
G
rowing up in a family of activists, it’s 
no wonder that Sarah Corbett was 
determined to protest against every 
injustice she encountered, but by 
2008, she admits, she realised she 
was feeling “a bit burnt out”. By  

that point, Sarah had devoted years of her 
life to working in the charity sector with 
organisations such as Christian Aid. As she 
struggled to find a way forward, Sarah 
found refuge in her favourite crafts, and a 
solution began to bubble up. 

“Activism takes a lot of energy out of 
you,” she says. “It’s often aggressive and 
negative, and I wasn’t sure it fitted with my 

morals and ideals. There had to be a better 
way.” Before long, Sarah had made a 
connection between the activities quietly 
feeding into her energy, and the activism 
she yearned to take on, but knew would 
sap her vitality. “I was doing embroidery 
and found it really calming. It’s such an 
enjoyable thing to do and you’re making 
something beautiful. I thought there had to 
be a way to use crafts as a tool, so I looked 
online and discovered the term craftivism.”

LAUNCHING A MOVEMENT
Sarah’s excitement was short-lived though, 
as a thorough search revealed no craftivist 

organisations or projects for her to get 
involved with. At that point, her natural 
determination stepped in. “I decided to 
create my own craftivism projects about 
issues I cared about, and also create a 
technique that addressed the more 
traditional methods of activism that I didn’t 
think were loving or attractive.”

One of her early ventures was a well-
considered make that came about after 
sending a local MP emails that only 
received a response telling her to stop 
getting in touch, saying it was a waste of 
time. “I thought deeply for weeks about 
what to do about my MP ignoring me and 
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decided to stitch my feelings into a 
handkerchief. I spent time figuring out the 
correct timeless encouraging words, the 
aesthetics and how I was going to present 
the hanky to her.” Sarah chose to let her 
natural positivity come to the fore, and 
rather than sewing a complaint onto the 
square of fabric, stitched a more 
encouraging ‘Don’t blow it!’ line.

The combination of Sarah’s wry humour 
and the impact of a handmade gift had the 
effect of creating a relationship between 
the two women, ensuring that instead of 
blanket ‘no’s, a far more open and honest 
discussion can take place to discover what 
is and isn’t possible.

Before long, Sarah’s blog, which she 
launched in 2008, was garnering attention 
from crafters and activists worldwide. “I 
think it’s because at the time there was so 
little around using that term, so any search 
for the term craftivism popped up with my 
blog ‘A Lonely Craftivist’ right at the top,” 
she comments pragmatically. “People 

across the world were asking how they 
could join in, so I met up with a group of 10  
in London and we threw words around until 
we had a name. Some of the early ideas 
were truly terrible. Thank goodness we 
stuck with ‘Craftivist Collective’!”

The Collective’s projects to date have 
included the 
#wellMAKING 
Craftivists Garden, 
which featured an 
abundance of 
crocheted flowers. 
“It invited people  
to challenge 
themselves and 
consider how societies and individuals 
flourish through the process of making 
things and critical thinking.”

At the core of the movement is a deep 
sense of empathy, encouraging all its 
participants to see not only the side of the 
people you’re aiming to assist, but those 
creating barriers. And while this is a healthy 

attitude, there’s a more practical side to it, 
one Sarah grasped while still as school. 
“We wanted lockers and managed to get 
them, but we didn’t march around the 
school demanding them. The teachers had 
told us there was a health and safety issue 
preventing us being allowed them. I 

thought about who 
to speak to and went 
to the site manager 
and asked him. He 
told me it wasn’t 
true, we measured 
all of the rooms 
together during 
lunch breaks, and we 

got those lockers installed in the end.”

LESSON LEARNT
A bigger lesson came from a significant 
failed campaign: to ban PE knickers from 
the school uniform. “It was an all-girls 
school in Liverpool and we often had 
trouble from kerb-crawlers. One extremely 
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This page: Vibrant handmade flowers from the 
#wellMAKING Craftivists Garden; Positive messages 
from the #wellMAKING Craftivists Garden, all 
photographs by Craftivist Collective.   
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stubborn teacher put her foot down about 
the proposed change. I tried to think about 
how to work around that, but I was only 16. 
Now I know I would think: who does she 
respect and listen to? I’d have a look at 
alternatives to PE knickers, find other 
schools who had abolished them and see if 
it was a way to save the school money.”

More recently, Sarah worked with 
ShareAction to target the Marks & Spencer 
AGM to urge shareholders to question the 
fact that many of their staff don’t receive a 
living wage. Sarah 
invited crafters to 
join stitch-ins at 
stores across the 
UK, sewing 
messages onto 
handkerchiefs, such 
as ‘It’s not just a job, 
it’s an M&S job, so 
please don’t blow your chance to pay a 
Living Wage.’ More than 250 kits 
containing everything required, including 
needles and thread, were distributed 
among eager craftivists who were more 
than happy to do their bit.

The kits are all made from upcycled and 
locally sourced materials, and have 
become a big part of the venture. They’re 
available to buy from the online Craftivist 
Community shop and include stitchable 
change-maker portraits for £7, featuring 

the likes of Eleanor Roosevelt and 
legendary schoolgirl Malala Yousafzai. Kits 
such as the ‘Don’t Blow It’ Hankies and My 
Footprint, encouraging thoughts about 
the impact you have on your environment, 
cost £12. In 2016, Sarah plans to design 
and launch kits for kids, in response to all 
the parents who are keen to get their 
offspring crafting proactively early on.

“Each kit includes all the materials 
needed, along with some ‘Crafter’s 
Thoughts’ – lists of things to draw your 

mind back on track 
when it wanders off, 
thinking about what’s 
for tea. It’s a form of 
focused meditation.”

We can’t help but 
notice the positive 
slant of the 
messages. Rather 

than screaming at people for allowing their 
business to exploit people, the message is: 
you have it in you to do better, so do. 

There have been some truly standout 
moments in the past year. “Malala came to 
one of my workshops, which was a surreal 
moment. She kept wanting to go too fast 
so I had to tell her to slow down!”

Other highlights include a five-week 
solo show at HV Galleri in Stockholm, 
Sweden, over summer 2015, titled ‘Gentle 
Protest.’ “The tag-line for the show was: ‘If 

we want our world to be more beautiful, 
kind and just, then our activism should be 
beautiful, kind and just.’ That’s the ethos at 
the heart of what I’m trying to do. It doesn’t 
make sense to try to bully world leaders 
into making changes. No one responds 
well to that. But a handmade gift stitched 
or crocheted with care – that can have a 
really positive impact. Crafts prompt 
conversations, online and offline.”

SHOW YOU CARE
Current and ongoing projects include the 
Wear Your Heart on Your Sleeve campaign 
supporting The Climate Coalition. This 
particular project reveals the value of 
social media in craftivism. “We’re 
encouraging people to sew or crochet 
green hearts, tackling climate change by 
listing things they love and want to 
protect,” Sarah explains. “It’s harking back 
to traditional protests where you actually 
wear your beliefs. The plan is to publish a 
flurry of pictures of us wearing these hearts 
on our wrists and our sleeves prior to the 
UN Climate Conference in Paris (www.
cop21.gouv.fr/en), and remind the world 
leaders attending that we’re watching 
what they do and need them to make the 
right decisions for our future.”

A large part of this included targeting 
the conference facilitator, Christiana 
Figueres. “We found out her favourite 
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poem and I stitched a line from it about 
good leadership onto the back of a heart 
and sent it to her. She was really pleased 
and tweeted: ‘@Craftivists Honoured to 
wear and heartfelt thanks for special 
message on the back!’”

Again, the 
emphasis on 
positivity is striking. 
“Psychology shows 
that if we focus on 
what we don’t like, 
it can block us 
figuring out how  
to get to what we 
love,” Sarah comments. It’s clear that 
craftivism is about reaching out, but also 
about reaching in. We can’t change the 
world unless we are willing to change 
ourselves, at least a little. 

Sarah describes herself as an introvert, 
yet has a proven track record for talking 
persuasively in front of huge crowds of 
people, and has thousands of followers on 

Pinterest, Instagram, Facebook and 
Twitter. “I’m shy and I get tongue-tied, but 
I believe in my message, which is that we all 
have the ability to make a beautiful world 
better. Every person who sits down with a 
cup of tea and one of our kits is a craftivist.” 

The key, she says, 
is to have a strategy. 
“Good intentions 
alone are not enough 
– you need to find 
ways to actively 
engage with the 
world’s decision-
makers, find out what 

they love, what makes them tick, and make 
something that addresses your issue 
through that,” says Sarah.

It’s a lot to take on board, which is why 
Sarah published her guide A Little Book of 
Craftivism, sharing some of her insider 
knowledge for making it work. Next year, 
she plans to take herself off to the wilds of 
Scotland for a few months to focus on her 
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next book, offering insights into past 
projects and advice on making 
connections through craft. Sarah is 
adamant that giving yourself a few 
moments to crochet or sew opens up the 
space in your mind to have a good think. 
“Craftivism is about slowing down, staying 
focused,” she says. “In a busy digital 
world, that has to be a good thing. Change 
is the aim and craft is the tool.”

Find out more and get involved at www.
craftivist-collective.com. Betsy Greer is 
credited with coining the term craftivism in 
2003. Find her at www.craftivism.com
Written by Judy Darley

Using craft to raise awareness of 
injustices and encourage change, 
while the crafting itself allows 
participants to fully reflect on and 
find strategies for solving the 
issues being faced.

WHAT IS CRAFTIVISM?
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