and equelity as
strategiesto conceptualize and ultimately change the position of women within society.
Nicholson and Fraser (1990) endorse a merging of feminism with posnnollemism where
"postmodern feminists need not abandon the large theoretical tools needed to address
large political problems. v_ ‘There is nothing self-contradiet"oryin the idea of a postmodemn
theory” (p. 34). I maintain that tlie complexity of popular craft delnands both feminist
research and a postmbdern sensibility. | |

Because much of the study of popular craft relies on interpretive ratlier than
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factual elements, a major concern will be presenting what I observe in an open-ended
fashion. This will mean not only ekpressing my views about craft, but also wllat others
have to say, even if | di_sagree. This will not lead to an "enemy set up" where opposing
viewpoints are torn apart just s‘o my views v‘remain unchallenged. To the contrary, there ‘is
validity in many forms of oppositiexl. Even if there appears to be none, there must be an
attempt to understand why people have held on to certain beliefs.

In re-viewing the hidden texf of crafting magazines, I will need to realize that I
have prejudices toward certain eraftViews and agaih_st others. For e){anlple, even though I
can understand and easily respeet_ the concepts of Chrlstianity, home and family, the
"man as head of thehousehold" rexﬁairi's a sore spot with me. 1 also have to admit that
thereisa strong undercurrent of anti-intellectualism in popular craft, expressed in its
"one day at a time" philosophies. But I}also know that there are ways to at least
understand why people_ endorse such views. ’One reason might be that education has
been an unpleasant, self-negating experience for most and a rejection of schooling results
in many veried forms (Walkerdine and Lucey 1989).

Another challenge is the lack of a theoretical foundation specific to popular craft.
Aside from Dehietoll's ( 1997) ethnographies of older women and their artwork, no one

has, to my knowledge, sludi’ed popular craft or has done more than mentioned it in

passing (or tucked it under "Material Culture Studies”). In some ways this is exciting
Because there are lﬁore possil)ili;ties for speaking as azcraﬁer and with crafters rather than
for them. The ﬁeld 18 essentlally an open one.

As one interested in popular culture, the problem of avolding "intellectual

tourism" becomes paramount (Giroux 1992, p. 243). Popular craft research should not
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become a  campy celebration of kitsch written in semi-condescending overtones. Hixson
(1997) differcntiates_ between "kitsch” (What many women utilize as decoration) and :
"camp" (the seif-awarc 1ﬁale'appropriation of kitsch that renders it abstract). Too much
haé been written already thaf pretends to vaiidate popular forms, but then makes it seem
as if the writer has recovered from the popular and can now speak objectively (i.e.
campy). In my case, I can say that‘I genuinely like and admire the world of pbpular craft.
Even better is if its existence ruffles somé ﬁne-art feathers along the way.

* Organization of the Study

Chapter Two ﬁll iﬁclude"é revicw of the literature dn postmodernism,
feminist reseaich and popular cuiture. Thesé theories will be presented in terms of
popular crafting and critical pedagogy. |

Chapter Three will aescrib’e the 'researcﬁ' process as uSéd in a variety of text
- analyses and how this wﬂl make sense of ﬁqpular crafting magaziﬁes.

Chapter Four will explore in greater detail the notion of craftext and what it says
about women, the home, and women's work.

Chapter Five will identify the craft. community, its craftviews.and the concept of
nostalgia as expressed ;through_créﬁ objects.

Chapte;r Six will look at thé implicéﬁons of th}e ilow-to as pedagogy and the links

between popular craft and traditional schooling.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Through the review of the literature I wish to expand the concepts of the theories
that inform my research. Postmodernism, feminist research and popular culture will be
explored from the framewqu of craft as pedagogy. | Within each general concept area,
will outline in a more detailed manner how key aspects of each relate to popular craft. In
the chapters thét follow, these ideas will be applied to populﬁr craft in a more detailed
fashion as I explore issues of gender, nostalgia, and schooling.

Postmodenlis_m and popular craft :interseét in the areas of text analysis of
textbooks and the how-to. Feminist research can shed light oﬁ popular craft through a
review of concepts like community and validation of women's handwork. Popular
culture provides ways of conceptualizing craﬁ through an analysis of consm11eﬁsm,
craftviews and the Ways people negotiate‘r'neaning while craftiﬁg’. Th’ro'ugh this review of
existing litefature; it is hoped that a more flexible overall deﬁnition. of popular craft will
be understood. |

Postmodemnism

To assume we exist in a postmodern time is to believe that there has been a
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radical break with a histo_rical period known as modemism. Doll (1993) _characterizes
modernism as a time of stability, unchanging worldviews such as progress, science as
truth, and univocal texts. Cherryholmes (1988) differentiates between modern and
postmodern thought: "Modern, aiialytic, and structural thought seek rationality, linearity,
progress, and corifrol by discovering, deveioping, i'nventing metanarratives,
metadiscoui’ses, and metacritiques that define rationality, linearity, progress, and control.
Postmodern, postanalytic, and poststnicmral thought are skeptical and incredulous about
the possibility of suc}i metanarratives” (p. 11)." -

The postmodemn périod can be summarizéd as one with multiple identities, an
influx of technology, an overall feeling of disconnectedness, fraginéntatidn; information -
overload, blurring of boundaries, pastiche, and a general questioning of nearly everything
thought to be set in stone (Doll 1993, Lather 1991, Morely 1990). | The overwhelming
feeling oile ieceives from postrnocism theory is cynicism, although there are other
- viewpoints that blend postmodernism with other theoretical positions. The correct term
is probably "postmodernisms", indicating disagreements within the field: - "More properly
pluralized in order to encompass the varied positions terms "sttrnodem",
postmodernisms are respohses écross the disciplines to the contemiaorai‘y crisis of
representation...” (Lather 1991, p. 21). |

Postmodernism as Nihlism

The early postmodemnists emphasized the de-centered subject and questioned
"man" as the originator of selfhood. Nihlistic postmoderism denies any existence of

foundation, origin, or totalizing concepts like "identity.” These writings stem from an
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existential skepticism of metanarratives which seek only to disguise how power operates.

Deconstruction is the process and philosophy of radical postmodernism whéreby
the theorist systematically questions aﬁd rej ects modernist notions. However, this
deconstruction should nbever lead to a re-construction of alternatives (Doll 1993, Giroux
1992). To do so would advocate a truth or consensus narrative and recreate a modernist
scenario of unbalanced power. But, as Morely (1990) suggests, eilen though postmodern
scholars deny the above, they ifohically'see‘m to eﬁdorse a "truth" of the postmodern
condition, as if it were ageed upon.

It is impoftant to note théit nihilistic postmoderhism does not view societal change
as a positive force. ‘Rvatlvler, it frames social organization of any ki‘nd‘ in terms of isolation,
disconnectedness, and loss. The postmodern cannot become a tool for political action
because consensus and COmmunity are seen as non-existent and suspect. For feminists
like Lather (1991), the abandonment of these important projects makesbher wary of
- engaging fully in postmodern discourse. As she points out, postmodernism has its own

set of inconsistencies, such as a penchant for aesthetics ovef ethics, universalizing the
_experiences of marginalized groups, and limiting its disc_ou’rse to the academy.

Postmodernism riti

Cherryholmes (1988) provides an excellent example of how postmodernism can
be applied to curriculum issues. Utilizing the aspects of postmodernism that question
existing order (deconstruction and critique), Cherryholmes demonstrates postmodernism
as active theory rather than nihilistic or frozen. In this way, curriculum is

reconceptualized as a text with multiple, contested meanings.
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He begins by looking at curriculum as a modemist text. Using the traditional
metanarratives of ‘Bldom, Tyler and Schwab, he lists structural characteristics of each.
He then continues by using théoreticél‘ methods of poststructural analysis to f‘read" the
structuralist curriculum texts, The questioning that follows serves to illustrate that there
is no fixed meaning within text. In fact, any original asseﬁiqn of meaning can be
difficult if not impossible to ldcate, as in the case of textbooks. The "common sense”
stance of traditional curriculum is quésﬁoned, and one is forced to notice the political
motivations behind it. | |

Postmodernism is not a unified dchourse. Morely (1996) discusses four possible
ways of conceptualizing the poshhodefn. He examines these in terms of how the
postmodern has been taken up by various scholars, usually depending on their political
motivations. The first way is as a representation ofa period‘ovfltime, postdating
modemity. A second way is to think of postmodernism as a form of "cultural sensibility
characteristic of this period." Thirdly, one can think 6f it as an aesthetic style, like
postmodern art, that visually attempts to capture the mood of the period. Finally,
postmodernism has been viewed as a mode of thought used for analysis of itself and
socieiy (p. 50). Morély engages in a critique of postmodemnism as single entity by
1ooking at its multifaceted u5eé within the a<v:ademy.v

Postmodérﬁism as critique allows for analysis of pédagogical issues like politics,

| power and representation. This broadens the category of postmodern theory to include
concepts closer to one's experience as an educator. Rather than deconstruction as a
stopping point, the postmodermn critic utilizes it in his/her process of re-viewing text. - The

possibility of using postmodernism for social action is not necessarily ruled out, though it
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is not specifically addressed.

Postmodernism as Potential for Change

Doll (1993) and Fraser & Nlcholson (1990) acknowledge the negative attributes
of postmodernism, but in a break from the early theorists, see it as havmg potential for
liberation. -Théy address different sbcial concerns that postrhddernism can encompass
and still retai.n its inhercnt skepticism. F or Doll, curriculum has the potential to
transform society.

The transform’ative cuvrricul«um Doll advocates is one of "mutual exploration”
(p.3), students "suspénding b,elief" in fhe teacher-as-authority"(p. 4), and as a result, all
forms of evaﬂuaﬁon and assessment will become irrelevant. For Doll, the existence of
postmodernism is exciting and challenging at the same time. Curriculum has the
potential to become playful and cdnlple;x without the hostility and closed-mindedness of
traditional forms of pedagogy.

Fraser and Nicholson (1990) believe that postmodernism and feminism work best
when taken together. The reality of oppression for women (and meﬁ) within our existing
‘gender systém makés bdsttnodem feminism an important task to undertake. "
postmodern reﬂectioﬁ on feminist theory reveals disabling vestiges of essentialism while
a feminist reflection on postmodernism reveals androcentrism and political naiveté"
(p-20).

Fraser and Nicholson describe postmodern feminism as "useful” in that it

recognizes the diversity of women's experiences. Women share similarities yet remain

isolated from each other, depending on the context of the situation. Postmodern



feminism admits that while there is no single agreed upon existence known as "gender”,
there are certain realities that seem to remain rigidly in place for some groups ( for
example, try telling the workihg class that categories of "rich" and "poor" don't exist).

Popular culture, like other discourses, must avoid being portrayed in strictly
limited terms. | For Girohx (1992)‘,"th_e popular is dual: on the one hand it becomes a
referent for an individual and on the other hand it is a site of étmggle over
accommodationand meanings (p. 188). POpuiar culture can also be seen as a form of
resistance and change asm.ﬁch as maintenance of the status qﬁo. Most importantly, it is a
process, not just a product.

Postmodernism as a ]Sotenfiél for cilangé places notion§ of community and group
cooperation back into the pedagogical discussion. Not only does it try to accomplish this,
it makes democracy a ﬁecessity in the discussion. However,‘ we should always remain
skeptical of the hidden pbwer structures vﬁthin postmodernism. Is it truly a liberatory

discourse, or is it yet another class privileged, white male discourse (Lather 1991)?

Relationships to Popular Craft

Textbooks and the How-To, Cherryholmes' poststructural analysis of textbooks
relates to popular craft in many ways. The school textbook and the crafting magazine's
how-to share remarkable simiiarities: o

1) An appearaﬁce of st‘ébility that utilizes charts‘, graphs, tables of contents, lists,
and steps in numerical order (p. 55). |

2) The texts seem "interchangeable" and "anonymous" due to the controls behind

their production (p. 59).
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3) Both avoid controversial contenf and pedagogical style (p. 59).

4) People have expectations and desires when selecting textbooks (crafting
magazines) (p. 59).

5) Texts cén be th(_)ught of as univocal, 'linear, and developmental in appearance
when they have many meanings (p. 61). | |

6) Any attempt to trace an ideé back to its origins will "continually lead to priof
ideas or contradict thémselVgs" (p. 64). |

7) Both advance vaiued meanings (p. 50).

According to Cherryholmes, teXtua] meanings cannot be exhausted by a single
reading (p. 64). Part of interprététion and én‘alysis involves going from the text to
oneself, back and forth. Textbooks ‘and crafting magazines can pose‘quevstions, either
stated or unstated, that call for either poststructural or structural responses (p. 65). So a
craﬁiﬁg magazine can be seen as a lineér enﬁty, or it can be reconceptualized as a means
by which crafters contest and acquire ideas. Most importantly, text analysis
acknowledges thevfeader as part of the shared meaning making rather fhan the reader-as-
sponge.

: Mﬂgggsﬂgm ,.Intereétingly enough, the teﬁns "postmodernism" and
"modernism” were ﬁrst freely used in the fine art vernacular té describe architectural
styles and moveménts in painting (Doll 1993, Huyssen 1990). ‘Modern art sought to
remove any cultural references. This culminated in the solid black field paintings and
conceptual art, where thought alone was enough to classify a work as art. The geometric
shapes that defined modemn art of the fifties and sixties were important becaﬁse of what

they excluded rather than included. On the other hand, personal expression also beéame
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paramount, but the meaning came from the artist's or critic's statement. This made most
modemn art quite alienating to all but a few (Trend 1992).

Postmodern art rejects several long-standing modemfst notions that are still quite
rooted in the fine art syStem.' First, ethnic and cultural tepresentétion belongs in art,
since artists are a part éf society (Deniston 1997, Lippard. 199__5). Categories of high and
low art fonns are blurred as postmodern ‘a‘i;t.ist's borrow kitsch i_magery inv their pieces
(Hixson 1997). Artworks are shown to ha\}é niultiple meanings, not just what the artist
intehdéd at that time (Wolﬁ‘ 1981); Fmally self-expression 'fdxj its own sake is both
irrelevant and naréissisﬁé (Dissanayéke 1‘988).

" There is no longer an éﬁgihﬂ from which to comi)are;.copies (Cherryholmes
| >‘1988). This creates a loss of foundatidn and a loss of the concept of "original artist."
Popular craft both welconies the notion of copieslby endorsiﬂg the how-to and at the
same time it compénsates fof a loss of cultural identity by creating a deep-seated
nostalgia.

Reconceptualizing pobular craft in terms of postmodenliém ailov_vs fora diﬁ'erént
view of the copy. It also mtroduces a more positive notion of postmodernism as a realm
of possibility. 'fhfough‘ crafts, peopie cén seek solacé and identity. Of course, this
becomes problematic in the Way postmode»‘rnism ’inters'ects with some of modemnism's
ideals of community and solidarity. Feminist research 0ut1ines v?ays of integrating

political concepts with postmodern theories to invent a more inclusive discourse.
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Feminist Research
minisms- vervie

Even though the 1970's produced a new understanding of gender in the
curriculum, gender has always been a central concern and organizing principle in
education (Walkerdine 1989). Lather (1991) describes feminist research as: "simply
putting the social construction of gender at the center of one's inqniry" (p.7 1.).'
Contemporary feminist research has its roots in the feminist revolution of the sixties and
seventies. These writings We‘rein many ways a reaction to the institutionalized silencing
of the female voice, patticularly' w1th1n school systems. |

Like postmodeinism, contemporary feminist research has different perspectives
and points of Vie\v. " In the late '70's, working within an oppressive cultnre and defining
"womanhood" were common themes and causes. Research from this time period looked
for a singular deﬁnition of gender and related "female” experiences such as mothering,
teaching, and nurturing (Bordo 1990). Feminists as'snmed women were a cohesive,
closely knit group. | . |

As feminist research grew in strength, some divisions occurred among research
camps. (Bear in mind that for the sake of simplicity I ain not addressing the complexity
of such divisions). "The esSentialistposition advocated the .existence of an inherent
womanliness based on the female body and ways of knowing. This position would argue
that craft is biologically linked to women, unlike Barber's (1994) view of craft as
culturally linked with womeni Those opposed to gender essentialism argued that gender

was a socially created entity with the family structure as the primary reinforcing agent
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(Coontz 1992, Walkerdine 1989). The lattér viewpoint led to a reconceptualization of
 feminist research and a questioning of the universality of gender. Low-income women
and women of color rightly prstested their being grouped under a concept of gender
developed by white middle—class feminists.
Bordo (1990) notes that there have been some negative consequences of such a
| radical shift ih feminist ideology. The panic over being labeled "essentialist" (equivilant
to non-academic) has léft many feminist researchers unsure of how to treat the prqblem
of gender. Bordo maintains that it is not possible to include every vdice in one's research».
There is no "correct" theory that w111 ensure incvlusionbof every experience.‘l. Those who
proclaim to do so may not be aware that the &ery practice of research is exclusionary
since only a smail portion of the population has #ccess to academic discourse (p. 40).
For example, I did not sélcct popular craft because it is a "whjte" activity or
because it is."safe." A majority of pdpular crafters are low-income, white women (HIA
1994). This is a "common sense" observation: look around any craft show or church
bazaar. What first intrigued me about craft was the overwhelmingly repetitive "country”
look, not the whiteness of the crafters. The féct_ that people of color are not displayed
does‘ hot mean race isn't an implicit issue in craft. Tt is simply not a céntral concern in
- popular crafts. The siienCe_ surrounding race and craft objects speaks in many ways
much louder than my research ever could. This m no way prohibits other a\}enues of
research for those willing to pursﬁe sush subjects.
In conclusion, postmodern feminism offers a unique way of re-conceptualizing
popular craft. There are feminists opposed to adopting postmodernism and those who’

embrace it fully. A more reasonable solution is to consider the healthy skepticism of
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feminists like Ellsworth (1994) and Lather (1991). What might appear to be empowering
should always be questioned.

Feminist Art Criticism

Hicks (1992) pll'ovides‘ an excellent example of feminist research as it is applied to
the field of visual analysis. For Hicks, the »visual realm is a vital source for the |
reproduc’;ion and construction of gender inequality. Her first argument is that art objects
do not posses their meanings éntirely in themselves. They exist in é social context. If the
context is a powerful one, such as a museum, then art objects can take on authoritative
interpretations (p 23).

Even tho‘ugh feminist art critiéism has many forms and differing views, there are
common goals that shape how it is practiced. Thé first goal is "to provide an analysis of
the sociocultural and historical contexts within which a work 1s created and subsequently
viewed" (p. 24). This can include obtaining biographic information, looking at a culture's
value systems, and how a work of art is prbduced and sold. |

The second goal involves working for social change. Critical analysis of visual
imagc;y.should have an insightful qualjty that looks at options as well as inequalities. it
- is hoped that altemafive interi:r_c_:tatidns of ért objects w111 tie into a vision of the World as
a democratic place. This involves a self-anélySis that makes viewers and crafters look at
how they form théir aesthetic interpretations that both maintain and oppose the status
quo.

The third goal is to make a place for subjective and personal meanings in the

viewing of art objects. This means that one's life experience plays a large role in how we
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- interpret the aesthetic world. 'Art provides a unique way to learﬂ how cultures other than
our own view the visuai realm. What the three goals serve to do is to create a form of
oppositional criticism wherein one is encouraged tqquestion authoritative
interpretations.

Lippard (199‘5) is another feminist art critic who exémines women's artwork in
terms of the issues it addresses. She struggles with a deﬁm'tié“n bf "hobby art": "If the
first major pop arfists had been wonien, the movement might ﬂév_cr have gotten out of the |
kitchen. Then it would havs struck thosé same critics who weléomed and eu]ogized Pop
Art as just Wbmen makiﬁg f_nofe genre art. But since it was primarily men who were
painting and.sculpting the ironing boards, dish Washers, applianses, food and soap ads or
soup cans, the choice of imagery was considered a Breakthroug " (p. 62).

Lippard is addressing q.salient point. Whenever the word "women" is attached to
creative aétivity, the power of the acﬁvity disintegrates into "gvenre."‘ No matter how
open we are to new possibilities, our concepts of popular craft remain automatically
rooted in notions of inferiority.

" Relationships to P

Valuing Women's Work. Thanks to kthe feniinist reséérch movement, women's
domestic handwork such as quilﬁ, weaVing,. émd lace has received critical attention
(Deniston 1997, Kéllman 1996',vLippa'rd 1990). While still not éddfessing more
popularized craft forms in depth, scholarship that values the handwork of women is one
step towards a reconceptualization of the aesthetic in daily life.

Kellman (1996) relates how she was always interested in the work of women,
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particularly her family's crochet. She likens debisions made in craft work to the same
ones made in art: attention to line, color, workmanship, and materials (p. 34). Since
women's handwork marks special seasons and celebrations, it also provides an important
opportunity for community narratives.

One qualifyvof women's handwork is its accessibility. Beautiful and whimsical
examples can be found just about anywhere. I'have discovered affo'rdable and
outstanding spgcimens at yardb sales, thrift stores, auctions, and from relatives willing to
unload just about everything.‘ While the notion of plenitude would devalue most works
of art, a reconsideration of ‘women's creative activities makes abundance a positive trait
because many peoialé can participafe in its appreciation and ;iialogue.

"Relying on their OWn creative sense during their free time and often in the
company of other women, wonienvhave added pattern, texture, and' color to their lives,
making lovely that which could just as well be plain” (p. 38). In today's world, women's
leisure is even more difficult to come by. Boundaries are blurred between leisure and
periods of working. As Chaney (1996) notes, there has been a decentering of leisure
from distinct communal activity to a more privatized participation. At the same time,
one's occupation no longer marké one's social identity és much as one's leisure time does.
Today's crafting is highly fragmented. Even still, women continue to participate in
 domestic handwork.

Margjnali‘;y and Community. Feminist research has not only explored women as
existing in marginalized space, but also their community within the margins. Maftel and
Peterat (1994) acknowledge that women's experiences in schools have led to their

marginalized state, or "structural exclusion” (p. 152). By only valuing a certain style of
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curriculum, women are automatically placed outside the center of education. In crafting,
many of these women share stories of being excluded from the system of art and
commerce (Lippard 1996, Kingsley 1987).

However, marginality can become an advéntage for women in that it serves as an
avenue for group cohesion and community. Walkerdine (1994) challenges a commonly
held notion in education research thaf fenﬁninity is automatidally eqﬁal to poor
performance or low self-esteem. She recommends that we focus instead on how
femininity is read and constructéd. Community becomes a means for establishing
attachments and opening dialogue where women begin to see each other as active
participants, not just as someone else's deﬁhition of womanhood.

"Women in schools create their own celebrations on the margin of the formal
curriculum. Exclusion forces thém to find their own corner” (Martel and Peterat 1994,
p.155). While women cfafters aren't generaily a part of the art world, they have created
their own quilt guilds and on-line craft groups. I would argue that if not for having to
find their own space to work and re-invent meaning, women's aesthetic activity would
not be as vital and suppprtive as it is now.

By viewing margmahty as a way of life for women populvar cfﬁfting itself
becomes a marginalized‘activity. | While its visual overtones are status quo, the entire
practice of craft is not valued or acknowledged as a political or aesthetic activity.
Popular craft cannot be dismissed as mainstream and unworthy of study by feminist
researchers. Craft's complexity lies in the tension between its appearance of holding
power via its use of "acceptable” imagery and its actual low artistic status.

Feminist research is relevant when faced with the task of understanding popular
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craft. Where traditionally there existed no acknowledgment, women's handwork is now
beginning to be seen as a source of narrative. As opposed to the modemist patriarchal
view of women as low-status copiers, a concept of women as membérs of a community
has placed Value on the spaces thatv women sharé. Ouf ﬁnderstandjng of marginality is

expanded when it is seen as a possibility for transformation and solace among women.
Popular Culture
Theoretical Overview

It has only been since the paSt decade that popular culture began to be taken
seﬁous]y by ihe critical pedagogy rhdvemént. Like many other contemporary fields,
popular culture has the éapacity to blend with any subject area. Its flexibility makes it an
ideal way to frame popuiar craft. Postmodern feminist britiqué alone is insufficient
because it tends to ignore or reduce the complexity of the domain of the popular.

‘While popular culture is a large field with several writers covering a multitude of
 topics, authors like Giroux (1992) address its pedagogical aspects. Popular culture has
had, in my opinion, kthe misfortune of a) being bogged down by frust‘rated"’literary
critics” who b) treat it as a modernist enterprise where: wntmg about the popuiar will
elevate its status in academia. |

Both radical ahd cbnservativé groups do not faQ(;r populaf cuitur_e. According to
Giroux, the Left sees it as an "integrafive force" used to control large groups of people.
The people, of course, do not comprehend what is controlling them and they cannot fight

back. Populaf culture has no redeeming qualities as it stands for conformity and
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passivity. The less cynical among the Left tends to romantiéize popular culture as
populist culture and therefore authentic. This is the view that popular culture is just _
something that people like and that no other explanation is necessary. One gets the
impression that if one goes pél;ing around asking schdlarly questions, one ruins the fun
for everyone el»se',:

Consefvative groups see 'culmreﬂin, ténns of mass culture and true culture. Ruling
culture usually embodies what is consi&ered'classic. In order to becomé educated,
popular forms must»be replééédvﬁth requiréd reading lists and the like. _Pol;ular culture
is a perceived threat to civilization. _Many authors endorse this view, producing vast
amounts of moralizing articles that‘pulac::/e television, for example, as the aggressive force
that invades the I.ni:nds‘ of innocent people. In the field of art education, authors like
Swangerv(1993) express concern about stﬁdents being caught up in popular imagery,
when they should be creative instéad.

What is inadequate about both Leftist and conservative views is that neither one
sees popular culture as a contradictory site, where people consume and contest meanings.
Popular culture is not simply "good" or 'fbad" but a process of social action(Giroux 1992).
Traditional'views of pbpular éultufe do ﬁot consider how pdwer 1s constructed within
popular forms and that people simuitaneously accept and resist them. 1t 18 necéssary to
reConceptualizc popular cultuie as a "critical pedagogy of representation” (p. 218).

Relationships to P rCr

Nostalgia. Giroux's analysis of Disney in Disturbing Pleasures (1994)

demonstrates how innocence has a political side. He begins by quoting Edward Said:
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"An alarming defensiveness' has crept into America's official image of itself, especially in
its representations of the national past” (p. 25). Cultural workers are required to attend to
these sites where people are dedicated to a collective forgetting. In the case of popular
craft, its cbntinual oversight as a political entity has been nothing but patronizing.

When politics are disguised as innocence, more is at sfake than simple deception
(p. 29). Nostalgia involves power in that it influences how pedple understand the past
and attempt to re-invent it. "Under the rubric ‘of fun, entertainment, and escape, massive
public spheres »are being prodliced which aﬁpear too 'innocent’ to be worthy of political
analyses" (p. 28).. This vhas been one of the reasons fine art has refused to take on the
problem of popular craft. |

" According to Giroux, innocence provides people with a sense of belonging to the
creation of hjstory. But albng with this comes a desire for security in a reiatively hostile
world that supersedes complexity ahd questioning. Much like Disney's mobilizatibn of
popular memory that "parades under the longing for childlike innocence, wholesome
adventure, and frontiér courage," popular craft creates repeated imagery that imagines
rural existence as a better way of life (p. 31).

On the one hand ndstalgia does aCknowledge something hard won. Farming is
seen by most people as one of the oﬁginal American occupations. But on the other hand,
the undesirable side of its difﬁculties is ignored, leaving only,‘_pleasant images of happy
cows and ducks.  "Narrating the bpast‘ become§ ‘a vehicle for rationalizing the
authoritarian, normalizing tendencies of the dominant culture that carry through to the
present” (p. 32). Bringing up difficult issues does nothing but create trouble, so keep

things the way they are. Such is the message of popular craft.
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Coontz (1992) locates nostalgia in the idealization of the family as "the sole
repository for standards of decency, duty, and altruism” (p. 97). Families are portrayed as
standing alone against society when in fact it is the nuclear, not the extended family that
espouses such individuélistic values. (When i)eop]e engage in ndStalgic thoughts
regarding the family, their ,wi.sh for the "better days" is actually framed in contemporary
terms. Coontz describes how our _c()ncevpt‘of family is actﬁally more modernist than
historical. - Values like individualify, private propertty, and public‘ pélicy based on private
affection (i.e. man‘iage/morélity) héve more hnks th ‘modemism than the "good old days."
| ' Previously; the extended famﬂy had distinct sobial roles and resﬁonsibilities.
Individual fulfillment was not as irhbortﬁnt as collective obligatjon (p.’ 98). The home
was not the center of recreation or entertainment as it is now. Morality was a public
issue, rather than one's own opinion. As thf: nuclear fﬁmily became the ideal, |
privatization occurred on many levels. Econdnﬁically, owning property bec;ame the right
thing to do. Minding one's own business, being honest, hard working, and taking care of
one's own were ways to remain "free from vice" (p. 107). For women, peréonal :
ﬁllﬁllment in marriage and the home may have meant more companionship with their
husbands, but "it divested ﬁotherhood of ‘any larger social and poli.ticalb n;eaning"
(p.154).

What is important about Coontz's work is»that she demonstrates how what we
construct as nostalgia consists of both myth and cultural insight. She also describes in
depth how consumerism plays into this process of constructing nostalgia (see chapter five

below).
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Conclusion

Since the Reconceptualist_movemgnt emerged two decades ago, theories that
were once ihaccessible to educétOrs have becorﬁé well known in the field.
Postmodemism,feminisvt research, and popular culture constantly cross each other's
boundarie"s and illuminate what each hasv to say concerning pedagogy. It is this blending
of the three areas of research that enriches and expands the dialogue of popular craft.

In the chapters that follew, L will explore further how popglar craft intersects with -
postmodernism, feminism, and popular culture. The ‘"method" of text analysis is varied
and plural, espedially Qheﬁ re—Viewixi_g the magazine, rather than the .booit, as text. The

. transient, more partial appearance of the magazine requires more than a surface reading.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

I have ¢hosen text analysis as vthev method and process of my i'nvestigaﬁon into
popular craft. Cherryholmes "(‘198‘8) and Hicks (1992) use a variety of approéches that
relate to text analysis. Both incorpqrate a postmodern perspective; Hicks' process is also
informed by feminist art criticism. In this section I will first outline what type of text I
wish to examine. I will then approach the proéessés of text analysis from a postmodem
feminist stance, utilizing the work of Carrington and Bennett»(1996), Lﬁke (1996), and
McRobbie (1996), and discuss hbw these will be épplied in niy, ov§h research. They also
understaﬁd magazines in terms of being popular culture al‘tifacts, rather than texts with
"fixed" meanings. This is impoftant in understanding the context of popular craft.

Crafitexts

Poi:ulaf cvraﬁing magaiines are an abundant source of text. Neafly every type of
craft has its own magazine. These magazineé are ‘remarkablb‘y similar to each other in
format, but within its pages lie a confusing array of colors and "images. There is also a
specific separation of gender within craft. Men's craft magazines are vdevoted entirely to
construction-oriented wood and metal projects while women's craft magazines
encompass all facets of decorating the home space and the body. The magazines I will

be analyzing are Aleene’s, Crafis, Crafis 'n Things, Country Woman, and Crafting
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Traditions. These are directed primarily at a female audience. I selected these particular
niagazines due to their general use of "country” motifs and broad range of craft projects,
as opposed to magazines that specialize in one technique such as Plastic Canvas
Monthly or Crochet. |

By usiﬁg cmﬁing magazines as text, I will first describek their structural
appearance in cﬁap‘ter four. They aré primarily visual. The reading comes later when
one wishes to maice kthe project“accordiﬁg to pre-set directibns. The 'how-fo project
format is dominant in both niaie and fgmale craft magazines. It also-becomes apparent
that the step-by-step projéct as _lessén is similar to hovs} schools ultimately view "quality”
learning. | |

A second form of craftext that will inevitably be discussed is thé craft object
itself. In some cases it can be seen as synonymous with the how-to because it becomes
impossible to sepafate the process from ths product. The display of finished craft items
at seasonal shows is also an intriguing source of text. Selling and buying crafts bring
capitalism into thé popular craft dialogue. Crafting is admittedly about consumption and
produétion as leisure‘ and enjoyment.

Text Arialysis/Cherryholfhes

In his book Power and Criticism (1988) Chefryholmes describes in great detail
his process of aﬁalyzihg ¢onsefvative curricular texts: Tyle'r's Ratibnale, Bloom's
Taxonomy, and Schwab's Practical Four. His analysis is an activity he considers to be a
rethinking of educational discourses-practices (p. 1). First, he reviews what the current

curricular practices consider important (linearity, structure, accountability) and then he
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sets out to identify the traits of such practices.

After addressing issues of poststructuralism and how they relate to texts, speech
acts, discourse, and practice, Cherryholmes outlines the basic premises of each of the
three conservative texts mentioned above. Ihave mentioned earlier that several of
these qualities are shared by popular craft.

In chapter three, Cherryholmes jnter’prets his observations abo‘ut conservative
curricnlum in a poststructural analysis».‘ This is ;vher_e the inherent contradictions and
circularity of text emerges. He lqcates the‘voice of authority in conservative texts in its
appearance of _anonymify_ and political neutrality (p. 39).

" The final sfage of his analysis 1s in 'ehapter' four "Meaning, Meanings, Textbooks,
and Teaching." In this chapter he argues that meanings are not located in words, but in |
ongoing discourses. (p. 50). He also maintains that textbooks value certain meanings over
others, even though they appear to be neutral. | The textbook inﬂaences how teaching is
to be done: as efficiently as possible.

I find Cherryholmes' process most useful when faced with the task of examining
craft magazines and craft pedagogy, the how-to.» Not only does it serve to identify the
structural elements in sueh texts, it goes one step‘ furthef to view teacning as a way of
mediating the dominant text. Craff's pedagogy lies inits advancement of the how-to.

Visual Text Analysis/Hicks

Along with Cherryholmes, Hicks (1992) goes through a process of analysis in her
article "The Construction of Meaning: Feminist Criticism." Her subject is more visual in

nature but she treats art as a text with multiple and shifting interpretations. She sees five
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tasks of feminist criticism in relation to visual images (p. 26). These tasks are a series of
processes that will be underlying my analysis of craftext because they address the visual
image as a powerful textual source of how women are perceived. |

The first task invelves the contextual nature of rrieaniiig and how it is constructed
in the viewer. Here, what one sees can be understood to be symbolic. Images reflect
certain beliefs about women. What sort of .meanin_gs have we piaced on the symbols of
popular craft? This will influence how we see these objects;

The second task'ie to eompare different images} to see if they share similarities or
‘have divergent views of women. Popular craft accepts certain beliefs about women and
rejects others. Again, as with context, we are limited by our cultural underéianding of |
these symbols. So it is important to view many different sets of images to get a broader
| picture of what is happening.

The third task is to bring what we see "out of the world‘of visual representation
and into a more real world situation” (p. 26). Hicks recommends doing this in a narrative
style, to further blur the boundaries between the museum and daily use. Popular craft
already has a sense of the real world, but it is also a highly idealized activity. Both sides
need to be explored simulfaneously in this task.

The fourth task is toei(amine how maﬁy contexts inform a visual work in terms of
production and viewing consumption. Craft functions in several contexts. There is gift
giving, selling, making, collecting, and decorating. It is critical to validate the many
different ways craft exists in our consumer culture. {

The fifth and final task is to "take action" on the critical analyses that result.

What are some alternative ways to view women in craft? Can craft become
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reconceptualized as an arena of challenge and change for all crafters? Most importantly,
from the standpoint of future research, will crafters be allowed to speak for themselves
regarding these changes? |

In terms of popular craft, Hicks' "tasks" serve as an important reminder that
aesthetic activity 'dovesn't occur in a vacuum. There is i)olitical intent behind even the

4

most "benign" of art objects. Both production and consumptidn inform popular craft.

- Magazine Culture

Carrington and Be_mict"t (1996) prdvide a dynamic example of text analysis from a
postmodern feminist viewpoint. Tﬁey maintain ih’at there has been overgeneralized
readings of women's magazines, especially when the conclusion is drawn that popular
culture is "the enemy." "Through their consumption girls and women are said to be
seduced into a culture of mass consuihption ‘and‘ duped by the ideplogy of romance into a
future of domesticity" (p.148). They argue that girls and women are not passive receivers
of popular culture. Rather, the culture of mégazines is a highly cbntested terrain.

One possibility is that women consume magazines for play and enjoyment. In the
cése of Carrington and 'Bennétt's study, girls consume their magazines for sourées about
their own sexuality and for more opén‘ and frank adv'i.c"e on personal matters. This creatéé
a freer textual space. The same argument coqu be used for c;aftexts.' Women look at
them for information and advice pértaining to their own creativity. These magazines
offer encouragement in a moré democratic sphere, where anydne can participate and
succeed at making things. Compared to the fine art world, which is based on exclusion

and rank, the world of the magazine promises something for everyone.
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Within such a contested space, women can formulate their 6wn concepts of
authority. "Little attentibn haS been paid to the way in which the relative status and
power 6f women has paradoxically been cﬁhanced by consumer society's providing
women with new areas of authority and expertise” (p. 151). Part of this 1s due to the
nature of magazine advertisements. While homogeneous 1n appearance, the messages of
ads are contradictory. For examplé, Cafrih‘gtdn and Bennett relate that persona.l hygiene
ads make positive statements abdut bddy image and menstruation. This conflicts with
the other images of dieting and thin ‘models“in teen magazines. As women read these
texts, they experi_ence an authority that comes with éhoosirig their own meanings.

" However_,»vmagazin-es do promote >a polarization of Ngenders. Sﬁong is contrasted
with weak, masculine With feminine. Carrington and Benﬁett' seek to problematize
magazine culture by building a questioning of magézine text inté their study. They
contrast what they find in the magazines wifh what existing feminist theory says about

~women and popular culture. In several instances, the conflict between theory and
popular text reflects elitist notions of what women should and shouldn't enjoy.

- The value of Carrington and Bennett’s project lies in their determination to not
accept whét they‘ see at ﬁfst glance, be it teen magazines or feminist rese_ar’ch. They
explore the intriguing notion that "the 'relatiohship between the reader and the text is a
pedagogical one" (p. 161). Texts act as an authority figure, yét readers constantly
challenge this authority using a variety Qf complex sﬁategies.

Luke (1996) irivestigates parenting magazines as an instructional site. "These

sites, texts, and social relatioris are the public forum in which specialized, disciplinary

knowledges are transformed into public pedagogies and common sense knowledges of
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everyday life" (p.168). The right ways to parent are transimitted via photographs, articles,
question and answer columns, and of course, feature articles. Product ads reinforcé
proper parenting through capitalistic ideals. The dwnership of goods demonstrates that
one ié a parént who provides rather than withhbids.

Luke takes her research of éhﬂd care maga'zinesfurther by looking at the
connection between capitalism and text: "The ﬁossibility fbr‘ disécurse to be transformed
into merchandise is a fundamental re(juirelﬁent within contemporary capitalist logic"
(p.162). This puts popular craft in an exciting theorét’ical light; Part of what
mystiﬁes/upséts others about its existence is that it is pure cqnsumerisnl;as;nleaning.
People aren't supposed‘to see commercialism as capable of generating significant

| meaning because it isn't "genuine." I maintain that 1t isn't that popular craft imagery is
"false," it's that "the real” is no longer real. Popular craft is a constant reminder of what
people are afraid to admit- the tenuous existence of truth or fact on an aesthetic level.

McRobbie (1996) describes WOineii"s magazines as "possibly the most
concentrated and uninterrupted media-scape for the construction of normative
fcliiininity" (p. 1}72 ). As she lightly C6mments,, feminist v&iters are }n(')v(/ admitting they
€njoy magézines and romance novels. The legitimacy of "women's pleasures” (cooking,
fashion, dome‘sticity, etc.) pré_vide_s different soits of sites for analysis. These sites do not
-automatically eﬁfail a dei)endenCé oﬁ men. Iﬁ ‘many cascs v@men seck to separate
themselves from males in order to fully enjoy their own spaces and activities.

The concept of "womanly" is problematic. There is no agreed-upon definition of
femininity and to advance one is to risk sounding quasi-essentialist. McRobbie presents

the magazine's normative definition of womanhood in order to utilize it for elements of



contrast énd consensus. While I agree that one should take care to avdid totalizing
discourse, one can't ignore that there exists out in the world a general "sense” of feminine
things/domains. Thankfully, McRobbie doesn't shy away from categories. Instead, she
simultaneously utilizes and questions them.

Magazi”né culture is highly competitive. In orde; td be a successful magazine, the
- readership must see themselves in the text, but in a non—threateﬁing manner. The
challenge becomes one of reflecting the audience in a few basié themes. McRobbie
notes that this is no eaSy task, beiﬁg tﬁat editors are fully aware of the diversity and
complexity of their audiencé. Condeﬁsing such variety into homogeneous ads and broad
feature articles is quite monumental. ‘It also points to an interesﬁng paradox. We have a
divergent readership that cén potentially rej ecf a inagaéine fhat doesn't adequately
simplify them.

I plan to draw on the work of Carrington and Bennett, Luke, and McRobbie as
ways to incorporate popular culture in postmodern feminist text analysis. The domain of
the popular is particularly complex when it comes to women. In Chapter Four I begin an
analysis of craftext in terms of women and the domestic sphere. The problematics of

women's work and whether craft is actually included in that category are also discussed.
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'CHAPTER FOUR:

‘ HER DECORATIVE DOMAIN
WOMEN, THE HOME, AND WOMEN'S WORK

An Aesthetic Double-Whammy

It can be disorienting for most academics and fine artists to ei{perience popular
crafts and crafting magaiines. The use of repetitiv»e motifs, reliance on sentimentality,
and self-conscious decoration ‘goes against the autonomous, rational thinker that higher
education calls for. Part of this discomfort with popular craft can be attributed to our
ambivalence with ihe working class and what they represent, since most crafters belong
to lower income groups (HIA 1994).

Walkerdine and Lucey (i989) address the often overlooked issue of class as it
relates to our educational 'concepiions of people as failures or successes. They argue that |
academia, no matter how well-meaning, feels an ambivalence (bordering on disgust)

“towards the working class. This is true even for educated people who grew up in lower-
income families. "Thereisa sot of faiitasies invested iri and Surrounding the vworking
class, all of whicli plaoe thom in an impossibie position...\ive objeot strongly to others
who from behind microphone and notebook do claim to know them, but'whoSC
knowledge understands iNorking class people as a constant disappointment” (p. 12). This

is particularly true for working class women, who receive criticism from both feminist
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and conservative groups. Lower income women are viewed as a "let down" to
progressive ideals. They seem to refuse to change or rebel against the system.. Often
they are portrayed as rigid and:authoritarian in tﬁei_r child rearing practices (p. 13).

If, as Walkerdine énd Lucey maintain, women's labor is crucial to our
understandin_g of class structures, then could we not v’iewpbpular craft and craftext as a
source of this»understanding? For the sake of analysis, I consider popular craft as one
facet of "woman's work." Pagano (1 994) states "Women are the objects out of which art
is made. >And’art that women have made has often répresented just that state” (p. 257 ).
The art that women create has automatically been disnﬁssed as sehtimental because it
does not hold up to the male standard of neptrélity. When We begin to delve into
craftext, we see an unfoldiﬂg of all of these issues, though the decdrative domain appears

| unproblematic and cozy. s

Women
Photo i resentation

Though not‘frequéntly,crafte)_d does utilize photographs' feéturing women. This
was the first thing I lo‘oked‘f"or during my aﬁalysis. I Was pfimariiy interested in how
women appeared in photographs; not what fhey ;Neré doing in them. This included
looking for type of dress; »facial expressions; age?_setiing, and what is traditionally
considered "fe’minine"‘ (like use of pastel colors, make-up, etc.). o
The first thing I noticed was that women of all ages and sizes weré used in
photos. There were no "runway models" or advertising using women as sex objects that.

predominate fashion magazines. Also, men were rarely if ever pictured. There were a
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few photos that had male/female couples, but o‘ther'than those examples, men were
‘absent. I took this to mean that I was dealing with a woman's domain, men were not
* necessary, and that as a woman, I céuld be any age, size or shape and participate in
crafting. Race is another matter. There were no photosi"eatm*ing women of any race -
other than Caucasian. This confirms t_hc HIA 1994 consumer survey findings that most
crafters are white females |

Of the "ordinary” women pi_ctufei inost wére shown smiling, wearing make-up
under soft lighting. Pastels liké pink,‘ lavender and blue were featuréd on éttire, though
women wore jeans as well as skirts. FlpwerS’in printed fabric, as a decorative motif or
prop were common. Women were shown with children, ages ranging fr(;m infant to
teenager. | The most common use of these photographs were to either display the featured
project (such as a decorated T-shirt) or to advertise craft supplies. IhvtheSe
* advertisements, most of the women were shown holdiﬁg craft supplies rather than using
them. |

One of the more interesting advertisements used a close-up of just hands. Even in
this case, nail pblish was used to distinguish the female's hand from the male’s. One ad
for adhesives displayed a woman's hand holding a glue gun near a héart shaped pin.
Above her hand read "From Delicate..." Underneath, a man's hand held an even bigger
glue-gun near a wboden,plaque._ Above his hand read "...To Hc;avy Duty." This gender
separation went eveﬁ further by fhe usé of a delicate, curvy font for "delicate" and a bold,
block letter font for "heavy duty" (Crafis 'n Things March 1998, p. 81).

Althougﬁ there were most-ly instances of such gender differentiation, Country

Woman featured women as farmers, working with tools as well as posing in their
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kitchens. A Crafis magazine ad showed an older woman wearing jeans and work shirt
holding a tiller. The complexity and contradictions of gender are not limited to academic

feminist discourse, as will be demonstrated in the following section.

Verbal Representation

After viewing photographs; I then focused on how women were represented in
craftext language. This included project descriptions (the short headings above how-
to's), letters to the editor, ‘ad'_j ectives ("cute’ﬂ "pretty"), pronouns (she, her), and any title
that might place a woman in the qontext of traditional gender roles er wife, mother,
grandmother,‘al'mt, da_ughter,‘ and so forth. This verbal representation of women further
reinforces the visual images 5o as to "naturalize” the domestic domain, For example, the
kitchen is describéd as "her" kitchen. WheheVer_women are mentioned; they are
typically "attached" to some area of .thé house. However, cfaftext is not sinli)ly a matter
of "women in the -home."’ The home also becomes a space of contradictions as women
question their role in postmodern society.

Crafting magazines feature regular columns tha'; are titled with a woman's first
name. "Tiffany's Notebook" and "Dear Aleene” are two exé,mples from Aieené'&
magazine that create a sense of fami]_iérity and group membership often utilized by
craftext. A lot of craft relatédvbusinesses also use feminine first names. One magazine
insert card read§ "Cbme to Vanna's house" to view "afghan paﬁems" and "share tips and
hints" (4/eene's August 1997). "Craftleen" becomes a nickname for Kathleen, who
writes a column for Crafting T raditions‘, In it, she shares "We're making preparations for

a happy addition. That's right, we're expecting a baby!...both of our mothers, eager to be
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first time grandma's, have been contributing homemades, t00." She adds "Any advice
from "seasoned mothers" is greatly accepted here!” (Apnil 1998, p. 2). |

This centbrality of children in“women's lives is reflected verbally as well as
visually. One kid's corner column suggests: "Just ask mom for the materials” (Crafting
Traditions October 1997, p. 45). A caption to a colorful yarh éd featuring young children
reads "Wouldn't life be dull without them?" (Crafts 'n T hihgs March 1998, pp. 44-45).
Using moss in floral arrangemehts "symbolizes maternal love" (Crafis March 1998, p.
46). One mother writes "Both Joey who's four and 18 month old Andrea love the soft
animal toys I create for them. (Crafting T raditions Apﬁl 1998, p. 31). Finally, the cover
of Crafts 'n Things (April 1998)’ announces "You can make a Barbie‘patio set with your
favorite little girl!" |

Craft projects often utilize the feminine in the forrh of é.nticipatory project
descriptions aimed at women. Often, these sfateﬁents are brief, j'ust long enough to
capture the reader's éttention These descriptions read like the table of contents, giving
only enough information to render the how-to project "feminine" in intent:

*"Granny's Basket- ﬁlake a great wearable for Grandma!" (4/eene’s December

1997, p. 5). |

*"All Dolled Up!"f (Aleene's August 1997, p. 54). -

*"Easy to-Make Gal Pal Fashion Pins!" (Crafts 'n Things March 1998, p. 1).

*"Sew a Country Miss for your Doll Collection!" (p. 12).

Some of thése descriptions are encased in nostalgia, such as "Working up designs
like this remind me of the happy times Grandma and I spent with hooks in hand and yam

" in our laps" (Crafting Traditions October 1997, p. 30), and "Each time Margaret prepares
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this full flavored dish, she's reminded fondly of her mother"” (p. 22). Not only do these
descriptiohs place women in the domestic domain, they present women in relation to
other females. Women "share" ideas and crafting techniques with female family
members. This becomes evident in statements like "B'othvm'om and I like laqe ‘and
ribbons so I included those too"'(p.\37v).

Craftext expands the context of sharihg by including the enﬁre readership as
family. Women ﬁre encouraged to write to the magazine with the bromise of a warm
reception. Country }Woma»n' magaz’ine. extends an invitation: ."DOVyO‘l‘l, like Margaret and
other women'Whose projects we're présenting this issue have a crafty creation to share?
Please do!" (August 1997, p 20). Two women write in to tﬂe editor, sending photos of
their crafts they made ‘from a how-to vfeavtured a month before. The reply reads "Thank
" you ladies, for sharing your modiﬁed versions of the Fall Leaf ‘Place Mat" (Crafts 'n
Things October 1997, p. 9). Craftext takes an active role in the construction of sharing.
Yet sharing is a very subtle concept, and it becomes hard to determine what is genérated

by the readership and what craftext is trying to manufacture. I was amazed at how a
simple ,statem’ent like "Household help is as near as Nettie! Write her with any
homemaking questions you might have or surefire solutions you've found" (Country
Woman August 1997, p. 24), unéoﬁséiously "drew" mqinto this quasi-manufacfured
* circle of women. |

One devicé that maintained this "draw" was the persistent presence of an
"assufned audience." In these kinds of texts, no adjectives or pronouns identified the
intended audience as male or female. After encountering gender differentiation on all |

levels, I found this sudden neutrality very strange. At the same time, I knew that the text
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was for me to read and therefore identify with. One example of this "assumed audiénce"
comes from a contest description: "Perhaps you'd prefer to crochet a clever afghan,
stamp a beautiful design on a sweatshirt, create quilled bunny trims, fashion a bevy of
button covers, fix up spring time fndgies, piece together a cbttontail-‘qui]t, work up a
wooden magazine i'ac‘k, knit a quick fea éozy or stitch up a stunning sampler” (Crafting
Traditions October 1997, p. }64).

In order to make sense of and identify ;avith the "éssumed éudién_ce"’ one has to |
know quite a bif about being felﬁale m mainstreani Aﬁeﬁcan culture. To picture a man
doing one of the above mentioned craft projects (with the éxceptibn of the magazine
rack) is to crgaté é surfeal méntai image bordering on the imprdbable. This points to the
rootedness of gender roles m both crafting and non crafting situations. Academics argue
that the "oppressed” are not really aware of their own condition yet tﬁe "oppressed” seem
to have no problem knowing they are the "assumed audience.” |

On thé one hand, women are described in relation to men:

*"As a ministers' wife, 'm constantly on the lookout for new ideas for

mother/daughter ban‘que_ts" (Crafting T radjtion.g October 1997, p. 65 ).

*"My Husbaﬁd gavemea hé.nd by cﬁtting the ﬁguré from other wdod' thét

I had around. He does that often...I’:m afraid to use the saw!" (p. 63).

*"Mémory books appeal to the manly men and boys in youi ’famiiy...you'll

'#]so get the new "manly papers” too!" (4leene’s December 1997, p.61).

Yet on the other hand, women were doing things outside the dictates of traditional

| gender roles:

*"Alice is a designer by trade, but spends her free time doing everything from
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baking Victorian cookies to kickboxing" (Crafis March 1998, p. 44).

*"When I work on fences I‘wear a leather carpenter’s belt that has a front pouch.
I use it to hold new staples and the old ones I remove. It also has a strap
for my hémmer" (Country Woman Augu}s‘tv 1997, p. 24).

*'If you havé pitch on your hands from‘ chopping wood or stacking wood, rub
them with petroleum jelly to mak¢ it disappear” (‘CQuntry Woman
October 1997, p. 24).

Two p_ossibjlitiés emérge from the"_above excerpts. Either these Women are

unusual, or wonif_:n have valw'ays done this kind of “work, yet there has been little talk

about it. T will explore these possibilities further in the section "Women's Work."

Representation in Craft Forms

Femininity becomes a motif when it culminates in a craft object. This part of my
analysis focused on the ways women were conceptualiied as finished craft items. I was
looking for how craftext interpreted women on the aesthetic level. How-to's that in any
way indicated mainstream feminine motifs were noted. Needless to say, thgre were quite
a few projects that featured crafts as female. |

The largest category of -feminihe motifs was angels. Female cherubs decorated
boxes and folk art angel dolls were meant to accent country d‘ecor.. There were projects
fora "Southwestéfn Angel Doll" (Craﬁs 'n T hings March 1998, p. 32) and even "Q-Tip
Angels" (4leene’s December 1997, p. 70). Some angel projects were quite inventive,
combining the practical with the fanciful, like "Salt Shaker Angels." "Dressed in simple

country trims, these heavenly gals sprinkle on the charm wherever they go" (Crafis
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March 1998, p. 68). An advértisement offered a free pattern for "Miss Holly, the Air
Freshener Angel" (Crafts 'n Things October 1997, p. 91). In all of these examples, angels
were seen as female, usually with long curled hair, "cute" or "beautiful” in appearance;
wearing lace trimmed dresses, and smiling.

There were ads for vacuum cleaner cover patterns that used the feminine motif of
the skirt which chered the vacuum. One of these ads featured a bunny with an apron
pocket that held s_everalv baby bunnies. A second nd foeréd three pétterns; Granny Man,
Matilda, and Sweet Suzanne, all hjlibilly characters wearing calico Bonnets. The last ad

featured "Millie the Maid " What is stUnning about these representations is that the
female form of the .doll literally and ﬁgmntinely merges with the vacuum, a physical
symbol of housewnrk.

Women are portrayed as decor?.tive, sometimes to the point of excess:""Steppin'
into Fall Centerpiece! This bright autumn leaf has her walkin' shoes on and is ready to

~ strut her stuff for your table. All aglitter with a festive fabric bow and painted gold véins,
she gives new meaning to the brilliant colors of fall" (Crafis October 1997). The project
photo features,g bright orange wooden leaf with smiley face atop a pair of shoes. A
cluster of plastic nuts and_ieaves decorates this ensemble. | "Drnssed np Egg Gals"
(Crafting Traditions Aprl 1998, p.'38) and "Pretty Pig Candle Holders" (p. 7) are other
examples of excess and eclectic deéoration associated with fémininity.

One project gave a suggestion of how to transform "Swinging in Spring Bunny"
into a female: "By modifying the face to resemble a girls, changing the paws to hands
and feet, and adding curly hair instead of ears, you can create a c'onntry lass to last you all

year long" (Crafting Traditions April 1998, p. 24). Other projects came appropriately
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dressed, such as a chicken littie doll wearing a tutu, "Harvest Helen" doll in autumn attire
(Crafting Traditions October 1997, p. 57), and "Birdie Bag Holder", her apron body for
keeping plastic grocery bags (Céuntrjz Woman August 1997, p. 22).

1 reed these craﬁs as the way women are gen(iered to be mothers, housewives,
perfeet angels and ekceésive beings. But I also see these craft projects as ways women
can interpret all aspects of their gender without necessarily having to explain their own
hnique personeliﬁes.~ In other words, woﬁlen ere piaying around with and making fun of
the more ndiculous ’notions of mainstream feminim't’y.b 1t is much 'like'make.-up having
.the'potential to be oppressive or a Qieble. m_eaﬁs of artistic play and fantasy. Becaqse
women have been objeetiﬁed in all areas of their lives, the notion of gender as a
collectible artifact isn'f sO strange. Worﬁen gathei' items arouhd them that are motifs of
their experience, like "Millie the Maid“.‘vacuum covers and ciiefub figurines. While it is
not certain how each woman feels about these "collectibles", they are building such
collections through the manufacture of crafts.

The Home
Visual and Verbal Repre sentation

The domestic dor>navinfi_s' HeeVily" represented in craftext. Whether just e hint of
home emerged in a‘place:ma’t or an entire living room séene, it was vaious that one's
dwelling was a topic of interest. Before looking at how the home was linked with
popular craft and women, I examined craftext for images and statementé about the home.
Anything related to furnishings, shelf displays, kifchen items, table settings, and sayings

like "home sweet home" were noted. What I was after was an initial level of
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representation, even if it only fornled the backdrep to a larger concept of hbme.

Coziness was a common theme. An ad in‘Aleene's presented an inviting scenario
related to the home: "There's no place like home, especially when its brimming with cozy
afghans beckonillg you to sit and relax...toasty treasures that are perfect for fireside
| cuddling" (February 1998, p. 27). : The afghan in the photo was displayed draped over a
comfy chair next to a table bearing a cup of tea, book, and reading glasses. Country
Woman shows a house covered in snow with glemng windows (Fel>ruary 1998, p.68). A
_ home can become cozy to the polnt of inspifing retreat from the world "...where itis
warmer to stay inside rather than venture ou " (dleene's December 1997, p. 1 l);

Homes Were "'happy" places. This was reinforced by craft projects decorated with
smiling figures, such as a table setting covered with happy pumpkins (Crafting Traditions
October 1997, p. 41) and a kitchen shelf containing contented folk art cat dolls (Crafis ‘n
Things March 1998, p. 29). The happiness message came through loud and clear on a red
calico house pin that read "Happy Home" (Crafis 'n Things March 1998, P 34). Evena
Halloween theme creates this pleasing environment: "What you'll find on these six pages
will turn your home into a happily haunted house come October 31st" (Crafting
Traditions October 1997, p. 28). |

The word "home" appeared in many forms. One ad offered an instructional
video titled "Al HOme With Fl()wers" (Crafts O_ctbber ‘1997 ,P-92). "Down Home
Delights" (Crafting T rclditiorls April 1998, p. 1), "country home cookipg" (Country
Woman August 1997, p. 25), “homeglown charm” (Crafts March 1998, p. 40), and
"down-home recipes” (Country Woman August 1997, p. 1) were other examples of -

linguistic play. "Homespun" and "homemade" were also common descriptions.
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After looking at photo after photo, I began to geme a heightened artiﬁCiality to
craftext's portrayal of home. Most of the ﬁictures had a stage set quality, with the
exception of people's actual houses in Country Woman magazine. Any craft project
featured in a domestic setting easily matched the color Scheme of its surrounding decor.

- One preferred decorating style was Classicél, with subdtied greys, burgundi’es and navies.
Of course, "cOﬁntry" made an overwhelming showing, such as ih a pair of colonial cross
stitch dolls displayed next to coppét molds. and ketties (Crafts 'n Things Octobér 1997, p.
35). Another collection of craft items was perfectly integrated with its pink and mint
green setting.v‘ The caption proinis&:d "spriﬁgtime beéuty year round” (Crafts 'n Things,
April 1998, pp. 30-31). - | |

There were distinct reg.ionﬁ of the home, the kitchen being the most public,
followed by th¢ living room. | A large portion of domestic "stagings" were impossible to
pinpoint in terms of location within ihe Houéehold. Theré were shelves of bric-a-brac, a
table with a vase of flowers, and thé like. I sensed here that the home had different
creative purposes, one being function and the other for display. We tend to think of the
home as absolutely practical and mundane when in actuality there are areas of excess and
opulence in many dwellings.v ’The home is a site‘df decbraﬁ\?e possibility, as evidenced
by the project displays seen in 'c‘r'aﬂ‘mégazin'es. | Whether gilded ﬁguriﬁes and wreaths
embedded with silk roses and péarls(‘)r é raffia centerpiece set on burlap, opulence was
not a forbidden element of decor.

Lippard (1995) addresses this qulence as it relates to women. "The
overdecoration of the ﬁome and the fondness for bric-a-brac often attributed to female

fussiness or plain "bad taste” can jliSt as well be attributed to creative restlessness. Since
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most homemade hobby objects are geared toward home improvement, they inspire less
fear in theif makers of being selfish or self-indulgent” (p. 133). However, despite the
guise of thriftiness of do-it-yourself home decoration, popular craft is a thriving industry.‘
Perhaps women do not "rationalize" their crafting at all. 'The "takeover” of the home via
decoration, even down to the smallest corner shelf, is an actiilé and proud display of
consumerisxﬁ and capitalism at its finest.

The home becomes symbolic of purchas'ing:power, as well Fas.cozi'ness. This is ‘
beautifully illustrated by miniaturization, whére the crﬁfter can buy or ‘maké their owﬁ
"little houses." These tiny h(‘)'m‘e figurines are totally contained environments.
"Birdhouses in Bloom"; a setof pb‘rcelain dwellings that resemble Victorian mansions
more than aviaries, boasts "from thé diamond-paned windowé to the decorative roof, you
will be enchanted with every intimate detail” (Crafts, Octobér 1997, p. 71). ‘An ad for the
"Micro Mini Dollhouse Club" invités "begin your membership with this chﬁnning
Victorian Bay dollhouse kit" (p- 93).} ‘A faﬁx stained glass paint ad showing a Tudor
cottage promises that "our house will beautify your homé" (Crafts 'n Things, April 1998,

p. 11). | - -

Today, it nﬁght be financially impbssible to ever IO'Wn a home; but that doesn't
stop the dream. Rather than basking in sparséness _(é,s some metnberé of the c;ulturally
elite do), lower income crafters decide to decorate to the point of spectacle, in order to
display what purchasing power they do have. With crafting, it becomes more evident
that the home is a site of self-conscious ornamentation, not just a safe retreat from the

world.

66



The Relationship of L'he Home to Popular Craft

Thompson (1994) writes about the absence of Home Economics in education. |
She describes it as the "other woman's movenient...not even there...an invisible part of the
curriculum. Its practitioners are routinely denied the opportunity to speak in their own
voice" (p. 184). After studying the practice of Home Economics, her impression of its
curriculum as stagnant and'irrelevant changed to her viewing it as an intelligent, active
field. She realized that "society does not recognize most so called WOnlen's work as 'real
activity' because it is uaually associated with otbefs’ developrnent rather than self-
enhancement or self-employment” v(p. 185). ’.

Home maintenance can be categorized as part of what Thompson calls the
"Hestian" or private sphere. This contrasts with the "Hermean" or public sphere, mostly
pcpulated by men.‘ "Hestia’s flame symbolized family, connection, continuity, and the
interdependence of the public and private spheres” (p. 186). The Hermean sphere has
been responsible for the division between home and public place. As a result, the
Hestian sphere was relegated to invisibility. "Males were given the leisure to pursue the
more 'infelleét’ual’ work" (p. 186). Since women were busy rnaintaining the domestic
sphere, they did not have such leisure.

Thcugh semi-essentialist in tone,l Thompson's metaphorical explanation of the
division between private and public partly. accounts for tbe home being viewed as
insignificant and non-intellectual. Likewise, crafts that are for the home are mere "frill"
and not important in the grand aesthetic scheme of things. The relationship of the home

to popular craft is expressed in the proliferation of how-to projects that are for domestic
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use. Yet practicality can hardly describe many of these crafts. Excessive de'coration,
whether physically (like a frame encrusted with buttons) or conceptuallyv (such as
"country” styles) is a part of bopular craft and home decor. Decoration will be discussed
further under the section-‘"Woman's Work."
Craftext prbvides countless projects for the home. Under the category of table
decor, a craﬁer.hés thg option of makmg the following: '
*"Perky vPlace Mat: "Aﬁy cup of coffee wﬂl feel right at horhé set down on this
pretty placemat” (Country Woman February 1998, p. 22).
*"Ribbons and Roses Napkin and Placemat Set" (4/eene’s December 1997, p.47).
*"Faux Fiowers‘ Centerpiecé" (CraftS 'n Things March 1998; pp. 24-25).
*"Turn clay pots into turkeys for your table. Make an adorable holiday center-
piece" (Crafis 'n Things October 1997, p. 30).
*"Terra Cotta Napkin Rings; Comcob Candle Holders" (Crafting Traditions
October 1997, p. 24).
*"Fruits of Your Labor Napkin Holders" (Aléene’s February 1998, p. 20).
There were several choices among the bed linen/accessories category:
*"Painted Pillowcases" (4/eene's February 1998, p. 54). |
*"Bedside Keeper" (made of t0ps‘of 6ld blue jeans; pockets for holding remote
control, crossword puzzle'b.ook,_ etc.) (p. 34).
*"Sweet dreams come naturally in a bed warmed by this beautiful coverlet"
(Country Woman February 1998, p. 16).
*"Luxurious Ribbon Pillows” (Crafts March 1998, p. 70).

An amazing number of home decor items were wreaths. Some wreaths were
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meant _for inter‘iobr walls while door wreaths marked the boundary between the home and
the outside world. A wreath could be decorated with any material, such as plastic canvas
poinsettias (Crafting Traditions April 1998, p. 52), dried flowers (Crafis n Thinés April
1998, pp. 12-13), clay pots painted to resemble pumpkins (Crafis ’n Things October
1997, p.15), or seashells (4/eene'’s August 1997, p. 18). The only feature that every
wreath shared was that they were round. Otherwise, for the sake of yariety, if it could be
glued, sewed, stapled, fused, suoven'or welded, anything could go on a wreath.

Some of the more linteresting popular craft items were multi-purpose in .desigu.
These projects went above and beyond both form aud ﬁmctiom bearirig a unique fusion
of opulence with ‘the ordinary. Tlle "Spring Alr Freshener Birdhouse” was a flower pot,
Sculpture, and household deodorant in one. "With the garden fresh fabric and bright
suuﬂower decoratirig the birdhouse, you can almost smell spﬁngv'in the air” (Crafis
March 1998, p. 36). For the kitchen, the "Birdie Bag Holder" provides a dainty dispenser
for plastic grocery sacks--the crow's apron dress (Country Woman August 1997, p. 22).

Judging from the sheer number of projects for the home, popular craft has a far-

"reaching conne(:tion with the domestic domain. It isa pleasing connectiqn, pointing to

endless decorative possibilities. But what does this llaue to clo w1th ‘women and how they
view the home? How do they see themselves "withlrl tlle home?" Perhaps the Hestian

sphere can be expanded via pdpular craft.

- The Relationship of the Home to Women

Home is no longer a "set” locale for women (Probyn 1990). Most women are

employed outside the home, yet they continue to call up domestic imagery in the form of

69



decorative crafts. The house has persisted as an importent symbol of prosperity, |
independence, family, and happiness. It also represents key tensions between duty and
freedom, comfort and smothering. Craftext oortrays the home as a woman's domain,
used for entertaining-guests, cooking, crafting, and relaxing. If there were any negative
thoughts about the home in craﬁvmalgazines,they were barely detectable. |

One futlction shared by both home end WOmen was entertaining guests. Often
this was connected to cooking and serving‘food One Crafting Traditions reader

| contributes "I love to bake, especially for friends. These cookies are a particular favorite

I make for gatherings in the fall" (October 1997, p. 22);‘ Later, in_the same issue, another
reader promises that her recipe "will work for family meals and friendly gﬁthen'ngs in
almost any season” (p. 24). Still a few pages over, a heading declares‘ "This cake is sure
to conjure up a host of smtles for your event" (p 39). H

Other home related items were designed specifically for guest viewing. A
"Family Showcase Project"' in Aleene's had an entire wall devoted to a museum-like
arrangement of photographs ztnd memorabilia. A caption underneath read "Family and
friends are never far away with this gorgeOue gallery display” (August' 1997, p. 43).
Another ptoject soggests "greet your guests with cheery clay pot‘pumol‘cins" (Crafis 'n
Things October 1997, p. 4). | .Onecrafter’s handy htnt following a plastic canvas project
subtly'impliedthat guests, Would inevibtably'see one's home: "ny these c010rs don't match
your child or grandchild‘e room, pick plastic canvas in more suitable shades" (Crafting
Traditions October 1997, p. 11). "Suitability” becomes important when one's home will
be seen by others. So the home is not entirely a private space. |

Country.Woman magazine held ongoing decorating contests and they
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photographed the winners in their redecorated homes. Winning rooms had both a
definite color scheme and decorating motif, such as the patriotic kitchen described by its
owner: "Looking up, the patriotic color _sCheme in the kitchen curtains I designed fits in
with the blue and white checked wallpaper to the cooking and dining spaces...It's perfect
for serving guests buffet style!" (AuguSt 199'/",’ p. 4). Another winning kitchen had more
of a colonial harvest theme. "It's prime time for preserving- 50 fainiiy and friends know
exactly where to find me...right here in the kitchen...I wanted to make sure my favorite
room was well rooted iﬁ the past” (October 1997, Pp. 4;6)‘ Janet boasts about her living
room: "Now we feel a sense of belonging and pride vhere, surrounded by things that are all
a part of who we a;e, Isit any wonder this room has become the heart of our country
home?" (p. 42).

Other women were determined to re-decorate for tiie sole purpose 'of carving out
some privacy. "For years, Lynette was on pins and needles waiting for her dream craft
room to become a reality.” She says about the room: "It was high on my wish list fo;ever.
I drew up the plans, then/I added the final touches; painting wall papering, and
decorating. I'm thrilled with the results!” (Country Wbman Aggust 1997, p. 46)._ In the .
same 1ssue, the second pﬁze winner explained "when I purchased a new sewing rﬁachjne
recently, [ knew that I'd néed a place all my own to work on projects. A little-used closet
caught my eye. This is the first room I have ever had that's only for sewing and crafts. 1
love the privacy!" However, privacy can be a relative term, as she édds: "and, since it's
just off the family rbom and right around the corner from the kitchen, I also know my
family can easily find me if they need me" (p. 48).

~ The demands of family upon one's space and crafting time became clear during a
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recent conversation with one of my co-workers. -We were joking about how much
sewing we could get done when our husbands weren't around. My co-worker then_stated
emphatically "whenever I sit down‘to sew, I consider it my time, no interruptions." From
the rest of our conversation I gleaned that her husband and son would come into her _
"sewing room" (half of a small guest bedroom) justv.to sit and talk. Or, they'd walk
around, touching her sewing equipménf ahd kﬁrojects. The following_week she reported
that her son "knocked down my iron and now I have to use my old one." Maybe a

woman's place isn't in the home after all.

Woman's Work

All controversy abéu‘t it aside, it is hard to accurately define "woman's work."
‘alkerdine and Lucey (1989) believe this is beqause it is usually compared with
a) manual labor performed by 1naies, ‘or b) non-domestic career women. "With notable
- exceptions, women as both workers and housewives are represented as a conservative
force, unable to fecognize their oppression as women or exploitation as wofkers“ (p. 71).
Certainly there are assumptions about the "labors" of housework; that it is harder
thaﬁ ahy ofher careér path, or more fﬁlﬁlling. quntz (1992) studied the’practice of
housework between the 1900's and the 1940's. She found that during this time, fewer
children were born, and t_he need for full-time housework declined. Not only were more
gobds availableb to helb with housework, inany of the‘iten;s once pfbduced in the home
could be puichased ready-made. However, the sentimentaiization of motherhood
remained (p. 164). What she calls "make-work" took the place of obsolete chores. The |

extra time left by technology had to be filled in to keep up appearances of being busy.
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Women who recognized the deliberate quality of ironing sheets or napkin folding quickly
grew disenchanted with household labor. Some went on to join the growing feminist
movement of the '60's and '70's (p. 165). In many ways, popular craft has retained a

"make-work" quality, though not the obligatory sort of the 1950's.

| Photographic Rgprgsg.nlalign of "Wgymgn'g Work"

Dun'ng‘thjsA phase of the anaiysis, I considered "women's work" to be, simply,
work done by women. At ﬁrst, I expected to find the typical examples, like sewing,
cooking, and child care. Thcse ‘were evident, but soon va broader ‘picture of feminine
labor emerged. th only were women docile cfafters, they'also herded cétﬁe and tended
the family greenhouse businéss. It was témpting to exclﬁdé this more varied portrait of
women's work in favor of a simpler‘scenari‘o of "oppression." VHowever, the diversity of
female labor in craftext could not be ignored.

‘Some "traditional” representations of women's work were: playing with children,
crafting, cooking, serving dinner, quilting, and weaving. Again, the women doiﬁg these
activities were not one set age or size. The visual stereotypés of lower income groups
(raggedy furniture, old clothes, dirty kids) were absent. Instead, women were carrying
‘out the above activities in clean, colorful seﬁings ‘that were héa_vily embellished with
crafts. |

I was then fasbihated by what I saw in other photdgraphs. There were women
doing carpentry, loading hay, and picking grapes in hot weather. These weren't idealized
photos, either. The facial expressions revealed that there was heavy labor involved in

these tasks. I also thought back to my husband telling me about his grandma building her
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first house from scratch. She did the same work as her spouse, including plumbing,
wiring and roofing. Women's work, especially among lower income women, has always
included the manual labor that is typicglly associated with men. Yet it is not seen as

"their" work, just part of what needs to be done at the time.

P;l’gﬁpligns Qf"!!{ﬂﬂg :nls !E[Q[_]_;"

Craftext advances many opix_iion; ébout women's labor, focqsing mostly on craft .
asit Compareé with other work. Popular craft is ’shown as a pleasurable and worthwhile
activity: "There ‘is something Vefy satisfying aboﬁt beginniné a project, watcin'ng it
progress, and completing it.. It's exciting to have a finished creation to show for );our
efforts" (A/eene's February 1998-, p- 31). One éraﬁer states ";he 1ast four years have been
particularly active for me. I've tried all sorts of techniques and really gone "wild" with
my crafting"” (Cr'afﬁng Tfaditio;zs April 1‘998, p. 40). Crafts 'n Tizings invites women to
send in their ideas: "Many of our designs come from cmﬂers, just like you, who enjoy
making things for their families or friends or as a way td relax énd unwind" (April 1998,
p. 5). An enthusiastic crafter exclaims: "I'm pretty sure I wasb,vborn with a paint brush in
my hands!" (Crafiing Traditions October 1997, p. 41),

Crafting was presented as a thémpeutic antidote to everything from work related
stress to bodily ailments: "So what's a.v‘voman to do? We cj:alvainiedjcate, meditate,
exercise, try physical therapy, ‘go toa silpport group,v puhch a pillOw, or use alternative |
therapy to reduce stress and pain...Me? I think of crafting. I believe it's one of the best
stress reducers available.” In the same article, other crafters give exampies of their

positive encounters with craft: "Cross stitch is a real help when you have pain and stress
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to cope with." "When we craft, we focus on the task at hand, on the canvas, the clbth, the
beads. We discard ouréveryday thoughts and worries, there simply is no room for themb
in our minds. We live in the moment" (Crafts 'n T hings March 1998, p. 114).

Some women related how their family and friends participated in craft proj ectg.
This was usually preéented asa positive way to promote "family togetherness" and
sharing in an otherwise hurried world. "Qur'daughter and I are both teachers aﬁd that
gives us lots of reasons to maké schooi type.fdésigns" (Crafting Traditions October 1997;
p. 8), writes one crafter. Anqiher woman declares "crafting for a cfbwd is nothing
new...I've been téaching youngsters at chﬁrch how to make projects for years" (Crafting
Traditions April 1998, p.21). S(v)metimesi husbands would join in the fun after seeing
their wives working on crafts. There‘ were several statements regarding the idea that men
observed from a distance before parti‘cipatiﬁg as either the audiénce: "Quilts I've crafted
over the years fill every room...my husband and sons don't mind a bitv" (Crafting
Traditions October 1997, p. 59), or helpersv: "My husband gave me a hand by cutting the
figure from other wood that I have around” (p. 63). Others became créfters: "My
husband, Terry, didn't get involved until He bought a saw for himself a few years ago.
" Now he's an active crafter like fhe rest of .us!"’ (p.b 13). B

- What [ also observed was a ”sha‘rp distinéti(')n between chofes and crafting.

Women were eniphatic about maintaining this separation. Craﬂv time was their time,
even if it meant putting other housework aside for the moment. The subdivision of
women's work into "fun work" and "necessary work" is reflected in what readers have to |
say via craftext. One woman writes to the editor: "I was surprised when I received

several bottles of Aleene's paints and glues for Mother's Day. Please don't let my family
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know; I like it more than the dishwasher I'd been asking fnr" (Aleene'’s August 1997, p.
7. Anothér woman cheerfully described the crafi/work distinction: "Since I stopped
working, I‘V¢ constantly been on the go.. That's just fine though, because I love being
busy. Ido find time to craft, thanks to speedy craft 'prbjects" (Crafis 'n Things March
1998, p. 16). |

For some women, crafting Iis top priority. The following quotes from Crafting
Traditions illnstraté this importance:

*'T was thinking about spring when the idea to create é whimsical bird came to

me. So I’dr‘op.ped izvhat 1 was doing and got -_busy;' (April 1998, p.5).
*"Crafting is my life. I can't think of a better wéy to spend my time" (p. 52).
*"The kids always need new sweaters or vests. When they do, I'm mpre than
happy to pi;:k up my knitting'needlés to fix up lsomething liké this
pullover. Knitting for our children is my favorite pastime” (p. 30). |

The amount of time put into their crafts was often the subject of spousal
commentary. Men seemed ambivalent about time spent on crafting as opposed to other
types of work. " 'Will you put that knitting down and just relax Annie?'n my husband,
Louie, sometimes scoids as he sees Ine concentrate on getting a pattern right. I've tried to
explain that knitting is relaking for me. My greindnia tziught me how to do it, and it's the
* one handcraft I've kept up” (‘Country' Wn}hdrz, Fe’bruary 1998, p. 2). "My husband cails
me "Quiltenstein" because I'll stay up until the wee hours working on a patchwork
project” (Crafting Traditions October 1997, p. 32). Women would manipulate time so it
could be in their favor. One crafter caime up with her own version of the golden rule:

"How good a meal tastes doesn't always equal how long it takes to prepare” (Couniry
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Woman October 1997, p. 37). Country Woman's food editorbexplain.ed how she often
leaves the cooking to her husband during the summer because she has other things to do
(August 1997, p. 36). Another crafter relates how she "sneaks in designs after everyone
has gone to bed" (Crafting Traditions April 1998, p. 28).

Because it takes a lot of equipment and matenals, crafting can easily absorb a
household. F inished projects cover-every Eare surface, not to mention the supplies stored
on tables, in closeté, and anywhére that there’s ‘ah empty spot. This may be partly an
assertion of one's presence and partly a resistanée against what a house is supposed to be
for (i.e. chores). This resistance on the part of women crafters was always couched in
humorous language: "Usually I do my crafts throughout the entire house,' she relates. ‘
Lately though, her active toddler ﬁnd a playful new puppy hafye managed to change that
arrangement. ‘These days, I have to confine my crafting to our bedroom. My husband is
enthusiastic about my projects i)ut'e'ven I have to admit the bedroom is getting
crowded!"(Crafting Traditions October 1997, p. 16).

In the same issue, another crafter jokes: "My house is not my own these days. It's
a craft house. I'used to éonﬁne my designs to a table in the dep. Now supplies and crafts
have ’spilléd over into alm‘osf'évery other roém" (p- 61). A handout at my qiﬁlf guild gave
sixteen reasons for buyingfabrié. Quilters afe familiar with having to rationalize the
need for building one's stash. It's not enough to simply explain that one likes fabﬁc.
Instead, quilters enjoy developiﬁg humorous _] ustifications like the following:

*"It keeps without reﬁ‘igeration, you don't have to cook it to enjoy it, you never

have to feed it, change it, wipe its nose or walk it!"

*"Like dust, it's good for protecting previously empty spaces in the house, like the
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troning board, the laundry hamper, the dining rbom table..."
*"Stress with dealing with the Fabric Control Officer (my husband) made me
do1t."
*"Buy it now before your husband retires and goes with you on all your shopping
expeditic;ns" (unknown source).
Though hﬁmorous, much resistance can be gleaned from the above statements.
These women do not vhqleheartedly embrace nor do they reject household work. They
do dislike it and would rather craft on their own time, in their own space. Often, this is
not possible, so they make their crafting highly visbible by spreadirig supplies around the
house and joking about it. The bresence of crafts cannot be denied, especially when used
collectively as a decorative source.

Decoration as Transformation and "Making Special”

Dissanayake (1988) discusses.the role of the arts in all cultures. She lists three
characteristics of creative activity: i) the arts are ubiquitous, 2) they are intevgral to many
activities of daily life, and 3) they are a source of pleasure. "Humans are something mére
than animals because they do not take their world for granted on its own blind terms, but
interpret it, fashion their experience of it in multitudinous and multifarious ways" (p. 11).
In terms of W estern fine art no other society hﬁs.made art for its own sake, to be judged
on aesthetic criteria alone. Museumized art exists for “no‘fhing‘ except itself (p. 40).

Even though creative activity is a univeréal phenomena, not every culture -
appreciates the same things. Some societies value originality while others prefer realism

and tradition (p. 49). In the case of popular craft, originality has an entirely different |
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definition, probably meaning "the first copy” or "I made this." Holding up popular craft
to the standards of fine art will find it severely lacking. Dissanayake suggests that we
"examine what the arts do for people, rather than what they appear to be in their vaﬁous
manifestations” (p. 60). She argues that the arts have "sﬁrvival value" (p. 62), implying
that life would be anemic without some kind of aesthetic activity.

Dissanayake's concept of "making special” is on§ of hér greatest theoretical
contributions towards an undefstanding of art. For her, making spécial "implies intent or
deliberateness. When shaping or giving artistic expression to an idea or object that is
artistic, one giQeS (or acknowledges) a specialness that without ones activity or regard
would not exist" (p- 92). When "making special," the evérydajié transformed into a
different realm, a highly émbellished one. "Posiﬁng a human need or tendency to make
things special allows us to explain why many people are able to live quiie contentedly
without "good" art” (p. 97). Making spe&ial ensurés that what is being embellished will
continue as an important personal and group activity, such as popular craft.
Embellishment meets two important human needs: for simultaneous order and disorder.

In terms of popular craft and crafting magazines, decqration is a large part of
making special. If's also aboﬁt’ nansfonnation,'taking something old or plain and turning
it into something spect‘ac‘ular.j Examples of transformation abounded, whether in project
descriptions or advcrtisemeht‘s:‘ |

*"0Old sweatérs take onva new look in home ciécor” (Aleene's December 1997,

p. 13).
*"Recycle a liter bottle into a bright bee buddy” (p. 45).

*"Instant pressed flowers add a touch of elegance to an ordinary box" (p. 50).
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*"Turn plain clear glass dishes into romantic Victorian glassware" (p. 56).
*"The box itself is transformed into a treasure” (p. 59).
*"Some of these furniture pieces I got at the thrift store and spruced them up”
(Aleene@ August 1997, p. 7). | |
*"From conventionai to dimensional” (shows a before shot of a plain living room,
 then the same room re-decorated) (Crafts 'n Things October 1997,
 pp. 82:83).
*"Just fit the topper over any handle bag tb transform the bag into a creative
gift package” (p. 105).'
Trahsfonﬁation could occur With just a few materials, as evidenced by the
foliowing claim"s.: |
*"With just pape;, glue, and a few trims, kids of all agés can transform simple
lollipops into smiliﬁg leprechauns” (Craﬁ‘s March 1998, p. 22).
*"Papet mache’, paint, and"quilt batting are transformed into a right jolly old
elf" (p. 28). |
*"Just four easy stitches transform a pléin tablecloth and napkins intq wonderful
heirloom‘s":(p. 42). | |
*"A snippet éf this and a pinch of that trénsfoﬁnﬁ plain salt and pepper shakers
into wonderful little angels in just nlinutes" (p. 68).
Recycling was a popular means to achieve transformation. Several craft projects
were built around the use of old, ordinary objects, such as the "Bee Buddy" project
described above. The fact that human intervention could result in something even better

was enticing;
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*"An old pair of jeans becomes the perfect caddy with this no-sew project!”
(Aleene's February 1998, p. 34).
*'If your pillow caSes lack pizzazz, you'll want to try your hand at this terrific
project. You can transform the ordinary into the adorable” (p. 54).
*"Take your old bélts, emboss them with glue and make them a wonderful
accessory all over again” (p. 59).
*'Transform an ordinary photo album into a timeless treasﬁ:e destined to bring
memories back to life in fun and decorative style” (p. 62).
*'Even the shapes I attached were cut from leftover wbod scraps. After a few
coats of paint, everything looked nice and fésﬁve" (Crafting Traditions
April 1998, p. 18). |
It became obvious that "making special” was one of pophlar craft's biggest
functions, operating on two levels. One was the "specialness” that the crafter added as
she manufactured the item. The other level was craft items used to decorate an interior
space. Even though craftext endorsed a patterned way of making special, crafters still
considered their aesthetic activity as "creative" and "personal":
*"That's the beauty of ‘painting.on glass. What you can imagine, you can actually
create” (4/eene’s February 1998, p. 51).
*"Rather than coating the lamb in coconut, you could add extra frosting and swirl
it as you spréad it in order to create a textured curly coat" (Crafting
Traditions April 1998, p. 22).
*"] made an original Santa Ciaus can with a large coffee can and textured snow

paint to add dimension to hair, eyebrows, mustache, and beard"
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(Crafts 'n Things April 1998, p. 8).

*"] create all kinds of whimsical figures from every angle. Then I let my
imagination go wild!" (Country Woman October 1997, p. 14).

*"As I model their wrinkles, noses, and cheekbones, I feel that I'm getting to
know each doll's character. So they are hard to part with" (p. 47).

Part of popular craft's triumph of form over function involves its dramatic impact
via "loud" use of materials. The glitters, paints, sequins; bows, laces, and yams of today
are quite different from older craft forms which sported more subdued materials. Being
noticed and part of something exciting was seen as a positivé experience. One p;oj ect ad
claimed "now you'll be able to spot your luggage in a flash as ‘it comes _aroimd the
carousel...you'll be boldly going where no crafter has gone before" (Aleene's February
1998, p. 58). A crafter writes in: "Everyone who driizés by r.nyhouse’ .takes a second look"
(Crafts 'n Things April 1998, p. 8). Another statemént promises "you'll have folks
standing at attention when you deck yoursélf out in this colorful stars and stripes vest!"
(Country Woman August 1997, p. 18).

Some crafters described their prqjects with a particularly bold flair for the
dramatic. It wasn't enough to merely de_éorate,.all-out embellishment was the rule, such
as this jacket project: "Mr. Blackbird perches above a flower-filled pocket while more
flowers spill over the shoulder. When the gluing is done, the painting fun begihs!

Accent the appliqués with dimensional fabric paints and a inedley of buttons. Then, for a
final touch, add a berry studded vine down the front" (Crafts October 1997, p. 30). On
the following page, one ad declares in large letters "DECORATE YOUR LIFE!" (p.31).

An excited read_ef describes her latest project: "When you decorate the walls, let your
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imagination soar! After gluing straw flowers, green ferns, and orange plumes on the
sides, I put a garden in the middle. The pathway is cut from a sheet of sandpéper and is
edged with small seashells" (Coizntry Woman October 1997, p. 45). Finally, a crafter
describes her creative process: "I thought I could USé the corn cobs to brighten a couple
candle holders I'd already crafted but never really liked. To do so, ] removed the candle
cups from the holders' bases, then affixed the cobs between those pieces. Iadded raffia
and silk flowers for good measure. Now I'm happy with my candle holders" (Craffing
Traditions October 1997, p. 25). |

After reading every example of decoration as making special and transformation
that I could find, I began to feel sorry for those who lived with bare, minimal walls. Even
though the fine art world dictates that only certain aesthetic activities are worthwhile, or
that we, as artists, need to "teach" them these correct activities, crafters were investing
significant energy into their embellishments. These activities were lively, pointing to a
vibrancy that comes with art being a part of daily life. If popular craft was occurring on
the margins, then the margins were colorful places indeed.

Conclusion/Contradictions

Regardiﬁg women, the home, and women's work, my analysis yielded more than I
had anticipated. First, I came to understand that popular craft is representative of
women's traditional gender roles. However, I found that these roles were also open to
commentary via the making and collecting of gendered craft items. This contradicts the
common misconception of working class women as "politically naive" (Walkerdine and

Lucey 1989). Crafters are quite aware of the markers of mainstream femininity and they
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even heighten and exaggerate ifs characteristics while crafting.

Another contradiction emerged during my analysis of the home. While the
domestic domain has many private and mundane qualities, it is also a site of capitalistic
activity, sometimes to the point of conspicuous display. Women do not view the home as
entirely theirs, either. Many crafters have had to strategically manipulate their families
in order to find their own crafting space. Privacy takes on a whole new meaning,
especially when women are using their homes for "appropriate display” (via matching
colors) before mom comes to visit.

- Finally, I realized that "wﬁmcn’s work" was not a stable, neat category of labor.
Most crafters made it clear that chores were one tlﬁng, crafts another. The use of humor
as resistance, like anecdotes about "taking over" the house with craft supplies, was
especially interesting. Crafting was part of the domestic domain, but it seemed tos much
"fun" to be considered labor. Yet it iéh’t' Jjust play,‘eithér. Chapter Five will explore the
political dimensions of nostalgia and craftviews such as ease, speed, artificiality, opcn

participation, and gift giving.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
CRAFTVIEWS
The Craft Community and its Values

Popular craft is as much about capitalism as it is about making things. Certainly,
personal enjoyment and relaxation are part of the craft experience, but the myth of
"monetary innocence" often associated with art does not apply. Rather than arguing that
consumerism oppresses the working class, I want to examine how popular craft has
become a adaptive strategy enaéted by people in reaction to their being left out Qf the fine
art system, as well as both middle and upper classes. Crafting becomes a coping
mechanism rather than a cause of an oppressive culture.

Coontz (1992) analyzes American consumerism from the 1900's to the present.
Her overview is particularly relevant because she links capitalism and industrialism with
the family. The rationalization of buying things, as if it were a moral act, is behind a lot
of popular craft, especially under the heading of "nostalgia." Attitudes towards the
purchasing of goods changed around the turn of the century. Ethics of hard work and
restraint began to wear thin as people became aware of how affordable machine made
products were. In other words, if everyone deferred gratification, who would buy stuff?

How would the economy grow?
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Between 1870 and 1900, the volume of advertising multiplied more than ten-fold.
Catalogue sales and bigger, more elaborate window displays fed into the national urge to
buy (p. 170). Coontz notes that "even the word 'consumptiqn' lost its earlier connotations
of destroying, wasting or using up, and came instead to refer in a positive way to the
satisfying of human needs and desires” (p. 170). Most of this advertising was aimed
towards women, since they purchased three-fourths of all personal goods. Unfortunately,
one side affect of this involvement tended‘ to makelfemi»m'st concerns and causes trivial.

By the 1940's advertising increased further by 400% (p. 17 1) Hedonism became
moralized by the catch phrasé "you deserve it." Such materialism was contained in the
'50's by becoming linked with the family and individuality. In the '60's, there was no
longer a questioning of the morality of hedonism because, after all, "business was
business" not a "revolution” (p. 173).

Since the 1960's, consumerism has taken many interesting, aibeit contradictory
turns. For example, one device iﬂvolves the use of "liberation" language to sell girdles or
Nike shoes (p. 174). Coontz points out that the same forces that are producing "anti-
family" ads of the present were the ones who promoted family life in the '50's. The
theme of the ad is a mere vehicle to sell and is easily interchangeable. "The modern
media has not become anti-family, it has simply become more sophisticated in targeting
distinct audience segrnents" (p. 175).

Yet one cannot simply write off rharketing as an evil, sweeping force. "There are
sources of shared meaning and social activism in some of the expanded expectations
fanned by consumerism. Audiences, furthefmore, are not passive, and they may extract

different meanings from ads and cultural products than are intended by their producers”
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second craftview was "speed", or craft projects judged on how fast they could be
completed. Thirdly, "ease” was important so as not to discourage crafters. "Artificiality”
r making one material represent another was highly valued. Lastly, the crafting

community saw "gift giving” as a culmination of their creative efforts.

Against a backdrop of consumerism, the popular cra ‘community advances its
ideas, one of them being open participation and how one this re-defines originality. Our
traditional understanding of what is oniginal is made prcbleﬁxatic w‘ith'the presence of
popular craft. Ifthere are large 'n.mbers of participants that have relatively equal group
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ems beginto
resemble each other, as in the "country" lock? The answer popular craft gives is to do

away with what is supposed to be "original” and make community participation top



priority. This is in many ways an adaptive strategy, as outlined by one crafter: "New and
improved techniques seem to be increasing fhe quilting population, making them more
efficient and happier, while still allowing for individuality" (4/eene’s December 1997, p.
34). |

Originality has_ not always been a standard of art (consider ancient Greek and
Roman works). Wolff (1981) calls our society's>adherence to artistic originality "a
retrospective judgment” placed on the art obje;:t, more than a current assessfnent of
uniqueness (p. 24). .Crafters are interested in "the now", at least in terrﬁs of group
membership. As oﬁe designer says "there really is something for everyone. Everybody's
always looking for more ways to bring more people intb the party" (dleene's F ebrﬁary
1998, p. 51). In order to entice future crafters, widening the circle is a must: "if they have
a good experience, they're more likely to make a c_ommitmentv to another project” (p. 33).

Open participation is one such strategy. By making anyone feel that they can
accomplish a project or try a new technique, a fear of failure diminishes. Crafis 'n
Things invited: "you may have shied away from submitting an idea because you're not a
professional designer. But we think a dynamic craft magazine like ours has room for
both pro's and non-professiOnals" (March 1998, p. 5). One reader exclaimed "I never
miss your show. You make everyone feel like we're part of your family!" (4leene’s
August 1997, p. 7). Anad for clay m'olds assured reéders: "Not a sculptor? No
problem!" (Crafts October 1997, p. 94).

As a craftview, open participation is quite formulaic. All an ad or designer has to
do is say "you don't have to be an expert of some sort in order to accomplish this.” The

invitation has been made:
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*"You don't have to be a florist to make this simple arrangement" (4/eene’s
December 1997, p. 57).

*"Now you don't have to be an advanced decorative painter to achieve beautiful
rich blended results” (cmﬁs March 1998, p. 2).

*"And they're so easy to crochet that even a beginner can be a crafty green thumb”
(Country Woman February 1998, p. 19).

*'If you can thread a needle, you Ean do silk ribbon embroidery” (Crafts 'n Things
Mﬁrch 1998, p. 105).

Part of a collective approach to creative activity involves ways of making crafting
easier so that no one will get discouraged or frustrated too quickly. An open invifation to
participate is one thing, but actively seeing to it that crafters will be content is another
strategy altogether. Including detailed instructions, time-saving gadgets, and "goof
proof” methods are ways to soothe any crafter's féars. One ad promised: "You can't
make a mistake! Every stitch is perfect because it's automatic” (Crafis ‘n Things October
1997, p. 67). Another ad in the same issue emphasized: "No experience necessary! Non-
artists rejoice! Now anyone can paint on virtually any surface.‘ Each pattern comes with
step-by-step instructions and simple techniques that take the guesswork out of painting"
(p. 108).

The contradiction between originality and patterning is made even more complex
when crafters take up "uniqueness” and "rule breaking" and turn their definitions around:
"When it comes to quilting, you can use any colors, any combinations, you can break any
rules. There are no fabric police” (Aleene’s August 1997, p. 31). This doesn't seem like

the oppressive effect of patterning we've come to expect from popular craft. How can
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crafters use the term "original" and "creative" while knowing they follow patterns?
Again, the answer must lie in how popular craft has adapted originality to meet the needs
of the craft community. These people enjoy following patterns while at the same time
feeling they are doing something beyond the ordinary. Crafters do not have difficulty
resolving the issues of péittém Vs. originai. Perhaps one should ask fine artists why they
have a problem with popular craft's adaptive strategies in this direction. |

Open participation is a decidedly postmodern concept and far more reasonable
than the alternatives of exciusion and aesthetic rigidity that many fine artists endorse.
Craftext never casts negative judgments on any crafter's creative efforts. People are
encoﬁraged to keep drafting, trying new ideas aﬁd techniques. A democratic view of art
gives crafters a feeling of unlimited potential: "The basic principle is so simple that it
seems too simple to be art. Yet, one look at the samples done by creative people, and

there is no doubt of its artistic possibilities” (Crafts n Things October 1997, p. 85).

Speed

Whereas traditional craft's virtue lies in its intricacy and methodical slowness
(thereby giving the crafter time for contemplation), faster equals better as far as popular
craft is concerned. Often linked with ease, speed allows the crafter to complete as many
different projects as she can. Yet vspeedb doesn't abandon the possibility of full enjoyment,
either. It is also an adaptive s’&ategy, placing greater importance on the experience of
making as many crafts as possible while still retaining the allure of old fashioned
crafting: "Craft is natural for the fast paced world, yet allows for personalization of

projects for home decor, gift giving or communication” (Crafts 'n Things March
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1988, p.85).
Pleasing others while saving time is one motivation for utilizing speed: "The |
magnets are ideal for craft fairs. They tal_cé no time to make and folks around here love
them" (Crafting Traditions October 1997, p. 8). One crafter explained "the figures
turned out to be both speedy and inexpensive.h That really pleased my fellow crafters”
(Crafting Traditions April 1998, p. 26). Another informed: "The design proved speedy
and fun. I had such a good time with the ﬁrst' one, I made 23 more” (Crafting Traditions
October 1997, p. 52). |
Many prdjects and product ads quantified speed in terms of 'weeks, days, hours,
and minutes or used numerical figures to dﬁve ‘home "quickness." For the crafte_f, seeing |
time expressed so speciﬁcally added an extra degree of certainty:
*"Perhaps it comes down to immediate gratification; while regular quilts may
take months or even years to make, a jacket is relatively quick and easy.
You can complete one in 8-10 hours” (Aleene’s December 1997, p. 31).

*"Create beautiful embroidery instantly and automatically! Just push the button
and guide the tool along the pattern. Makes up to 500 stitches in one
minute” (Crafts 'n Things October 1997, p. 67). |

*"It took me just two hours for me to 'grow’ my pumpkins" (Crafting T raditions

October 1997, p. 32).
*"Quick drying, Waterbase 'instant' glues and sealers rhake it possible to complete
a project in hours instead of days or even weeks" (Crafis October 1997,
| p. 12).

*"You can finish a big afghan in less than 45 hours" (p. 45).
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*"Requires only a few hours work and a few days drying time" (Crafts March
1998, p. 48).

*"] finished the first project in about an hour" (Crafting Traditions April 1998,
p- 7).
Other projects used more abstract metaphors to define speed. One crafter's design
was "quick as a wink to make with purchased mittens and doilies" (Crafis 'n Things April
1998, p. 71). Another said: "In a snap, you can_create a bouncin' baby craft" (Crafiing
Traditions April 1998, p. 43). A yam lover explained "once I got the idea, crocheting the
afghan was a breeze" (p. 13). .Aleene 's magazine promised: "Before you can say
'snowstorm', you can finish this stylish sW'eafshirt" (December 1997, p. 59). The §iMe of
stamping was that "in one colossal swoop, a word print stamp can cover an entire card
with a cheerful message and the card is complete and ready to go" (Crafis 'n Things
October 1997, p. 105).
Many of the projects featured time saving tips. As if crafting wasn't already fast
enough, these tips upped the ante on speed:
*"To save time, stencil the motif on a purchased piliqw" (Crafts 'n Things
March 1998, p; 31), |

*"Instead of painting faces, use rub-on faces" (Crafts ‘n Things October 1997,
p. 14).

*"Use purchased dried orange slices to sa?e time" (p. 38).

*"Instead of sewing the felt pieces together, you can fuse them with fusible tape
or thin strips of fusible web." (Crafting Traditions October 1997, p.43).

*"You can just as easily use purchased versions for appliquéing in order to speed
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up this design” (Crafting Traditions April 1998, p. 17).

As a craftview, speed serves several important purposes. It is more than
appeasement of impatient people. Speed allows for a diversity of experiences, especially
when one's time is divided between work and home. Speed is postmodern adaptation by
maintaining the barest nostalgic elements of crafting while "churning it out." Speed
builds a sense of expertise and accomplishment without a lot of risk or investment. One
could study art for four years only to be told one is "mediocre” or one could pick up the
latest craft magazine, find a project, and bécome an instant expert.

Ease

Difficulty has long beén a hallmark of méster craftspérsohns-. Everyone admires
full-scale models of cathedra‘ls made of toothpicks or four yard long bobbin lace wedding
veils. Sheer tediousness brings out the "wow" reaction in just ‘aboﬁt any person. And for
some crafters, creatiné a few long-term skillful pieces is their thing. But for popular
crafter, it's not the way. to go. In order to allow for open participation and speed, ease haé
to be a factor in all crafting experiences.

Granted, some popular crafters would put themselves in the "intermediate" or
"advanced" level of expértisé. Many magazines have a variety of skill levels to appeal to
every crafter so boredom doesn't set in. The idea is to be challenged,:bkut» only enough to
pique one's interest aﬁd encourage the crafting community to try something new. As one
crafter said: "Even if you've never tried such a craft before, you'll find the lamb shaped
cake isn't a bit difficult” (Crafting Traditions April 1998, p. 22). |

Technology has contributed to the ease factor, crafis keep getting faster all the
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time. The following projects are a result of product developments within the past fifty
years, or sooner:
*"Elegant wall hangings are easy to create with Aleene's Instant Decoupage”
(Aleene's December 1997, p. 14).

*"[t's easy to personalize this sweatshirt with removable shrink-it flowers"
(p. 20).

*"Using the crimper is ‘reallyv a breeze-'very little hand pressure is required”
(p. 55).

*"Deluxe E-Z Bowmaker" (p.v62).,

*"Poly-Fill insei‘ts, fiberfill and batting are eaSy to use" (Crafts 'n Things March

| 1998, p. 80).

*"You'll love how easy it is to create your labor of love projects with Velcro
brand fasteners!" (Crafts 'n T hings October 1997, p. 85).

*"As sophisticated as tromp l'oeil but as easy as paint by numbers, new Accent |
Mﬁgic Mural Tracers can be used to decorate just about any surface"
(p. 105).

Other projects promised success with a minimum of materials and/or effdrt
involved. One craft was simply described as "easy to paint énd glue" (Crafis ‘n Things
April 1998, p. 67), another as "an easy pr_(_)ject to saw and‘paint" (Crafting Traditions
April 1998, p. 24). This craft removed all uncertainty: "Packet includes pattern, painting
techniques, and the design is pre-printed on watercolor paper. All you have to do is just
paint!" (Crafts 'n Things March 1998, p. 108). Earlier in the same issue, a product review

column gave a hearty endorsement: "Use rubber stamps to create the design- then just
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paint inside the lines! What could be easier?” (p. 36). And, "with wood quilting;
everything can be planned and laid out so there is no fear of mining a piece of furniture.
It's goof proof!” (p. 14).
Ease points to that element of risk that exists in almost any facet of creative
expression. People are extremely reluctant, particularly after adulthood sets in, to display
their artistic prowess. Self-preservatibn takes the form of fail probf craft experiences. A
wooden bunny is described as "easy to cﬁ_t, if you make a mistake, it will add to his
charm" (Crafis 'n Things April 1998, p- ,23). Quilting t¢mpiates advertised: "allow you to
easily expand your patchwork pbtential without geometry” (4/eene’s December 1997, p.
31). "User Friendly" is spelled out in bold létters over a picture of rubber s.tamps.(Crafts
'n Things March 1998, p. 77). Most importantly, as far as pépular crafts are concerned,
"it isn't as hard as it looks" (4/eene’s December 1997, p. 62).
Ease if often linked with fun and good times:
*"Finger painting the eggs was both easy and enjoyable" (Crafting Traditions
April 1998, p. 27).
"f"Fun and easy. Just paint and enjoy” (Crafts March 1998, p. 13).
' Ease also offered options: | |
*'If you love quilts but aren't a sewing fan, then this technique is for you! Just
cut, iron, and quilt!" (4/eene’s December 1997, p- 59).
*"According to Terry, it might be easier for some crafters to fuse the leaf pieces
together with fusible web first, then stitch the leaves as directed here”
(Crafting Traditions October 1997, p. 28).

*"You don't have to know how to sew to make these bunnies. Just follow the
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no-sew method!" (Crafis 'n Things Apﬁl 1998, p. 16).

While one can argue that ease wrongly presumes a lack of skill on the part of the
crafter or that it "babies” people in a patronizing way, it's hard to deny the positive
benefits. The craft commuhity valués ease because it allows everyone to have a chance
to try. _Ease can be an ingenious solution when faced with ovérwhelming possibilities.

ificiali

Crafters derived great pleasure from the use of "deception” in their works.
Making one material resemble another was é worthwhile accomplishment, especially if it
could be done -‘at a fraction of the original cost. Artificiality strctched the boundaries of
what materials cvoulld‘do, often with stunning results. Visual dcceptioh is nothing new.
There's evidence of fakery from the era of Chippendale furniture, for exa.mpie. It's just
that popular crafters actively search for the experience of artificiality applied in new and
better ways.

The triumph of the artificial came .thro’ugh again and again. Crafters preferred the
* "double take" effect of théir deceptive efforts over using "real" materials: "People are
surprised when they realize that my wall quilts don't contain a stitch of fabric or thread. 1
decorate my home with stencils instead" (Country Woman August 1997, p. 44). One
crafter listed the benefits of her plastic canvas adaptaﬁon: "It's two-sided for extra
dimension and almbst looks reai, although the poinsettias will Sufely last longer than any
I know of” (Crafting Traditions April 1998, p. 52). A dried flower designer stated:
"Friends and family will wonder if it's real or not. It's a terrific table decoration that will

remain forever fall" (4leene’s August 1997, p. 55). An ad exclaimed: "Wow! Something
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new! Imagine being able to create leather projects that have that rich hand tooled or
embossed look using mbb¢r stamps!" (Crafts 'n Things March 1998, p. 85).

Artificiality could be utilized to speed up the aging process of any item..
Achieving a patina was no problem when using paint and some elbow grease. An ad for
fabric dye featured a finished cabinet that was meant to look "old." The instructions laid
out preciseiy how to create the appearance of an antique ﬁsing the dye and is a perfect
example of artificiality in practice: "Rit dyes can add a rustic, old world feel to
unfinished wood. This technique varies the éolor for an "aged" look...once the cabiﬁet 1S
dry, continue to age it by lightly sanding the entire cabinet, including the stenciled area.
Again, vary the pressure to create an unéven look...céntinue to sand areas that would be
naturally worn like corners, door pulls, legs and edges until you've created your own
'antique’ original” (Crafis 'n Things March 1998, p. 71).

"Antique" was a common projéct theme. Faux cross stitch pillow cases could be
easily accomplished by using "a unique cotton print fabric duplicating the heartwarming
look of heirloom cross stitch embroidery” (Crafts March 1998, p. 32). Later in the same

' issue, another project promised: "The mellow, timeworn.look on these pots is easy to
achieve using spray colors" (15. 46). A "Faux Finish Favorites” column in Crafts 'n Things
described a paint and smoke technique used to recreate Colonial lamp holders (October
1997, p. 36). Ahother paint ad claimed that their products acﬁeved the "look of
expensive, color-washed antiques and collectibles" (Crafts October 1997, p. 82).

| Artificiality blurs the boundaries between real and fake, manufactured and natural
a' la postmodern style. The "natural” look was a popular choice in craftexts. However,

there was a lot of footwork involved in présenting a craft as natural. Sometimes this was
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done by using purchased materiais: "add a straw hat and raffia to compiete his naturai
good looks" (Crafts October 1997, p. 16). An ad for a book on candie making dispiayed
several "natural” models using synthetic fruits, nuts and pérfume oils (p. 87).

' Sometimes the illusion of texturé was desired:

*"Crackled Foil Finishes" (4/eene’s December 1997, p. 22).

*"No sew picture frames that feature an elegant embossed look" (p. 59).

*"Add dimensional accents to ‘most surfaces for rich, architectural type detailing”

(Crafts 'n Things October 1997, p. 2). | |
*"Ragging is an easy way to create the illusion of texture on any surface" (Crafis
Oétober 1997,p.32). - | |

*"Faux Stone Finish” (Crafts March 1998, p. 72).

Creating a "look" of material "A" by using r‘naterialslk"B" or "C" was at the heart of
artificiality. Sometimes the craft object was meant to resemble something else, like
using fabric to "create chocolate cake slices" (4/eene’s December 1997, pp. 40-41) or
birthday cakes make out of folded "receiving blankets, towels, diapers, pacifiers and
pins" (Crafts 'n Things October 1997, p. 113). Crocheted flowers was another example
of this resemblance (Country Woman February' 1998, p. 19). In the other préjects,
creating a "look" usually ixivo’lved some sort of value elevation, such as: "Layers of satin
ribbons give these colorful pillows a decidedly rich look" (Crafts March 1998, p. 70).
Still other "looks" inclﬁded: | |

*"Create the look of quilts with Aleéne‘s 3-D Accents” (Aleene’s December 1997,

P. 29).

*"You can create the incredible look of etching" (4leene’s August 1997, p. 57).
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*"Almost Leather creates projects which look like leather, but aren't" (Crafts 'n
Things March 1998, p. 86).

*"Gallery Glass lets you enjoy the sparkling look of stained glass throughout your
home" (Crafts 'n Things April 1998, p. 11).

*"Now you can create festive tableware with the hand painted look” (Crafts
October 1997, p. 29). |

And, perhaps the most interesting statement regarding "looke": "Mix and match
these coordinated products to create your ewn unique Alma Lynne looks" (p. 13).

Faux, tromp l'oiel, fake, " ", the artificial welcomes_it all. Popular craft has no
interest in the verification of an antique ciealer. In fact, crafters are proud of artificiality.
It causes crafters to question the boundaries between what our society calls "real" and
what it deems "fake." By manipulating materials once intended for a specific purpose,
crafters are‘controlling their practice. Artificiality provides an outlet for chance and

choice.

Gift Giving

What do crafters do with all o}f their creations? There is only so much physical ‘
space in the home. With changing decor and speed and ease of manufactxlre, projects
accumulate quickly. Gift giving isa legical community choice. It also has an interesting
social history. Coontz (19'92>) gives a brief overview of gift bgiving and how it has
contributed to the formation of family groups.

"Social customs recognized both the inevitability of dependence and the necessity

of dispersing it across society, beyond separate couples or even extended family
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networks. Gift giving was one such custom; it established a rélationshjp that was
alternately one-sided and therefore more permanent than an "even" relationship, in which
accounts are always settled so that one can leave at any time" (p. 46). Our values today
insist that we "even up” so that we don't owe anyone anything, thus retaining
independence. We feel uncomfortable if we receive a less véluable gift in exchange .for
our more valuable one, and vice versa.

Popular craft keeps the g1fts coming and going. Rates of exchange are quite
rapid. For every holiday there are Iﬁotifs that make suitable gifts, not to mention
birthdays, weddings; and baby ghowers. "Oréanizing social relations through reciprocity
involves a delicate balance. It is unacceptable to give a gift with the sole motive .of
getting something in feﬁirn, yet it is unthinkable to accept a gift without linderstanding
that it sets up conditions for future behavior; it is an equally antisocial act to refuse a gift
and the obligation that gift entails” (p 47). This endless cycle of presents feeds into
- craftviews about community via the gift:

*"] create special treat bags that I fill with candy for oﬁ: three grandkids, god-
children, and nieces and nephews, not to mention friends' youngsters

and my co-workers' klds Everyone looks forward to my 'routiﬁe""

(Crafting Traditions April 1998, p. 63).

*"] have five sisters, two brothers, 17 sisters-in-law and ten mothers-in-law,

' pluS a husband and three young sons, to make Christmés gifts for

each year" (Crafting Traditions Qctober 1997, p. 53).

Part of the fun of gift giving involves finding something the recipient will actually

use and enjoy. For crafters, relying on common themes was a tried and true idea source:
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"For mom or Grandma, a cleverly cross-stitched sign will let her know her kitchen efforts
are appreciated. Meanwhile, the fish inspired design will surely lure smiles from dad or
Grandpa" (Crafting Traditions April 1998, p. 68). One crafter added: " I tuck home made
cookies and candies into the containers I've crafted for friends and family" (Crafting
Traditions October 1997, p. 47). An ad sﬁggested "Welcome a new baby with a cuddly
blanket. Paint a photo album as a special gift for a blushing bride. Wish a friend happy
birthday with an adorable home made card” (Crafts 'n Things October 1997, p. 34).
Crafters often vocalized how their de‘svigns were well-received:
*"Just imagine the expreésion on their faces when they receive thlS handmade
and Hgartfelt dcsigxl" (Aleene’s December 1997, p. 59).
*"Her friends are the lucky recipients of most of her craft designs" (d/eene’s
August 1997, p. 33).
*"In addition to crafting gifts for the new'arvriva1>s, I also created these package
ties. Everyone who's received them just loved them" (Crafting Traditions
April 1998, p. 42).
*"Inspired by the Denim Plastic Bag Holders,' I recycled old jeans and made
Christmas gifts for my family. They are all smiies as they proudly display
their own decorated bag holders" (Crafis March 1998, p. 6).
*"Grown ups will love 'em too, so paint plenty to share” (Crafts October 1997,
p. 50). “ | |
Handmade gifts are special, simply because of human intervention during the
process of making. Even if doné quickly, the idea that a gift involved crafting meant a

lot to both crafters and recipients. Country Woman magazine assured readers: "We'll
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help you out with gift giving, too. Turn to our colorful craft section for ways to fashion
your own presents, always the best kind" (October 1997, p. 67). One designer's project is
described as "a wonderful expression of affection you can recreate for someone special in
your life" (4/eene’s December 1997, p. 5 7). Another project description stated:

"Decorate with bits of crafty leftovers and they'reb ready to deliver tiny blessings to your
family and friends" (Crafis March 1998, p. 68). One reader expressed: "I really
appreciate teachers and what they do. So I liké to show my gratitude for their hard work
by creating gifts" (Crafting Traditions October 1997, p. 12).

In conclusion, gift giving is a large part of pbpulai craft. It is the culmination of
the crafting experience that also involves a sharing of ideas. When readers contﬁbuted |
project suggestions, they were‘ also "giving" something to other vcrafters. ‘The sense of
obligation that Coontz (1992) describes may be a part of gift giving as a craftview, but
the negative aspects are not present. Making and giving gifts are not "chores," but
something to look forward to. Cfaﬂing becomes more meaningful and communal
through the exchange of handmade glfts

Nostalgia

, Nostal gia is the most recognizablé and least understood craftview. The
complexity of re-creating a non-existent past out of ﬁagmented images of "the good old
days" cannot be comprehended until one tries to examine the political side of popﬁlar
craft. Nbstalgia 1s part remembrahce, part collective forgetting, involves group
reguiation and flights of fancy. There is nothing quite like the nostalgia of popular craft.

.What is it about collective reminiscing that troubles academia? Are people who
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engage in nostalgic practice necessarily sub-intellectual? Walkerdine and Lucey (1989)
have observed that "the working class is a threat to the modern middle class, who adheres
to science, rather than magic, the supernatural, or religion...the masses constantly
presented ways of being which threatened the safe assurance of reason. Increasingly,
they came to be pathologized” (p. 41). Ellsworth (1994) right’ly poiﬁts out that to insist
that all people solve problems by rational dialogue or viewing all sides before making a
decision, is unrealistic and oppressive. Many subordinate groups do not approach
conflict in an academi'cally sanctioned manner. Yet their ways of expreésing themselves
are still valid. 1 wouldn't be surprised if crafters, like other workin'g élass women once
tried those methods to no avail. The abstract languége of academia alienates a lot of
people.

What are the stereotypes of people (like crafters) who adhere to a nostalgic
worldview? As discussed above, people who validate collectivé reminiscing must be
intellectually ignorant. Nostalgia is, of course, a delusion, because it contains aspects of
religious belief. Since our advanced culture is "beyond religion," people who still give
credence to it must be even more ignorant than once thought. Nostalgia keeps people in
their place, sort of an "ultimate" hegemony. There is also nothing of political importance
behind nostalgia, as evidenced by the kinds of people who practice it. Above all, it is
utterly and completely simplistic. My question then, is why hasn't this "evil"” been
addressed and eliminated for good? Or, why has academia been reluctant to face
nostalgia head on, get into its workings, and maybe learn something?

In popular craft, nostalgia is comprised of religious belief, familial allegiance as

the solution to societal problems, patriotism, and fond reminiscing about an assumed
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shared past. Religion, especially Christianity, makes a frequent appearance in craftext,
though often in the form of subtle imagery. An ad for a Hummel Nativity read: "Never
before has the Christmas story been told with such warmth and charm. On display in
your home, the Berta Hummel Nativity vﬁll add rich new meaning to your family's
Christmas celebration” (Crafts Octo‘ber 1997, p. 95). One pillow had a stitched saying:
"May angels bless you night and day" (p. 118), while another featured a cross design
(Crafting Traditions April 1998, p. 28). Still another ad in Aleene’s declared: "express
your creativity and faith with Prec-ious Moments iron-on's" (December 1997, p. 71). A
sign promised to "tug at the heartstrings bf every gardener” carried the slogan "the
shortest way to heaven is through a garden” (Crafis March 1998, p. 40).

Dissanayake (1988) validates religion as a way of life for many groups. It is
through spirituality that people both express themselves while respecting the importance
of others. "The abstruse pronouncements of the most avant-garde intellectuals hardly
affect the ordinary person whb continues to believe in a consistent reality. Such
authontative truths as God's will, the ideal of universal brotherhood, convictions of racial
or religious or national superiority, the millennium, self-realization, these magnetize,
mobilize, and give méaniﬁg to the lives of millions of people who do not doubt the
efficacy of such pathways..." (p. 184).

However, one should also heed Walkerdine and Lucey‘s (1989) warning to not fall
into the trap of simply valorizing the working class while ignoring their more self-
oppressive practices. Organized religion (as opposed to spirituality) has many regulatory
impositions, mostly in the form of leveling group judgments on members’ behavior. - One

can also place too much emphasis on "fate" to the extent of refusing to plan for the
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future. Stagnancy sets in as the group only welcomes those like themselves. In popular
craft, the downside of religion lies in its rejection of "what lies ahead." The "now" is far
more important to popular crafters because it is one of the few things in their lives they
can control.

The family, like religion, is a driving force behind nosﬁilgia. Families are where
people learn about love, life expectation’s',r good‘and bad habits, aﬁd cultural norms.
Craftext views thé family as the iny form of slcflidarity that will make America great
again: "It's been said that women are the glue that holds families, comniunities and even
countries together" (Country Woman August 1997, p. 63). To be strong, families must
stick togéther, no matter what th;y becom¢ inyolVed with: "Imagine the New Year's
celebration with the family, crafting a one of a kind family calendar using blank paper
and favorite rubber stamp images" (Crafis ‘'n Things March 1998, p. 88).‘

Strong families are invincible: "Mény of thése women fouﬁd themselves with a
living to earn and a family to raise on their own. It took courage, strength and resolve to
step up, children clinging to their skirts, and cut a swath through whatever life had to
offer" (Country Woman August 1997, p. 63). Crafters see the home as the center of the
family, the necessary ingredient for happineﬁs. One crafter deséribved how she designed
her living room with family in mind: "The first piece of art I.pui on the west wall led me
to what I should have known all along would be the theme of fhis room. It's a wall
hanging I cross stitched from é kit thaf has the saying 'home is whefe the heart is™ (Crafts
'n Things October 1997, p. 42).

When it's all said and done, the family is where crafters find solace and

inspiration. Craftext does not express the negative things that can stem from the family.
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By only showing the positive side of family life, crafting magazines feed into nostalgic
belief: "You'll know it was all worthwhile when it's time to leave...there are hugs, kisses,
and tears. Folks will say 'we have to do this more often' and honk as they drive away,
waving...and your heart will be full of memoﬁ_es to last a lifetime" (Country Woman
August 1997, p. 41). Walkerdine and Lucey (1989) remember how their own families
"did not need to talk about it, would rather not talk about it" (p. 14). Bringing up
problems for discussion only causes trouble. Surface happiness is more than being
positive, itis a stfategy of survival. |

Patriotism is a decorating motif, as seen in one crafter's kitchen (Cobuntry Woman
August 1997, pp. 4-6). Every surface had';sor‘ne‘ kind of red, white and blue colorv scheme
and the flag design appeared as heart shapeﬁ, cuﬁa'ins and seat covers. "Aﬁxericana" is
one facet of "country” (to be discussed below). But patriotism is also highly political and
more than a simple allegiance to one's nation. Like the family, patﬁoﬁsm is about
forgetting, more thafx remembering. It is less disturbing to focus on the decorative
features of a country's history than to call up its inconsistencies. For many working class
people, America has been deeply disappointing. However, instead of dealing with the
hypocrisy, a national past is rendered "Americana.”

Thev"good old days" is so closely tied with patriotism that it helps to discuss them
together; Craftext argues that not only does America ha‘ve.a shared past, but it was a
good past and better than what we have today. Péreﬁts "offered m;)ral guidance to their
families. They knew right from wrong, and they knew how to teach that difference to
their children" (Country Woman August 1997, p. 63). While crafters might hold back

expressing how they feel about problems today, there's no limit to what they will say or
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create regarding the "good old days." A "Nostalgic Country Washboard" was available in
two sizes (Crafts 'n Things October 1997, p. 72). Or one could make "a Touch of
Tradition Quilt Project” (4leene’s December 1997, p. 29). A wooden sign kit reminds us
to "Enjoy Life One Sip at a Time" (p. 57). |

Rural living is a large part of the "good old days." One crafter reminisced’:
"Living on a farm, we couldn't just run to the store for a bit of ribboh or a piece of lace.
My Grandrha taught me how to make do, something I still practice to this day" (Crafting
Traditions October 1997, p. 28). A photographer discussed how "come autumn, we
photograph harvest celebrations across the country»,band we also capture glimpses of our
rural bast by concentrating on the gas and steam engines at old iron‘ exhibitions" (.Country
Woman August 1997, p. 14). Whenever one crafter worked on :her stitchery, "pictures of
long-skirted ladies come to mind, and serve to inspire me even further” (Crafting
Traditions April 1998, p. 17). Still another crafter declared: "Life in the country has
influenced my handwork. Down home projects are the kirid Ilove" (p. 61).

What's interesting about the crafters featured in Country Woman and Crafting
Traditions is that they are actually part of a fully operational farms and ranehes. So it's
not just ignorance of farm life that creates the "good old riays." Female fia.rniers and
ranchers are experiencing firsthand the hardships of their vocation, yet they prefer to
practice only positive imagery of this labor.  Suppressing one's limitations seems to be a
source of pride: "No matter how long and hard the day and how exhausting the effort to
make ends meet, they always had time for a hug and a kiss or a pat of reassurance that
better days lay ahead" (Country Woman August 1997, p. 63).

Reminiscing takes the form of documentation in the recent memory album craze.
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Surfacing as a trend last year, memory albums are an extension of the scrapbook idea,
only the pages are identified by theme rather than done randomly. One ad for supplies
declared: "You'll have a blast preserving your past!" (Crafts 'n Things March 1998, p.
46). By inscribing photos and trinkets in the élbum, crafters are actively constructing
their own "good old days": "Do you have a coilection of photographs and small
mementos of a loved 6ne who is no longer with ‘you? It can be good therapy to gather
those things together and display them in a way that you will always‘have a constant
feminder of the wonderful memoﬁes _aséociated w1th them" (Crafts 'n Things April 1998,
p. 14).

In conclusion, nostalgia is a complex intertwining of fciigion, family, patﬁotism
and memory. Part of its persistence in today's world lies in the fact that it is hard to
isolate any one of these qualities for analysis. Aﬁer studying craﬁcxts, I'm not so certain
that it is necessarily bad for crafters to engage in nostalgic practice (it's actuaily not up to
me to decide whether it is "good" or "bad"). It's understandable that when life has been
proven to be disappointing to retreat into a world of nostalgic imagery. But we shouldn't
" assume that the nostalgia of craftext is predictable. Memory albums allow for creative
involvement in re-writing nostalgic discourse. In‘ the next section, I will discuss how
nostalgia fuses with craft to form "country.” Do "country" crafts look alike for a reason?

"COUIltry"

Lather (1991) writes: "Whatever 'the real'is, 1t is discursive. Rather than
dismissing 'the real,' postmodernism foregrounds how discourses shape our experiences

of 'the real' in its proposal that the way we speak and write reflects the structures of
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power in our society" (p. 25). Similarly, the wny "country" is inscribed in craft discourse
reveals societal power structures, especially its "look alike" quality. For crafters, |
"country" is authentic and réﬂects the "good old days." But its appearance of stability is
also surface, and surfaces are changeableb (Chaney 1996). "Country" embodies the saying
"the more things change the more they stay the same."

Visual Characteristics

"Country" has a redundant presence because it appears everywhere. Yet, one
cannot assume that non#crafteré know wnat it looks like. ’fhe physical markers of
"country” include its motifs, materials, colors, and facial/body features. These
characteristics fit together to form an illusion (however fragmentary)of stability and
harmony that gives "country” its power:

- Country Motifs: cats, holiday tﬁemes, "folk art", angels, birdhouses, little girls,
fishing, hearts, stars, moons, checks, wagons, bunnies (Easter), wishing wells, Noah's
Ark, geese, cowboys, quilts, lady bugs, apples, baskets, wreaths, sunflowers, pumpkins
(Halloween), witches (Halloween), turkeys (Thanksgiving), Santas (Christmas),
snowmen (ChﬂstmaS), Colonial styles, scarecrows, gingerbread men (ChristmaS), fall
leaves, fag dolls, heaft in hand, crows, chickens, puppies, fruit, bears, old people, rocking
horses, ducks, cows, pigs, gardening, barns, Christianity, patriotic, houses, canning jars,
Sunbonnet Sues; ‘Overall Bills, \'zvatermelons, landscape aft, straw hats, male/female
couples, reindeer (Christmas), Christmas trees, sayings and phrases.

Country Materials: calicos, doilies, crochet, wheat, unhemmed fabrics, straw,

weathered wood, raffia, ribbon, jute, silk flowers, terra cotta pots, drawn-on stitching,
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gingham, cross stitch, buttons, pinked edges, acrylic yam, muslin, wood shapes, acrylic
paints, yo-yo's, cinnamon sticks, ruffles, crinkled paper, bent wire, glossy paint, denim,
bandannas, blanket stitches, plaids, dried flowers, Spanish moss, "dot font" lettering,
lace, visible wood grain, felt, gourds, spools, burlap, Styrofoam, fusible web, polyester
stuffing, glitter (small amounts).

Country Colofs: primary red/yellow/blue, red/whiie/biue, mijd-range pastels
(gray-blue, rose, celery), off-white, réd/black, harvest colors (mustard, orange, rust, |
olive), pink/blue, violet/white/green, forest/blirgundy, holiday theme cdlors (red/green for
Christmas, paStels for Easter), browns/reds, green/whité, blue/white; pink/green.

Country Facial/Body Features: large face with small eyes/nose/mouth, stfaw hair,
smiles, large eyes with whife highlights, round faces, dot eyes/no mouth, "wiggle" smile,
simple shapes, pink circle cheeks, freckles, yam hair, "hillbilly" teeth, jute for aﬁns/legs,
stenciled features, skinny body/big feet, eyelashes for girls, "google" eyes, "spoon

shaped” smile, frontal views (side views are rare), uneven "folk" shapes, jointed limbs.
Philosophical Characteristics

Chaney (1996) argues that aesthetic values come through in the way fhat people’
use and make objects. People reflect on the thiﬁgs they make. Itis an anaIytié process,
not a passive or denigrating one. ‘Wolff (1981) states: "The nature of the audience and
the way in which it 'reads' cultural products cannot be taken for granted, and certainly
cannot be assumed to be unchanging” (p. 93). "Country” is a shifting phenomena,

“although it appears to have a fixed meaning, a timelessness. Part of "country's

rootedness lies in its repetition of imagery to the point of redundancy. There is no
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guarantee that this is always successful (trends come and go), but it is definitely craftext's
primary strategy.v‘

Why "counfry?" There are other styles in popular craft (Victorian, Classical) but
"cduntry" is by far the most widespread. As Chaney (1996) maintains, the theme of
design has gone from funétionality to more of a‘étyle. Objects become mbre like
advertisements than commodities (p. 149). So part of "country” is a result of heavy
advertising campaigns along with the development of newer and faSter products.

"Country's" success lies in it being both the catalyst and culmination of group'
desire. Tensions come from wanting to control the materials one has and being
controlled by:specific themes.‘ Advertising has played off this tension by promisihg
crafters that they will have the ability to manipulate a product to fit their lifestyles.
"Cbunty" increases its own desirability by containing powerful elements of nostalgia
(religion, patriétism, family and memory). Crafting as a group activity re-creates these
shared meanings in physical form. Thus, objects closely resemble each other with no
discernible origin of idea or design; a "Baurillard effect.”

"Because appearances are designed for a multiplicity of contexts or pufposes they
will become incrcasiﬁgly fragmentary and ephemeral. An efnphasis_ upon surfaces
presupposes that meanings are not stable and are therefore dependent on the arbitrariness
of perception and use" (Chahey 1989, p. 112). "fCountry" 1s fragmentary and it reads
visually much like the visual characteristics listed above. Yet somehow all of these
diverse motifs and elements meet to form "country."

In conclusion, the craft community has many shared values, or craftviews.

Originality is not as critical as shared group experience. Crafters come together
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encouraged by speed, ease, open participation, artificiality and gift-giving. Behind these
values is a strong sense of nostalgia that is paradoxically’located in "the now." "Country"”
utilizes repetition and anonymity as part of its appeal to group cohesion. What appears as

"look alike" crafts is actually an expression of community as priority.
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CHAPTER SIX:

THE PERSISTENCE OF THE HOW-TO
IN POPULAR CRAFT

Foundations of the How-To

Educators are familiar with this bit of comfnon sense: "no one likes being told
what to do." Butas in all things of a taken for granted nature, is this really the case? In
this chapter, I examine the pedagogical format of popular craft: the how-to or step-by-
step instructions.

If people don't like being told what to do, then how do we account for the step-by-
step instructions on the pages of popular craft magazines? Whatever craft form one plans
to undertake, there is a comparable how-to ready and waiﬁng, seemingly unchanging.
Even when craft fnagazine_s review how-to books, they use conservative pedagogical
terms. For example, in the book review section of Crafts; the headings in bold print read
"Back to Basics" and "Today's Lesson Plan": "Five lesson plans feature eight stitches,
each with an accompanying nroject. Each lesson builds upon the stitches previously
learned. Step-by-step illustrations are given to help you accurately complete the stitches
and color embroidery diagrams help you know at a glance which ribbon or braid color to
use" (April 1997, p. 14).

Traditional schooling has had a profound influence on people's dependence upon
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printed directions and pre-arranged activities. The parallels between crafting instructions
and the texts of schooling are remarkable. First, I will examine the foundation of crafters’
comfort level with the how-to. This consists of the modernist educational system and
the importance of ritual as site of organized meaning,

Second, crafters are in the postmodern era and craft has shifted gears in some
pretty contradictory ways. Its persistence as an activity 1s the biggest contradiction of all.
Therefore, one must go beyond simplistic readings of the how-to as just oppressive text
and demonstrate that craft's pedagogy of anonymous instruction and rejection of the
original in favor of community fits in nicely with postmodern, poststructural, and

feminist philosophies.

Schooling and Ritual

Cherryholmes (1988) quotes: "If people are free to choose what to do, why is it
they choose activities coincident with ruics and normative commitments of established
practice? Why do their choices not produce something closer to anarchy? One reason is
ideological: people accept, internalize, and act according to shared ideas they believe are
true and valid" (p. 5). Crafters appear to endorse the how-to because no other
pedagogical format is displayed in craftext. There must be something of value in step-
by-step instructions, or something comfortingiy famiiiar.

Most Américans today have been educated in the publkic' school vsyst'em, more
specifically in a modern system that had long responded to increased immigratioir by
stressing cultural sameness in its curriculum. Franklin (1988) notes that i1; the early 20th

century, the existing middle class, believing themselves to be threatened by the arrival of
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large groups from Eastern and Southern Europe, pushed for a curriculum of cultural
homogeneity. This curriculum would also become an instrument of social Eonﬁol (p.
81). It sought to preserve corporate capitalism and productivity (p. 83). As Doll (1993)
maintains, "more time could beSavedv and more goods produced if workersb,r including
teachers, would do as told. This was the key to efficiency and standardization (p. 48).
Franklin argues that even though the '30's ﬁnd '40's brought about changes in
conceptions of social control from "coercion" to "voluntarism, " the purpose of such
curriculum did not change: "Vpluntarism...is deceptive. It masks what is éssentially a
coercive process dedicated to cultural‘un‘ifofm.ity behind the language of democracy” (p.
82). |
Doll observes how the assembly line became the modél of efficiency and control
during the 20's and beyoﬁd. Schools adopted this model to regulate every segment of the
students' day and how that day was to be spent (p. 43). Segmeﬁtation of time continues
to be a popular curricular component. One classic example is the endurance of the lesson
plﬁn with its "focus qﬁéstions." People's relationships with social control are
complicated. Even when one resists it (by boredom or rebellion) one doésn’t really care
‘to escape it. Social coﬁtrol is the setting fdr the educational how-tb: "Recurrent themes
characterize educational discourses-practices. The sﬁbstructures of many that are
dominant emphasize order, ac’countabilify, structure, systemétization, rationalization,
expertise, specializaﬁon, linear development, and control. Brbadly put, these
substructures reflect influences from analytic philosophy, modernism, and structuralism”
(Cherryholmes 1998, p. 9).

Both education and the how-to embody aspects of ritual. vDissanayake (1988) -
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explains: "Individuals with different expectations, abilities, and levels of understanding
achieve a unity by participating in the ritual. The ritual is larger thaﬁ its individual
participants” (p. 83). It is important for rituals to be as non-ambiguous as possible. To
ensure clarity, repetition, ‘ster_eotypi'ng and rigidity are necessary elements of ritual. "All
details must be perfonned in a certain sequence and in a prescribed, often iterative, way"
(p. 85). The how-to always begixis with a list‘of materials needed before proceeding to
stép one. A crafter cannot jump two to thfee sieps ahead or else the symmetry of the
project will be lost. |

According to Dissanayake, rituals serve several personal and group néeds. They
promote smooth social functioning by utilizing common beliefs and values to bring
people together. Rituals explain the world and provide a sense of rﬁeaning beyond what
is declared "reality.” They integrate collective emotions with proper public behavior.
Painful life experiences can be forfnai'ly";acfed out" via rituals (p. 87). Thus, one can see
how ritual has mény positive aspects. The how-to format, while appearing to be an
endorsement of proscribed behavior, is not absolutely directive, however. It also alludes
to fantasy, or what can possibly be created.

By engaging in the how-to ritual, crafters are inventing highly pérsdn'al
understandings of théir situatiohs. Yes, step-by-step instructions are rigid and have more
in common with public education than.interpretive discourse. But it is just the format of
the how-to that is famiiiar to crafters. Making ihiﬁgs involveé Spéctacle: "Ritual, like
play, is concerned with metaphor in that it is saturated‘with symbolism, the creation of
another world in which once ordinary things acquire the potency of standing for

extraordinary things. In this world, ordinarily incompatible things may be combined or
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reconciled into unprecedented and convincing unity" (p. 89).

Ritual reminds us that not all cultures value ori ginality. Some have created
explicit canons of accepted creatiﬂfe activity such as "country." The how-to 1s both
familiar and unexpected. One of its surreal qualities is its language structure. When
taken out of context, it resembles a fragmented code. In the next section, I deal with the
how-to in a narrative manner. As I re@oncepmalize step-By-step instructions, the
complexity of popular craft will become noticeable, as will its ties to the public
education system.

The How-To: A Narrative Reconcéptualization

"1. Trace the,bunﬂy pattern in the pattern section and use the band saw to
cut it from the wood. Drill the hole for the dowel as indicated on the pattern. Sand
the wood and wipe it with a tack cloth.” .

Pre-modern philosophies shared a goal of harmony and balance of proportion in
all things. This view permeated Greek and Western thought "until the time of Galileo
and Descartes” (Doll 1993, p. 19). The oneness with nature in pre-modern worldviews
gave way to Enlighfenment principles embodied by Descartes' Four Methodological
Rules for Directing Réason in the Search for Truth (p. 30). Craft gives v;ray to the
assembly line: "First Rule: Accept only that which presentﬁ itself to the mind so Clearly
and distinctly that its truth is self-evident”

"2. Use the sponge brush and white péint to basecoat the front and back of
the bunny white. Let dry between paint colors and each step."

"Second Rule: Divide each difficulty into as many parts as possible for an easier
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solution."

"3. Use the graphite transfer paper to tra‘nsfer the details to the front of the
bunny. Use a small sponge to lightly sponge the cheek fiesta pink. Use the half inch
brush to paint the spots, eye, nose, and wood dow‘el.black.v Use the liner brush to
paint black whiskers."

"Third Rule: Think in an orderly fashion, as did the geometers of old with their
long chains of reasoning, always proceeding by gradual degrees, from that which is
simplest and easiest to understand the more complex.”

"4, Apply several c_o};ts of Varnish to the entine bunny, letting dry between
coats.” |

"Fourth Rule: Review all the foregoing to be certain that nothing is omitted"
(Doll 1993, p. 30). |

Doll links Descartes' rules to the Tyler Rationale, perhaps oné of the most
influential conservati_ve cﬁrriculum texts of the 20th century. Here, learning consists of
1) chosen purposes, 2) provided experiences, 3) effective organization, and 4) evaluation.
Learning is a closed system, limited to the already known (p. 31). Cherryholmes (1988)
sees the Tyler Rationale as essentially sequential and linear, moving from simple to |
complex tasks. The Tyler Rationale and the cmﬂ how-to share the structural
characteristics of anonymity, appearance of ideological neuﬁglity, ahistorical design
processes and steps that are insignificant once removed from the system (p. 25).

"5. Refer to the photo to glue ivy leaves across the bunny's neck. Tie a multi-
loop bovy with ribbon streamers. Glue the bow over the leaves, spot gluing the

streamers winding throughout the leaves. Glue the daisies and more leaves to the
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center of the bow."

.Most schooling discourse-practices are from a decidedly modernist and
structuralist frame, even though we have moved rapidly into a postmodern and
poststructural society. Teachers claim to follow "reforms" and to "appreciate diversity."
Yet they continue to rely on structured uses of textbooks, instruction based on learning
objectives, artificial separation of theory and practice, curriculum as a linear system, and
concepts of learning based on a supposed bod)" of knowledge and skilis (p. 1.

"6. Glue the dowel into the drilled hole in the bottdm of the bunny" (Crafts
April 1997, p. 18).

It is no surpﬁse theh, that people appreciate the apparent simplicity of the>how-to
when crafting. They've done it for at least 13 years asa smdenf, then in the workplace as
well as in the home. One can say that the female is situated in the how-to worldview.
Considering women's lesser status in schools, the directional method is reinforced
further. Girls are not given as many chances to assert independence because it is
assumed that they will either fail and/or suffer low self-esteem. Teachers, a large portion
of whom are female, are handed "teacher proof” materials, further discouraging them
from expressing autonomous thought.

How-to's are easy to recognize, thanks to a shared ¢duqational backgfound But,
as Cherryholmes points out, dp we merely react to practice, or do we begin to examine
the structure behiﬂd ourvpractices? (p. 6). Instructions for a crocheted potpourri box in
Crafts 'n Things begin with a short, descriptive sentence, sort of an "anticipatory set":
"Crbchet a box with sport yam, stiffen with fabric stiffener, and embellish with trims.

Fill the box with potpourri or your favorite mementos" (April 1997, p. 30). This sentence
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does two things. It makes a command sound voluntary and it may also describe a future
use for the craft object once completed. There is no sense in undergoing a lesson with no
purpose (remember elementary school?). An object must have usefulness, even if it is
decorative. |

Next, a ﬁnished sizé is given for the b‘ox: five inches djameter, three inches tall.
Cherryholmes discusses the concept of educational metanarratives. Texts like the Tyler
Rationale and Bloom's Taxonomy make no transcendent claims but do provide the_
conditions to achieve.lofty goals. "Such a claim is that the practice will be good,
beautiful, true, reasonable, dcsirable, or efﬁcient; if metanarrative prescriptions are
executed completely and correctly” (p. 12). Meta.hanaﬁves function to outline what is or
isn't efficient, acceptable, or desirable (p- 11). In the case of the éro’chet box, we are
given the metanarrative in the form of a finished size, and a materials list felling us what
to buy to make a good, beautiful, réasonable, efﬁcient’craft obj ect.‘

A series of instructions follow, and for those not familiar with crochet, the
directions read like a strange code. "Crochet the box. Beginning at center bottom ch 2."
"Rnd 1. Work 6 sc in second ch from hook. (6 sc).” "Rnd 2. Work 2 sc in each st. around.
(12 sc).” f'Rnd 3..Sc in each of next 2 sts, 2 sc in next st; repeat from * around. (18 sc)..."
Doll (19§3) quotes: "Linear sequencing»is, of course, the heart of mathematical order- at
least of the simple, linear, calculus order Newton dévi_sed This sequencing sees 1,2,3,4
proceeding in a series of uniform stéps, each a composite of preceding ones. Such
graduation pervaded our concept of curriculum. Both see change aﬁd development in
uniform, incremental steps (p: 36).

Doll believes that curriculum was (and still is) seen as a set of graduated
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instructions, organized in sequential steps, moving from simple to complex. When the
element of time is added, curriculum becomes a cumulative measure of how much one
can learn over a certain length of time. The assumption is that the more time spent on
something, the more knowledge one accumulates (p. 37).

"Rnd 16. Ch 3 dc in the same st, dé in each of the next three dc, ch 3 skip nexi
three dc, (sc, ch 3) in next dc, skip next four dc, * 2 dc in next dc, dc in each of the next
three dc, ch 3, skip next three dc, (Sc, c h 3) in next st, skip next four dc. Repeat from *
around, skipping last three ‘dc, join as 5efore." The crocheter has used time as a measure
of knowledge and can take on the complex tasks that the next level of step-’by-steps
demand. Even in more "free fohn" instrucﬁons than crochet, the assumption is that the
crafter will progress th.roﬁgh ﬁ set of tasl&, from simplé to complex. This is not unlike
the textbook format, which Apple (1988) analyses in his essﬁy "The Culture and

Commerce of the Textbook."”

Craftext as Pedagogy

Apple isolates contemporary mainstream curriculum concerns as a) what should
be taught and b) in what way? Although these aren't the only concerns worth examining,
they dominate traditional educational discourse. The textbook, a cultural commodity,
defines what is taught and the way it is taught in oﬁr schools (p. 225).

Even though most of us are familiar with textbooks, we actually know very little
about them and do not pay critical attention to their ideological production (p. 226). The
craft how-to suffers the same treatment in aesthetic pedagogical criticism. Perhaps

- Apple's most salient point is that textbooks and standardized curricula are not merely
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thrust upon us, as part of a "conspiracy.” Instead, we repeatedly re-create conservative
discourse by simply following what we have made out to be "common sense" (p. 236).
What we do in our daily educational routines keeps the textbook discourse alive and
well. Crafters who follow the step-by-steﬁ are recreating their educational past over and
over again.

Prpﬁt is the bottom line in textbook publishing. This means that unique views
and approaches ‘are too much of a risk fqr publishers to become involved with (p. 233).
In craft magazines, the pattern designer is often told What specific craft projects are |
needed or desired. To be successful, the designer's iknstructions must be written at the
second grade level, so that ever_yoné will be sure to understand. Uncertainty is ndt what
one wants in a craft pﬁblication. As a result, projects usually carry the claim that they
have been pre-tested to avoid disappoinﬁnents.

The layout ofa how-to is orderly, much iike the textbook. There is a
"homogenization" of form from one text to the next that adds to its anonymity and power
as an educational discourse (p. 223). Craft's how-to's clearly list needed materials,

" arrange their instructions in straight columns and show accompanying photos and pattern
graphs, all to eliminate unéertainty and build publishing standardé.

Reconsiderations

It isn't enough to perform simplistic analysis of the craft how-to as only a vestige
of a modernist educational regime. Because of its complexity, popular craft activity
deserves to be looked at as a contradictory postmodern discourse. Just as students and

teachers quietly subvert the proposed established meanings of textbooks and required -
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curricula, it isn't unreasonable to believe that the same thing happens with the "everyday”
crafter. "This change of focﬁs and subject will place more emphasis on the runner‘
running and on the patterns emerging as many runners run, and less emphasis on the
course run, although neither the runners nor the course can be dichotomously split.
Organization and transformation will emerge from the activity itself, not set prior. to the
activity" (Doll 1993, p. 4).

The above quote describes perfectly what is happening w1th craft today. Craftis
eclectic, and as Doll suggests, eclecticism is one feature that makes postmodemism an
exciting movement, as "psych_édelic bazaar of pastiche" (p. 6). Popula; craft is very
colorful, with the synthetic masque_:rading 'as-».antique, where animals wear clothes and
smile all the time. Here it's okay to like gaudy things such as glitter and sequins. It's also
perfectly normal to prefer "corny” sentiment. Quite the antithesis of modern art!

Craft's "double coding" of new and old illustrates Doll's discussion of how
postmodernism looks to the past while at the same time transcending it. New is fused
with the old. Postmodern artifacts are often whimsical and ironic in appearance and
function. Tried and true methods are mixed with the innovative (p. 8).

Cherryholmes (1988) speculates that textbooks can pose questions that are either
structural or poststructural (p. 65). If this is possible, then what about the craft how-to?
Craft magazines utilize the step-by-step instructional format, but these same texts also
use the terms "ideas" and "creative." The concept of "Hansfoﬁning the ordinary" into
something unique is a common one in popular craft; Ornamentation and decoration
serve to make things special.

Is there room for difference within the how-to? Instead of answering, we need to
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look at the aesthetic assumptions behind that question. The notion of artistic originality
as paramount is a modemist view. Myths of the artist as lone possessor of creative talent
need to give way to a more democratic view that includes a community of crafters. The

how-to is only one fragment of a larger process. To isolate it is to limit it.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:
CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Lather (1991) contemplgtes tﬁé ambiguous role of the researcher in postmodern
society: "Another problem in terms of description/interpretation, is the foregrounding of
one's own perspéctives. Can this be anything but an intrusive voice? How do we explore
our own reasons for doing the réSéarch withoﬁt putting ourselves back at the center?” (p.
91). With similar concerns in mind, I have attempted to minimize my voice in order to
listen to craftext. This has not been so simple, because research is inherently egotistical,
and, I have to admit, I have a pretty big ego.

Hopefully, as far as comprehending craftext, my épproach was a satisfactory
beginning. The postmodern characteristics of craft magazines points to a fragmentary, |
dynamic, eclectic and contradictory political site. Yet I realize that text analysis,
however open to feminist theory and popular culture, is hardly the best way to understand
crafters in action. In other words, I'm ready to move on and "talk to some folks."

The next phase of my popular craft inquiry is to both interact with and look at
craft groups. What I would like to do is to develop a means to res'e‘arch groups while at
the same time not remain quite so distant (the sort of distaﬁce traditional research
requires). If anything, being a part of a craft group is not a foreign experience for me as I

have been a member of my local quilt guild for some time now. I have even had my own
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booth at craft shows. Personally, I enjoy being around crafters and being identified as
one. This would probably change with regards to the group's perception of myself as I
become a crafter/researcher. |

In my future ethnographic work, I don't seé myself "hunting” for the perfect site to
"match my point of ViéW.;’ To me, this shuts out some intriguing possibilities. What I
would rather do is to see what develops. So there will be no pre-set framing of my
research in terms of economic class or race. The group I jojn will Siﬁlply be who they
happen to be. C)ne' possibility is a quilt guild, sincé quilters are probably the best at group
cohesion. They meet regularly, are quite active, and share a diversé ﬁxembership in terms
of ability. Quilt guvilds are also feminized spaces without b§ing located in the home. So
it will be interesting to see how women carry out their crafting in a different space.
However, there are differences among groups such as quilters, and other types of crafters,
such as those who buy and sell "country” crafté. The uniqﬁenesses énd functions of the
group will need to be takén into consideration.

Some of the questions I wish to explore include the following: Are there any
differences between how women are portrayed in craftext and how they are in person?
How impbrtan‘t is crafting to them? In what ways do women organize thcif lives to make
room for crafting (or vice Versa)? What role does "country” play in group politics? What
makes é craft group a "group?” Is this group identity more important than individuality?

Moving from text to people and from fnyself_ to a group will be Quite a transition.
I don't see myself doing a "touch and go" ethnography. In fact, I'm probably more along
the lines of a two to five year stint, possibly longer. Beyond the workings of a guild I

intend to look at group shows and sales as part of craft's public sphere, and that can take
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a while. The fact that my chosen field of inquiry will not lead to any certain anSwers in
any set length of time does not intimidate me in the least.

What implications does popular craft have for Art Education? Whﬂe there are no
direct lessons to be derived for "classroom application” in my research, the unavoidable |
fact remains that many people do engage in aesthetic activities outside the art room.
Questions need to be raised such as: Who has the authority to say what is or isn't a
"proper" artistic education? Whyv are art educatovrs so concerned with the right way to
teach art? Are péople less aesthétically informed because they choose to pursue populér
crafting? Hopefilly, art educators will begin asking such qﬁestions. '

By examining what» creative activities peoplé do outéide of a formal art studio, the
field of Art Educaﬁon expands toward a validation of everyday life aesthetics. If
télevision and other forms of mass media are beginning to be taken seriously by scholars,
then why not popular craft? Discipline Based Art Education, with its focus on minimized
studio time, replaced by more "rigorous” art history, traditional aesthetics, and grt
criticism loses ground in its appropriation of the everyday art of people. A better
understanding of the popular arts would begin with exploring it on its own terms, and
respecting it as an important endeavor. Unfortunat_ely, Art Education's recent obsession
with test scores, standardi.zation, and being "taken seriously” has undermined the voices
of students, teachers, and espécially womeﬁ, who enjoy theﬂs"b-called "marginalized" arts.

It can be risky to question the motivations of an entire ﬁeld; but if no one tries,
then a one-sided picture of art remains. This in turn isolates many from what could be a

life-changing experience. Perhaps what is most amazing is that despite the refusal of
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most art educators to validate crafting, women are forming their own connections and
communities. And it is these communities, formal or informal, that I wish to consider in

my future research.
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APPENDIX

MAGAZINE INFORMATION
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My text analysis was done using a total of fourteen craft magazines. “Their dates
are quite recent, ranging from April 1997 to April 1998. The following information helps
frame each magazine in terms of frequency of publication, number of subscribers, and
current subscription price:

Aleene’s Crea(ive Living

Published monthly; has daily television show
Subscription: $29.95 for twelve issues
Subscription Rate: not listed '

Country Woman

Published bi-monthly

Subscription: $16.98 for six issues
Subscription Rate: two million

Crafiing Traditions

Published bi-monthly

Subscription: $12.98 for six issues
Subscription Rate: 700,000

Crafts

Published monthly
Subscription: $21.98 for twelve issues

Subscription Rate: 356,308
Crafis 'N Things |

Published monthly (except summer months)

Subscription: $16.97 for ten issues
Subscription Rate: 308,199
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