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CHAPTER SIX

Making Known

The Textiles Toolbox—Psychoanalysis of Nine Types of
Textile Thinking

CLAIRE PAJACZKOWSKA

The aim of this chapter is to show that an embodied relationship with materials,
characteristic of making, has the effect of activating specific kinds of thinking. This is
sometimes described as ‘tacit knowledge’, ‘craft’ or ‘skill’, in which the neural pathways
of kinaesthetic memory serve as pathways for unconscious thought, fantasy and meaning.
It is the work of ‘praxis’ to authorize and acknowledge this silent, ‘tacit’” knowledge,
which can otherwise atrophy like soft logic under the deformation of the more
conventional hard logic of authored discourse. Proposed here are nine forms of tacit
knowledge held within the cultures of textile. The concept of a ‘Handbook of Textiles’
connotes an instruction manual for artisanship, craftsmanship and the classification and
dissemination of techniques of making. A handbook suggests that it is a proximate
repository of proximate knowledge, the hand indicating a metaphoric ‘close to hand’-
edness of both knowledge and its form of transmission. This knowledge, it suggests, is
not something to be sought from high priests of the academy, nor from the academy
itself. A manual - stored, perhaps, within a toolbox or kitchen drawer — rather than
an academic text held within a scholarly library or archive. The knowledge stored
in a handbook aims to transmit, by written words but more likely by diagram and
illustration, the knowledge that is transmitted by apprenticeship in technical college or
workshop, or to children watching adults working at home. Now widely transmitted
through home videos uploaded onto YouTube and websites, the knowledge encoded
within handbooks suggests the lost wisdom of our pre-industrial ancestors. It suggests
that some connectedness has been lost in the progressively mechanized and digital cultures
of virtuality: the touch, hold, and grasp of social learning, which can be reactivated by
new forms of enquiry.

The new project initiated here by Janis Jefferies, Diana Wood Conroy and Hazel Clark
does not represent a nostalgia for a quaint past, or a romance with the nobility of
ctaftsmanship, but is one that challenges the traditional distinctions between the technical
skills of making and the intellectual skills of understanding, knowing and authoring.
Current conventions of cultures of making constrain the impact that this culture might
bring to existing methodologies and the theories these support. For example, understanding
that knowledge arrives to the mind through the body will transform the way that we
classify social learning as ‘pedagogy’. It will transform the way that manual labour is
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denigrated in post-Cartesian, post-Comtean traditions, and will reframe the discussion of
the meaning of gendered knowledge. Whilst the idealization of abstraction was, notes
Lévi-Strauss (1978), necessary to establish science as distinct from mythology in the
Enlightenment, there is now a need to reconsider the authority of the discourses that do
not conform to rationalist abstraction. The concept of body, for example, as the antithesis
of the abstract, finds current usage in many accounts of making, usually through the
philosophical tradition of phenomenology, the emerging data from neuroscience or from
evolutionary biology and physical anthropology. These theories offer a materialist concept
of the body, which supports the psychoanalytic conceptualization of the body as
simultaneously biological and social, an outcome of the two evolutionary processes
described by Darwin.

The body, and embodied knowledge, has a contradictory place in Western culture
and its economics of globalization. The industrial revolution, initiated by Britain’s
technological innovation, resulted in the social stratification of workers as manual or
‘white collar’, with the residual taint of denigration attaching to manual labour and an
idealization of alphabetic knowledge and its transmission through the Logos (word). In a
post-industrial culture the artisanal, material cultures once marginalized as lacking the
authority of symbolic meaning, or the capacity for abstract thinking, are becoming
reconsidered as sources of knowledge. The academic context associated with post-
industrial, post-Structuralist culture also tends to idealize the reactivation of artisanal and
manual skills as ‘art’, ‘craft’ or ‘creativity’. Yet, without devaluing or idealizing the
knowledge of making, it is possible to reconsider the significance of the savoir faire of
making as a contribution to existing, post-Positivist, theories of knowledge. Integrating
the techne — technique and technologies of manufacture by hand and machine —in relation
to the episteme — techniques of knowledge, philosophies and theories of knowledge — the
new handbook invites makers and theorists to collaborate in a new culture of ‘making
known’, with the capacity to understand the meaning and significance of making and the
role of holding and handling that articulate mind and materials.

Conceived as a form of praxis, the textile practices of felting, spinning, stitching,
knotting/knitting, weaving, plaiting, draping, cutting and styling are offered as a textile
‘toolbox’ of techniques of articulating activities of embodied knowledge with forms of
thinking and knowing. These nine types of practice can offer a way of thinking about the
relationship between knowledge as both qualitative and quantifiable. The post-empirical
academic culture of Western education leaves a legacy of the idealization of the
quantifiability of data and the calibration of ‘method’, and this chapter might be used as
an experiment in thinking. The classification here is, therefore, described in verbs — traces
of action and process — rather than nouns or names of artefacts, objects or craft. The aim
is to question the forms in which cultural and social praxis can best be recorded and
transmitted.

Historians and anthropologists of textiles have used their respective methodological
systems as context. Rozsika Parker’s (1989) Subversive Stitch, for example, has explored
the place of textile crafts within the social history of gender divisions within culture.
Anthropologist Susanne Kiichler has understood textile as a paradigmatic material and as
one of a range of materials analysed within material culture (Kiichler 2003). Recent
thinking in social science investigates the place of material praxis as a substrate of abstract
conceptualizing, Richard Sennett (2012) offers the concept of ‘dialogical interaction
between making and knowing’, and Tim Ingold (Hallam and Ingold 2014) proposes ‘co-
respondence’ between making and thinking. It is possible, when approaching the question
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from the point of view of the maker, rather than the social scientist, to reframe the
circularity between embodied knowledge and social structure. While there is a complex
co-evolution of mind and body - and specifically hand-eye coordination, tool-making
and social learning — the perspectives from the biology of mind can best be found in
psychoanalysis and its theory of the uses of instinctual energies when integrated into
social and cultural activities.

Laboratory research in material science, in collaboration with industry and manufacture,
has generated new directions for textile design research into digital, biological and
chemical hybrids of science and art. Smart and advanced textiles explore the capacity of
materials to act as prosthetic, activating human agency and extending the human ego
beyond its biological constraints. It is possible to consider the concept of a ‘textile ego’ in
the way that Didier Anzieu (1989) considers the ‘skin ego’. The ego, as defined by Freud
and post-Freudian psychoanalysis, is a concept that describes a threshold between bodily
experience, as a product of biology, and the embodied knowledge that is deployed through
culture and society. Conceptualized as both a spatial and symbolic process, the ego acts as
the interface between biological instincts and the subject, individual and social structures.
The ego is described as a ‘representational world” (Sandler 1987), comprising symbol,
language, image, fantasy, feelings and the articulation of these into thoughts, beliefs,
identity, experience and ways of knowing.

The Freudian concept of ego includes the thought that most of its operation is
unconscious and is accessible to conscious thought only in retrospect, through methods
of interpretation and techniques of self-reflexivity. Two concepts that are fundamental to
psychoanalysis and that are of interest to textiles praxis, enabling us to consider these as
fabrications and epistemic practices, are those of the unconscious and of the ego. Although
a ‘representational world’, hingeing on and articulating the biology of ontogeny and
phylogeny with the reality of the symbolic, the ego, suggests Freud, is ‘first and foremost
a body ego’. This accounts for the way that some bodily experiences are repeatedly
symbolized within material culture. The self is often imagined, subjectively, as composed
of ‘layers’ of varying permeability and flexibility. These ‘defences’, which are dynamic
forms that mediate instinctual drives and social structures, are materialized as fantasy, as
narrative and as embodied knowledge. While cultures that do not make use of a complex
concept of subjectivity often describe the self as an ‘interiority’, which can be more or less
separated from its social ‘context’, a more psychoanalytic concept of subjectivity conceives
the ego as a Mébius strip, where outside and inside are part of a continuous surface, the
flexibility of the M&bius curve inviting thoughts on how material is used as metaphor for
mind, and how mind is constructed through the human capacity to meet its needs by an
embodied encounter with materials.

Psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott (1974) suggested that the self is a product of a
transitional and transformational emergence from a primary, mammalian dependency to
an individuated interdependency, in which the capacity for relatedness is at the centre of
the definition of the self. Alterity and the ‘capacity for concern’, or empathy, is the
indissoluble, biological legacy of mammalian evolution which is manifested in the fact,
observed by Mary Douglas, that ‘the primary function of a house is not to offer protection
from the elements but to offer hospitality to others’ (Douglas 1966). This capacity for
primary identification is the basis for the way that a maker, in making an object, artefact
or repair, is simultaneously making the self, and making society. This is the phenomenon
that Richard Sennett describes as the proto-social dimension of craftsmanship, which
means that making is always a social activity, even when it is carried out in isolation
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(Sennett 2008). The relational meaning of making is inscribed in the unconscious ego as
a body memory and as a range of emotional affects, or meanings.

Psychoanalyst Mervin Glasser (1979) proposes a concept he termed ‘core complex’ to
describe the dynamic of the psychological relationship between self and its object within
the early years of pre-Oedipal life. Describing the psychic metabolization of aggressive
instincts into mechanisms of ego defences of control, Glasser posits the primary relation
as one of calibrating space, distance, proximity and control. This intrapsychic relation of
early infancy is played out and reactivated with external objects, such as in relations of
making and other forms of creativity.

For Melanie Klein (1930) the need to find a symbolic equivalence between internal
object and its signifier is a need to make reparation for anxieties of destruction. The first
relation to an object is so infused with violent appetites and fantasies that the self protects
and defends against fear of annihilation by means of making equivalent objects. The
aggression that is at the root of creativity in the making of artefacts is also noted by
anthropologist Alfred Gell (1998). The violence that is the mainspring of the ontology of
the artefact and the praxis of making is often overlooked or neglected in favour of
utilitarian, romantic or idealizing conceptualizations of the maker.

Glasser and Klein worked with different theories of mind, and especially different
theories of instinct. For Glasser the ethological concept of aggressive and sadistic instincts
has a primacy in ego development, whereas for Klein the concept of a death instinct is
significant. However, the two psychoanalysts have in common the understanding that all
ego structure is developed through the use of its first object relationship, and that this sets
a template for the qualities of the representational world, or ‘internal object’, an ‘inner
world’ that continues to activate meaning throughout later life. Ernst Kris (1953) writes
that the maker’s art requires the coordination of hand and eye in relation to an external
object, such as material, technique or aim, whilst the cathexis, in the unconscious, is to
the imago of the repressed memory of the experience of being with the mother.

Marion Milner writes of the maker’s ‘embodied encounter with materials’ as a medium
that enables the self to experience the interface between conscious and unconscious mind
(Milner 1950/2010). Psychoanalysts and anthropologists often interpret artefacts as if
they were a dream-like structure of symbolic production. The knowledges of making can,
therefore, be unavailable to makers themselves, and this sense of being at the mercy of
spontaneous ability or response is often projected as representing the artist at the mercy
of a muse, or the shaman as conduit for deities and supernatural powers. This vulnerability
to non-rational, spontaneous ability is not the same thing as being resistant to translation.

The practice of showing how knowledge of making is articulated through the body,
and stored in embodied memory, can offer a number of new directions for conceptualizing
the value of culture. When making is understood as praxis it becomes clear that in post-
industrial economies manual Jabour has a troubled and contradictory status, and it is
evident that anxieties about knowledge that is too proximate to the body are also
activated. This anxiety extends to a conventional disdain for ‘women’s work’® and a
reactive distinction made, in the academy, between expert knowledge of culture and
culture as social learning. A psychoanalytic understanding of the unconscious substrate of
materiality as articulated through the body ego shows that the bodily is unconsciously
coded as maternal, and demonstrates why social structures that employ precepts of
patrilineal descent generate suspicion and mistrust of the body as a dark continent of
matrilineal, relational, unauthored (and therefore unauthorized) meaning, which must be
symbolically tamed by being brought under the name of the father.
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The practice of making textiles holds, tends and carries something of the undisciplined,
because it is multi- and inter-disciplinary, and also something of the dangerously
collaborative and relational, and is, therefore, disdained as illegitimate, as excessively
material and utilitarian. This Handbook invites us to join in an investigation of the way
that the material is substrate to meaning: how, for example, a thread is made by spinning
fibre, extruding polymer, or pulling metal, and how thread is line as a movement,
articulating both concrete movement and abstract conceptual space, like a line of ink on
paper which becomes a logos or word, the basis of Law. The psychoanalytic perspective
shows how the thread of attachment becomes a body ego (Freud 1923/1964), a threshold
between the biological and social, a second skin (Bick 1968), a membrane of simultaneous
connection and division.

THE TEXTILES TOOLBOX

The toolbox contains nine types of activity. These are not tools as objects or nouns, but
processes of the body through which we can think; described as verbs. What follows are
reflections through the praxis of felting, spinning, stitching, knotting/knitting, weaving,
plaiting, draping, cutting and styling. These nine types of practice are offered as a series
of experiments in the transformation of thinking through nouns, words and objects,
through the invitation to think through activities and relationships. It is an advantage if
the reader is able to do the action by hand in parallel with thinking through the reading.
Noting the associations, memories and thoughts produced by making expands the
meaning of the action, and, as Freud noted, civilization and culture must be invented and
rediscovered anew in each individual. Each textile praxis is explored in relation to the
practice-led research undertaken by the postgraduate Textiles research group at the Royal
College of Art, London.

As global warming melts the permafrost that has preserved the material culture of the
last Ice Age, earliest textiles are revealed to be densely felted fibres of animal pelt, strongly
pigmented in green and red. Because the organic materials of textile, and their pigmentation,
rapidly decompose in natural conditions, worn on the body as clothes or used in tools or
construction, the material evidence of the early history of textiles is largely absent from
archives, and therefore absent from scholarship. The structuring absence of textile from
both record and theory has resulted in an overestimation of the significance of hard materials
such as metals, ceramics and stone, which do not atrophy and are abundant in archaeological
sites. The question of how the soft logics within the human sciences fare alongside the hard
data sought by empirical sciences is raised: Remember how surprised we were when the
fossil data first suggested that dinosaurs were not covered in a khaki-grey leathery reptilian
hide but were fluffy and feathered, with brightly coloured plumage?

Felting

Felting uses the naturally striated, abrasive, scaled or otherwise textured surfaces of
vegetable, but especially animal, fibre to form a structure of entanglement. Further
manipulated with chemical or body liquids, such as sweat and urine, to abrade the fibre
surfaces and act as mordant for pigmentation, the natural structures of entanglement are
further enfolded into a dense but supple matting. Artisanal display of traditional hand-
made felt techniques is part of the textile culture of central Asia and Anatolia. With
properties of conformability through use, and with qualities of absorbency, felt is today
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used as a sympathetic material. Current practice in felting by textile researcher Carmen
Hijosa uses fibres extracted from the leaves that are the waste product of pineapple
production to make a new form of felted material inspired by the ‘Cradle to Cradle’®
design framework (Braungart and McDonough 2008). Agriculture is the main source of
employment in the Philippines, and the aim is to find a method that can be used for
industrial manufacture in this context using only sustainable materials, as an integral part
of the project to develop a form of production that meets the needs of the contemporary
textiles industry whilst generating a socially and ethically sustainable source of employment
in the Philippines and elsewhere. The felted pifia fibre can be used as an alternative to
leather in the manufacture of shoes, upholstery materials and fashion accessories. The use
of an ancient method to counteract the effects of global warming carries symbolic meaning
in both the research and the making aspects of the ‘Ananas Anam’ project (Hijosa n.d.).

Spinning

Second is the practice of spinning and twisting both natural and artificial fibres to make
thread, yarn or string. The etymology of the word ‘thread’ is found in the root word ‘to
throw’, and this suggests the projectile and active agency which underlies all artisanal
activity. ‘Object’, is, similarly, derived from the concept of a projectile externalization of
something. The proximate familiar is rendered distant and external. String is known to be
one of the first human artefacts. Recent archaeological finds dating from 70,000 years ago
include artefacts that appear to have been accompanied by some ritual form of mourning,
including a series of small ceramic beads, bearing traces of applied red ochre pigment,
arranged across a skull’s forehead. These red painted beads must, archaeologists speculate,
have been strung onto a thread and tied across the forehead as a form of tiara or headdress.
Accessories, far from being peripheral or insignificant, are amongst the earliest of human
artefacts. Again, the concept of the ‘structuring absence’ is so crucial to an understanding
of the centrality of textile thinking to the history of civilization that it becomes,
intermittently, invisible. Textiles, like the thread of the umbilicus that supports foetal life,
are made to be outworn. This suggests that the affective and relational ‘thread of
attachment’, which in phylogenesis replaced the primate grasping reflex, and in
ontogenesis replaces the umbilicus with a ‘need facilitating environment’ of empathic
primary identification, is similarly outworn but remains as vestigial trace in the
unconscious, and should not be omitted from the theory of materials.

Thread, made by twisting fibres, or filaments such as silk polymer, into a continuous
string, is widely found in all native cultures, used for binding building materials into more
robust forms of container, and in habitation, transport, and as tools for hunting,
agriculture, farming, fishing, cooking, preservation, exchange, trade and display (Gell
1998; Kiichler 2003). For some contemporary South African peoples a string worn
around the abdomen is the only form of clothing and individuated bodily adornment: the
marker of culture itself. Spinning thread from animal hair emerges, along with felting, as
an early form of textile practice, each using the hand’s ability to transmit sweat and
moisture, as well as movement, as a part of the binding of filaments and fibres into a unity.
Hungarian psychoanalyst Imre Hermann (Klaniczay 2012) offers case studies and a
theory of embodied meaning according to which the physical, manual acts of twisting,
wringing and tightening are clearly evidenced as material traces of unconscious aggression
and sadism. The evolution of the opposable thumb continued a history of the hand as
organ of control and agency with specific cathexis of instincts of self-preservation and
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mastery. Social learning, which is culture, involves using the hands in a gesture in which
the amplification of the grasping reflex becomes a hyperbole of control. The use of the
hands to exert pressure in order to exercise mastery through the deformation or
manipulation of innate material properties to bestow utility on the maker carries
connotations of the manipulation and the cleverness, calculation or craftiness attributed
to manual dexterity. The iconography of the spinster, or woman alone, is emblematic of
the depth of an unconscious, ritual ambivalence.

The line is, in abstract, a materialization of the dot, or point, in movement. The
directionality of the line is created when materialized in fibre, filament or yarn. The
wicking properties of textile are important, filament acting as a directional conduit of
fluid, or, in metals and polymers, of electricity. The characteristic of absorbency is a source
of extreme cultural ambivalence: regarded as highly dangerous as a repository of the
unclean and forensically dangerous stain, it is equally highly prized in textiles as clothing,
for cleaning and bandaging, and as household and sacramental cloth. This absorbency is
the quality that most visibly demonstrates the principle of disrespect for boundaries.
Representing a kind of stigmata that reiterates the porous quality of the skin envelope
itself, the textile is a porous threshold that is more liminal than absolute boundary.

Researcher Myrto Karanika experiments with several aspects of thread and line,
integrating the electroconductivity of wire and the textile properties of thread, stitch and
felt. Karanika, who trained as an architect, deploys the spatial properties of architecture
with the material culture of textiles in her use of thread and filament to make an interactive
textile that actively externalizes and adapts the cross-modal neural capacity of the human
brain and central nervous system. By stitching copper wire filament into a grid system,
through the striated structure of an industrially manufactured carpet underlay, Karanika
connects the grid to an Arduino digital system that translates kinetic pressure into an
acoustic signal. The grid substrate has a hand-stitched, textured overlay surface of brightly
coloured, patterned, figured and embroidered felt. The rug’s surface attracts visual and
tactile attention, and invites interaction as people kneel to look more closely and to walk,
sit or play on the carpet, where they find that their movements are related to a sonic
envelope with a musical quality. The immersive quality of the experience is created
through this externalization of the brain’s intrinsic capacity for interconnecting kinetic,
proprioceptive, tactile, optical sensory processing (Karanika 2014). In this work the
researcher considers the affinities between textile threads and the neural networks of the
synaptic transmission of the biochemical substrate of human energy, action and meaning.

Stitching

Third, the process of stitching. Spun thread — silk, wool, cotton — is, along with piercing, the
elementary structure of stitch. Emma Shercliff (2014) explores the symbolic equivalences
between stitch and articulations as an epistemic and technical process of hand-making,
working with a series of groups of hand-stitch communities. Shercliff shows how the process
of working in a group to stitch or sew takes on meaning of the articulation of social relations
within the group, the relation of the group to wider society and the articulation of different
aspects of the subject, especially between silent and explicit expetience, which engenders
articulate culture. The research concludes that craft practice can evidence forms of
relationality that are often absent from other social science research methods.

The idea of stitch as the first, founding and originary act of culture, as depicted in the
Hebrew Bible, is an interesting mythic symbol. The repetition of piercing and binding,
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simultaneously destroying and uniting the fig leaves, or nature, is the destructive and
reparative dynamic process that psychoanalysts understand as the origins of symbolism.
The act transforms nature into the first cultural artefact, a covering for the man’s penis.
This mythology raises questions of the kind of data, method and theory best used for
textile practice research. The word ‘cloth’ is, etymologically, derived from ‘cling’, which
in turn derives from ‘cleave’, the antithetical word that, as Sigmund Freud (1910/1957)
noted, is an indication of the contradictory logic of unconscious thought: ‘to cleave’
means simultaneously to hold fast and to split asunder.

It is surprising how the process of reflexive looping, or doubling back, which is so
integral to the stitch process, becomes a metaphorical, as well as literal, mechanism of
reflexivity. When a progressive movement forward includes a backwards movement
within it, there is a space and time of reflexive thought.

Knotting/Knitting

Fourth is knotting and knitting string, fibre, yarn and thread, as a form of fastening, and
in knotting, crochet and lacemaking as a means of growing and making pliable,
conformable, soft lightweight surfaces. Fastening, making fast, is both to accelerate and
to remove all movement, to render immobile and static. In the knot the yarn is doubly
twisted, thereby carrying interesting symbolic connotation. The loop, required for the
knot to be made, has affinities with stitch: the movement of thread as a material equivalent
of a directional line, transformed backwards in a movement of reflexivity, carries the
meaning of retracing embodied action through memory. Depicted in myth as Ariadne’s
gift of a ball of spun yarn to the Minotaur-slaying Theseus as a means to retread his path
within the labyrinth, the meaning of the thread’s directional linearity as a material
equivalent of the neural synaptic pathway of memory trace is found in the etymology of
the English word ‘clue’, as in ‘meaningful sign’, which is derived from ‘clew’, meaning
thread and, by association, clout and cloth. The use of rewinding as a metaphor for
retracing an activity indicates the liminal power of textile as a medium, which enables the
transition between activity and passivity, objectivity and subjectivity, selfhood and alterity.
The thread is an activity which, becoming reflexively transformed into doubling back, a
return, is a form of regaining a lost origin as a precursor to memory as an actively passive
reflection. This may be seen in the symbolic use of knots used in the South American
quipus, the leather thongs knotted in order to help orators recite the lineage of tribal
descent, filiation and myth. It is also used as a form of accounting and debt reckoning.
The development of knotting into functional nets and decorative meshwork such as
lace and crochet leads to the symbolic significance of textile material as characteristically
pliable and conformable, offering affordances and tolerances not found in harder, more
rigid, materials. Knitting is probably the best example of this form of textile, with its
capacity for growth. Knitting grows by repeating a simple manoeuvre of winding and
twisting or knotting, thereby transforming the static predicament of repetition into the
transformational material trace of manufacture. While the process of stitch is often
rendered invisible in daily use, for example in seaming, the process of making is the
visible surface of knitted material. An indigenously Nordic cultural skill, apparently
unknown to native Chinese, Asiatic or African cultures, the technique is notably associated,
in the UK, with the maritime cultures of Jersey and Guernsey and the Scottish islands.
Synonymous with garment and material, wool, cotton or silk jersey is a soft and pliable
material no longer associated with fishermen’s sweaters. When developed into a
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mechanized system for the industrial manufacture of fabric for underwear and medical
textiles, it was favoured by the Rational Clothing movement and by enterprises such as
the Jaeger clothing company: jersey was, famously, adopted by Coco Chanel as a modern,
proto-feminist material for uniting the lightness and pliability required for freedom of
movement with the softness and ‘feel” desirable for garments worn next to the skin.

Knitter Freddie Robins completed research for the Arts and Humanities Research
Council using new technologies of digitally programmed industrial machinery for knitting
seamless, three-dimensional structures. Using techniques known as “perfect’ or ‘fully
fashioned’ knitting, the machines allow designs to be made without seaming. Robins has
continued her work of investigating and questioning the cultural iconography of knit as
domestic and feminine. The experiments with industrial mechanization produced a series
of human forms, in a range of ‘sizes’ from adult to infant: when exhibited in a range of
contexts, these works invited discussion of the dialectic between the inhumanity of the
perfection in machine-made form and the significance of the traces of hand knitting in
the ‘feel’ of a material.

Weaving

Fifth, weaving, as a process and as structure, is the clearest material example of the
abstract system that the linguist and semiotician Ferdinand de Saussure described as the
universal co-existence of two axes of symbolic order (Saussure 1910-1911/2011).
Imagined as vertical and horizontal axes of abstract order of sound differences that
comprise speech, the syntagmatic and paradigmatic axes of linguistic textuality and of
meaning are also thought to be the fundamental structures of the unconscious ego
(Kristeva 1980). The vertical warp and horizontal weft matrix of the loom is what allows,
in weave, the linearity of thread to become the planar surface of cloth (Jefferies 1995).
The surface of cloth produced by weave is infinitely variable in texture, depending on
loom type, technique, yarn and weave, but each weaving process has the property of
being a transformation of the singularity of the point to the field of the plane. The plane
further offers the surface as medium of boundary and interface, and as layer or substrate.
Weave designer Akaiza Mota is known for her use of colour in complex stripe and check
or plaid designs. Bringing the experience and memory of the intense colours used in
building and decorating from her native S0 Tomé and adoptive Portugal to the traditional
sobriety of British textiles, Mota led innovation in the textile design — tartans, stripes and
knits — for Paul Smith in the UK before becoming a senior furnishing fabric designer at
Zara Home in Spain. Mota was awarded the Marianne Straub travel award to investigate
colour and design in Sdo Tomé, and the Althea McNish prize for colour design (established
by McNish, the first Black British textile artist of international reputation) for a series of
experiments which show the ‘windings’ of the threads to be used to warp a loom before
weaving. Mixing pigment to find the exact colours needed, and using silk thread for its
quality of holding colour and its sheen, Mota did not discard the stripes of thread that
were hand-wound onto strips of card, a technique used by weavers to design the loom’s
warp, and these were exhibited as artefacts, revealing the skilful use of colour by weavers.

Plaiting

Sixth, plaiting, a word derived from the word ‘pleat’, and which has within it the Latin
root pli, denoting the concept of fold. Plaiting is a linear and planar form of woven knot
that replaces the closure of the knot with the potential infinity of weave. The advantage
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of plaiting over loom weave is the absence of technology. A plaited strip is a plain hand-
weave in which warp strands are interlaced. The material function, to generate surface
from line, is also to transform the fragility of a single thread with the tensile strength of a
multiplicity of threads in a structure of interlacing. Plaiting, notes Kirsten Scott (2012) in
her study of the tradition of women’s hand-plaited textiles for sleeping mats in rural
Uganda, is a powerful symbol for the strength in co-existence which, on several levels of
meaning, is a fundamental characteristic of sociality (see Plate 6.1). The fact that women
weave the plaited sleeping mats when seated outdoors in public space, in collective,
collaborative groups, while chatting and embracing babies and children, is one feature of
this textile practice as a cultural form that illustrates, through its rituals, the function of
society as a means of securing its reproduction. The women make the artefacts whilst also
‘weaving’ the emotional threads that secure the attachments between one another and
between generations. Working with a rural Ugandan village over ten years, Kirsten Scott
noticed how the ritual practice of plaiting provided a place of integration between women
from different local Muslim, Christian and tribal cultures as the work of making textiles
and raising children was shared. Scott notes the sleeping mat as one element in the
signifying economy that includes mattress, matrix, material and mother, all of which are
forms of culture and society that tend to become invisible, unconscious or undervalued.
The mat as substrate of sleep signifies the mother’s role as guardian of the liminal space
between conscious and unconscious self, and as keeper of the voyage through sleep.

Scott also notes the significance of the dynamic between uniformity and irregularity
within the hand-made plait, suggesting that whilst evenness and uniformity in pattern is
valued as evidence of skilled craftsmanship, the irregularity in texture is especially valuable
as a symbol of the presence of the hand and the (maternal) body or touch. Kirsten Scott,
a successful couture milliner in the West, was concerned to value the plaited materials
through Western as well as indigenous value systems, and initiated a trade in the palm
plait for millinery. Scott also sourced historic plait techniques from the archives of the
British straw-hat industry at the Wardown Park Museum, Luton, in order to bring a wider
range of innovative methods to the Ugandan women’s repertoire. Sharing millinery skills
of sewing, shaping and designing, Scott found that the village women were willing to
invent and construct a wide selection of hats, such as peaked caps, fascinators, toques,
visors, sunhats and bonnets. The hat as an alternative to hairstyle, headscarf or traditional
headdress generated interest in the cultures of modernity, and questions about the conduct
of family life in other cultures. The collection, produced in an array of different plait
styles and hand-dyed colours, found a market in regional tourism, national ciltural events
(such as the annual goat race) and international millinery trade fairs. Scott’s research
traced the consequences of remuneration for a traditionally unpaid work on the structure
of marriage, family and society, and found that when €arning an income women were
more highly respected by their husbands, were able to pay for their children’s schooling
and were able to buy livestock to enhance the family and village resources.

Draping

Seventh, folding and draping are perhaps the simplest, almost diagrammatic representations
of the ego as a structure that epitomizes both the morphology of human biology (brain
and neurology) and the cultural systems of symbolic relations. Found in nature in the
curvilinear property of helical movement, in forms from atomic structure to those of
galaxies, as well as the growth of heliotropic plants, the Fibonacci series of shell structures
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and embryonic ontogeny in mammalian animals, the form and structure of the fold is
especially found in the textile propensity to drape.

Evidence of the high value accorded to drape in early cultures is found in the Anatolian
civilizations’ textiles and in Egyptian, Sumerian, Cretan, Greek, and Roman iconography.
The care taken in carving the structures of complex textile folds into marble, evident in
Egyptian statuary, shows that the textile fold was as significant as the face and the so-
called ‘Archaic smile’ of ancient Greek sculpture from the Archaic period. The fold as a
structure that reveals the invisibility of interiority is, perhaps, the material equivalent of a
smile.

The fold as a characteristic of European Enlightenment thinking in the writings of
Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716) is famously explored by French Structuralist Gilles
Deleuze, who follows the curvilinearity of Baroque and Mannerist pictorial perspective as
a principle of ‘multiplicity’ and the monad (Deleuze 1993). Leibniz, also known as a
scholar of Sinology, published studies of Chinese civilization that have yet to be integrated
into the post-Deleuzian exploration of the excessive and transcendental structure of the
Baroque. Soft logic has enabled the rationalist grid of binaristic logic to be qualified by
properties of movement, the kinaesthetic and the durational. Movement takes place in
time, the basis of modelling of innovatory, post-Newtonian astrophysical theories.

Textile designer and researcher Rachel Philpott (2007, 2010, 2011, 2013) has explored
the fold as a textile property over several years, working with thermosensitive nonwoven
fabrics to make a series of prototypes of textiles with the capacity to fold and unfold
according to patterns of movement and direction. The folding surfaces greatly multiply
the directionality of planar surfaces in ways that could, for example, be used in the
absorption of solar light. The display and demonstration of the several fold prototypes is
best transmitted through time-based media such as film, thereby showing the textile in
movement and process.

The drape is, in fashion design, considered one of the three fundamental structures of
tailoring and dressmaking. Along with cut and silhouette, drape is a textile material
property that transforms cloth into clothing. The play of clinging and falling, as figured
in making and wearing clothing, is one of the most profound materializations of human
culture considered as a mechanism for calibrating proximity and distance between bodies
and selves, individuals, groups and abstract collectivities. As a materialization of separation
and spatial dimensionality the fold and the drape invites the conceptualization of abstract
thought. Intrinsic to this play, the ludus, of illusion and occlusion, is the function of cloth
as covering, as curtain, veil and shroud (Pajaczkowska 2008).

Cutting

The eighth process is cutting. Neither exclusive to textiles nor inherently textilian, cutting
has, nevertheless, a range of meanings in fashion and textiles that generates new questions
and forms of reflection in practice. The proximity of cloth and clothing to the skin, and
their ability to become the defences that psychoanalyst Esther Bick noted as a ‘second
skin’ (Bick 1968), make the cutting process one which materializes anxieties, thoughts
and logic derived from the co-respondences between body, culture and material (Hallam
and Ingold 2014). Psychoanalyst Bruno Bettelheim (1955), for example, in Symbolic
Wounds: Puberty Rites and the Envious Male brings the ethnography of ritual scarification
to analytic consideration, noting that the cutting of skin in rites of passage testifies to the
sharing of experiences of loss as young people leave their role as minors in order to
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become reintegrated into society as neophytes or adult subjects. Cutting is seen as a
symbolic wound, which gives social recognition to the experience and travails of the
transition from one form of dependency to a different state of interdependency and social
reciprocity.

Anthropologist Mary Douglas frequently addresses textile as a cultural form. Her
essay on folklore, analysing a variant of the Red Riding Hood story, interprets the tale as
a play on feminine rites of passage (Douglas 1996). Elsewhere, Douglas notes the status
of uncut cloth in Indian cultures as pure, and the cut cloth as polluted (Douglas 1966).
Symbolic rituals accompany the transition from one state to the other. In Orthodox
Judaism the tearing of clothes and the draping of mirrors accompany the rituals of
mourning in ‘sitting shiva’. Judaism also includes a prayer to be recited on wearing new
clothes. The cut may thus be understood as a symbolic representation of an imaginary
separation (Lacan’s definition of psychic ‘castration’). Rituals evidence unconscious ego
ambivalence, maintaining a tension between aggressive and libidinal instincts, as these are
activated in the painful work of mourning.

The cut, incision or indentation made by the hand by applying hard matter to soft is
the second origin, after thread, of line. The importance of line as trace of a forceful
impact of intentionality (agency) of self onto matter is especially evident in the signifying
chain that leads from stylus to style. The tool that impresses marks into soft clay tablets,
such as those used in the earliest ‘writing’ of Sumerian maps, becomes the prosthesis that
amplifies the will, and thus the self, of a social subject.

Styling

Finally, therefore, the ninth process, styling, is here discussed as a material process. The
legacy of Claude Lévi-Strauss to textile culture is an understanding of the materiality of
language-like structures (Lévi-Strauss 1978). Whereas styling is present in textile practice
it is more pronounced in fashion thinking, where stylistic innovation is, in itself, the
material or medium of meaning and exchange. Fashion thinking — a further iteration of
textile thinking but also a culture in its own right, which shares the meaning of the eight
processes discussed above — also has properties that derive from fashion as a specific
modernist and urban culture of clothing produced by mechanized mass manufacture in
the industrial capitalist era.

Modernity may be defined as a culture that emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries in Europe from the rapid urbanization that followed the industrialization and
mechanization of manufacture and factory production; fashion is, today, the major site of
textile production. Modernity is therefore inherent to fashion thinking: with its
concomitant cultures of mass media and the discourses of science, secularity, medicine
and transport, it enables fashion to be more fully understood as a product of the
relationship of the ‘subject in the crowd”. Using clothing and appearance as a medium of
transmission, fashion thinking is characterized by a number of features. The neophilia
that values markers of innovation and change for the sake of their play on tradition,
rather than as a means of copying markers of status, wealth, social and economic capital,
1s the principal characteristic of fashion thinking, distinguishing fashion from the cultural
approach seen in costume and dress history. Neophilic innovation is dependent on the
second feature of fashion thinking: its hyper-sociality. As members of a social group,
participants in fashion form elements of a social and cultural circuit, which transmits
innovation as a signifier. The third notable feature of fashion thinking is the heightened
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reciprocity of its culture: highly collaborative and interactive, the fashion participant is
offered agency as a subject ‘in relation to’ her others. This heightened reciprocity is a
performative celebration and validation of the relational qualities that are, according to
neuroscientist Simon Baron-Cohen, especially ‘feminine’, as the empathic side of a
spectrum that calibrates the relation between reciprocity and autistic and procedural
thinking (Baron-Cohen 2003). A fourth feature of fashion thinking is its affinity to
bespoke, personalized and customized fitting as acknowledgement of individuality.
Whether materialized in forms of adornment, decoration, ornamentation, maquillage,
styling or ‘drape’, the customization of the fashion idiom is a signifier of the value of
difference within collectivity. The fifth feature of fashion thinking is its adaptive pliability,
which relates to, but differs from, its neophilia. The play of innovation that characterizes
all modernist art depends on knowledge of history and its conventions as material for
reiteration and ludic articulation. The adaptive quality of fashion thinking extends this
game of modernist innovation within a circuit into an adaptive relationship to the reality
of the outside world with its predicaments of, for example, class identity, ethnic difference,
gender conventions and concerns for sustainability, politics and power. Fashion thinking
is quick to recognize and disseminate these concerns. The final feature of fashion thinking
extends from the ludic innovation of the modernist play on illusion and disillusion to a
fully ludic quality of the joke. Fashion is parodic, self-parodic, knowing, funny and fun.
This aspect of levity and humour is, perhaps, what has inspired the greatest reactions of
disdain and contempt from scholars and others. Radically insubordinate, sharing the
cultural agency of the ‘trickster’ (like Macunafma, the Brazilian trickster hero) and the
‘shape-shifter’, fashion thinking is associated with the culture of resistance and revolution
of an underclass, revelling, studiously and unseriously, in performing its alterity as the
‘feral underclass’ of bourgeois propriety.

A researcher and practising professional fashion photographer, Nick Clements (2011)
has used the history of cinema and the documentary photography of contemporary
cultures of revival and re-enactment to explore the emergence of a new fashion culture in
his project entitled ‘Revival: the Aesthetics of Revival Subcultures and Re-enactment
Groups Explored Through Fashion Image-making.” Using design history and the work of
the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies to trace the emergence of
post-war white working-class male subculture in the UK, Clements produced a menswear
collection, a journal, Men’s File, and a series of photographs that accurately detail the
stylistic specificity of the way that new identities of masculinity were materialized (see
Plate 6.2). Clements then traces the global impact of British youth subculture within
fashion and re-enactment revival subcultures today, and worked with Lewis Leathers to
design a black leather jacket which recognizes the authenticity of its stylistic sources.
Clements’ research reminds that the word “fashion’ derives from the French word facon,
invoking the ‘way’ that something is done, said, worn or meant. Style is, therefore,
fundamentally a process, a “way’, rather than garments themselves, and this process of
producing meaning through difference and innovation is the reflection of the language of
culture itself.

CONCLUSION

This essay offers a conceptual ‘toolbox’, containing nine qualities of textile thinking,
including one concept of styling, which refers to fashion thinking and which has six
features of its own.
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The aim of this chapter, as part of the Handbook of Textile Culture, is to propose that
the distinctions drawn, in academic discourse and research protocols, between theory and
practice of textiles is a convention that inhibits epistemic innovation in the arts and
humanities alike. When it is more readily accepted that the knowledge of practitioners
can illuminate the abstractions of historians and theorists it will be possible for the cultural
agency of textiles to be more fully understood and recognized. Until then, there is still the
danger that textiles will be considered an ‘applied art’, a form of commerce, or will
continue to enter the archive only as part of the collections from aristocratic or bourgeois
interiors or garments, classed in terms of provenance rather than understood in terms of
the making. It is one innovation and originality of this Handbook that it makes a valuable
contribution to the evidence for a revolutionary way of reconsidering the cultural praxis
of textiles, and, by extension, to the consideration of creative practice itself. To explicate
silent knowledge is to offer a toolbox of tropes that may enable makers to give a more
permanent verbal or written account of their work in a more confident way by finding
words and concepts that do justice to the complexity of their logic and grasp of matter
and meaning. The writing of practice is not a new orthodoxy but depends on the maker
finding their own idiomatic form of recognition, textual expression and denotation of
their experience and knowledge. Like all testimonies to an experience, like all testaments
to a transformative process, each text is unique.

A methodological study of the different techniques of recording, denoting and
classifying practice enables each maker to identify the ways in which her or his practice is
new and original. The existing examples of a creative practice are identified, described
and compared. The comparative study is the methodological study that enables a
practitioner or researcher to identify the method that is completely their own. A method
may be hybrid or interdisciplinary, or even an application of the theory of another to
one’s own practice. In doctoral practice-led research it is useful to explore an
autoethnography that enables one’s practice to generate data for analysis and discussion.
Knowledge of materials and techniques can constitute a conceptual toolbox for thinking,
and is why it belongs in a Textile manual, which is a gift for makers. This is also why this
process is called ‘Making Known’.
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