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Abstract 

 
Repair, practised throughout history, became outmoded in the 20th century by 
increased consumption. Although repair features in many making practices it is 
often not recognised as craft and skill in its own right. In this thesis episodes of 
studio practice, workshop facilitation, curation and protest explore contemporary 
repair cultures in London, in order to define Repair-Making; seeing it as a craft 
of its own, as creating and hiding narratives, and implicitly and explicitly relating 
to activism. Repair-Making is social as well as material: a field of exciting actions, 
communities and politics, changing objects, mindsets and habits.  
  
Underpinned by a philosophical and material understanding of hope, the 
relationship between the researcher’s making and writing practices led to the use 
of autography as a practical and conceptual affinity between hand-writing and 
hand-making. The thesis is presented in an episodic structure that proposes new 
ways of constructing and organising practice-based writing for a researcher-
maker. 
 
Narratives of Repair-Making are discussed in the thesis through reflecting on 
key works by the author: from Blue Jumper (2012 ongoing), which demonstrates 
visible darning as critical and direct action; to Red Blanket, Blue Bowl (2013), 
evocative prototypes for storytelling - evotypes. 
  
The discussion of Activism in the thesis begins with A Jumper To Lend (2014, 
2015), which explores the openness of material knowledge. The Department of 
Repair (2015) focuses on the significance of objects and workshops in that 
exhibition. Other works here unpick the tensions between purchasing and Repair-
Making; conscious construction as a route to later repairability; the author’s own 
acts of activism; and Hackney Fixers workshops as learning and reflective spaces. 
  
In Craft, approaches to Repair-Making are explored. This includes how it relates 
to play; artefacts as material, medium and motivation; a deliberation on pace; and 
the characterisation of Repair-Makers and the Craft of Repair are discussed. Other 
works illustrate the relationship of Foucault’s Formation of Strategies to the 
discourse of repair. 
  
Together these episodes define the practice of Repair-Making, offering a 
deepened understanding of the significance of narratives; expanding ideas of the 
activist repair-maker; and proposing repair as a unique craft within making 
practice.  
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Prequel 

Before starting this study I had always repaired. There always seemed to be 

something around to fix or reuse, to take apart, to put back together again. We 

did it as a family, I did it as an individual, and I did it without a second thought.  

 

 
Fig. 1. The author up a ladder helping re-putty windows, c1986 

 

As an adult I continued to repair, reuse, remake in my home-life and my creative 

practice. I didn’t initially recognise repair as a critical skill, or a skill, it was just 

something I did, a way of caring for my possessions and surroundings, choosing 

what to own and who to buy it from, and a way of understanding how things 

worked, what they were made of and what I could make from them. If I could 

make it (or at least try to), I could also mend it (or at least try to) and, if I couldn’t 

at least try to mend it, maybe I didn’t want to own it. 
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A couple of key conversations with a good friend and fellow (repair-)maker led me 

to see it in a whole new light. This was really a key moment which opened up 

repair as more than something you do when your stuff is broken, but as 

something which you can think about while making, a critique, a method, 

involving stories, communities and politics. Thanks Meghan. 

 

This was followed by a wet weekend camping in the Lake District, where I co-

facilitated a DIY repair workshop at Mend*rs symposium (2012). Everyone there 

was talking about repair, doing it for themselves and for others, and repair began 

to show itself as a truly exciting, creative space and community.  

 

 
Fig. 2. Briefly dry in the cowshed at the DIY Store, our mending workshop for Mend*rs Symposium 
(2012) 

 

A two-week artist’s residency in Cambridge gave me space to explore repair as 

part of making more deeply. This was an aside to my masters degree at the time, 

for which I was investigating playfulness, and I have carried that ludic sense 

through my practice – I still believe that mending should be fun (as should 

making), and that play and (re)making are deeply intertwined. My previous 



	
	

15	

investigations into slowness and playfulness have both been revisited and 

deepened in this thesis. I realised from these initial explorations that a grass-

roots, enthusiastic, creative and politically engaged repair movement was 

burgeoning in the UK, and it was something that could transform some of the 

ways we think about the values inherent in much contemporary production, use, 

ownership and discard practices, as well as how we approach making. As a maker, 

it appealed to my urge to make, remake, make good and re-use. As an activist, it 

appealed to my ethics of sustainability and critical evaluation of neoliberal 

capitalist practices. As a human, it appealed to my sense of community, 

storytelling and common good. It was inescapable – I had caught the repair bug 

and needed to dive in deep. 

 

Six years, many workshops, objects and conversations, two bereavements and a 

birth later, I am still in love with repair. It seems to me, as austerity practices 

deepen and the environmental crisis continues, that this is a practice which is 

necessary, which needs to be designed and legislated for, and is slowly trickling 

back into general consciousness. Repair is (re)becoming a first thought, rather 

than an afterthought. As the understanding of sustainability and our impact on 

the planet grows, philosophical conversations of hope and change are 

happening. These are accompanied by repair actions, some collective and highly 

political like the Open Repair Alliance1, and some more personal (potentially no 

less political) individual acts which contribute to a greater whole, like the Visible 

Mending movement. Though not necessarily without their own tensions, these, 

and their surroundings (such as Craftivism, teardowns and hacking) show a social 

and material movement that is growing in depth, in clout and in the here and 

now.  

I am privileged and also glad to be a part of it. 

 

																																								 																					
1 “Open Repair Alliance.” 
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Superglue Plate (2014) 

 

 
Fig. 3. Superglue Plate (2014) Ceramic, superglue 

 

The mends I made as a child were playful, rough and amateur: visually, 
you could see my young hand. This aesthetic has not left my work.  
 
Superglue and I have a long history. It lived in the drawer of stuff, the 
drawer of string ends, odd pegs, letter openers, the random-detritus-of-
life drawer. Really, it was a bricoleur’s heaven – when I needed 
something for something, it was there I would find it. The superglue 
would be in there, in a crumpled metal tube, with a pin in its long 
nozzle to prevent it from blocking. Always, I would hold the tube too 
hard in my concentration; too much glue would come out, on my 
hands, my clothes, the thing I was trying to glue, but never in the place 
it was meant to be.  
 
My Grampa, with his calm approach and steady hands would have to 
take over, explaining the intricacies of gluing, of repairing. I 
understood them, and still do – the logic of sealing the surface with a 
thin layer of glue, of propping the parts before you start, that dirty 
edges, dirty hands lead to a dirty join – but no matter how hard I tried 
then and try now (or don’t try!), the result is the same – glue 
everywhere, me stuck to me, object still broken, still in need of repair. 
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This plate is a testament and an opposition to that, its dirty join clearly 
showing. However, it is joined, it is one again. Would I trust it hold my 
cup? I'm not sure – the roughness of my join suggests its lack of 
strength. Yet I know that superglue is strong. 
 

But even the fired pot stands in the long narrative of these 
transformations with only its own authenticity. For it too will 
disappear; it will be sold or given away. It will almost certainly be 
broken in time. The shards will then stand with their own special 
charm and symbolism. They may even be pounded up for grog 
and thus enter bodily in to the process at another beginning 
point. Or they may be turned into mosaic for yet another 
experience of form. 
And though shapes change, though each moment dies into the 
next, though no thing is being made to last, something is 
happening. Each moment bears life forwards2. 

 
Although Mary C Richards sees the life of the material carrying on, even 
after the form has been broken, she does not mention repair here. If we 
are expanding our way of being, through (in a controlled way) the 
objects we own3, what does keeping and repairing them say?   
 
The notion of mosaicking resonates with repairing. The charm and 
symbolism that Richards mentions, continue in their actual form 
(shards) as recognisable fragments rather than as a renewed composite 
in the original material (grog, clay) and presumably shed and gather 
further charm and symbolism along the way. In this plate repair, the 
object has journeyed from material (clay) to material-with-form (plate) 
to form-as-material (shards) to material-with-form (plate) again. As such 
it has a different message. Is this a message of resistance? sentiment? 
thriftiness? need? dirtiness? Limited and defined by meanings that are 
socially and culturally produced, I think it depends on the object’s 
viewer. 
 

 

Why Repair? An Introduction  
 

Why repair? This, to me, raises the question, why not? And why and when did we 

stop?  

 

Writer Rebecca Solnit tells us that we rarely remember change travelling from the 

fringes to the centrefield4. Roughly speaking, repair used to be routinely practised 

																																								 																					
2 Richards, “Centering (1966).” p208. 
3 Baudrillard, The System of Objects. pp91-113. 
4 Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities. Loc139. 
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but this stopped as capitalism and industrialisation grew; repair was designed 

out5. Now, post-abundance, we are indebted to the natural world yet, as earth 

reacts to our cumulative taking, severe climate change shows us to be less 

capable, adaptable, elastic, skilled than we might be. We have forgotten our 

journey to this time of abundance, of “disposable” goods, of convenience; how 

we got here and where we were before. But some are drawing on useful lessons 

from our past – and starting to repair again: in the political fringes and in circles of 

makers, the repair discourse is resurging, moving slowly back to the centrefield. 

People are repairing literally (bringing objects back into use) and also by 

redesigning objects, mindsets and habits. This is what I call the third wave of 

repair.  

 

The developing repair scene is one of an urgency associated with climate change 

awareness, reclamation of agency and anti-consumption stances in the face of 

neoliberal practices that benefit only the few. It embraces the conflicts embodied 

by repair - around skills, economics, social status, and questions such as should 

we repair and keep everything for all time; what happens when we want 

something new? – and attempts to work through them.  

 

As a material and a social act, repair starts from the existant, arriving late in object 

and human tales. However familiar the act of repairing may become, damage 

always has its own character needing consideration. The repairer must make 

decisions and write their part of the story. Repair, and the brokenness requiring it, 

(which repair requires in order to exist) is a huge, shifting, and fascinating terrain. 

 

Where broken is seen as end, visibly repairing and making are strong statements 

of empowerment through choice by ability. To reclaim repair is to make our own 

choices around what craftsman David Pye calls ‘optional durability’6, engaging 

																																								 																					
5 Packard, The Waste Makers. 
6 Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship. p84. 
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with its social and aesthetic arguments7; to actually own our own things and 

legally be able to tinker with them8; to regain and strengthen hand-making skills9; 

to engage and retrain our ‘consumer brains’10. To repair is to act with hope for a 

future which is as yet unknown11, but which might be bright, or at least brighter. 

 

Choosing to be in the political fringe and create the path to the centrefield, offers 

us a chance to continue to flourish on this planet, by designing repair back into 

our everyday practices and possessions. Repair is a method of making 

connections, outcomes and experiences, readable acts protesting against 

obsolescence and alienation. This third wave of repair needs us to repair 

together, encourage consciousness in consumption habits, campaign to change 

neoliberal manufacturing practices and above all be visible.  

 

Through my practice I endeavour to play my part in moving repair to the 

forefront, as an environmental and political stance, and as part of making.  

 

Research Questions 

 

My original working title for this research was Playful Slowness in Making and 

Mending, and my main question was How can Repair and Remaking Function as 

both Political Action and Design Strategy?. My aim was to use practice-based 

research to demonstrate repair and remaking as connection between material, 

designer and user, as “slow” design and politic, and as space for sustainability-

rooted innovation. 

 

																																								 																					
7 Pye. p84. 
8 Wiens, “The Repair Revolution.” 
9 Sennett, The Craftsman. 
10 Middleton, “Mending.” p271. 
11 Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities. 



	
	

23	

I wanted to continue my practice of using making to ask critical questions, 

generating new understanding and adding meaning through craft. From my initial 

forays into the nascent mending movement I recognised gaps in the repair 

discourse around contemporary making practices. I found little discussion in 

contemporary craft discourse (Richard Sennett12 being a notable exception). 

There was observational discussion in anthropology13, ideas being floated in 

engineering, and happenings on the ground (textiles and electronics mainly). My 

research questions thus quickly centered around one main inquiry: What does 

mending mean in relation to making? Or, more expansively, what do we repair, 

how do we repair it, who does it and who with, and why does all that matter? This 

led me to dusty areas of craft practice, temporarily hidden but being uncovered, 

to look at activism, psychology and anthropology, anarchic practices alongside 

the landscapes of sustainable design.  

 

From my difficulties with making writing sprung another research question: How 

might writing help a maker propose a version of themselves coherent with their 

practice in both the content and the making of the writing? Examining the 

literature of film theory, feminist and literary autography, and writings on texts 

and textiles led me to answer this with a two pronged proposal: Firstly an 

episodic structure which is potentially more representative of how many of us 

practice, and secondly, the use of autography to relate the hand-writing and 

hand-making. 

 

 

Structure of the Thesis 

	

																																								 																					
12 Sennett, The Craftsman. 
13 Dant, “The Work of Repair: Gesture, Emotion and Sensual Knowledge”; Harper, Working Knowledge: Skill 
and Community in a Small Shop; Bond, DeSilvey, and Ryan, Visible Mending : Everyday Repairs in the South 
West. 
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The thesis begins with an overview of the discourse. I describe the current 

landscape of repair, from my perspective as a London-based maker, covering the 

literature around repair, observations, grassroots movements and making, and 

key discussions within this.  

 

There are many words commonly associated with repair. Meanings begins with 

Green Dress (ongoing) – a discussion of the meaning of broken – and then goes 

through a brief repair lexicon, including some from other cultures which figure 

frequently in the contemporary discourse.  

 

Sides to Middle (2016 ongoing) (a collection of individual ceramic works) begins 

the methodology section of the thesis, within which I explain where a philosophy 

of hope meets material practice, and the method of Active Hope14 as a tool for 

mindset shift.  

 

I then briefly introduce my practice, giving an overview of that included in the 

thesis and also work not explicitly discussed within it.  

 

In my search for a way of writing that voiced my practice and my academic 

enquiry in an appropriate and faithful way to my experiences, I undertook a year’s 

life-writing classes (and one fiction-writing workshop) changing my relationship 

with textual practice profoundly.  

 

This is discussed in the Textual Practice section of my methodology, where I use 

screenwriting and storytelling theory to explain the episodic structure of my 

thesis. This proposal for a new way of constructing and organising practice-based 

writing for a maker-researcher is discussed next, looking at plot, use of themes 

and motifs, and closure and endings.  

																																								 																					
14 Joanna Macy and Chris Johnstone, Active Hope: How to Face the Mess We’re in Without Going Crazy 
(California: New World Library, 2012). 
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In this section I also discuss how writing by hand (autography) was particularly 

generative for me, bringing the writing process close to my making process, and 

becoming a haptic experience producing a textual artefact – thus providing a 

practical and conceptual affinity between hand-writing and hand-making. 

Autography is critically discussed in feminist and literary theory15, which have 

helped me tie together hand-writing, hand-making and self-making through 

hand-writing and hand-making. 

 

The episodes of my practice are next. While the thesis title reads Repair-Making: 

Craft, Narratives, Activism, within the thesis itself they are ordered Narratives, 

Activism, Craft. Neither of these are chronological. The thesis title highlights the 

Craft of Repair as my primary interest underpinning my whole exploration: the 

requirements we have of objects, for them to work in the way needed, and how 

we get them (back) to this point. Within the thesis Repair-Making: Narratives is 

first – exploring different stories of repair. Then Repair-Making: Activism looks at 

more overtly political aspects of the contemporary repair scene; lastly Repair-

Making is positioned as an approach and identity in Repair-Making: Craft. This, I 

feel, highlights the making element of repair for the reader of this thesis, and 

goes from more implicit aspects through overt actions to the acts of (re)making 

that link everything together. Narratives and activism are embedded in 

contemporary Repair-Making, and the Craft of Repair brings them together: 

Repair-Making is now a dynamic act. 

																																								 																					
15 Perreault, Writing Selves: Contemporary Feminist Autography; Abbott, “Autobiography, Autography, 
Fiction: Groundwork for a Taxonomy of Textual Categories.” 
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Fig. 4. Practice map, chronological, showing links to jigs of Repair Thinking 



	
	

27	

	

 
Fig. 5. Practice map, as ordered in the thesis, showing links to jigs of Repair Thinking 
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The episodes themselves are coupled pieces of writing describing my practice 

and the associated theory, and substantiating one another reflexively. The 

exceptions are Hong Kong Jumper (2014), The Department of Repair (2015), 

Repair Before the Break (2015) and Sugru Plate, New Kintsugi Plate, Plaster Plate 

(2016), where the practice and theory are intermingled into single pieces of 

writing. 

 

The thesis is summarised with The Lidl Backpack and the No-Brand Shopping 

Bag, and a proposition for Repair-Thinking. Repair Thinking draws on themes, 

motifs and aspects of Repair-Making and regroups them, to create a jig to aid 

thinking about repair before and after the break. Then follows a short conclusion, 

drawing out the knowledge developed through my research. 

  



	
	

29	

Context 
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Repair: An Overview of the Field 

Repair Observations 

 

The complexity, creativity and practicalities of repair have been discussed and 

studied in fields other than making (particularly architecture/city studies, 

mechanics), while discussions of clothing and electronics repair, for example, are 

building as I write this. Here I provide an overview of the repair discourse, 

including the general theory around it, a potted history of it, some current 

educational modes of it, and a brief introduction to activism, visibility and 

conservation practices in relation to it.  

 

 
Fig. 6. Band-Aid Plate (2015) Ceramic, Band-Aids 

 

Breakage, Material and Systemic 

When something breaks, even if done deliberately, it is brought to our attention: 

it requests an interaction. This break might even be a regular occurrence – 
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studying cities, historian Frank Trentmann comments that some systemic 

breakages such as traffic jams become familiar in their routineness16 - as can 

routine object breakages, like the handle breaking off a cup. He suggests that 

repair connects one routine to another, and reveals flexible elements of habitual 

behaviours, then acts as a document of labour and maintenance. However routine 

the break may be, it leads to the ‘decisional burden’ of repair17: one must, if 

nothing else, sweep up the shards of a broken glass.  

 

Production, consumption and disposal of things (broken or not) has led to out-of-

control materials leaking from landfill and disrupting the eco-system, escaping 

into the atmosphere, or ending up in the sea. Our modern households and cities 

are ‘open systems', no longer resembling biological closed loop systems, they 

instead take, use and discard, leaching waste and not 'nourishing' our 

ecosystem18. Objects designed for obsolescence could be considered to be born 

bad, and our discard practices reinforce this. As thrown away is actually put 

elsewhere, that “away” is truthfully only out-of-sight19: thus, garbage becomes 

resource and knowledge out of place20. Treatises declaring the need to stop this 

‘slow violence’21 – hard to fathom events happening over long time spans, such as 

problems associated with landfill – exist but often within a framework of 

maintaining capitalist growth, regardless of implications.  

 

Mentions of repair in discussions of the circular economy are limited but growing. 

Responsibility for repair is often (but not always22) assigned to the user23 yet 

‘repair and reconditioning strategies require more resources [than reuse of goods] 

																																								 																					
16 Trentmann, “Disruption Is Normal:  Blackouts, Breakdowns and the Elasticity of Everyday Life.” 
17 Graham and Thrift, “Out of Order: Understanding Repair and Maintenance.” p4 
18 Strasser, Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash. pp14-15. 
19 Braungart and McDonough, Cradle to Cradle: Re-Making The Way We Make Things. p27 
20 DeSilvey and Dudley (ed), “Observed Decay: Telling Stories with Mutable Things”; Rathje and Murphy, 
Rubbish: The Archaeology of Garbage; Scanlon, On Garbage. 
21 Nixon, “Slow Violence, Gender, and the Environmentalism of the Poor.” 
22 Goldsworthy, Earley, and Politowicz, “Circular Speeds: A Review of Fast & Slow Sustainable Design 
Approaches for Fashion & Textile Applications.” 
23 “Circular Fashion: Key Principles.” 
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and can involve a manufacturing infrastructure to provide parts and labour’24. 

Some models imply that to ‘maintain/prolong’ is a user responsibility to contact 

the ‘service provider’, yet this loop could include ‘parts manufacturer’ and 

‘products manufacturer’25 and others could include repair under ‘design for reuse 

in manufacture’, and legislating for repairability26. Those focused on material 

processes seem to miss the idea of designing for repairability and the immaterial 

attributes of repair. Others, by including potential for legislation and looking at 

the need for systemic change, miss the potential of smaller actions. 

 

For me, questioning the hegemony of neo-liberal capitalism is an inherent part of 

Repair-Making. Repair can be considered an act of resistance, a critique of 

consumerism and discard practices, an act of care or of necessity, or all of these 

things. While not proposing that everything must always be repaired, overall I 

suggest that domestic objects, where feasible, should be repairable, before 

recycling, and that the act of repair should not be within a framework of closed-

off information and proprietary rights27. I suggest that an overall embrace of 

RepairAbility from design to post-use would prove to be a constructive 

contribution to an open source circular economy where we consume and 

(eventually) discard responsibly. From this stance, everyday objects are my 

material, medium and motivation.  

 

Maintenance of domestic objects can be seen as a freezing and masking act, 

reifying memory, experience and evolution28 and potentially ending, through 

wear and tear, in breakage. Brokenness, while often seen as a definite, can be 

understood as subjective: damage (deliberate or otherwise) can make objects 

																																								 																					
24 Fletcher, Sustainable Fashion and Textiles: Design Journeys. p100. 
25 Ellen McArthur Foundation, “Circular Economy System Diagram.” 
26 RSA, “The Great Recovery.” 
27 Wiens, “The Shady World of Repair Manuals: Copyrighting for Planned Obsolescence.”  
28 Gregson, Metcalfe, and Crewe, “Practices of Object Maintenance and Repair: How Consumers Attend to 
Consumer Objects Within The Home.” 
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better fit their purpose, we can 'break things better'29. As objects may work while 

damaged, for conservator Chris Caple, they are truly broken when functioning 

ceases. For him breakage depends on two things – the nature of the material, and 

the force (and direction thereof) being applied, which may be followed by an act 

of repair30. Breakage might not mean a state of absolute “not-working” but 

include a lack of appropriate functioning. A cup with a broken handle can often 

still be drunk from. 

 
Fig. 7. Broken? Mug (2018) Ceramic 

 

Breakage, As Site for Innovation and Action 

Repair has been posited as an aftermath, with breakdown often being a site for 

innovation31. Elizabeth Spelman, in Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile 

World, widely acknowledged as the first philosophical examination of repair, 

																																								 																					
29 Burnham, “Break Things Better.” 
30 Caple, Conservation Skills: Judgement, Method and Decision Making; Caple, “Objects as Production and 
Use Sequences (Object Biographies).” p123 
31 Jackson, “Rethinking Repair.” p223 
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comments on the ‘complicated attitude’ of repair32. The dynamic force of damage 

generates space and opportunity for inventive (re)making on several levels, 

including visible and invisible repairs, botches, professional or amateur. The 

complexities and dualities of repair, communicating relative contextual values33, 

functioning as both old and new, end and beginning, creation and destruction, 

are key to my practice.   

 

I define repair as an attentive and generative act that can occur before 

or after a break, which aims to make something work in the way that is 

needed.  

 

When repair is materially or culturally designed out, choice is removed too. Repair 

manifestos encourage us to ‘repair, don’t recycle’, and remind us that ‘fixing 

means freedom and independence’ and ‘if you can’t fix it, you don’t own it’34. 

Being able to repair or access repair services contributes to personal autonomy 

and coping abilities. It maintains an understanding of our possessions not as 

monads (single use unalterable items) but as made-things with which we can 

intervene. While maker spaces provide rentable space and machinery, I am 

interested in relatively lo-tech and lo-investment approaches, often hand-done. I 

use these in my practice, aiming for the most accessible and open ways of 

repairing, and the easiest ways to demonstrate the do-ability of repairing – 

RepairAbility. Groups like Hackney Fixers35 (with whom I co-organise repair 

workshops) provide time and space for repairing, where tools and expert 

assistance are available at no cost to the participant, along with a pedagogical 

aim to share skills and knowledge.   

 

																																								 																					
32 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. pp125-6. 
33 Caple, “Broken and Damaged Objects.” 
34 Platform21, “Platform 21: Repair Manifesto,” 21; Sugru, “The Fixers Manifesto”; IFixIt, “Manifesto.” 
35 “Hackney Fixers.” 
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Fig. 8.. Mend*rs manifesto (2012); IFIXIT manifesto36 

 

																																								 																					
36 Mend*rs, “Mendrs: * Making Mending Visible * Making Mending Political * Making More Menders *”; 
IFixIt, “Manifesto.” 
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Fig. 9. Sugru manifestos37 

 

Repair Observed 

Philosopher and motorbike mechanic Matthew Crawford writes that ‘things need 

fixing and tending no less than creating’, and that repair requires openness to the 

obscurities of objects made by others. Engaging with failure, its unpredictability 

demands ‘you be attentive in the way of a conversation rather than assertive in 

the way of a demonstration: the repairer must look, listen and notice things’38.  

 

Anthropologist Douglas Harper notes that repair is less intuitive than before the 

division of labour between makers and users grew. His definition of rationalised 

repair as automatic replacement of defective parts with no critical engagement – 

a routinised experience with little experiential learning39 - is echoed by another 

anthropologist, Richard Sennett, who describes this return to a working state as 

‘static’ repairing. This he opposes to ‘dynamic’ repairing, which potentially alters 

																																								 																					
37 Sugru, “The Fixers Manifesto.” 
38 Crawford, Shop Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work.  pp16-17, p82. 
39 Harper, Working Knowledge: Skill and Community in a Small Shop. 
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function, upgrading as well as repairing, and possibly mixes tools or techniques40. 

In this sense repair can be imitative, or bespoke and adaptive, potentially 

replacing function if not the exact part (this could be considered ‘ad hoc 

repairing’41); however, style or fashion modifications can be a strong deterrent to 

repair: parts may not be available even if repair is wanted42.  

 

 
Fig. 10. Repaired watch strap (2014 ongoing) Watch, washi tape, glues, nylon thread – static 
repair using dynamic/adhoc materials? 

 

Repair is sometimes riffed on as a joke practice. References to mythology appear 

in humour such as the Trigger’s Broom skit from TV programme Only Fools And 

Horses. The character Trigger wins an award for keeping his broom a long time, 

during which it has had ‘17 new heads and 14 new handles’, raising the question, 

‘how the hell is it the same broom then?!’43. This plays on the myth of the Ship of 

Theseus, where we are asked if a ship that has been entirely refurbished is still the 

same ship.  

																																								 																					
40 Sennett, The Craftsman. p238. 
41 Adamson, The Invention of Craft. p147. 
42 Rees in Dormer, The Culture of Craft. p127. 
43 “Trigger’s Broom.” 
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Fig. 11. Screen Grab of Trigger’s Broom skit, with Trigger showing photographic proof of it being 
the same broom despite repeated replacement of head and handle  

 

Less cerebrally, websites such as ‘There, I Fixed It’44 show pictures of inventive, on 

the hoof, or kludged repairs, which although meant as comedy, often show highly 

inventive and interesting approaches to repair and responses to needs. 

 

  
Fig. 12. Screen grabs from There, I Fixed It  

 

	  

																																								 																					
44 “There, I Fixed It.” 
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Repair: From History to Culture To Polit ic 
 

  
Fig. 13. Three waves of repair 

 

Until the mid twentieth century, repair was an everyday activity45 and often an 

economic need46. It was usually an accepted Do It Yourself (DIY) practice, done by 

all classes on all sorts of objects. For example, while their motives would have 

been different, both rich and poor made darning samplers to demonstrate skill, 

act as teaching aid as well as provide a record of stitches47. Historically, however, 

repair appears to have been generally dismissed as a space, skill and craft of its 

own.   

 

Post World War Two there was a well-documented drive to make-do-and-mend 

as part of rationing for economic recovery and as a demonstration of patriotism48. 

																																								 																					
45 Adamson, The Invention of Craft; Strasser, Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash. 
46 Strasser, Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash. p40. 
47 Richmond, “A Remedy for Rents: The Whitelands College Darning Samplers.” 
48 Middleton, “Mending.” 
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Domestic repairing was encouraged49, and government-issue leaflets gave 

information on, amongst other things, ‘basic repairs like darning, relining pockets 

and patching, and decorative elbow patches became quite fashionable’50. 

Clothing maintenance practices were covered by these leaflets and accompanied 

by evening classes in sewing and repair skills51. Although we are now aware of the 

follies of high consumption, the move to convenience and “faster fashions” was 

celebrated as a part of women’s liberation from domestic chores, but we must 

acknowledge that this “convenience for the housewife” was used by male-

dominated advertising agencies to persuade women into discretionary spending 

from the 1950s.  

 

Culturally repair went from a DIY practice into DDI (Don’t Do It) – thrift was given 

up in favour of consumption and convenience. Planned obsolescence through 

styling or low-grade production values, while potentially introduced as a positive 

idea to boost economies52, alongside proprietary attitudes to construction 

information, and now a lack of spare parts encouraged high consumption 

practices. The reduced and devolved need to repair led to the mindset that our 

things are not worth repairing; from all this grew a perceived need to buy new. In 

the UK, replacing has subsumed repairing and an illusion of abundance led to a 

material and knowledge scarcity, a diminishing availability of personal and 

professional repair know-how, and increased costs for repair services, also 

diminishing social links. Repair is shunned as an unnecessary chore.  

 

The current grassroots resurgence of repair is political – implicitly and explicitly. 

Writer Stewart Brand and repair activist Kyle Wiens both feel maintainance or 

repair are learning, to connect mentally and materially as both creator and fixer53. 

This process of change creates conversation/dialogue and agency between the 

																																								 																					
49 Norman, Make Do and Mend:  Keeping Family and Home Afloat on War Rations. p6 
50 Norman. p11 
51 Norman. 
52 van Helvert, “Design for Consumer Society: Planned Obsolescence, Styling, and Irresponsible Objects.” 
53 Wiens, “The Repair Revolution”; Brand, How Buildings Learn - 5 of 6: The Romance of Maintenance. 
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user/repairer and the object54, and becomes a creative activity55 with domestic 

objects. By witnessing the actions of Repair-Makers other repair possibilities are 

opened: specialised knowledge and/or adaptable skills can create community 

and radicant ideas56, a way of building hope, independence and trust57. Repair is 

potentially a bridge back from being a consumer to being a user and has 

potential to become, once again, part of our daily routine58. 

 

Learning to Repair, Learning by Repairing 

Repair parties (where repair skills are shared) promote a Do It Together mindset, 

responding to an environmental need to consume less and reuse more. These are 

organised by groups such as the Restart Project59 (focusing on electrical repairs), 

and in shop/workshop spaces such as Fabrications, Hackney60 (a haberdashery 

with workshop space, often focusing on textile repair). The charity TRAID61 

organises darning classes in their shops, as well as at events such as Restart Party 

Plus and The Big Fix (where other objects are fixed alongside electronics). These 

are similar to Repair Cafés62 that began in Holland and spread globally, hosting 

volunteer Repair-Makers and inviting the public to bring broken objects for repair 

advice and supported hands-on learning. This goes beyond projects such as 

Fixperts63, which provides a design methodology for problem solving, but where 

the solutions often use new materials and rarely engage with repair. Repair parties 

offer learning opportunities which oppose the understanding that learning only 

has value if formally attained or qualified. 

  

																																								 																					
54 Wiens, “The Repair Revolution.” p43 
55 Maestri and Wakkary, “Understanding Repair as a Creative Process of Everyday Design.” 
56 Adamson, The Invention of Craft; Harper, Working Knowledge: Skill and Community in a Small Shop. 
57 von Busch, “Fashion, Repair and Mending Kits.” 
58 Klepp, “Patched, Louse-Ridden, Tattered: Clean and Dirty Clothes.” 
59 Restart Project, “Restart Project.” 
60 Massey, Fabrications: Haberdashery and Workshop. 
61 TRAID, “TRAID.” 
62 “Repair Cafe.” 
63 Fixperts, “Fixperts.” 
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Much of the educational mode of repair has become about addressing and 

successfully changing legislation issues, questioning the right of companies to 

shut out the user/Repair-Maker. Particularly in the electronics field, people such as 

American organisation IFIXIT64 use teardowns (deliberate systematic dismantlings 

of objects, carefully documented) to create open source repair instructions and 

manuals, and make tools to fit proprietary fixings. They and The Restart Project 

have online wiki sites where their communities share information, and forums for 

discussions about gadget repair, maintenance and upgrades. Both organisations 

have a strong focus on lobbying for legislative change and are founders of the 

Open Repair Alliance65. 

 

This knowledge sharing is not exclusive to the electronics field. While repair 

manuals are available, the internet is awash with instructionals. Blog posts, 

newspaper columns and video content are freely available to the aspiring 

repairer66. The resurgence of repair services offered by some retailers67 and paid 

repair workshops68 is complemented by this discussion online, showing shifts in 

attitudes to repair often relating it to social and environmental ethics69. Volunteer 

groups contribute to the informal economy by providing material repair services70; 

online communities71, and discussions on forums72.  

 

The material focus of FabLabs, Hackspaces and Makerspaces73 is different, 

tending to engage with production and, in some ways, the consumption cycle, 

but maybe providing similar community building and place-making opportunities. 

																																								 																					
64 IFixIt, IFixIt. 
65 “Open Repair Alliance.” 
66 Lewis-Hammond, “The Rise of Mending: How Britain Learned to Repair Clothes Again.” 
67 Finisterre, “Finisterre - Product Care and Repair Service”; Patagonia, “Patagonia Repair Service”; Nudie 
Jeans, “Nudie Jeans.” 
68 Chita, “Textile Surgery.” 
69 Gale, “How to Patch a Pair of Trousers.” 
70 “Repair Cafe.” 
71 “Fixperts FixFilms”; IFixIt, “Forums”; Sugru Guides, “Sugru Guides”; YouTube, “YouTube - ‘Repair Chair’ 
Search Query.” 
72 Gale, “Make Do and Mend-Able”; Ravelry Forum, “Sock Darning Techniques.” 
73 “Fablabs”; “London Hackspace”; “Makerspaces.” 
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Anecdotally, it seems many skilled electronic repairers feel unwelcome in these 

maker spaces due to their focus on reuse over newness. 

 

Activism and Repair 

Online spaces contribute to a sense of activism around repair practices. Activism, 

‘campaign[ing] for political and social change’74, can be linked to repair implicitly 

and explicitly. While repairing is not necessarily done as an act of activism, ideas 

of activism can nearly always be applied to repair acts. Contemporary activism 

includes traditions such as demonstrating, deliberately purchasing or avoiding 

certain brands/things (commodity activism) and anti-consumption practices, as 

well as new movements like Craftivism and hacking.  

 

Craftivism, a neologism of craft and activism, is defined by Betsy Greer as ‘a way 

of looking at life where voicing opinions through creativity makes your voice 

stronger, your compassion deeper and your quest for justice more infinite’75. As a 

way of using creativity to raise compassion and awareness76, it often takes the 

form of textile work but isn’t necessarily about repair. Highlighting specific social 

and environmental issues, it draws on the history of craft being used to highlight 

injustices, handwork as political stance and questioning hierarchies through 

subversive stitchwork; these practices often engage with resistance and 

economics77, remembrance and performance elements. The subversive nature of 

Craftivism is recognised as ‘a tool to dismantle or contest the global tyranny of 

mass manufacturing’78 and has had success in this area79. Craftivist objects often 

carry a literal written slogan, are frequently left deliberately for others to find and 

thus disseminate their politics without the need for discursive framing.  

																																								 																					
74 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. P9 
75 Greer, “Craftivism Definition.” 
76 Greer.  
77 Gillespie, “The Masterless Way: Weaving an Active Resistance”; Parker, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery 
and the Making of the Feminine. 
78 Bryan-Wilson, “Eleven Propositions in Response to the Question: ‘What Is Contemporary about Craft?’” p9 
79 Corbett, “What Did We Achieve at the Marks and Spencer AGM for Shareholders?” 
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Craftivist objects are usually made new, often from new materials, by many 

different people, to create a critical mass of support or dissent. Kits for Craftivism 

objects can be bought80, which while contributing to what to Sarah Corbett, 

figurehead of the UK Craftivist Movement, calls gentle protest (where one does 

not need to be loud or en masse to protest81) and potentially affecting big 

change, are not specifically about Repair-Making or even environmentally 

conscious. Repair kits tend to focus on tools and materials rather than a pre-

specified outcome. As knitter Amy Twigger-Holroyd points out, both Craftivism 

and repair activism have a similar aim of consciousness raising82, but the material 

intent is different. 

 

 
Fig. 14. Screen grabs of repair kit (with focus on tools and materials) and Craftivist kit (with focus 
on outcome)  

 

Making in Craftivism always has a political aim, but does not necessarily consider 

elements outside of this goal. Making a repair isn’t necessarily political but can 

always be framed that way.  

 

																																								 																					
80 Corbett, “Mini Banner Kit.” 
81 Corbett, How To Be A Craftivist: The Gentle Art of Protest. p22 
82 Twigger Holroyd, Folk Fashion: Understanding Homemade Clothes. p35-6 
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In a design context, hacking is a deliberate alteration or intervention to an 

existing system. Hacking ‘is still necessarily post-production, … against the 

intention of the original author’83 and ‘responds to the intense occlusion and 

uncommunicative nature of the things with which we are now surrounded’84. 

Hacking occurs as an unauthorised entry, redesign and potential improvement to 

an object, matching it to the user’s actual needs or wishes. Hacktivism includes 

practices such as teardowns as response to manufacturer unwillingness to share 

repair instructions85, or some protest actions such as cooption of brand logos86. 

 

Repair has its own form and language of activism. The grassroots actions of repair 

may or may not be rooted in a political aim, but always address need of some 

form. Repair-Makers work both together and alone, stand against accepted 

consumption practices and educational hierarchies, and use their skills (be it 

material skills, organisational, or for lobbying), to work with damage, make 

stances, share and increase skills and independence.  

 

 

Invisibility, Visibility and Privilege 

In the 19th century American essayist Henry David Thoreau87 commented that 

carelessness is the worst an unrepaired trouser might betray, but most would 

rather a broken leg, dressing not for what is known to be admirable but what is 

felt to be socially acceptable - the urge for unpatched clothing usurps that for a 

clear conscience. Layers of privilege and social acceptability are wrapped up in 

discussion of need or want for visible and invisible repairs and repair practices, in 

a way that often seems to be overlooked in current discussions of visible 

mending. 

																																								 																					
83 Maxwell, ‘Understanding Repair.’ p23 
84 Maxwell, ‘Understanding Repair.’ p23 
85 Wiens, ‘The Shady World of Repair Manuals: Copyrighting for Planned Obsolescence.’ 
86 “Android I FIX IT Spoof Funny Printed Mens Men T Shirt T-Shirt 2016 New Short Sleeve Casual Cotton 
Tshirt Tee Camisetas Masculina.” 
87 Thoreau, Walden; Or, Life in the Woods. p13 



	
	

47	

 

 
Fig. 15. Caney the Clown, a travelling clown and chair mender. V&A object number: PH.325-1982. 
Image by John Thomson, taken in 1878 

 

Traditionally repair was a visible practice but repairs tended towards invisibility. 

Considerations and rules for textile repair appear in many early 20th century 

manuals - suggesting a watchful eye on your garments for wear, and emphasising 

the need for craftsmanship. Where one might ‘rough mend’ thin places or small 

rents with coloured cottons before washing88, ‘a neatly mended hole requires little 

more mending time than one which is “botched up”, but the finished results are 

poles apart’89. One must use intuition to establish where repair is futile90 and 

‘never mend or patch fabric that is too tender to hold your stitches’91, as this may 

create further work: this being the absurdity of repair92. Textiles beyond repair 

were seen as material for new items (children’s clothes, cleaning cloths). 

 

																																								 																					
88 Odhams Press Ltd, The Practical Home Handywoman:  A Book of Basic Principles for the Self-Reliant 
Woman Dealing With All the Problems of Home-Making and Housekeeping. p260 
89 Odhams Press Ltd. p91 
90 Holt, The Art and Practice of Mending. p7 
91 Brooks Picken, Practical Home Mending Made Easy. p1 
92 Goldstein, “Repair Is Beautiful.” 
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Many of these manuals focus on textile repair being a woman’s task, although 

even ‘a mere man’ might ‘become expert’93. Repair practices remained invisible, 

often done in the home, and often done by women – manifestinging as invisible 

labour94 as well as materially hidden. A good repair, and a good Repair-Maker, 

was generally one that could not be seen. More recently, textile repair manuals 

focus on the garment and the emotive (‘Do I love it?  Will someone else love 

it?’95), and demonstrate a move from necessity to choice, from pre- to post-

abundance, implying that clothing repair is fun and for either gender. Knitter Amy 

Twigger Holroyd points out that hand-making garments can inspire later 

mending, both of the garment one has made and of others, as one understands 

the labour in making96.  

 

In textile repair there has recently been a significant move away from the need for 

invisibility, particularly for those that artist Jonnet Middleton terms ‘neo-

menders’97 (although invisibility is still important for many98). Invisible repairs could 

be considered counterintuitive to repair activism. Where repair signifies care, 

labour, necessity and will, deliberately visible repairs act as placard, protesting 

obsolescence and connecting people to people and to capabilities; they become 

‘subtle symbols’99 of actions and neo-liberal critique, encouraging the critical mass 

necessary to ‘sustain a sense of injustice and indignation’100. Similar to slogan t-

shirts, visible repairs demonstrate a collective movement and encouragement to 

others, often shared through the use of hashtags such as #visiblemending on 

social media.   

 

																																								 																					
93 Brooks Picken, Practical Home Mending Made Easy. pIV 
94 Middleton, “Mending.” 
95 Kirsten M. Roach, Mend It Better: Creative Patching, Darning and Stitching (Massachusetts: Storey 
Publishing, 2012). p18 
96 Twigger Holroyd, Folk Fashion: Understanding Homemade Clothes. p30 
97 Middleton, ‘Mending.’ p265 
98 Taylor, A Stitch In Time... Life’s Most Essential Hand-Sewn Repairs. p22     
99 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism. P55 
100 Jasper, “National Boycotts and Moral Outrage.” p264 
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Fig. 16.  Instagram search for #visiblemending, June 2015, June 2018 

 

The recent spread of appreciation of the Japanese art of Kintsugi (ceramic 

repaired with lacquer and metal powders, literally golden join), and the ensuing 

appropriation of its concept and aesthetic, demonstrates another move away 

from invisibility of repairs and a nascent acceptance of a used aesthetic (more 

warmly called pre-loved) in other disciplines (not just ceramics). However, this 

appropriation also asks for discussion of values, craft and integrity/history of 

materials – what happens to the traditional value of a craft (in this case lacquer 

work) when its aesthetic is appropriated and extremely different materials and 

skills are used (eg, epoxy and fake gold powder)? And what happens to the value 

of the object being repaired – does the appropriated craft still add (emotional, 

financial, craft-based) value to the repaired object? 
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Fig. 17. New Kintsugi Plate (2016) Ceramic, epoxy glue, fake gold powder 

 

New repair materials are also being developed (and copied). Materials such as 

FORMcard101 (a remouldable hard plastic), Sugru102 (a flexible, single use, air 

curing rubber), and Woolfiller103 (wool roving to be needle-felted into moth holes), 

while they may have other uses, complement more traditional darning threads 

(wool blended with nylon for toughness), glues and mouldable materials such as 

epoxy putty, and add another layer of aesthetic choice for the Repair-Maker. 

Kintsuglue104 appears to be a copy of Sugru, and Fixits105 of FORMcard. 

 

																																								 																					
101 “FORMcard.” 
102 Sugru, Sugru. 
103 “Woolfiller.” 
104 Kintsuglue. 
105 “FIXITS.” 
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Fig. 18.  Kintsuglue, screen grab from Loctite website  

 

As well as being a growing material and political movement, repair is also a 

growing field of research. Much focuses on electricals and electronics (for 

example at Nottingham Trent University106). Jonnet Middleton, studying her own 

wardrobe practices at Lancaster University, argues that 'to experience mending 

firsthand pushes the mending ethic deep inside our consciousness and rewires 

our consumer brains'107. At The Centre for Sustainable Design108 (University of the 

Creative Arts, Farnham) research is done in collaboration with their local repair 

café, and in linking repair to the circular economy.  

 

The acknowledgement of repair as aesthetic and craft (see for example the 

inclusion of artist Celia Pym’s mending in the Woman’s Hour Craft Prize109), along 

with the development of repair activism, materials and research, shows a growing 

interest and acceptance of repair, at least as creative practice.  

 

																																								 																					
106 Christine Cole et al., ‘Community Repair: Enabling Repair as Part of the Movement towards a Circular 
Economy’ (Nottingham Trent University, March 2017). 
107 Middleton, ‘Mending.’ p271 
108 “Centre for Sustainable Design.” 
109 BBC, “The Woman’s Hour Craft Prize Finalists.” 
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Although we all live with things that we value emotionally or by necessity, and 

sometimes they break, not everyone has repair skills, or access to them. Similarly, 

not all objects are repairable – and some are considered too cheap to be worth 

repairing. To be able to wear visibly mended clothing, for example, and own 

clothing or objects “worth” mending, implies a level of privilege. Expensive 

materials (cashmere, leather, etc) age in a way that can make repairs seem 

sympathetic. Denim also does this but many denim items are actually made from 

mixed fibres. Similarly it often seems that repairable goods cost more, and 

manufacturers offering repair services sell pricier goods in the first place. 

 

In electronics, where access for repair has been made difficult, the opportunity for 

invisible repair is much lessened. One of the things that happens quite frequently 

at repair events is that plastic catches snap when casing is taken apart to fix inner 

mechanisms, leading to a further need for repair. At a sewing machine repair 

workshop, Jennie (the repairer) stated that most modern sewing machines are 

made with easily breakable plastic mechanical parts, and the casings are 

designed to be unopenable. Cracking the machine casing when opening it affects 

the use of the sewing machine as it may then snag fabric, even if the mechanical 

faults have been addressed. The further damage makes repair visible and 

potentially the object becomes less safe and functional.   

 

I must acknowledge my privileged position to conduct this research, to be able to 

wear repaired clothing (in my job as a shop assistant I would have been 

disciplined for wearing visibly mended clothes). I try to buy things that can be 

repaired and can afford some choice about my purchases. Being able to act, buy 

and be seen in a certain way, feeds my stance as activist, where I am looking to 

make visible not just repair(ing) but also repairers, but must be acknowledged as 

choice and privilege. Not everyone wants a repaired aesthetic. And to some, 

repaired things imply poverty, or scruffiness, and it is an aesthetic to aspire 

beyond. This is where visible menders but invisible mending are key. 
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Current conservation practices appear to navigate this discussion through 

practising a considered or semi-invisible aesthetic, but conservation has different 

aims to domestic Repair-Making. 

 

Conservation, Preservation, Restoration and Repair  

Repair has a complex relationship with conservation, existing as a craft to be 

practised by the conservator, sometimes existing as a pre-conservation / domestic 

intervention in the object being conserved, and sometimes as the subject of the 

conservation, where the repair itself needs conservation. 

 

Conservation is 'the preservation and repair of archaeological, historical, and 

cultural sites and objects'110. Conservator Chris Caple suggests that the aim of 

conservation is a balance of revelation (‘cleaning and exposing the object [to give] 

a clear visual impression of the original form or function of the object’), 

investigation through ‘observation’ of many forms, and/or preservation (‘seeking 

to maintain the object in its present form, without any further deterioration’111). 

Conservators are highly skilled, often work collaboratively and their work is often 

very public. They are expected to know the ‘meaning of the distinction between 

damaging and non-damaging change’ so as to avoid ‘destroying the value of the 

objects under their care in the very process of trying to fix them’112.  

 

'The act of preserving something', in order to 'keep something in its original or 

existing state', or ‘keep a quality, situation or memory, etc. in existence'113 is 

delicate. The conservator works to make the least changes and interventions to 

the object, aiming simply to make stable the object for the purposes of cultural 

heritage. This aim will include use, for example, ensuring the object can travel, or 

																																								 																					
110 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. p207 
111 Caple, Conservation Skills: Judgement, Method and Decision Making. p33 
112 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. p17 
113 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. p805 
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be displayed in certain ways, but the objects are far less likely to be used for their 

original purpose. Conservation work must not disrupt the narrative or aesthetic of 

the object, but should not be disguised as part of the original. Conservators must 

be conscious of narrative and patina, as well as material attributes, and choose 

their materials and actions, and record their work meticulously.  

 

Restoration ('the action of returning something to a former condition, place or 

owner' or 'the process of repairing or renovating a building, work of art, etc’114) is 

a process generally only undertaken after utmost consideration. Occasionally 

restoration work is disastrously attempted by a well meaning amateur115 or 

critically received by the public and other conservators116. However, outside of 

conservation work, it is restoration that repair is potentially most closely related 

to. 

 

The Repair-Maker works in different circumstances from those of the conservator 

(whose practice generally encompasses preservation and restoration as well). 

They are likely to have direct access to the object narrative – the owner or user 

may well be present, and thus the object’s story and intended function can be 

told by them. They must also be conscious of narrative and patina, as well as 

material attributes, and also may choose their materials and their actions 

meticulously but are not obliged to. Nor are they obliged to record their work in 

such detail. They may be highly skilled or not, may work collaboratively, 

comparing experiences and sharing knowledge, and their work may or may not 

be public. The aim of their work is determined by the owner/user rather than 

overarching principles of cultural heritage and the objects are likely to return to at 

least some of their original uses. 

																																								 																					
114 Soanes and Hawker. p877 
115 “Spanish Fresco Restoration Botched by Amateur.” 
116 Palmer, “Restoration Tragedies: A Ruinous Attempt to Repaint a Spanish Fresco Has Highlighted the 
Dangers of Art Restoration.” 
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Fig. 19. Brass Rod Plate (2016) Ceramic, brass rod, epoxy glue. A historic approach to repairing 
ceramics 

 

Revelation here is likely to be minor: cleaning, if done at all (the object is unlikely 

to have been submerged in mud for centuries!) may use whatever materials or 

chemicals are to hand. The Repair-Maker’s approach to investigation is likely to 

involve handling of the damaged object, sometimes roughly, or even dismantling 

the object to establish the extent of the damage and entry points for repair, and 

the object is usually mostly present (even if in bits) rather than existing only as a 

fragment or two. Preservation has a relationship to maintenance (typically small 

jobs enacted to maintain a working status, or to prevent further damage) but is 

unlikely to be the sole aim of the Repair-Maker.  
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Fig. 20. Conservation Department Ethics checklist, Victoria and Albert Museum, London. Sent to 
the author in a private email 

 

There are strict ethical considerations for conservators to adhere to (see fig.15 for 

an example) which are ‘intended to act as the ”conscience” of the conservator-

restorer’117 and implore the conservator to include these ethical imperatives in all 

conservation activities. There are many places to seek advice, or instruction for 

repair (for example the Restart Forums118) but objects do not necessarily require 

this ethical consideration. Many conservation guides advise leaving the job to an 

expert if one is unable to predict a successfully completed job, which might 

undermine the confidence of the Repair-Maker, and material considerations made 

in conservation work might be ignored in repair work. For example, it is very hard 

to leave no trace of a break in ceramic; a conservator would never place broken 

edges together before beginning any actual work as the risk of further damage is 

ever present. In working out the order of the repair work, the Repair-Maker may 

well touch pieces together to test their joins. 

 

																																								 																					
117 Alan Derbyshire, ‘Conservation Department Ethics Checklist’ (V&A internal documents, July 2016). 
118 Restart Project Wiki, “The Restart Project Wiki.” 
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Fig. 21. Brass Rod Plate (2016) Ceramic, brass rod, epoxy glue 

The serious nature of conservation work is related to but not the same as repair. 

Both take into consideration narrative and future use, but diverge on some 

approaches and needs. The conservator would not crudely gaffer-tape something 

back together unless it was the most appropriate method after deep 

consideration. However, the repairer may well take this approach – urgency, 

needs, or ‘that will do’ may take precedence over the history or materiality of the 

object.  

 

Whether the motivation and aim is to conserve an object of cultural significance 

(‘safeguarding … the material remains of the past … to use or enjoy today and in 

the future’119) or to repair a domestic object for yourself (‘to deepen your 

relationship … by caring’120) or another (demonstrating ‘care and attention to the 

appearance of the mended garments’ for use and appreciation by others121), 

																																								 																					
119 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. p9 
120 Rodabaugh, Mending Matters: Stitch, Patch, and Repair Your Favourite Denim & More. p14 
121 Foote, M.D., The Mender’s Manual: Repairing and Preserving Garments and Bedding. p12 
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‘maintenance practices centre object care’122: care is a key factor in both 

conservation and Repair-Making practices. 

 

 

Contextual Overview, Summarised 

Repair is situated within many fields and eras. Repair has changed from practised 

domestic chore to include emotional and political engagement. Contemporary 

repair practices include skill sharing parties and workshops, and activism, as well 

as the craft of Repair-Making itself. Repair Parties provide sites for alternative 

pedagogies and Repair Activism is distinct from Craftivism and hacking in its 

focus.  

 

Invisibility and visibility contribute to the contemporary repair discourse (in this 

thesis I focus more on visible Repair-Making), as does discussion of privilege 

around repair. Along with repair manuals and online information, conservation 

gives a body of material practice and theory to draw from, offering an approach 

and aesthetic between visible and invisible repair. Similarities and differences 

between conservation and repair are shown through material, cultural and 

emotional knowledge and considerations, including how and why broken objects 

matter, who should do the job and what the work means in a bigger cultural 

picture.  

 
 

  

																																								 																					
122 Gregson, Metcalfe, and Crewe, “Practices of Object Maintenance and Repair: How Consumers Attend to 
Consumer Objects Within The Home.” p251 
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Meanings 
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Green Dress (start date unknown, ongoing) 

 

 
Fig. 22. Green Dress (start date unknown, ongoing) Printed cotton jersey dress, stitching 

 
This dress was my mother’s, before that (and maybe after too), it 
belonged to my Gran. At some point it became mine. My mother is 
shorter than me, her mother was shorter still, both broader than me, 
and more softly shaped than my bony form. Their bodies similar, mine 
different. The inside of this garment shows the changes made by all 
our hands to fit all our selves, although my changes altered it 
less. Then removed then re-attached hem (re-moved? as in moved 
back?) - for my diminutive Gran, my slightly taller mother. It suits me 
at either length. There are small ribbons inside its straps, to hold them 
on Gran's (self-proclaimed) sloping shoulders - neither my mother nor I 
removed those scraps. The side seam has been moved several times; 
again I just leave it. My only real task with this dress has been to sew 
buttons back on when necessary. 
 
So is this repair? Or is this adjustment? Adaption? Customisation? 
Something else entirely? We have repaired it to our own needs - without 
these small adjustments the dress would not have worked - it would 
have been broken, perhaps. 
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Fig. 23. detail of Green Dress (start date unknown, ongoing) Printed cotton jersey dress, stitching 

 
Scott Burnham, at Platform 21 in Amsterdam, discusses the idea of 
breaking things better, using the example of a pool cue, snapped so it 
can be used to play in the corner of a room without hitting the wall: 
 

Breaking things may lack the positive associations that repairing 
things has - "Do you want me to repair that?" will almost always 
be a more attractive request than "Do you want me to break 
that?"  But look around contemporary culture and you'll find that 
we're not always consistent in our relationship with the word.123 

 
He and others raise the, in some ways obvious, point that brokenness is 
subjective; the understanding of when something is broken is complex 
and oblique. In our case - the green dress - the unchanged dress was 
broken for my Gran - too long - then the changed dress was twice 
broken for my mother - too short and too wide. In narrowing and 
lengthening it for herself she broke it for her mother. The works I have 
done to it are more traditional, more understandable as mends, repairs 
- sewing buttons back on - however the dress works without most of 
the buttons - it only really needs one or two. Thus, in some sense at 
least, my repairs are the least essential, the dress functions as a dress 
with or without my labour but, without my work, my mother and 
Grandmother would not have worn it, rendering it unused (broken 
again). But from the outside of our journey, at what point would the 
dress have looked broken or damaged? 
																																								 																					
123 Burnham, “Break Things Better.” No page numbers 
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This renders Green Dress something of an eddy, curling in and back on 
itself, and this discussion potentially unending. Green Dress 
illustrating the complexities of repairing, and the layers that build 
around and through object ownership and use. It asks what broken and 
repaired might mean, suggesting their meanings are not as clear as it 
may first seem. 
 

 

Breaking Things Better: When a deliberate break is 
actually a repair (Or, what words might mean)  
 

 

The language used in repair practices is broad and varied, with many crossovers 

with other disciplines. Much repair-work uses the techniques and materials of 

making-new, along with improvisation and considered use of to-hand items, 

hence the related language. Here I shall clarify the distinctive meaning of similar 

terms, discuss related terms, and the language I am using. 

 

Mending is defined as ‘restoring something to its correct or working condition’124. 

I find the use of the word ‘correct’ here problematic, as correctness in use may be 

defined more by the user than the designer, and potentially defined in 

collaboration with the Repair-Maker. There are points when to return something 

to its intended, correct condition would not return it to a condition in which the 

user gets most from it. Mending also has strong associations with textile practices 

and women’s work, which although relevant are not the absolute focus of my 

investigations.  

 

Other words associated with repair, such as fixing, meaning to ‘attach or position 

something securely’, ‘repair something’, or ’make unchanging or permanent’125 

have enjoyable multiple meanings, yet I feel these alternative definitions imply 

																																								 																					
124 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. p635 
125 Soanes and Hawker. p377 
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that fixed objects should then remain in our possession, in their then states. I do 

not believe one should have to hold on to objects just because they are “still 

good” or have been repaired: the natural ebb and flow of life, including repairing, 

should allow for change, and options for responsible disposal. 

 

To repair something is to ‘restore something damaged, worn or faulty to a good 

condition’126. Referring to the relative condition of something, it allows space for 

interventions or interpretations. Other definitions and related words, such as 

repairing to somewhere or making reparations to right a wrong, have strong 

literal, material and metaphorical resonances with my practice too, as does the 

implied universality to it. As such, repair most closely matches my interests, but I 

mean the activities of mending and fixing too. The differences between these are 

minor, but importantly, my interest lies in the good condition required for objects 

to work in the way needed, which may not be the correct condition. Obviously, 

there are moments when other terms are more appropriate, for example when 

referring to the Visible Mending movement. 

 

There are technical and discipline-specific terms within the language of repair 

such as textile darning, or upgrading electronic software, or workaround - 'a 

method for overcoming a problem in a computer programme or system'127. Re- is 

a prefix meaning ‘once more; anew’ or ‘with return to a previous state’128 and 

permutations of it like reupholster, reknit, re-cover, reattach, reconstruct, are 

commonly used in repair language. Slang terms with negative implications such 

as cut’n’shut in mechanics (where halves of two cars are welded together creating 

one complete but dangerous vehicle) are also found here. Some terms cross 

disciplines and/or occur in both making and repairing practices, like patch or 

staple or glue, or seem to refer more to maintenance practices -‘the process of 

																																								 																					
126 Soanes and Hawker. p870 
127 Soanes and Hawker. p1197 
128 Soanes and Hawker. p850 
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keeping something in the same state or good condition’129 (often a predecessor 

of an act of repair) such as reinforce or alteration. 

 

Similarly, it would be difficult to ignore renovation – ‘to restore something old to 

a good state of repair’130 – and the field of conservation which explores the 

concepts of preservation – ‘to keep something in its existing state’131; 

conservation – ‘to protect something from harm or waste, or preservation and 

repair of sites/objects’132; and restoration – ‘returning something to a former 

condition, place or owner’133; although I have only touched lightly on these. The 

intentions of these practices are different to repair, and although they sometimes 

encompass acts of repair, their relationship to repair is tensioned134.  

 

To recycle is the conversion of waste into reusable material to make something 

new, this may be an industrial or domestic process, where upcycling refers to the 

reuse of materials to refresh or remake something, often on a smaller scale. These 

tasks are often someone else’s responsibility – the council collects your recycling 

for example. Repair requires a personal engagement with the process, be it doing 

it yourself or finding the right repair-person for the job. As such, although in some 

ways recycling and upcycling are both part of repair, they are not my focus. The 

drive of repair is not to necessarily make something new, but instead, is in many 

ways closer to remaking – ‘to make something again or differently’135 – or 

renewing, where ‘something is begun again after an interruption or given fresh 

life or intensity to’136. Reuse, while important in lifestyle practices of 

environmentalism and resistance to consumerism, requires the object to be 

literally reusable, which may not be the case if it is broken. Similarly, if we are to 

																																								 																					
129 Soanes and Hawker. p614 
130 Soanes and Hawker. p870 
131 Soanes and Hawker. p805 
132 Soanes and Hawker. p207 
133 Soanes and Hawker. p877 
134 DeSilvey, Curated Decay: Heritage Beyond Saving. 
135 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. p868 
136 Soanes and Hawker. p870 
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reduce consumption, goods we currently use need to be in a usable condition. 

Repair compliments and increases the scope of these actions. To salvage – ‘save 

from possible loss, harm or failure’137 – is the intention of these acts. 

 

The Drawer 

We all know a fixer, a tinkerer, someone surrounded by collected tools, 
parts, and other odds and ends, each potentially useful for a job, just 
resting in storage, awaiting their moment, the point when they might 
spring back to life, when something might arrive needing a “new” part, 
some care or repair. The collection is highly personal – the collector 
knows his way round it, what is in there. They know what is good to 
keep and what is not.  I knew a space like this, but smaller – my 
grandparents’ kitchen drawer. This was where all the glue, strings, 
tapes, odd needles and threads, cocktail sticks, batteries, spare parts 
and potential parts lived – a domestic bricolage for fixing household 
objects. Now, underneath my desk is a drawer of materials that hold 
things together – the odds and ends drawer of my house. In my studio, 
I have a box of wire lengths, plastics, other useful/useless bits. In my 
shed, a selection of wood pieces – too big to discard, not yet used, are 
lying in wait – dormant. 
 

 

Bricolage and Global Repair- ish Words 

He collects tools and materials because they might come in 

handy. Bricolage depends on a kind of functional arrogance, an 

assumption that the bricoleur knows what he is doing and is in the position 

to define his own success.  His first step is always to consider new projects 

with respect to what he has on hand.138 

 

Improvisation is often key in repairing, particularly in less developed countries 

than the UK. Often stemming from the failure of an artifact or the lack of one, 

improvisation can be viewed as negative, and associated with poverty. Using what 

																																								 																					
137 Soanes and Hawker. p911 
138 Strasser, Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash. p11 
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is to hand, these ‘adaptive strategies’139 develop or repair objects with greater 

regard for function than form. In the U.K. we mostly refer to these practices as 

bricolage140. While it would not be true to say that all repairers are bricoleurs, nor 

is every bricoleur a repairer, there is a strong relationship between the two.  

Anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss141 saw the world of the bricoleur as being 

closed: that the bricoleur must make do with what they have at hand. According 

to philosopher Elizabeth Spelman, being ‘constrained by the contingency of what 

happens to be at hand’142 bricoleurs ‘collect and make use of pieces of the past 

but do not try to return them to an earlier function’143, instead ‘envisioning new 

uses for remnants and leftovers’144. In this third wave of repair, bricolage could be 

a necessary and radical move against unavailable spare parts, imposed 

consumption through obsolescence, fashion and poor construction. The bricoleur 

engages in conversation with both tools and junk, 'interrogating its 

heterogeneous contents to determine how he might put them to use’145. 

Anthropologist Douglas Harper sees bricolage as a way to describe oneself – 

‘unlikely elements influenced by what is finally a mysterious mixture of 

improvisation, opportunity, and accident’146. He describes the material act of 

bricolage as ‘a way of forming one’s survival by adapting the bricoles [odds and 

ends] of the world’147, developing an informal economy in which, quite literally, 

one person’s trash is the treasure of another148. This material-based informal 

economy is reflected in the bricolage of skills and abilities represented by 

individuals and groups of Repair-Makers. 

 

																																								 																					
139 Bandoni, “The Digital Age Reaches the Fringes: A Public Fab Lab in Brazil and Its (Possible) Implications 
for Design.” p224 
140 Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind. 
141 Levi-Strauss. 
142 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. p11 
143 Spelman. p5 
144 Spelman. p11 
145 Strasser, Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash. p11 
146 Harper, Working Knowledge: Skill and Community in a Small Shop. p92 
147 Harper. p74 
148 Harper. p74 



	
	

68	

Adhocism149, according to architects Charles Jencks and Nathan Silver, while  

 

not as refined and precise as other kinds of purposeful action, then at least 

it is more open, suggestive and rich in possibilities. The extraneous 

material suggests new uses, whereas the perfected and refined 

construction is usually confined to its specified ends. Perhaps the oldest 

and simplest method of creation consists of combining readily available 

subsystems ad hoc, since it is always easier to work with what is familiar 

and at hand than what is removed in space and time.150  

 

Likening this to bricolage, they posit the bricoleur as ‘stick[ing] with his existing 

resources as long as he possibly can’151 and differentiate this from the scientist, 

who seeks to expand upon and grow his resources. They see the bricoleur or 

adhocist as acting with immediacy, being ‘intent on undertaking his job 

immediately, with whatever resources are available’152. Adhocism then has 

intention and fairly immediate action, with little regard for correctness153. By 

responding to needs or wants, and acting on a case-by-case basis, both adhocism 

and bricolage are related to Repair-Making. The bricoleur’s collection might aid 

Repair-Making at pop-up events; the adhocist might scout around to find what is 

available there and then; they both might encourage bricolage in others 

(collecting buttons, fuses or other common repair-aids). The bricoleur shares 

space and know-how, but does not necessarily require payback from those they 

may help154.  

 

Sociologist Dick Hebdige, describes the ‘subcultural bricoleur’ as using ‘anarchic 

modes’ to ‘disrupt and reorganize meaning’155. Using ‘basic elements … in a 

variety of improvised combinations to generate new meanings’156, these ‘symbolic 

																																								 																					
149 Jencks and Silver, Adhocism: The Case for Improvisation. 
150 Jencks and Silver. p16 
151 Jencks and Silver. p17 
152 Jencks and Silver. p17 
153 Jencks and Silver. p19 
154 Harper, Working Knowledge: Skill and Community in a Small Shop. pp19-20 
155 Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style. p106 
156 Hebdige. p103 
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ensemble[s]’ affect their original ‘straight’ meanings by removing them or 

subverting them. Likening these ensembles to collage, he calls them ‘classic 

modes of “anarchic discourse”’, where discourse implies a structure created 

through familiarity with these aesthetic practices previously considered radical157. 

In the repair movement this visual and cultural bricolage manifests as unlikely 

couplings such as visible + repair, repair + toolkit, open + iphone, appropriation 

of articles such as the slogan teeshirt and ideas of what a party might be. 

Structured according to place, time and need, adhoc relationships, where ‘implicit 

web[s] … determined by friendship, skill and the particular problem at hand’ with 

the ability to restructure themselves when necessary158, appear. 

 

Ideas of spontaneous and reactive (re)making are not native to the west in any 

sense. For example, gambiarra is a ‘spontaneous method of repairing and 

creating things'159 from Brazil. Rooted in the failure of an object, it is often seen 

negatively. However, it demonstrates abilities to develop and improve objects 

with what is to hand and successful problem solving160, revealing potentials and 

limitations of artefacts161 and potentially circumnavigating the 'imported aesthetic' 

that comes with ready made goods in a global market162. Jugaard (also spelt 

juugard and jugaad) ‘is a Hindi word meaning an innovative fix or an improvised 

solution born from ingenuity’163, widely understood as a form of frugal innovation. 

While not directly a repair, jugaard, as with gambiarra, is related to design and 

(re)making practices, but unlike gambiarra, is generally seen in a more positive 

light (even argued as a route to emancipation164). 

																																								 																					
157 Hebdige. pp104-105 
158 Jencks and Silver, Adhocism: The Case for Improvisation. pp19-20 
159 Bandoni, ‘‘The Digital Age Reaches the Fringes: A Public Fab Lab in Brazil and Its (Possible) Implications 
for Design.’’ p225 
160 Bandoni. p225 
161 Gonring, “Gambiarra: The Prototyping Perspective.” 
162 Bandoni, ‘‘The Digital Age Reaches the Fringes: A Public Fab Lab in Brazil and Its (Possible) Implications 
for Design.’’ p226 
163 Ashoka, “Jugaad: The Art Of Converting Adversity Into Opportunity.” 
164 Kaur, “The Innovative Indian: Common Man and the Politics of Jugaad Culture.” 
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As a textile technique, boro is often used to describe patches stitched onto 

clothing, sometimes using Sashiko style stitching and has gained great popularity, 

particularly in the slow fashion movement, with many instructionals available 

online165. However, it originates from northern Japan, where a freezing climate 

meant that boro (meaning literally 'mere ‘rags’'166) were fabric scraps which, using 

embroidery, patching and quilting techniques, were 'stitched and reinforced layer 

on layer, patching holes and stuffing hemp fuzz in between for whatever little 

insulation [it provided]'167, in order to create clothing and bedcovers. Arguably a 

member of the bricolage family, 'boro was the shape of survival in this 

inhospitable land'168 and makes deliberate use of materials to hand. 

 

Slang 

As with most things, there are plenty of slang words for Repair-Making. Botch 

(bodge, a woodworking term, is often wrongly used interchangeably with botch) 

means ‘make or repair something clumsily or badly’169, and kludge technically 

means 'something hastily or badly put together'170, but is often used to refer to a 

‘quick, messy but functional fix or workaround to a problem’171, not necessarily 

attractive but functional. Although fudge means to 'present or deal with an issue 

in a vague way, especially to conceal the truth or mislead people'172, it also is used 

to refer to a careless repair. Jury-rigging, meaning ‘makeshift; improvised’173 

comes from a nautical context, and seems to have a relationship with the World 

War Two phrase jerry rig or jerry built. A more modern version is found in the 

																																								 																					
165 Rodabaugh, “Modern Sashiko Mending”; Dufort, “Mending Jeans for Cool Kids (...with Boro and Sashiko 
Embroidery).” 
166 Koide and Tsuzuki, Boro: Rags and Tatters from the Far North of Japan. No page numbers 
167 Koide and Tsuzuki. No page numbers 
168 Koide and Tsuzuki. No page numbers 
169 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. p101 
170 Soanes and Hawker. p560 
171 ‘Urban Dictionary,’ accessed February 13, 2015, https://www.urbandictionary.com. 
172 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. p406 
173 Soanes and Hawker. p551 
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term Macgyvering which, stemming from the eponymous television programme 

featuring a secret agent who, using objects to hand, built and rigged things to 

help him in his work (according to the Urban Dictionary, a Macgyver is 

‘someone who can jump-start a truck with a cactus’174). 

 

Breaking 

No discussion of the language of repair would be complete without looking at 

what lead us to it. To break is to 'separate into pieces as a result of a blow, shock, 

or strain' or to 'make or become unable to function'175, and breakage is 'the 

action of breaking something or the fact of being broken'176. However, not all 

breaks are absolute or complete enough to stop use: some impair or change use, 

or don’t affect it at all. These might be merely damage, the 'physical harm that 

affects the value, functioning or usefulness of something', or 'harmful effects'177. 

Breakage and damage are catch-alls for more specific terms such as snap, smash, 

rend (to 'tear something to pieces'178) which describe happenings, and others 

provide more tangible descriptions, like crease, crack, rent ('a large tear in a piece 

of fabric'179), cut, rupture or dirty. These events may stem from accidents or 

malfunctions; yet some, such as wear-and-tear, seem quieter and more insidious, 

and deterioration, decay, disintegration and states such as dilapidation or ruin 

potentially stem from a lack of maintenance, rather than an inciting incident. 

 

Material specific words – laddered textiles, or corroded metals - result in objects 

such as parts, chips, or smithereens (‘small pieces’180) and absences such as holes, 

																																								 																					
174 “Urban Dictionary.” 
175 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. p113 
176 Soanes and Hawker. p114 
177 Soanes and Hawker. p248 
178 Soanes and Hawker. p869 
179 Soanes and Hawker. p870 
180 Soanes and Hawker. p979 
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gaps, missing parts and wears. Many of these words seem emotionally evocative 

as well as giving a material perception of damage. 

 

Peter Dormer suggests that the thinking in making is in the physical processes 

involving the physical handling of the medium181. Breakdown means stopping 

working, whereas to break something down means to undo it into smaller parts. 

Linguistically, the latter has navigated its way into repair terminology, becoming 

to teardown (as noun and verb) – a constructive act where something is 

deliberately dismantled in order to understand how it was built and to learn about 

its parts, sometimes enabling the creation of instruction manuals and repairs. 

 

 

My Words 

Here I have discussed some of the language of the repair discourse, looking at 

difference and nuance. I have discussed the bricoleur and some other terms used 

for ‘adaptive strategies’182 existing across the globe, along with slang terms and 

words for breakage. 

 

In this thesis I have used terms such as Repair-Making, making, and remaking, 

along with technical terms such as darning. I have avoided those like restoring as, 

for me, they are inaccurate: I do not restore to a former condition, I move things 

to a new position/state - often with a visible mend. This alleviates the act from 

having to return the object to correctness, or its former condition and instead 

allows for an updated, functioning version of the original.  

 

																																								 																					
181 Dormer, The Art of the Maker: Skill and Its Meaning in Art, Craft and Design. p81 
182 Bandoni, “The Digital Age Reaches the Fringes: A Public Fab Lab in Brazil and Its (Possible) Implications 
for Design.” p224 
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I refer to myself as a maker where, very simply, making refers to ‘a method of 

manufacture’183.  

 

I will repeat here my definition of repair, which is that repair is an attentive act 

that can occur before or after a break, which aims to make something work in the 

way that is needed. The Repair-Maker then applies knowledge and processes of 

making and beyond to existing objects, looking to create appropriate function. 

 

I have differentiated Repair-Making from repairing and making in order for it to 

mean the expanded idea of repair which includes protesting, facilitating 

workshops and discussing repair – opening the repair discourse beyond the 

material. I refer to thinking about repair in the design/making process as Repair 

Before the Break and its do-ability as RepairAbility. Repair Thinking is my set of 

jigs for Repair Activists, which is as much about mindsets and community as 

material acts. Co- refers to the anthropological assumption that ‘many of the 

properties associated with craft … are highly social and open to shared 

working’184, enmeshing185 material and social practices, and ‘objects, people and 

institutions are understood to be intimately interconnected’ and potentially ‘co-

created’186.  

 

I have also used words such as domestic as my focus is on everyday, household 

objects and practices, and those with a less vibrant repair movement around them 

than, for example, electronics, or less established repair culture than, say, 

vehicular or bike repair. 

 

Meaning the person, persons or business creating and selling objects, the 

“designer” holds a toolkit of ‘materials and manufacturing’, and crucially, of 

																																								 																					
183 Dormer, The Culture of Craft. pIX 
184 Ravetz, Kettle, and Felcey, Collaboraton Through Craft. pp2-3 
185 Ingold Tim, “Bringing Things to Life: Creative Entanglements in a World of Materials.” 
186 Ravetz, Kettle, and Felcey, Collaboraton Through Craft. pp2-3 
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‘idealism, intuition, … aesthetics, and an awareness of the ever-changing social, 

cultural, economic and political contexts in which products are born and will 

function (and all the intervening steps)’187. 

Consumers potentially have an ‘alienated relationship’ with possessions, but  

‘when people are approached as users, their humanity remains intact, and the 

designer can get a grip on the complex relationships people have with their day-

to-day context’188. By approaching consumers as (potential) users, Repair Thinking 

encourages evolution into ‘DIY citizens’ – ‘critical makers’ who, starting as 

consumers, become producers189, or, in the case of repair, re-producers. “User” 

therefore refers to those who are already users or DIY Citizens, or, optimistically, 

consumers who may transition to being users. 

The Repair-Maker, while potentially a user, designer, or both, is here someone 

who is enacting a repair as discussed above, whether this is a professional service, 

voluntary work, or home DIY. The professional designer may be a repair amateur, 

and vice versa. 

To state repair as its own process and outcome may seem slightly pedantic. Yet 

this discussion shows it not only to be grammatically correct but, as repair is a 

broad and complex discipline, also linguistically and materially related to many 

other fields as well as being a language and discipline of its own. 

  

																																								 																					
187 Bakker and Schouwenberg, “I Am A User, Not A Consumer.” p376 
188 Bakker and Schouwenberg. p380 
189 Ratto and Boler, DIY Citizenship:  Critical Making and Social Media. 
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Practice as Methodology 
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An Actively Hopeful Methodology: Material, 
Episodic, Anarchéologic, Autographic 
 

 

My approach to Repair-Making is grounded in hope. Discussions of hope deepen 

our understanding of humanness and motivation. Hope, as philosophy, method 

and motivation, supports and guides my explorations and the practice Active 

Hope190 is a way of channelling it191. Hope meets material practice in ideas of risk. 

This rationale is further explained in the first part of my methodology. An 

abbreviated version of this was published as a blog post on the Restart Project 

website (see Appendix 2, Hopeful Repair, Repairing Hopefully).  

 

I then introduce my practice as key part of my methodology, where tatty jumpers 

and broken plates are a primary medium for me, providing textile and ceramic 

ground for (re)making, dialogue and activism, and aiding social engagement. I 

briefly touch on influential areas of practice not explicitly discussed in this thesis.  

 

Realising a need to be able to write led me to attend a year of life-writing classes, 

and a couple of workshops on life-writing and fiction writing. Through these 

classes and further research, life-writing became a key tool for recording my 

practice textually, and an innovative part of my methodology.  

 

A discussion in class about story structure, and ongoing confusion about ordering 

my practice, inspired me to read further in to this area. I discovered that an 

episodic structure (where episodes tell stories that can be “read” alone or as part 

of a group, rather than following a beginning-middle-end structure) best 

represented the story of my practice for my thesis, showing its ongoing and 

repeating nature, building narrative in episodes of activity, and fallow periods (for 

example, when a work is in storage or I am not hosting a repair event). The 

																																								 																					
190 Macy and Johnstone, Active Hope: How to Face the Mess We’re in without Going Crazy. 
191 Macy and Johnstone. 
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structure acknowledges the individual episodes of my practice, and episodes can 

be re-configured to express different understandings or highlight different 

elements or significances. This structure embodies an anarchéological192 approach 

to organisation, discussed further in the in the next section of my methodology – 

Episodic Structure - including which episodes I have highlighted as key in my 

thesis. 

 

During my life-writing classes I was obliged to write autographically, that is, by 

hand. As I further explored writing practices and continued to write (including my 

initial thesis draft) by hand I started to see links between writing by hand and 

making by hand, as well as starting to understand writing as a facet of my makerly 

identity. The last section of my methodology focuses on this using three of my 

jumper works as examples.. I presented these ideas at Textile and Place193 

conference, Manchester School of Art, and have since developed them (see 

Appendix 4, Jumpers: truthful fictional auto/biographies of practice).  

 

These ways of generating text and textual understanding, and creating order are 

now key to my practice, and I am proposing them as original and new ways of 

seeing the making of writing for makers. 

 

During this research I tried various methods such as informal interviews194, 

feedback forms for workshops (various iterations), and observing rather than 

engaging with/facilitating workshops. I found that many of these methods 

seemed to affect my results, namely that participants gave me answers they 

wished me to hear. Formally designed workshops, such as Repair Before the 

Break, while interesting, worked better for ideas beyond the main remit of this 

study.  

																																								 																					
192 Brown, “Anarchéologie: Object Worlds and Other Things, Circa Now.” 
193 “Textile and Place.” 
194 Hughes, “Interviewing”; Oakley, “Interviewing Women: A Contradiction in Terms”; Hoffmann, “Open-
Ended Interviews, Power and Emotional Labor.” 
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I explored recognised methodologies such as Action Research195 and the 

reflective practitioner196. Action Research to me seemed to have parallels to 

Active Hope - the idea which I, in part, based my methodology on - but when 

applied to my practice, Action Research lacked the space for nuance, repetition, 

on-going works, and crucially, irregular timelines. I found the structures I needed 

in the writing of Bill Brown on anarchéologie197 and in screen writing practices198. 

These are explained in more depth in the Textual Practice section of my 

methodology. 

 

While my writing and making practices are highly reflective, I found the ideas of 

Reflective Practitioner differed to how I work: my choices and practice are a 

lifestyle, not simply my working practice - it goes beyond my professional arena. I 

chose then to focus on lifestyle activism199, understood to permeate all areas of 

life with an interconnected view (including and not prioritising human, 

environmental, an animal rights simultaneously). This involves reflection on 

choices and decisions, but goes beyond professional engagement. My own 

Repair-Making is done as practice, as research and as lifestyle choice. Reflection 

on it through writing documents it, deepens my understanding of it, gives me 

other ways of communicating it and shows me areas ripe for further 

work/exploration. It compliments the material practice of Repair-Making, which is 

part of a wider commitment of mine to live and work as consciously as possible, 

and use my position of relative privilege to further understanding and actions of 

others. 

 

																																								 																					
195 Boyarsky and Murphy, Action Research; Costello, Action Research; Kemmis, “Action Research and the 
Politics of Reflection”; Ulrich, “A Primer to Critical Systems Heristics for Action Researchers”; Lewin, “Action 
Research and Minority Problems.” 
196 Schön, The Reflective Practitioner : How Professionals Think in Action. 
197 Brown, “Anarchéologie: Object Worlds and Other Things, Circa Now.” 
198 McKee, Story: Substance, Structure, Style, and the Principles of Screenwriting. 
199 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism. 
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Theories around networks (such as Object-Oriented Ontology200, and the writing 

of Bruno Latour201) suited me less than those I found in design and 

anthropological studies202. Much of my understanding of interconnectedness 

comes from writings on ecofeminism203 (more in appendix 13), this underpins 

much of my thinking and understanding of why our actions and their impacts 

matter, and how they ripple throughout. 

 

Thus the methodology that I designed for myself takes established ideas into 

account but is designed to fit my practice. I have presented it using life-writing to 

record experiences and/or artefacts and then writing parallel pieces which 

position my practice in a theoretical debate/discourse. I have steered clear of 

strongly academic language as the discourse I am a part of encompasses people 

from all walks of life, and should be accessible to all. This means that the text I 

have produced remains true to my feeling that repair is a discussion as well as a 

practice for everyone.  

 

This thesis starts with a contents page. The chapters are not numbered, as I 

intend that they can be read as individual pieces, in whatever order the reader 

might wish. However, within the contents list I have denoted areas with a 

hierarchy of titles for ease of navigation. 

 

 

 

 

 

																																								 																					
200 Harman, Object-Oriented Ontology: A New Theory of Everthing. 
201 Latour, Reassembling the Social : An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. 
202 Chapman, Emotionally Durable Design: Objects, Experiences and Empathy.; Chapman, “Designing 
Meaningful User Experiences”; Walker, “Contemplative Objects: Artefacts for Challenging Convention and 
Stimulating Change.” 
203 Gaard, Ecofeminism: Women, Animals, Nature; Gaard, “Ecofeminism Revisted: Rejecting Essentialism and 
Re-Placing Species in a Material Feminist Environmentalism”; Gaard, “New Directions for Ecofeminism: 
Toward a More Feminist Ecocriticism”; Gaard and Gruen, “Ecofeminism: Toward Global Justice and 
Planetary Health.” 
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Underpinnings 
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Sides to Middle (2014 ongoing series) 
 

 
Fig. 24. Sides to Middle (2014, ongoing series) Ceramic, mixed materials. Installation view at 
Bridport Arts Centre, 2016 

 
Sides to Middle, a process of textile maintenance where sheets are split 
through worn middles and the outer edges stitched together, resituates 
damaged fabric. As this textile repair moves good fabric centrewards, 
so acts of repair are moving its good ideas centrewards, acknowledging 
and using its history but facing current issues. The third wave of repair 
is not just about objects, but also about mindsets and habits.  
  
In The Craftsman, Richard Sennett suggests that 'a model is a proposal 
rather than a command. Its excellence can stimulate us, not to imitate 
but to innovate'204. My repaired or remade objects are considered but 
not excellent per se: through my work I have rendered many of them 
not-excellent, possibly even anti-functional. My mends are 
idiosyncratic - some verge on idiotic - they do not make the object 
typically useful again. Hanging plates on a wall in a gallery is very 
different to using them to eat from at home, or fixing them to use them 
to eat from at home. These objects and their mends are actuals and 
potentials, stories and ideas. Stimulation is their aim: to act as 
provocateur or goad, questioning us questioning them, to shift ideas to 
the centre of our attention.   
 

																																								 																					
204 Sennett, The Craftsman. p101 
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What is Hope?  
Hope, and using my hope for a more environmentally sound future, guides me in 

trying to help cultivate new mindsets around Repair-Making. As Repair-Making is 

steeped in risk, one must be hopeful of success in order to engage with it. 

Understanding hope, and my practice of Active Hope205, contribute to my forming 

a new methodology by providing motivation and guidance on both a personal 

and a larger scale. 

 

It is only by attempting to make our material culture meaningful that we 

can hope to contribute to a sustainable future.206  

 

If we attempt to make meaning to generate hope, by cultivating a disposition of 

hope and using it as guidance to aim to contribute to a sustainable future, we can 

seek ways of making our material culture meaningful, and by attempting this we 

build hope of contributing to a sustainable future. Hope is an expectation for 

something to happen and an intention to do something towards it. Discussions of 

it deepen our understanding of humanness, activism and motivation; ‘hope 

unlocks our latencies and makes our subconscious goals manifest’207. 

 

Sustainability expert John Ehrenfeld comments that the power of hope has 

manifested throughout history as when  

 

societies have faced crises; they have lost the ability to run themselves. But 

right at the very bottom they have found hope. The people dedicated 

themselves to solving their problems, regardless of the "rational" data-

driven reasons to give up. They wrote entirely new stories to guide them. 

That's what hope is all about.208 

 

																																								 																					
205 Macy and Johnstone, Active Hope: How to Face the Mess We’re in without Going Crazy.  
206 Walker, Sustainable By Design: Explorations in Theory and Practice. p51 
207 Manu, “Sustainability and the Condition of Being Human.” p328 
208 Ehrenfeld and Hoffman, Flourishing: A Frank Conversation about Sustainability. p126 
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However, writer Rebecca Solnit emphasises that hope is only a starting point, 'it's 

not a substitute for action, only a basis for it.'209. Both Solnit and Ehrenfeld suggest 

that hope can help mindset change, shifts in our ways of thinking and doing. 

Beginning in the margins, hope gives us something to aim for210.  

 

Active Hope As Tool For Mindset Shift 

Active Hope211 is a way of practising and channelling hope. As ‘something we do 

rather than have’212, Active Hope relates to intention, of actively choosing what 

we aim for or away from, and using this as guidance.  Its three steps start by 

taking a clear view of the reality of the situation; then, identifying what is hoped 

for or not; and lastly, taking steps to move in an appropriate direction213. 

 

For ecophilosopher Joanna Macy and author Chris Johnstone, gratitude is a vital 

act of reciprocity and regeneration, in which ‘we take what we need to live and 

also give back214, and they suggest that, if we cannot reciprocate directly, we pay 

it forwards, seeing ourselves as part of a ‘larger flow of giving and receiving 

throughout time’215. They suggest that, when tackling big issues in life (the 

example they use is climate change), ‘the stance of gratitude is a refreshing 

alternative to guilt or fear as a source of motivation’216. Their research suggests 

that gratitude builds trust and an increased willingness to help others217, and by 

																																								 																					
209 Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities. loc176 Foreword to the Third edition  
210 Solnit. loc451 
211 Macy and Johnstone, Active Hope: How to Face the Mess We’re in without Going Crazy. 
212 Macy and Johnstone. Authors italics. p3 
213 Macy and Johnstone. pp36-38 
214 Macy and Johnstone. p54 
215 Macy and Johnstone. p56 
216 Macy and Johnstone. p56 
217 Macy and Johnstone. pp45-46 
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helping you to enjoy what you have or are experiencing, gratitude becomes an 

antidote to consumerism218. 

Beginning with two aspects of gratitude - appreciation and attribution, the Active 

Hope cycle starts with an outwards looking mindset, treating the questioning or 

upset that brought us to this point as a call to action. Where ‘hope calls for action; 

action is impossible without hope'219, Active Hope consciously engages, 

embracing Solnit’s point that hope is not a lottery ticket but a motivation. 'Hope 

just means another world might be possible, not promised, not guaranteed’220. 

Solnit tells us that hope is a commitment to the future221: Active Hope, asks you to 

see anew, referring to an interconnected sense of self, within community, planet 

and a long time frame. Active Hope asks what the distributed knowledge within 

that network can contribute to the change needed, and asks us to go forth 

through that, by envisioning, believing and acting together222.  

 

Material Manifestations Of Hope 

Solnit suggests that 'hope is the story of uncertainty, of coming to terms with the 

risk’ which can be both demanding and frightening, and yet ’immeasurably more 

rewarding' than despair’223. 

Risk and uncertainty is the point where hope as disposition224 meets hope in 

material practice. As a maker, one comes to terms with uncertainty – as wood 

turner and theorist David Pye says, ‘the quality of the result is continually at risk 

during the process of making … the Workmanship of Risk’225 - hoping and caring 

																																								 																					
218 Macy and Johnstone. p46 
219 Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities. loc334 
220 Solnit. loc334 
221 Solnit. loc334 
222 Macy and Johnstone, Active Hope: How to Face the Mess We’re in without Going Crazy. 
223 Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities. loc336 
224 Eagleton, Hope Without Optimism. loc931 
225 Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship. p20 
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for the outcome, step by step through the making process. Repair-work is nearly 

always the Workmanship of Risk – unfolding as we enter more deeply into the 

task, using the diversity of technique that Pye tells us is not available through 

Workmanship of Certainty226.  

As it is near impossible to automate, repair-work can be contrasted with Pye’s 

Workmanship of Certainty, where, through automatic production, ‘the quality of 

the result is exactly predetermined’227. There are some repairs which could be 

considered Workmanship of Certainty – for example replacing a drum in a 

washing machine – but this certainty only occurs once the risk has been embraced 

and the breakage investigated. This ‘static repair’228 though standardised and 

made easy, would be considered by Pye as dangerous, in that ‘from want of 

theory, and thence lack of standards, its possibilities will be neglected and inferior 

forms of it [workmanship] will be taken for granted and accepted’229  might the 

Repair-Maker have upgraded the bearings if they had engaged with the details 

rather than (automatically) replacing the whole part?  

Where Pye describes the Workmanship of Certainty as requiring a front-loading of 

‘judgement, dexterity and care’230, repair requires these to be deployed 

throughout its process. Tools and strategies might be used to limit risk, but the 

risk is still present throughout the repair – made real by the human doing it231. 

Otto von Busch suggests that, through repair, hope becomes ‘fused into the 

material and form. Self-reliance and trust emanates from repair’232. This is not to 

say that the Workmanship of Risk has ‘exclusive prerogative of quality’233 but more 

																																								 																					
226 Pye. p21 
227 Pye. p20 
228 Sennett, The Craftsman. p238 
229 Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship. p23 
230 Pye. p21 
231 Pye. p22 
232 von Busch, “Fashion, Repair and Mending Kits.” 
233 Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship. p23 
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that it has an ‘immensely various range of qualities’234 – it is this which much 

Repair-Making needs.  

The material practice of Repair-Making and the emotional practice of hope meet 

in risk and develop together. When a repair goes wrong or fails, hope may be 

diminished, however ‘other things can be repaired. Objects, of course. Traditions 

can be. Hope can be. Emotions eventually. But it requires cautious handling, 

patience and care. Old hope can age beautifully’235.  

An attempt at Repair-Making is always a risk, and so must be accompanied with 

hope, else we may not bother doing it. Through repetition and practice, repair-

skills grow and spread, and, through time, many small actions become bigger 

ones, many hopes join together, change begins in the imagination236 and 

becomes material, social and political; risk is reduced or moved by hope and by 

Repair-Making.  

 

 

  

																																								 																					
234 Pye. p23 
235 von Busch, ‘Fashion, Repair and Mending Kits.’ 
236 Solnit, Hope in the Dark: Untold Histories, Wild Possibilities. loc324 
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Material Practice 
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The DIY Store (2012) 

 

 
Fig. 25. Outside The DIY Store, June 2012, Cumbria 
 

Mend*rs symposium237 (June 2012) was a weekend event held on a farm 
in the Lake District, hosted by artist Jonnet Middleton. As part of it, I 
co-facilitated The DIY Store, a space for sharing materials, tools, 
instructions and skills. Visitors could either repair their own objects or 
leave them for repair; these acts were recorded in a ledger. Seeking 
function after potential obsolescence, we aimed to perform acts of 
care, question values, facilitate skills sharing and social interaction, 
and develop repair skills, before and after the Repair-Making. The DIY 
Store was voluntary and conversational, free, and malleable to 
accommodate varying needs. Visitors to The DIY Store became Repair-
Makers as skills and breaks came together in the space: ingenious 
hacks and repairs from knitted jute trainer soles to a re-handled jug 
came from the project, and some were later exhibited. 
 

																																								 																					
237 Mend*rs, “Mendrs: * Making Mending Visible * Making Mending Political * Making More Menders *.” 
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Fig. 26. Jonnet’s trainers, repaired by tomofholland; Meghan Hutchins Repair-Making, and tools 

 
For The DIY Store I prepared a portable but practical studio, 
considering key tools, materials and books, creating a physical space to 
listen to others thinking about repair, engaging with their narratives, 
and to practise in.  Potentially my own skill set led me back to my 
comfort zone; I repaired a jute basket, a birdhouse, a bracelet and some 
clothing with needles and threads.  
 
While relating to the Repair Cafés238 (pop-up events first held in Holland 
but now held globally, where volunteers help individuals repair their 
possessions), and Jonnet Middleton’s project, The Mending Shop239 (a 
pop-up mending service run and “staffed” by her), The DIY Store, by 
also offering repair as a free service, and a space for working alone in 
(rather than the mentoring offered at repair cafés), took a different 
approach. Artist Celia Pym spoke of the weight of expectation of others 
during her repairing residency at Kings College240 and consideration of 
their wants and needs for their broken possessions. She usually makes 
visible repairs, but will work invisibly if the user requests it.  

 
Making mending invisible doesn’t make sense for me: things 
happen, stuff changes, holes appear. Let the darning grow into 
the old bit so that the garment can be seen to change and age.241  

 

																																								 																					
238 “Repair Cafe.” 
239 Middleton, “The Mending Shop.” 
240 Pym, “Celia Pym Kings College Residency.” 
241 Pym, “Celia Pym Gives You: The Worlds Best Mending Tips.” 
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At The DIY Store I felt the trust placed in me as treasured items were 
handed over as emotional weight and as compliment. Engaging with the 
object narratives and breakages gave me an understanding of the user’s 
expectations, and the static material repairs became dynamic through 
the social connections they created.  
 
The DIY Store offered me a lot of information and inspiration for future 
episodes of Repair-Making, both implicit and explicit. Importantly, the 
conversations and repaired objects which came from it, confirmed my 
suspicion that visible repair can be a design decision and inspiration to 
others, and more implicitly, that access to repair skills should be open 
and free, and that workshops such as this need a pedagogical turn to 
them.  
 
A variety of talks and events were also happening at the symposium 
although they didn't necessarily focus on repair. However, it was 
during some downtime, when I sat and began to darn Blue Jumper with 
tomofholland242 I really began to think strongly and critically about 
mending and its place in the making discourses. 

 
 

 
Fig. 27. Jug with repaired handle 

 

 
																																								 																					
242 van Deijnen, “Tomofholland.” 
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My Practice 
	
I take a broad and playful approach to my practice, considering non-mending 

approaches such as wearing my works, protesting, exhibiting, curating, facilitating 

workshops, researching, writing, and giving talks as vital as Repair-Making itself. 

My material practice uses, generally, objects originally made by other people as 

the starting point for my artefacts. This raises questions about origins and 

networks, authenticity and authorship. 

 

Materially, for this study, I have worked with two principal mediums: used jumpers 

and broken ceramics. Some are mine that I have damaged (Broken? Mug (2018)) 

or worn through (Blue Jumper (2012 ongoing)), and some are gifts or inheritances 

(Blue Bowl (2013), Learning Cardigan (2014 ongoing)). I source some directly from 

charity (MEND MORE Jumper (2015)) or junk shops (Milk Plate (2014)), or 

occasionally buy bags of donations, taking what I can use and giving back that 

which I cannot for resale. Others I source deliberately on eBay using searches 

such as moth eaten or cracked ceramic to find damaged things. These tend to 

have limited damage present in them - minimal holes, previously repaired or 

chipped ceramics.  

 

Used jumpers are recognisable, as are broken ceramics. Omnipresent yet 

culturally insignificant, I find them evocative - bought, owned, and binned. I 

spend my time finding, cutting, stitching, glueing, repairing, sharing, using them 

to build auto/biographical and process led narratives.  

 

Working into objects associated with domesticity, using techniques associated 

with chores, even when done in my studio, I ask myself, would I be doing this 

anyway, trained as I am, as female? Spelman argues that when we think of repair 

in an expanded sense, including ‘repairing human relationships and reweaving 

rips in social fabric’ then ‘it can seem as if women spend – or, anyway, are 
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expected to spend – an enormous amount of time doing repair work’243. Art critic 

Lucy Lippard argues that the expansion of women’s utilitarian lived experience 

into art makes it feminist, and thus potentially feminist propaganda244. My use of 

mundane clothing, damaged ceramics which, in my hands, as (Repair-)Maker, 

become materials means my artefacts are domestic objects but not, are finished 

yet not, damaged yet repaired - having attributes associated with landfill but 

displayed proudly, their tiredness in fact used as a form of agency. They embody 

narratives as artefacts, auto/biography and process, their familiar forms becoming 

messengers to communicate discourses of Repair-Making, sustainability and 

sharing. They shout my politics, contain my actions, and exhibit my work. As 

partial record of my life, and material propaganda, they provide me with ground 

to talk through, with and over.  

 

This agency is applied - I have chosen or worked into the object, treated them as 

material, framed, situated and shown my interventions in them. Yet I do not know 

or tell the whole story of each object. I am not the original or only maker involved; 

and even acknowledging this does not tell the whole story. The objects I have 

worked on are likely to have passed through the hands of many makers and 

owners, previous lives that I may or may not be privy to. Some of the objects I 

work on are not mine (in workshops for example), and while I might know part of 

their story, I am really only a footnote within it.  

 

As we ‘give things that look old the benefit of the doubt’245, the patina of my 

artefacts could let us assume a narrative and relic-ish nature, however I do not 

claim to know them more than I do; I am not trying to apply any false 

retrospective biography or concept. The (human, material and metaphysical) 

networks they are part of or that they embody when I encounter them is 

something I don’t directly address in this thesis as my focus is on what I can do 

																																								 																					
243 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. p31 
244 Lippard, “Some Propaganda for Propaganda.” p142 
245 Perry, The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman. p172 
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with them to affect or increase their agency now and in the future: through my 

practice I am endeavouring to affect change on some circumstances probably 

embodied by those objects (supply chain issues, irrepairability, cyclability, for 

example) and to use them to further the discourse of the contemporary repair 

scene.  

 

My third medium for this study is then myself. I have facilitated workshops, 

curated an exhibition, exhibited my work and given talks. 

 

 

Practice Explicit ly Discussed in this Thesis 
 

Jumpers And Other Textiles 

Although I have always repaired (or attempted to repair) my possessions and 

other items, it was while darning Blue Jumper in June 2012 that I began to think 

more deeply about repair and darning as direct action, critical thought and 

conscious act of sustainability. Thus, the first episode of my thesis is this key 

moment with Blue Jumper, an ongoing work with multiple episodes of darning, 

wearing and exhibiting. This introduces the concept of visible mending as a form 

of empowerment, and as a method for stimulating ideas and conversation and 

sharing politics. Following that I took part in the 2013 Cambridge Sustainability 

Residency246 and exhibition, where, over two weeks I examined conceptual 

material relationships, making Red Blanket, Blue Bowl as evotypes – a neologism 

of mine meaning evocative prototypes for storytelling. Reflecting on Green Dress, 

an inherited garment, I realised it embodies some of the complexities of the 

words surrounding Repair-Making, and have used it to demonstrate this in the 

context section of this thesis. 

 

																																								 																					
246 “Cambridge Sustainability Residency.” 
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Fig. 28. Textile recycling warehouse, Hong Kong, January 2014 

 

Hong Kong Jumper (2014) shows my thoughts and experiences after visiting 

recycling plants and working with fashion designers there. A Jumper To Lend 

(2014) was commissioned by the Centre for Circular Design for the Textile 

Toolbox exhibition247 (2014, travelling), and a second version was commissioned 

by Walford Mill Crafts Centre for the exhibition Knit 1, Mend 1, Keep 1, Change 

1248 (2015). Through them I explore openness of material knowledge, and reflect 

on learning opportunities outside of workshops.  

 

																																								 																					
247 “Textile Toolbox.” 
248 Walford Mill, “Knit 1, Mend 1, Keep 1, Change 1,” 1. 
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Learning Cardigan (2014 ongoing) builds on this. As a tool and artefact it provides 

me with an ongoing material record of repair workshops and skills sharing, and 

enables me to engage with others. In this thesis it demonstrates a relationship 

between play and Repair-Making. MEND MORE Jumper (2015) (on loan to the 

Victoria and Albert Museum until 2021) was initially made as a placard, and has 

since been used as signage and propaganda. Once analysed, it showed itself to 

be more complex than its original material purpose denotes, highlighting a need 

to understand tensions between Repair-Making, consumption and activism. 

 

Ceramics 

Late 2014 I began to use broken ceramics, to test ideas and journal my thoughts. 

I use them to explore techniques and materials (past, present and speculative), 

showing them to be useful, accessible, and/or practical (or not), and as tools for 

conversation.   

 

I call the ceramic series Sides to Middle, but I discuss some individually: 

Superglue Plate is mended using a familiar material and technique, and 

introduces us to the thesis; Blue Pink Plate (2014) frames a discussion of kintsugi 

(a Japanese ceramic repair technique), aesthetics and cooption; Milk Plate (2015) 

acts as brief introduction to methods of Repair-Making, drawing on a historic 

method; Milk Jug (2016) introduces my practice further and looks at tensions 

within it; 3D Print Plate (2016) explores accessibility of ‘fast’ technologies, and 

accompanies a discussion of pace; Spelman Cups (2016) represents typologies of 

‘attitudes to the past’ (as defined by Elizabeth Spelman249) and is accompanied by 

a proposed definition of the craft of repair and the craftspeople of repair; Sugru 

Plate, New Kintsugi Plate, Plaster Plate (2016) are used to illustrate a discussion of 

Foucault’s Formation of Strategies, and how it relates to the discourse of repair. 

 

																																								 																					
249 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. p5 
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Curating  

I co-curated and exhibited work in The Department of Repair (2015) (with Maiko 

Tsutsumi, Michael Hurley, and Karen Richmond).  

 

 

Workshops and Activism 

Co-curating The Department of Repair (2015) proved my hunch that there was a 

growing interest in Repair-Making within the maker community, but reflection on 

it showed that it reached only a limited audience, and that, in talking about repair 

with those who make, the conversation could be extended to designing in 

RepairAbility (hence designing the workshop Repair Before the Break and 

beginning to develop Repair Thinking) as well as mending the existent. On top of 

that, it showed that repair skills, or access to them was potentially more vital in a 

broader community context than within the (potentially exclusive) gallery space, 

and spurred my work with Hackney Fixers. Endeavouring to understand this 

meant unpicking the elements of it, looking at place, politics of volunteering, 

activism, and crucially, the assumption that Repair-Making can only take place 

after breakage. In this thesis I describe The Department of Repair in a practical 

sense – looking at the objects and workshops that were a part of it, and the 

significance of the project in relation to my research. 

 

 

The episode Repair Before the Break builds on a workshop hosted during the 

Cultures of Resilience project250, and is a proposal for how objects might be made 

more repairable in the future, by thinking about repair in the making process. This 

workshop was an initial test of reactions by designers to ideas about designing 

repair into our objects. An encounter in a 2016 clothing repair workshop with 
																																								 																					
250 Manzini and Till, “Cultures of Resilience.” 
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Michael working on Learning Jumper (2014 ongoing) was a transformative 

moment, where my practice-based research created change for others, going 

beyond theory and hunches to actuality. In this thesis it is coupled with an 

introduction to my activism and motivations.  

 

Building on my experience with The Department of Repair, I continued to host 

others facilitating workshops (for example, hosting tomofholland’s darning 

workshop at Chelsea College of Art with the TED research team). I use my 

experience co-organising repair workshops with Hackney Fixers to focus on and 

understand first hand the benefits of workshops as learning and reflective spaces 

for building community, and the unlearning, sharing and role changing it requires 

of the facilitators and participants.  

 

MEND MORE Jumper (2015), introduced earlier as a textile work, was originally 

made as a placard for the 2015 climate march in London. I marched with the 

Menders Bloc, consisting of The Restart Project, TRAID and me, along with some 

other mending enthusiasts. I mention it again here, as one of my textile works 

which clearly crosses boundaries between textile and activist practices. 
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Fig. 29. The self-styled Menders Bloc at the 2015 Climate March, London. Me with TRAID and The 
Restart Project.  

 

Writing 

In an effort to get better at writing, I approached learning about it as I would 

learn about a material or technique – by taking classes. This is discussed in more 

detail later in this methodology. I have used this experience to begin to develop 

workshops and exercises for others. 

 
Off Set: Practice That Informed My Thinking But Is 
Not Explicit ly Discussed In This Thesis 
 
A number of other elements of my practice have informed my thinking in ways 

that are not directly discussed in this thesis. These are important to acknowledge, 

but are not my focus. Through them I have been informed by seeing different 

perspectives, or my work in different situations, but they have not directly fed into 

my thesis or discussions within it. 
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Exhibiting 

I made efforts to exhibit my work as much as possible throughout this time in 

order to open the repair discourse further, but I have not explicitly discussed the 

act of exhibiting here. See Appendix 1 for a list of relevant exhibitions. 

 

Talking, Interviewing, Conversing 

In many ways repair is naturally reflective, looking back on what has happened 

and how an object is used. Through conversation, it seems that many people 

have a story or response to repair(ing); this demonstrates that having a 

relationship to or with repair(ing) (which might be love, hate or anything in 

between), is common, regardless of whether they repair things now. 

 

My deliberate conversations about repair and making (nearly semi-structured 

interviews251) have been with those who chose to engage with the aesthetic of 

repair. In particular, I am indebted to artist Celia Pym and artist/curator Jacy Wall 

for deep conversations clarifying our differing positions on Repair-Making. By 

pushing at its boundaries, working conceptually and/or practically, but not 

necessarily bound by usefulness or financial constraints, they demonstrate 

potentials through their practice. These conversations, along with informal chats 

at repair events and in passing, contain common grounds such as a 

corresponding interest in making, and the importance of traces of existence, 

either concealed or highlighted. 

 

Similarly, to broaden my reach and to receive feedback I presented my work and 

ideas at a number of places, including conferences such as Making Research, 

Researching Making (Aarhus, 2015), Making Futures (Plymouth College of Art, 

2015 & 2017), Textile and Place (Manchester School of Art, 2018); on a discussion 

																																								 																					
251 Hughes, “Interviewing.” 



	
	

103	

panel (PLATE Conference 2015); to various student cohorts; for TRAID (2016) at a 

repair evening; at FIXFEST (2017); and at Bridport Arts Centre (2016). I have 

written guest blog posts for The Restart Project, and my writing has been 

included in several conference journals. A version of Spelman Cups: Attitudes to 

the Past was published in Ephemera Journal in 2019 (Appendix 10). See 

Appendix 1 for the full list. 

 

Experiencing, Attending, Listening and Learning 

 

   
Fig. 30. Samples from Big Hole Darning workshop with tomofholland, January 2016 

 

By participating in, observing and attending happenings, conversations, 

workshops, talks and exhibitions I continue building my knowledge of the 

landscape of my practice. This includes listening to others, and using these 

moments to deepen my understanding of the meanings of breakage, repair, 

making/unmaking and objects. 

 

Participating in and observing workshops has increased my skills, given me space 

for discussion and reflection, and allowed me to see how others facilitate and 

participate in them. This has informed my own facilitation. Sometimes I have 

found participation a form of connection, reaching out while also taking in, for 
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example running a repair workshop during the Fixperts Super Salon (Stanley 

Picker Gallery, June 2015).  

 

 
Fig. 31. Fixperts Super Salon, June 2015, Stanley Picker Gallery, Kingston University 
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Fig. 32. My clothing repair stand at Fixperts Super Salon, June 2015, Stanley Picker Gallery, 
Kingston University 

 

Visiting exhibitions informs me about how other people communicate through 

curating, stimulating me through the exhibits and the display methods. By 

experiencing the choices and risks of curators and how they have posed objects, 

or let them live in/through the context of the exhibition252 I further understand the 

display work of my own practice. 

 

																																								 																					
252 Lind et al., Crafting Exhibitions. p45 
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These, along with documentation by mapmaking, drawing, creative writing, and 

photography, generate qualitative information. I allow myself time to absorb and 

reflect on my experiences in order to understand and develop my practice. 

 

 

Collecting Repair  

For me, collecting is a practice of accumulating data in order to sort, resort, 

compare and contrast. Collecting expands my experience and understanding, 

fulfilling a desire to examine, hold and know. My collection of repair-related 

words, techniques, objects and images informs my practice through historical and 

cultural narratives, and practical applications. I am collecting process – methods, 

how-tos and have-dones of repairing –as much as objects and materials, and 

places and people doing it. The value of that which I am collecting is not 

particularly affected by scarcity or rarity, key affects for many collectables253, and 

the unofficial collectors club of which this makes me a member can be seen 

through use of hashtags on Instagram and similar. The 2013 book Visible 

Mending254 is a beautiful example of the use of photography to record repair 

practices and places, and how to textually record associated notes, emotions and 

stories. 

 

 

																																								 																					
253 Cheetham, “An Actor-Network Perspective on Collecting and Collectables.” 
254 Bond, DeSilvey, and Ryan, Visible Mending : Everyday Repairs in the South West. 
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Fig. 33. Repaired drills and Repair space, Sh am Shui Po, Hong Kong. January 2014 

 

 

 
Fig. 34. Repair shop, Copenhagen. April 2015 



	
	

108	

 
Fig. 35. ISclack for opening Iphones, SpeedWeve for patching clothes 

 

Teaching (about) Repair 

In Spring 2018 I was invited by Plymouth University to design and lead a module 

with their 1st year BA Designer Maker students on repair. I introduced the term-

long project with a talk about my practice, ran workshops (darning and other 

stitches; unpicking instructions) and the students produced sketchbooks, material 

samples and outcomes based on Repair-Making, which were exhibited in their 

end of year exhibition Make News and Mend (May 2018). 

 

Offering Repair  

There have been a few artists who engage with repair as a public service. For 

Roland Roos’ Free Repair project, he first photographed the ‘broken, displaced or 

damaged things in public space’255, then repaired and photographed them again. 

The photos are considered to be the ‘only existing document of the damaged 

objects’256. He sells the objects for the average material and time costs of the 

																																								 																					
255 Roos, “Free Repair.” 
256 Roos. 
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work. In completing 100 public service repairs, he says he ‘developed an eye for 

broken things. I started to see broken things all over’257. Roos’ static repairs are 

less playful than the public repair interventions of Jim Bachor, who mosaics 

potholes; Linda Brothwell’s project, Acts of Care, where she repairs, amongst 

other things, public benches; and Jan Vormann, who uses social media to 

encourage public repairs made with Lego258. Where the aim of these is to offer 

care to the uncared-for public objects, Michael Swaine works publicly in the street 

on personal objects. Offering clothing repair as a free service, he views it as a 

chance for conversation as much as for repair259.  These are quite different to the 

work of Celia Pym who, as an artist, works as “mender in residence” in spaces 

(such as Kings College London), and also produces artworks using the motifs of 

repair work.  

 

I offer my time and skills to others as both an anonymous and known repairer. For 

TRAID260, a clothing reuse charity, I repair damaged donations, many of which 

have come directly from retailers, the damage usually the result of poor materials 

rather than accidents. My work is quietly acknowledged by TRAID but I am free to 

repair as much or as little as I wish at each point, and invisibility of the repair is 

important for the sale of the item - their customers may never know that the 

garment was repaired. 

																																								 																					
257 Roos, Broken Things are Everywhere, and This Man Finds Them. 
258 Jobson, “Guerilla Mosaic Artist Now Filling Chicago Potholes with Flowers”; Vormann, “Dispatchwork”; 
Brothwell, “Bench Repairs.” 
259 Swaine, Michael Swaine: “Mending for the People” Tenderloin National Forest, San Francisco. 
260 TRAID, “TRAID.” 



	
	

110	

 
Fig. 36. Ripped shirt to repair for TRAID, May 2015 

 

I also repair clothing for friends and family - the commitment here is much greater 

emotionally. I apply the same care to material and technique choices for each 

repair I do, yet knowing the personality of the user makes a difference, as does 

knowing the future use of the garment. The garments I am asked to repair for 

friends tend to be much loved and well worn, they have strong narratives and 

emotional connections, a direct opposite to those I repair for TRAID. Where 

clothing is sometimes used as material or form in creative practice261, here it 

connects me to the user. I am secondary in both these acts, subsumed by the 

need of the user; as Spelman says – I must be both interventionist and 

conservative262; doing the repair to someone else’s aesthetic/need. 

 

																																								 																					
261 Searle, “Christian Boltanski: It’s a Jumble out There”; Goldsmith, “Shelly Goldsmith.” 
262 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. pp125-126 
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Fig. 37. David’s shorts with original mend, awaiting new mends 

 

I expanded on this idea by working collaboratively with Pr. Rebecca Earley on a 

market stall at the 2015 #TransActing: A Market of Values event at Chelsea 

College of Art263. At this stall we repaired clothes for each other, and shared tips 

with visitors, eliciting responses ranging from requests for skills shares to wishes 

for clothing repair as a service. Although these were informal conversations, this 

event further showed us that there is interest in and demand for repair skills and 

services, and that further work is needed to establish these. 

 

 

  

																																								 																					
263 “#TransActing: A Market of Values.” 
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Textual Practice 
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Episodic Structure  
 

I have organised my thesis using an episodic structure. This generally consists of a 

piece of creative life-writing describing an important episode of my practice (one 

that has triggered significant thoughts or demonstrated key aspects of Repair-

Making) coupled with a discussion of the theory surrounding that episode. The 

structure itself comes from screenwriting practice, referring to the overarching 

narratives that hook us in to a series and the individual stories within that. I am 

proposing this structure as a new way of organising practice-based writing. 

In Story264, author Robert McKee discusses deeply the elements of story-writing 

and structure for screenwriting, how best to craft and (re)create story elements 

and experiences, emphasising that ‘the storyteller's selection and arrangement of 

events is his master metaphor for the interconnectedness of all the levels of reality 

- personal, political, environmental, spiritual’265. McKee argues that stories allow us 

to grasp the ‘patterns of living’266 intellectually and emotionally, ‘shin[ing] a clean 

light into the dingy corners of the human psyche and society’267.  

Traditionally stories start with inciting incidents – something that gets them going 

- followed by a build and then climaxing with a resolving event: this is known as 

an act. This often happens more than once in a story, hence the phrase, three-act 

plays. Episodic writing describes a form of story-telling which doesn’t necessarily 

follow the traditional arc/peaks of the story, rather it is a series of interconnected 

events, juxtaposed so that the reader creates a story from the interwoven 

narratives, but not necessarily one that builds to a climax268. This is also known as 

																																								 																					
264 McKee, Story: Substance, Structure, Style, and the Principles of Screenwriting. 
265 McKee. p9 
266 McKee. p12 
267 McKee. p13 
268 Harvey, ‘Personal Notes from Life-Writing Classes at Morley College 2015-16, Taught by Julie Garton.’ 
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'gallery structure', giving us background on motifs or characters before they 

might formally appear269. 

 

Fig. 38. Story Structure Diagram 

 

An episodic structure270  seems to best represent my practice, although this 

experimental format could run the risk of ‘visible artificiality’ warned of by author 

Ansen Dibell271 . To counter this I have written short episodes, looking at the 

interconnectedness of material and social practice, creating my own master 

metaphor demonstrating these patterns of living in Repair-Making, and reducing 

the chance of their form overriding their content. In writing about one’s practice, 

one runs the risk of creating a discourse that could be seen as 'transparent, or at 

least semi-transparent; it is featured not as part of the life but as a medium 

through which the life is seen', ultimately leading to an 'achieved life story' - with 

																																								 																					
269 Abbott, ‘Autobiography, Autography, Fiction: Groundwork for a Taxonomy of Textual Categories.’ p605 
270 Bridget Harvey, ‘Personal Notes from Life-Writing Classes at Morley College 2015-16, Taught by Julie 
Garton,’ 2015. 
271 Dibell, Plot. p161 
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a climactic end272 ; this is a danger that must be sidestepped. I have 

endeavoured to do this by documenting the themes and motifs of my practice, in 

the most truthful way possible, to demonstrate its variety and continuity, and the 

episodic structure supports this aim. I am not trying to write every story from 

every perspective, but instead show some of what I have seen and how it might 

be understood. 

In this style of story structure, episodes are linked by theme (‘a subject (issue, 

question) that recurs in a narrative through implicit or explicit reference’273 p196) – 

in my case, Repair-Making: Narratives, Repair-Making: Activism, Repair-Making: 

Craft, – and by motif (‘a discrete thing image or phrase that is repeated in a 

narrative’274) – here: ceramic, textile, facilitating, exhibiting, journaling, community, 

method, sharing, activism, visibility. These give insight into specific strategic 

aspects formed through my research: visibility, openness, conscious construction, 

expanded user and social values, which later form the jigs of Repair Thinking.  

I have drawn the word aspects from life-writing, where they are parts of life 

shaped by context and limitations275  – this is discussed further in the section of 

this thesis entitled Life-writing, Autography, Autobiography, Objects. Episodes 

might be cyclical, with repetition implying a slightly iterative structure but not 

necessarily in a regular manner276. Here my episodes are organised by theme, but 

could be read in any order. 

 

																																								 																					
272 Abbott, “Autobiography, Autography, Fiction: Groundwork for a Taxonomy of Textual Categories.” p599 
273 Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative. p196 
274 Abbott. p193 
275 Miller, The Memoir Book:  The Clearest and Most Creative Memoir-Writing Guide Available. 
276 Harvey, ‘Personal Notes from Life-Writing Classes at Morley College 2015-16, Taught by Julie Garton.’ 
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Fig. 39. Themes, Motifs, Aspects of Repair-Making 
 

Professor of English, H. Porter Abbott argues that repetition in narrative ‘is one of 

the surest signs of the meaningful’277. My experiences show that many breaks are 

similar to one another; that inexact repetition occurs materially in Repair-Making 

(patching for example), in actions such as facilitating workshops. Repetition is 

shown in this thesis through use of theme and motif. Repair itself is a repetitive 

practice, with opportunities for multiple interventions into one object, or multiple 

versions of the same repair. 

 

Story telling in this way is slightly unorthodox. Individual episodes are not 

necessarily stories based on cause and effect, they may or may not be 

chronological, and each has its own particular length and shape to it. Together, 

they build a strong picture, but leave the reader to do some of the work – the 

overarching story is more implicit than that in a classic structure278. Within 

episodes, the themes and motifs can enable both the reader and the writer to 

establish the subject and the focus of the story, thus they can also ‘be used to 

eliminate some interpretations and in turn support others’279p88 and ‘where 

motifs tend to be concrete, themes are abstract’280.  

																																								 																					
277 Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative. p195 
278 Harvey, ‘Personal Notes from Life-Writing Classes at Morley College 2015-16, Taught by Julie Garton.’ 
279 Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative. p88 
280 Abbott. p196 
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Ansen Dibell calls this a ‘mosaic structure’, and breaks it down into five further 

subcategories of ‘mood piece, character study, slice-of-life, theme and variation, 

and allegory’281. The mosaic structure ‘depends on selection and recurrence’282: 

pattern building up through use of symbols – ‘repeated situations and attitudes’283 

with the details helping to clarify adjacent details. Likewise, these mosaic pieces 

are all ‘complete and [each] has a shape of its own, but its fascination is in how it 

relates to all the other pieces, the picture slowly emerging that’s not contained in 

any one piece but is the sum of them all’284. 

 

Within this, allegory has a subtext of meaning that underwrites the story285; mood 

pieces and character studies take mood and character as their respective subjects 

to explore. Dibell describes slice-of-life characters as conduits for exploring social 

context, ‘tend[ing] to be representative characters, chosen because they 

demonstrate a given social situation so well rather than primarily because they’re 

so interesting as people’286. Showing a ‘significance beyond the merely 

individual’287, my episode, Michael, describes a slice-of-life character, where my 

encounter with him is representative of many exchanges in repair workshops. 

Other episodes give voice or biography to artefacts, excluding some details in 

order to build a clear picture and to depict similarities and differences in my 

practice.  

 

Theme and variation can show a ‘single essential concept appear[ing] in a variety 

of forms and is demonstrated in successive situations’288, excluding that which 

																																								 																					
281 Dibell, Plot. p145 
282 Dibell. p145 
283 Dibell. p145 
284 Dibell. p145 
285 Dibell. p153 
286 Dibell. p149 
287 Dibell. p149 
288 Dibell. p150 
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does not contribute to the theme289. Arguably in this thesis that single essential 

concept is Repair-Making, approached from a variety of angles, with each angle 

demonstrated in successive situations. For clarity I have grouped my practice into 

three themes demonstrated through much Repair-Making (see fig.39). My motifs 

(see fig.39), are a mixture of concrete, tangible materials and acts, and less 

tangible but no less important modes or motivations for working in this way, 

aiming for concrete goals. 

 

Plot 

In the telling of an archplot, the sequence is a series of scenes or events which 

‘culminates with greater impact than any previous scene’290. These scenes build 

acts, which in turn build the story to climax, often with a ‘closed ending’291, 

satisfying all the elements of the story and wrapping it up neatly.   

 

Archplot might also be referred to as ‘masterplot’ – ‘recurrent skeletal stories, 

belonging to cultures and individuals that play a powerful role in the questions of 

identity, values and understanding of life’. Masterplots can also affect our reading 

of narratives (accounts of connected events), ‘causing us to overread or 

underread’ to bring them in line with our expectations292. 

 

Episodic storytelling has a non-linear structure, potentially an antiplot. McKee tells 

us that the antiplot goes against traditional forms and principles of story telling293, 

and is often ‘disjunctive, scrambling or fragmenting time to make it difficult, if not 

impossible, to sort what happened into any linear sequence’294. While I do not 

consider my practice to be scrambled, the recurring aspects, continuous practices 

																																								 																					
289 Dibell. p151 
290 McKee, Story: Substance, Structure, Style, and the Principles of Screenwriting. p38 
291 McKee. p48 
292 Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative. p192 
293 McKee, Story: Substance, Structure, Style, and the Principles of Screenwriting. p46 
294 McKee. p51 
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and ongoing works, and repetitive motifs and themes, while offering some order, 

bring my practice-narrative closer to an antiplot.  

 

Episodes, Themes and Motifs of Practice 

My individual works tend to consist of several episodes of activity. Each episode 

has a main theme and motifs within it to contextualise it. Individual episodes 

might be continuing making activity on a single work or exhibiting it (e.g., Blue 

Jumper), or repeating types of practice (e.g., facilitating workshops).  

 

 
Fig. 40. Episodes of Blue Jumper from wardrobe to practice 

 

Themes and motifs might change from episode to episode for the same work. 

The themes are non-hierarchical, feeding one another, and as such are of equal 

value. Through them repair materialises as a babble - a ‘chatter of meanings’295 - 

																																								 																					
295 Cubitt, “Anxiety in Public Houses: Speculations on the Semiotics of Design Consciousness.” p135 
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after the ‘stutter’ and ‘instability’ of breakage296. I use principles of anarchéologie, 

which cultural theorist Bill Brown suggests as a ‘perpetual act of re-excavating and 

re-sorting and re-contextualising’ and a way of captioning ‘idiosyncratically 

organised accumulations’297, to accumulate, dig through and shuffle my practice. 

As 'new ideas tend to occur much more often to those who are able to escape 

from this rigidity of words and classifications'298, anarchéologie offers me order-

with-flux, and the episodic structure allows me to highlight certain aspects of what 

I do at certain times, and revisit the ideas as and when necessary. As such I have 

chosen one key episode from each work, and organised my thesis by theme of 

those episodes. Within each theme, episodes are organised in a way that makes 

them flow but could be reordered or read individually, and the episodes chosen 

are not necessarily the first point of existence of that work. 

 

Closure, Endings  

Another reason that sequential methods of plotting are not appropriate here is 

because they imply builds and closure. Abbott discusses the difference between 

closure and endings, suggesting that openness at the end of a narrative can be 

both useful and interesting. Importantly, closure wraps up a story, gives answers, 

but a narrative can end openly - they ‘don’t tell us what to think but cause us to 

think’299. This echoes material practice, where through the ongoing practice of 

craft ‘the questions with which we began [become] clearer’300. My themes and 

motifs are a flexible taxonomy, and ongoing queries, suggestions and ideas. 

Although not specifically worded as questions, each relates to an inquiry that is 

simultaneously partially answered and further opened up through practice. As 

fictions must be disengaged from real time in order to end, to have closure301, 

																																								 																					
296 Graham and Thrift, “Out of Order: Understanding Repair and Maintenance”; Jackson, “Rethinking 
Repair.” 
297 Brown, ‘Anarchéologie: Object Worlds and Other Things, Circa Now.’ pp255-256 
298 de Bono, The Use of Lateral Thinking. p73 
299 Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative. p59 
300 Dooling, A Way of Working. pXIII 
301 Abbott, ‘Autobiography, Autography, Fiction: Groundwork for a Taxonomy of Textual Categories.’ p607 
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life-writing is engaged with real time, context and its own present, it is therefore 

always incomplete as it stops rather than ends302 - this is the form of my episodes. 

An anarchéological approach, along with an episodic structure, works for this 

thesis and assumes no (fictionalised) closure. 

 

Summary of Thesis Structure 

Within my thesis, the episodic structure, drawn from storytelling practice, allows 

space for the reader to link the narrative themselves, and for both the narrative 

and the practice to have a future, rather than artificial closure. Key moments of 

practice are textually recorded as episodes, and organised by theme. This 

antiplot takes an anarchéological approach, acknowledging that significant 

moments might change depending on context, and on the ongoing nature of 

much of my practice. Each textual episode shows only my perspective. The 

episode theme denotes the purpose of it within this thesis, and motifs show 

repetition and differentiation. The content of each episode contributes to the 

aspects (see fig.39) developed from my practice as a body of work, becoming the 

jigs of Repair Thinking.  

 

Life-writ ing, Autography, Autobiography, Objects 

I struggle with writing, with constructing sentences, especially on a computer. I 

am mildly dyslexic and thoroughly distractible. Before this research project I 

simply knew I liked putting ideas to my artefacts and artefacts to my ideas. Then 

when I had to start doing it, writing threw me into crisis: how to make textual 

content that is coherent with my practice and myself, and how to physically create 

the writing? 

 

																																								 																					
302 Abbott. p607 
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Realising a need to learn to write, alongside my studio practice, I took life-writing 

classes to help better communicate my practice, develop my voice and structure 

my writing, seeking to understand myself as maker and writer. Life-writing was the 

closest form of class that I could find to writing about practice-based research, 

and it was a revelatory time. In class we were expected to write autographically 

(by hand). As I further explored writing practices and continued to write (including 

my thesis draft) by hand, I started to understand writing as a facet of my identity: 

how, as a maker, I construct myself through text and use writing about my 

practice to make myself, and secondly the relationship of hand-making and hand-

writing, where making text by hand continues my craft practice, textually. 

 

 
Fig. 41. Notebook page from my life-writing class 
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Fig. 42. Handwritten thesis 

	

 
Fig. 43. Handwritten thesis. Writing about mapping 
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The relevance of autobiographical methodologies to craft practices becomes 

clear as the idea of autography - hand-writing - corresponds to hand-making. Life-

writing, as autoethnographic practice, brings the messy303 or turbulent304, the 

vulnerable305, and the tugs between fiction and truth306 into my writing and 

speaking, in a way I felt was previously only evident in my making. These textual 

elements are now more clearly articulated in my material practice, and my 

preference for working by hand is indicated also by my preference for writing by 

hand. 

 

The term life-writing can stand in for biography, autobiography or memoir, 

however, author Patti Miller describes it as specifically being about ‘an aspect of 

life shaped by any number of parameters, including time, place, topic or 

theme’307, and this focus is what interests me. I have captured aspects of my 

practice as written episodes of life-writing, using storytelling as ‘narrative is the 

binding thread of human experience, and stories are the medium that we use to 

know one another and ourselves’308, and later drawn further aspects from them. 

Life-writing is also useful for recording the immaterial elements of my practice, 

such as workshops. 

 

																																								 																					
303 Hoskins, Biographical Objects: How Things Tell the Stories of People’s Lives; Jefferies, “Editorial 
Introduction”; Styhre, “Messy Texts and Conceptual Activism in Organisation Theory.” 
304 Abbott, ‘Autobiography, Autography, Fiction: Groundwork for a Taxonomy of Textual Categories.’ p606 
305 Behar, The Vulnerable Observer: Anthropology That Breaks Your Heart. 
306 Goett, “Materials, Memories and Metaphors: The Textile Self Re/Collected”; Abbott, The Cambridge 
Introduction to Narrative. 
307 Miller, The Memoir Book:  The Clearest and Most Creative Memoir-Writing Guide Available. p3 
308 Prain, Strange Material: Storytelling through Textiles. p9 
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Fig. 44. Reflective writing about The Big Fix, a Hackney Fixers event in November 2015 

Autography is writing made physically with one’s own hand – hand-writing – and 

also used by Abbott as a term to describe 'nonnarrative self-writing'; 

'"autography" gives them [texts] that field while it preserves their nonnarrative 

status'309. It is different from both fiction and fully factual writing, such as history. 

While autobiography is irretrievably linked with 'long prose narrative', autography 

is an approach to autobiographical writing that constructs forms of identity 

through meditative essays, poems and so on310. 

Conceptually, Professor Jeanne Perreault describes feminist autography as writing 

to express oneself as both individual and part of the collective, seeing writing as 

an important part of self-making, and selves as intersection across disciplines. 

Speaking of written content, she says that ‘textual enactments of an “I” and the 

boundaries of “we” are in play as elements of inquiry, as territories to be claimed 

																																								 																					
309 Abbott, “Autobiography, Autography, Fiction: Groundwork for a Taxonomy of Textual Categories.” 
pp612-613 
310 Abbott.  p612 
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and disclaimed, as constructions or as essences’311. My textual enactments show 

the blurred boundaries of, in my practice, facilitating workshops and 

demonstrating, where I am Repair-Making but not necessarily materially/literally; 

where I am acting alone but as part of a group; where I write about my self and 

my experiences which others were a part of, or may have had similar experiences 

to. According to writer Janis Jefferies, autography and autobiography differ 

through focus: ‘autographies make the writing itself an aspect of selfhood through 

which the writer experiences and brings into being the possibility of playful, even 

wicked, self-invention’312.   

 

 
Fig. 45. Initial writing about MEND MORE Jumper 

 

Abbott believes that 'mature identity' is what allows us to write autobiographically 

in the first place313 (life has been lived to be able to be written about) and 
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suggests it might be used to both rest and give eternal life to aspects of stories314: 

My key episodes demonstrate and rest different aspects of my practice stories. 

 

This has introduced life-writing and autography as ways of making a self through 

textual practice. I also found common ground between textual and material 

practice in ideas of messiness, vulnerability and truth, where writing records and 

contextualises practice but uncovers knotty issues, and practice is also record and 

context, grappling with similar issues. I have used three of my jumper works to 

illustrate my ideas here. 

 

Messiness 

Jefferies, writing about textile and text practices, argues that ‘fictional 

manifestations’ created through autography destabilise definitions and ‘lurk at the 

very margins of mobile, fluid identities and subjectivities’ as ‘provisional ... 

tentative grammar of transformations and differences’315. This, she suggests, 

provides new areas for exploration in the relationship between writing and textiles 

– ‘an eclectically errant and culturally disruptive range of practices within an 

expanded field of cultural terms and definitions’316. 

She acknowledges the potential tensions here – ‘between the “I” and the other, 

the life of the text and the “textile” and the terrain of the lived’317, where closure 

then becomes a risk. The ‘mobility’ of non-closure leaves the space for ‘textile 

signs to conjure a messy game’318 - a ‘process of digestion’ where 

such a scene of writing is considered irrational, emotional, messy (more 

often than not projected as a sign of the 'feminine' but marvellously fluid) 
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as a further sign of disorder and deviance; such a scene is precisely a space 

where textiles, as mobile sign and material practice, have been loosened 

to play out a sensuous mapping of sweat and scribble319. 

 

This, she posits, is where ‘models of self-hood are made and unmade’320p99, 

joining the personal voice with theory, material with metaphorical and providing 

‘transformative contributions to culture’321. 

Fieldwork creates what anthropologist Janet Hoskins calls ‘disparate, messy 

fragments of daily experience’, and ‘a coherent narrative constructs a unified 

image of the self’ from this322. Acknowledging my self means that the subjective 

and objective are ‘messed’323 together, as my narrating inevitably includes my 

experiences. Episodes describing my fieldwork (such as Michael), as textual 

fragments, become more coherent framed with themes and motifs, creating unity 

in the larger narrative. 

With hand-cut text appliquéd front and back, MEND MORE Jumper (2015) is 

autographically scribed as a textile hybrid of action, fragments of experiences, 

and traces of life324, and stories repair practices in ways other than Repair-Making. 

In this sense, MEND MORE Jumper is messy. MEND MORE Jumper engages with 

propaganda (‘information that is often biased or misleading, used to promote a 

political cause or point of view'325) by being it and questioning that of others. 

According to Lippard, 'effective propaganda obviously has to be aimed at a 

specific audience, not just shot into the air'326. MEND MORE Jumper is decisively 

aimed, its message clearly pro-mending and anti-waste, questioning the 

																																								 																					
319 Jefferies. p99 
320 Jefferies. p99 
321 Jefferies. p99 
322 Hoskins, Biographical Objects: How Things Tell the Stories of People’s Lives. p5 
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‘everyday taken-for-granted propaganda as publicly and clearly as possible'327 

and standing against misleading political narratives playing down climate change. 

As placard it is more visible than itself as clothing. It is overt propaganda, 

journeying between the terrain of the lived and of potentials, functioning as both 

personal and political text and textile.  

 

The words on it are textual and material. It shows my hand skills but is not 

repaired; it was not broken or damaged when I bought it. Materially then, it is 

also messy; it contradicts itself. 

 

 
Fig. 46. back of MEND MORE Jumper (2015) Acrylic jumper, cotton fabric, polyester thread 

 

Vulnerability 

 

For me, vulnerability appears through and in both textual and material practice, 
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and goes hand in hand with messiness, where messiness opens practice (and 

practitioner) to critique.  

 

Anthropologist Ruth Behar describes vulnerability in writing ethnography as  

 

Loss, mourning, the longing for memory, the desire to enter into the world 

around you and having no idea how to do it, the fear of observing too 

coldly or too distractedly or too raggedly, the rage of cowardice, the 

insight that is always arriving too late, as defiant hindsight, a sense of the 

utter uselessness of writing anything and yet the burning desire to write 

something, are the stopping places along the way328. 

 

Sociology Professor Brené Brown suggests vulnerability as the path to clarity, 

meaning and purpose, suggesting it starts in a place of uncertainty, risk and 

exposure, and yet, when engaged with vulnerability, ‘sounds like truth and feels 

like courage’329. 

 

On my body, Blue Jumper (2012 ongoing) symbolises my politics, some slatternly 

domesticity, and my practice. Being seen on me, it creates and participates in the 

repair discourse provocatively and demonstratively. Yet Blue Jumper is 

vulnerable. 

 

Mending Blue Jumper is potentially pointless - according to social norms I should 

just buy a new one. Yet as my entry point into this third wave of repair, it became 

my truth and courage. As artefact, Blue Jumper is vulnerable. Materially: to 

moths, to time, to fashion. Contextually it does not fit easily into one discourse or 

another. Politically, Blue Jumper holds a vulnerable position, standing against 

rampant consumerism but open to critique through its visible repairs. Visible 

Repair-Making also makes visible this woman’s work in the home and out of it. So, 
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while Blue Jumper could bring neglected domestic practices to the fore, with its 

potential for never-ending stitching it might also perpetuate the notion that a 

woman’s place is in the home. 

 

To mend and wear Blue Jumper is an actively hopeful gesture, my intention being 

to create that social whole that encompasses the personal and the political. It 

exposes tensions between practice and domesticity, demonstrates politics, and 

asks who is seen and who is not, who is written in and out of the story when we 

read it. Blue Jumper is my vulnerable propaganda. 

 

 
Fig. 47. Blue Jumper (2012 ongoing) Wool jumper, tencel yarn 

 

Truth and Performance  

Textually framing my practice captures it in certain ways, and so truthfulness 

needs consideration here. Others might recount the episodes or read the texts 

differently. Thus truth becomes subjective and my writing is potentially both 

honest and dishonest at once. Just as artefacts and/or actions do, writing 

performs for us, showing the chosen aspect of practice or self. As there are ‘no 



	
	

134	

universal standards of selection’ regarding what must be imparted to the reader 

or not330 texts are always doing something for the writer, but it is context that 

establishes levels of truthfulness331. 

 

As writer of these necessarily one-sided perspectives, which ‘either by formal or 

thematic means, calls attention to its [their] condition as a constructed art’332, I 

acknowledge that others might recount the happenings differently. Similarly, I 

have textually framed my aspects in certain ways, which may read differently from 

other framings. This does not mean that my episodes recounting these aspects 

are fabulations. Life-writing, while empirical, subjective and observational in 

nature, can be considered a truth. I consider my episodes to be as true as I could 

make them. As readers, we are advised to be aware of the situations that the ‘act’ 

we are reading about fits into, in order to properly contextualise it, and to read as 

the author (may have) intended333. My context changes, but overall is one of a 

maker situated in the contemporary London repair scene, but this is not always 

(necessary to make) clear in my episodes.  

 

By recording interactions, emotions and activities as well as structure - the telling, 

the pivot points, climaxes and crises, my episodes are ‘story seen from the 

inside’334, spinning from the past to the future335. They are partnered with a more 

theoretical discussion to tell the ‘story seen from the outside’336, looking at the 

‘language, codes, text’337 of the practice. The ‘story from the inside’ – aspects of 

life captured in episodes by life-writing practice, autographically acknowledging 

myself - is then situated by the ‘story from the outside’ – contextualising and 

theorising my practice as part of a bigger field. 
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Over the written word, Lippard considers the spoken word to be 'realer'338 to 

most people and more easily remembered, suggesting that written propaganda 

stands the risk of becoming 'diluted by time'339, She feels 'daily conversation' to 

be spoken propaganda and calls this an inherently feminist style of 

communication, namely 'intimate propaganda'340. Learning Cardigan (2014 

ongoing) is material comrade to my everyday, intimate propaganda. When I run 

repair workshops, I take Learning Cardigan for participants to practice on. It is 

exchange space, and a document of experience. As workshop outcome, it is a 

partial record of purposefully shared repair skills. Learning Cardigan has many 

people written into it. My Gran knitted it. I inherited it. In its togetherly Repair-

Making, there is an aim of Repair-Making apart, writing me in and out of the story. 

Over it alliances are made, ideas are shared, and skills are learned, but it remains 

mine, precious to me. Learning Cardigan is as much a document of loss as gain. It 

is well travelled but highly domestic.  

 

What is the truth of Learning Cardigan? Autographically, it is mine – my artefact, 

possession, idea – yet it belongs to others too. I textually frame it in certain ways, 

and others might recount these episodes differently; my self and many others 

recorded in it are not fully represented. Learning Cardigan is always doing 

something, but it needs context to establish its truth: it is potentially truest when 

in use. 
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Fig. 48. back of Learning Cardigan (2014 ongoing) Hand knitted cardigan, darns in various threads 
 

Awkward? 

Lippard suggests that narrative art, 'when informed by a politically feminist 

consciousness, opens a dialogue between the artist and viewer' offering 

comparison points for similarities and differences, and reference points for (self) 

critique341. From a feminist point of view, constructing a self materially or textually 

is likely to position that self against an- or many others, potentially continuing 

patriarchal practices: might my writings (and makings) include 'subtle forms of 

discrimination'342? This awkwardness is heightened by autoethnographic ways of 

working, but is possibly less oppressive than not using, in this case, this woman’s 

experiences, particularly as this maker is female. Yet I have to ask, does writing 

myself in involve writing others off or out? Acknowledging my own privilege as 

author may go someway to alleviating this awkward catch, as might 

acknowledging my need to explore and position myself through text in text and 

in material. These acts both collect and collate further models of such writing (and 

making), while simultaneously creating bigger canons for future writers to use or 
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rail against– as Behar says ‘I needed to forge ahead in order to learn how I, as a 

woman, am scripted into the discipline that gives me permission to script others 

into my writings’343.  

 

This thought process turns me now to questions about the reader and reading. 

 

Writing Meaningfully, Reading Meanings 

	
Professor of English, David Mikics posits that as individuals, through reading ‘we 

quest after something more original than ourselves – new experience, a radical 

break from what we know too well. This newness finds its place in us, and makes 

us rise to embrace it’344. In writing, then, as in making, we need to produce 

something that is both ourself and something else. Yet text makes static 

something that is not. While the writer might intend to memorialise or fix a 

happening or an artefact one way, the reader might understand their words 

differently. Use of obscure words might justify the work of writing (and reading) – 

the writing might then need to exist in order to explain itself (and be read to gain 

this understanding). But if the words are read before or are the only experience of 

the artefact or the happening, they could then obscure it, or make it redundant. 

Similarly, experience of an artefact could render words written about it 

unnecessary. Autographic writing and reading practices aim to bring textual 

subject and reader closer together by use of context, offering and including truth 

of authorial experience in the text. 

 

Artist and researcher Solveigh Goett points out ‘narrative is not about facts, order 

and certainties, but about finding meaning and, therefore closer to the truth of 

lived experience and more scientifically valid than more detached and seemingly 
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more objective methods’345. Paralleling textile-writing and textile-making, she says 

‘purposeful subversion’ of material language requires attention to the 

etymological roots and intended meanings of words used ‘to make sense as to 

the qualities of threads and fabrics in the choice of materials to make things’346. 

Some historic writing, although highly factual, gives little away of object 

materiality, maintenance or emotion347; the values of the object are shown through 

those language choices. The text ‘is the place to begin our understanding of 

contemporary perceptions of the relationships between different things as seen 

by the people who distinguished between them'348. Descriptive language may 

however be misleading, depending on the skills and the material knowledge of 

the writer349. When studying objects, historians potentially start from ’a position of 

absence’ as their subjects ‘are “on the other side" of language, embodied and 

mediated by’ words others have chosen to describe them350, which offer 'evidence 

of attitudes’ towards material culture and its meanings. This can only be fully 

understood through knowledge of the workings of language, ‘linguistic subtleties’ 

and its ‘[relationship] to experience, of which materiality is such a crucial aspect'351. 

This is ‘reading between language and objects [which] allows us to refine our 

sense of the meaning of words’352.  

Professor of Crafts, Jessica Hemmings, argues that craft-based textual practice 

benefits from doing the material practice or at least understanding and using the 

medium, saying; ‘if you lack fundamental knowledge about making, you have a 

huge blind spot.’ She suggests that ‘in an effort to be taken seriously, craft writing 
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has become incredibly theoretical’ and that ‘we now need to return to the actual 

objects and find language that does them justice’353. 

Similarly, linguistics scholar Helen Sword laments the language used in much 

academic writing. She suggests that stylish writers hold three common ideals - 

communication (‘respect for one’s audience’), craft (‘respect for language’) and 

creativity (‘respect for academic endeavour’). However, to fully offer a flexible and 

rich writing framework a further three Cs should be added: concreteness, where 

‘visual images or concrete examples … anchor your ideas into physical space’; 

choice, an intellectual right to not use concrete language if you don’t want to, 

according to your audience and your needs; and lastly, courage, to change your 

style, and to try new things354. 

Fictive 'textual acts' are separated from time, an 'uncoupling' from context355, 

distinguished from ‘autographical acts’ that ‘propose [an] identity of writer and 

subject’ which ‘ties the narrative to time and this life’356. In contextualising it and 

showing closeness between the author and the textual content ‘it invites the 

special focus of an autographical reading on a textual action in progress in real 

time'357. ‘Reading fictively’ is to collaborate with the author to read the text as 

complete, regardless of accuracy358, allowing the fiction to take its shape and 

meaning359. In contrast, ‘to read factually or conceptually is to ask of the text: how 

is this true’? Being part of a continuing narrative, it ‘does not depend on the text 

for its completion’; after it ‘the search for truth goes on’ and it will be corrected or 

adjusted by future texts. Lastly, ‘to read autographically is to ask of the text: how 

does this reveal the author?’  
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Authorial identity is expressed by accurate or inaccurate portrayal of history, and 

requires this analytical form of reading. ‘As it is always symptomatic, autography, 

unlike factual writing, is in this regard always true. And unlike fiction, which may or 

may not achieve an organic integrity of design, autography cannot fail to be 

organic and integrated’ as the author is always present360. Autographical reading 

accepts the story to be a truth, and to be rooted in the real, keeping the author in 

view, but standing apart from them. 

However, when trying to understand the  

 

significance of the relationship between words and things, reading is … a 

kind of performance of objects in itself; a reanimation of the relationship 

between language, materiality and the imagination361.  

 

Cooperation ‘requires of people the skill of understanding and responding to one 

another in order to act together, but this is a thorny process, full of difficulty and 

ambiguity and often leading to destructive consequences’362. The performance of 

reading is potentially a cooperative space for making connections and 

understanding, to find common themes, topics and sticking points or 

provocations, and show potential crossovers and diversion points in 

contemporary craft research. However, autobiographical writing runs the danger 

of being read as ‘acts of self-protection - carried out by the authorial subject', or 

as complete and factual histories. This Porter calls the 'reader's autographical 

response', proposing a need for a 'demystified, analytical awareness of the author 

in action'363. 

 

To summarise, autographic reading critically acknowledges my presence, kept in 

view textually to give context. The concept of autography means my episodes 

represent a between space – between my material practice and the reader, 

																																								 																					
360 Abbott. p613 
361 Richardson, ‘Written Texts and the Performance of Materiality.’ p56 
362 Sennett, Together:  The Rituals, Pleasures and Politics of Cooperation. pX 
363 Abbott, ‘Autobiography, Autography, Fiction: Groundwork for a Taxonomy of Textual Categories.’ p601 



	
	

141	

between truth and fiction, riding linguistic subtleties of materiality between 

language and objects. I deliberately use my material knowledge to find concrete 

words to (hopefully) avoid overly theoretical language, evidence my attitude to 

material cultures, while still respecting language, academic endeavour and my 

audience.  

 

Some of my episodes could potentially be considered purposely subversive, or 

suggesting purposeful subversion, but all are an attempt at autographic, 

subjective truth, reanimating my practice and a version of myself through my 

writing364. I hope to have provided a demystified context in order to cooperate 

with my reader, to give space for a response to what I actually mean and avoid 

any potentially destructive consequences of misreading, capturing and imparting 

meaning beyond the truth of my lived experience of Repair-Making to others. 

 

Making Writing By Hand 

Life-writing is an autographic textual performance which constructs and positions 

narratives of practice and self, and expresses vulnerability, messiness, varieties of 

truth, and awkwardness. Reading autographically is to read a space in between 

material and language, requiring a critical eye on context and understanding of 

material experience. Relationships to material practice in content are clear, but 

use of autobiographical methodologies in craft practices is deepened by the 

understanding of autography as hand-writing. 

 

Working textually and materially, I make aspects of my self and also raise issues: 

my textual and material practices are both conceptually autographic. Materially I 

work by hand. I also write by hand, using pen and paper – writing autographically. 

The procedure of crafting writing using ‘old’ techniques such as writing by hand, 

reading aloud and scribing events, has been proven to increase recall and aids 
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conceptual understanding365, interpretation of ideas and emotions as materially as 

the crafting of repairs.  

 

 
Fig. 49. My original writing about Spelman Cups 

 

Hemmings suggests that the use of computers has lead to words ‘lacking a sense 

of materiality’ for us, but that once they become material ’even empty pages 

become things with edges’ and suddenly, somehow, less terrifying366. Using pen 

and paper brought the physicality of writing closer to my material practice. 

Physically marking paper creates my self autobiographically and autographically: 

the vulnerable, messy, question of truths, as well as problem solving are as 

physically evident in hand-written texts as they often are in hand-made artefacts 

and prototypes, and in actions such as facilitating and demonstrating. Writing by 

hand leaves no space to hide behind set fonts, neat lines and well spaced letters 

– it shows my abilities and inabilities much the same as working a material by 
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hand does. Making and writing autographically inscribes my makers mark in my 

artefacts and texts. It questions what Sarah Webb calls the ‘inherent historical 

encoding of … a woman’s place’ – she suggests that it is through acts such as this 

that we ‘present erased presences, we expose absence’367. My hand-written texts 

become personal artefacts, prototypes, drawn on, rewritten and indeed repaired, 

often then typed up, and occasionally polished and sent out to others, inviting 

them in to my thinking in the way that my artefacts and my direct actions do 

materially. Yet I rarely rework my artefacts this way. They, then, are more related 

to my earlier, autographic writings, which I rarely share. The finished, typed text 

might be more visible and legible, but has less relationship to my material 

practice and is somehow less truthful. 

 

 
Fig. 50. “cut and paste” editing of writing about Learning Cardigan 
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Autographic Active Hope, Material Practice, Episodic Structure 

Sustained by Active Hope, I have undertaken episodes of studio practice, 

workshop facilitation, curation and protest to explore contemporary repair 

cultures in London. Practical need pushed me to address my practice textually, 

and identity crisis lead me to attempt to understand writing as part of making, 

and making writing as part of practice. Addressing my practice through life-

writing led me to understand writing as a way of constructing myself as I do 

materially, and helped me to see my practice as a material form of life-writing.  

It has developed into a significant way of recognising structures and insight in my 

material practice, deepening its meaning by aiding the organisation of my related 

thinking, and a way of making writing for someone who usually works with 

physical materials. My autographic approach has given me new understanding of 

the marks my practice makes on/in my artefacts, as well as a body of text-based 

work to use and explore. 

 

Researching ideas about story structure for my life-writing classes led me to an 

episodic structure for my thesis. Key episodes of practice are organised by theme, 

stepping away from a story arc to become an antiplot, and can be reordered, 

using principles of anarchéologie. This is true to my practice as it assumes no 

closure. Each episode demonstrates aspects of my practice, and, themed by 

narrative, activism and Repair-Making, features motifs that show repetition and 

difference. The narrative content of episodes binds the personal and the 

theoretical, and the physical act of prototyping writing autographically binds 

content construction to material practice.  

 

Feminist approaches to life-writing argue for an inclusive yet exclusive practice 

where a voice may speak for or to a mass but not assume to speak for or to every 

woman. My feminism, to paraphrase Lippard, permits me to use my practice as 

propaganda, as obsession and political need, and to confirm the bonds between 
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individual and social experience'368. It is potentially this expansion that means my 

Repair-Making is method not chore, practice not housework. 

 

Lippard suggests that the introduction and expansion of autobiography and 

narrative has been feminism’s greatest contribution to the visual arts, using 

'women's history and women's work as ways to retrieve content without giving up 

form'369. Life-writing as autographic practice, retrieves the content of my past and 

my acts, embracing messiness, vulnerability and questions of truth implicitly held 

in my artefacts.  

 

These ideas were explored through three of my jumper works. MEND MORE 

Jumper is overt, outspoken, and broadens the reach of my agenda, messily 

journeying between terrains and fragments of text and textile. As vulnerable 

propaganda, Blue Jumper covertly shows my politics, accurately read by those 

who understand what they are seeing. Learning Cardigan embodies intimate 

propaganda, is an artefact worked by many hands, yet what you see is both true 

and untrue at once. As artefacts made by a woman, they embody potentially 

awkward tensions between domesticity and creative practice, outspoken and 

underspokenness, and the writing in and out of others.  

 

Materially, breakage makes messiness, loosens, and repair is then “scribbled” in. 

Writing about such episodes fixes them in text, but the concept of autography 

acknowledges what is not in textual content. Autographic reading of episodes 

enhances understandings of the concepts behind practice, using context and my 

self to propose my tellings as a truth. The concept of autography frames my 

explorations as an autobiographical method of self-making, a form of critical 

reading, and as the material practice of hand-writing. My episodes link material 

and textual autography with the conceptual – making and writing by hand with 

																																								 																					
368 Lippard, “Some Propaganda for Propaganda.” pp142-143 
369 Lippard, ‘Some Propaganda for Propaganda.’ p143 
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the self-making produced by these acts – and ultimately combine within an 

episodic structure to make an actively hopeful, autographic record of Repair-

Making, endeavouring to move repair from sides to middle. 
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Episodes of Practice
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Repair-Making: Narratives 
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Blue Jumper (2012 ongoing)  
 

 

 
Fig. 51. Blue Jumper (2012 ongoing) Wool jumper, tencel yarn 

 
Clothing not only keeps us warm and protects our skin, it is how 
we interact with one another and our environment. The clothes 
we wear possess the means to conjure memories, incite personal 
transformations, and express our aspirations370. 

 
Blue Jumper is performative; I wear it and work on it. I found it, 
second-hand yet in pristine condition, in a charity shop off Old Street; 
now Blue Jumper is heavily darned yet still worn, and functions as 
artwork and protest. This disobedient371 jumper has a disobedient 
wearer: as vegan I only wear secondhand wool, and as environmentalist 
I am anti-waste: when moths ate Blue Jumper, I continued wearing it. I 
feel my stitched intervention displays my politics: my slogan not 
shouted but darned. Blue Jumper is personal, political, active and 
rebellious.   
 

																																								 																					
370 Prain, Strange Material: Storytelling through Textiles. P37 
371 Flood and Grindon, Disobedient Objects. p15 
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Fig. 52. Blue Jumper (2012 ongoing) Wool jumper, tencel yarn 

 
Professor Catherine Harper argues that ‘creation, not consumption… 
creates object attachment’372. When I sat down to repair the holes in 
Blue Jumper, to remake it whole with knitter tomofholland, the value 
creation of ‘self production’373 deepened and made new values in and 
through the act and the object. Repairing together made an unexpected 
social connection between us, a seam374, which we have maintained ever 
since.  
 
The duality of textile repair - that is both steeped with the history of 
women’s work, and thus, oppressive, and, by giving us choice of action 
with our garments and control over their lifespans, freeing - embeds it 
in both our pasts and our futures.  Similar to artists Beili Liu 
politicising common skills of restitching, and Mierle Laderman Ukeles 
elevating the mundanity of chores, Blue Jumper makes labour visible, 
but it is out in the world375. Sociologist Tim Dant states that clothing 
can only be read as ‘garments-in-a-situation’376. I posit that the visible 
process, material jumper and its aesthetics have a reach beyond me, 
that the situation does not stop the clothing being read as repaired.   
 

																																								 																					
372 Harper, “Sex, Birth and Nurture Unto Death: Patching Together Quilted Bed Covers.” 
373 Atakan, Bagozzi, and Yoon, “Consumer Participation in the Design and Realization Stages of Production: 
How Self-Production Shapes Consumer Evaluations and Relationships to Products.” 
374 Day Fraser, “CloTHING(s) as Conversation.” 
375 Liu, The Mending Project; Ukeles, “Maintenance Art Manifesto”; Arnolfini, “Mierle Laderman Ukeles: 
Maintenance Art Works 1969 - 1980.” 
376 Dant, Material Culture in the Social World. p12 
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Blue Jumper is an ‘active dynamic mode’ of clothing377 doing more than 
evidencing and communicating ideologies378, asking others to question 
theirs. By floating a statement of personal resistance and resilience on 
the sea of relentless pressure to buy new, it is buoyant and joyful: it 
continues to be worn, fulfilling its purpose as materials-with-form. 
Now, clothed in and by this jumper, I find myself resilient against 
pressure to buy new: I can, I will, I am, through choice and necessity, 
wearing, repairing and re-wearing. In celebration of my resistance and 
autonomy of my choices, like Plutarch’s Ship of Theseus, I will keep 
repairing until it is all repair, and beyond379.  
 

 

Aesthetics and Visibil ity 
Punk culture uses the deliberately visible aesthetics of repair and damage, using 

patches, rips and crude repairs such as safety pins to deliberately show an anti-

establishment stance and solidarity with one another. This aesthetic has been 

recuperated in some fast fashion trends – occasionally appearing (see knee-

ripped jeans) but a damaged or repaired look is still not generally considered 

suitable for office wear, for example.  

 

 
Fig. 53. Screen grab of ripped jeans available to buy new, taken 10/3/19 

																																								 																					
377 McCracken, “Clothing as Language: An Object Lesson in the Study of the Expressive Properties of 
Material Culture.” p61 
378 Day Fraser, ‘CloTHING(s) as Conversation.’ 
379 “Trigger’s Broom”; Wang, Metaphysics: Ship of Theseus. 
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Visible evidence of repair can be read as a sign of poverty, making invisibility a 

sign of good work. In short, visibly damaged or mended clothing has yet to 

become generally acceptable, and as such, invisible mending is often what is 

wanted. Invisible mending, a difficult and time-consuming skill which can cost 

more to do than to buy a new garment, in some ways creates and perpetuates 

the need for objects not to look repaired, qualifying its own existence as a skill, 

which could perversely contribute to a reduction in mending overall. Although 

invisible mending absolutely has a place in the repair landscape and is an 

important skill, and is probably the area of repair most in need of a general 

resurgence, it does not necessarily communicate the messages I am discussing in 

this thesis.  

 

The Visible Mending movement and hashtags show collective solidarity in 

repairing, through the very visibility of the repairs made, and through their 

metaphysical visibility, being photographed and shared through media such as 

Instagram. Visible Repair-Making (and Repair-Makers) are both key to raising 

discussion, and to developing repair skills in general (including invisible repair). 

The Visible Mending movement is not without its issues: often posited as part of 

the slow fashion movement, it tends to be shown on garments such as hand-

knitted socks and cashmere jumpers that are outside the skillset and/or budget of 

many. Some of artist Celia Pym’s work is an exception to this, in her use of 

tracksuits and sports socks for example, but those garments appear to be new. 
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Part of visibility when making is a signature or stamp. Anthropologist Richard 

Sennett comments: 

Maker's stamps on metal, wood and clay evince a second category of 

material consciousness. The maker leaves a personal mark of his or her 

presence on the object. In the history of craftsmanship, these maker's 

marks usually have carried no political message, as a graffito scrawled on a 

wall can, merely the statement anonymous laborers have imposed on inert 

materials, fecit: “I made this”, “I am here, in this work”, which is to say, “I 

exist”380.  

 

 

The Repair-Maker does not necessarily leave a maker’s mark - but the repair could 

be considered the sign of their existence and communicate beyond their work if 

made visible. This then might have the political qualities that Sennett later speaks 

of; ‘establishing one’s presence, objectively’381, or at least erasing their absence382 

through visibility.  

 

Through my jumper works, and Blue Jumper in particular  

 

the body has been recast as a site of discourse and action; as a form of 

representation; as intimately linked to biography and the crafting of the 

self. In turn these are all key aspects of the theory and practice of 

fieldwork. Ethnographic observation and participation incorporates 

discourse, action, representation and auto/biography383.  

 

As ‘narrative selves’ we are also ‘textile selves’, carrying textile knowledge tacitly 

‘on our skin throughout all our endeavours’384. On my body, Blue Jumper 

functions as this narrative textile site; its fabric acting as mediator between me 

and the world, and it itself being observed by me and on me, creating, 

																																								 																					
380 Sennett, The Craftsman. p130 
381 Sennett. p144 
382 Webb, ‘Epilogue: Mark Making, Writing and Erasure.’ 
383 Coffey, “The Embodiment of Fieldwork.” p59 
384 Goett, ‘Materials, Memories and Metaphors: The Textile Self Re/Collected.’ p124 
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contributing to, participating in repair narratives and discourse. Goett suggests 

that textiles are ‘always storied’, hybrids of action, experience, traces of life and 

‘always part of and embodying, visibly or imagined, lived experience’385. By being 

at once in the field and on my body Blue Jumper is the representation of my 

story, my lived experience in jumper form. 

 
Goett explains that ‘narrative imagination, understood as practice of agency, be 

that in the unfolding of real or fictive scenarios, enables us to live simultaneously 

in different realities of our own creation and to imagine things and ourselves as 

different’386. The agency that comes through actual or imagined narratives gives 

space for potential. Blue Jumper is both a worn existing garment, and an act 

(deliberately worn, seen, discussed) – it performs as a narrative thread, offering 

simultaneous ways of living where our things and ourselves might be different: 

our things might be repairable; we might be Repair-Makers. 

 

Blue Jumper breaks the habit of marginalisation that Goett suggests we subject 

everyday textiles to387, where habit can be both useful and limiting, and textile 

writer Leanne Prain suggests we pay mind to the place of textiles as ‘both 

byproducts and generators of narrative’388. I already had the skills (learnt from my 

Gran), but tomofholland389 suggested spending time together doing some 

darning, simultaneously beginning our friendship. Where ‘in such memories 

textile knowledge can be traced’, providing links between ‘body and object - 

textiles as physical manifestations of connectedness … both part of the self and 

absorbed by the cloth’390, this was not the start of Blue Jumper’s narrative but 

another thread stitched into it. 

																																								 																					
385 Goett. p129 
386 Goett. 
387 Goett. p125 
388 Prain, Strange Material: Storytelling through Textiles. p10 
389 van Deijnen, “Tomofholland.” 
390 Goett, ‘Materials, Memories and Metaphors: The Textile Self Re/Collected.’ p123 
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Blue Jumper represents skills, ownership and community, individual work and 

togetherness. Through Blue Jumper I began to look at interdependences: it 

warms me - I maintain its role. Darning it might not have happened without the 

suggestion which also began a friendship. Where, with little room for 

experimentation or difference, ‘perfection can be damaging’ and chasing it ’can 

lead to disappointment rather than progress’391, imperfection can make more 

visible, and push forward the character of both the perfect and imperfect392. 

Through my interaction with Blue Jumper my work informs and is reflexively 

informed by others, and myself – I build on what is there, pushing its character, 

exploring the freedom that imperfection offers and the openness of shared skills.  

In defining what makes a disobedient object, curators Flood and Grindon say: 
  

they are active, bound up with the agency of social change … [they] make 

change as part of ecologies composed also of other objects, music, 

performing bodies, technology, laws, organizations and affects.  … They 

also often appropriate their context of existing architecture or situations, 

unlocking them to reframe a situation or produce new relationships … The 

objects involved are prototypes that exist in the wild, to be modified and 

reworked to meet the needs of different times and places393.	
 
 

Psychologist Erich Fromm describes disobedience in conjunction with obedience, 

suggesting that sometimes, to act obediently to one’s own principles, it is 

necessary to act disobediently to societal norms394. If clothes are ‘remarkable 

instruments from which to build independence, and they can reveal our 

relationship to power if we take them seriously’395, then engagement with clothing 

on our own terms is resistance; potentially enacted by using craft as a 

collaborative tool, as acts of disobedience and to scrutinise society396. Visible 

Repair-Making states a position of not needing more or perfect things, whether 

																																								 																					
391 Sennett, The Craftsman. p104 
392 Sennett. p144 
393 Flood and Grindon, Disobedient Objects. p15 
394 Fromm, On Disobedience and Other Essays. 
395 von Busch in Greer, Craftivism:  The Art of Craft and Activism. p77 
396 von Busch, “Collaborative Craft Capabilities: The Bodyhood of Shared Skills.” 
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clothing or other objects. Blue Jumper is disobedient to societal norms (as 

created by late capitalism), and actively bound to social change. Repairing it, and 

particularly, repairing it together, gives it a personal and a political narrative. The 

act of repair here is beyond the material – it places contemporary consumer 

culture under a critical lens and suggests alternatives. 

 

Repair-Making is a direct action: an intervention, a customisation, retrieving 

objects and skills from waste streams. Visible Mending shows a relationship and 

reaction to power by embracing the aesthetic of repair, the beauty of it, and 

embracing the potential ‘roughness’ of the non-professional397, where anyone can 

become a visible Repair-Maker. Rather than a sign of poverty or neglect, a visible 

repair can signify riches of skills, choice, independence, sharing and community. 

 

  

																																								 																					
397 John Chris Jones, ‘Continuous Design and Redesign,’ in Designing Designing (London: Architecture 
Design and Technology Press, 1991), 190–216. 
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Red Blanket, Blue Bowl (2013)  

 

 
Fig. 54. Red Blanket, Blue Bowl (2013) Reclaimed wool blanket, tin, polyester thread, ceramic 
bowl, glass beads, wrench part. As exhibited for the Cambridge Sustainability Residency 2013 

 
Our worlds are populated by objects as well as people – objects 
with their own roles, histories and allotted spaces within social 
order.  However these objects are sometimes classed as rubbish 
and rejected from ordering systems, pushed to its fringes or 
ejected entirely398. 

  
I repaired this blanket (rife with sentiment and metaphor, both 
personal and projected) and bowl (practical, everyday and 
omnipresent) during a residency. They explore ideas around material 
essences and repairing, simultaneously useable and conceptual, in 
common and abstract, connecting practical actions and parallel 
meanings of repair. 
 

																																								 																					
398 Leichter-Saxby, “The Secret Lives of Objects.” 
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Fig. 55. Red Blanket (2013) Reclaimed wool blanket, tin, polyester thread 

 
The objects I worked with were given to me, accompanied by trust to 
care for them and use them: owning and repairing them connected me 
to others. This was not a series of rationalised repairs but, rather than 
replacing wool with wool or re-gluing, I made my material choices for 
my Repair-Making by critically questioning the essences of the objects. 
The bowl, already broken many times, is not glued again but inlaid with 
glass beads; the blanket, eaten by moths, is not darned but patched 
with reclaimed tin: the repairs do not relate materially or process wise, 
instead the juxtaposition plays with essences, use and potential.  I used 
traditional techniques in ways that did not hide the repairs, or botch, 
but repaired in a way that challenged the notions of second best and 
value, using methods I am familiar with (patching, beading) to 
materials I am not (tin, ceramic). The glass beads speak with the glaze 
of the bowl, strong yet fragile, abstract and patterned. The blanket – 
warm, protective wool – is patched with tin – material of shelter and 
food preservation. They are in some ways neological objects. 
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Fig. 56. Blue Bowl (2013) Ceramic bowl, glass beads 

 

 
Evotypes: Capturing And Beginning Stories, Testing 
And Communicating 
	
Evotype is a neologism of my own making meaning evocative prototypes for story 

telling and moment catching. Modelling, as part of creative processes, takes 

many forms399; testing and mapping ideas, manifesting them in notes and 

drawings, 3D objects and so on, making one-off objects, prototypes or iterations 

of them. Prototypes, a first or preliminary version of a thing from which other 

versions are developed or copied400, reify part of the space between 

concept/model and finished object and provide ‘material knowledge in an 

immaterial age’401. 

 

As initial responses to ideas and research, prototypes are technically finished in 

and of themselves. ‘The craftsperson’s approach to prototyping is to make ideas 

																																								 																					
399 Küchler, “The Prototype in 20th Century Art.” 
400 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. 
401 Küchler, ‘The Prototype in 20th Century Art.’ 
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that you can hold in your hand’402. However, my intention is to capture a moment 

in ongoing processes, to pay particular attention to this moment, and to spur 

further ideas, going beyond prototyping. The ideas in my artefacts are not static, 

they demonstrate moments of insight, and inspire further investigation, insight 

and opportunity. 

 

Provotyping, is a neologism of provoking and prototyping.  It is defined as a 

calling forth of current experience through the use of concrete objects or 

involvements to deliberately engage in current practice from different angles, in 

order to elaborate on or define problems. This uses existing ‘artefacts such as on-

the-shelf ware, prototypes and mock-ups as vehicles for provocation – 

provotypes’403.  

 

My artefacts, although sometimes provocative, could however be seen as stories. 

The ‘story offers guidance without specification’ and ‘stories issue from moving 

bodies and vital materials in the telling. They lay down an itinerary’404. Making and 

viewing my artefacts guides me and other viewers/readers; my artefacts issue 

potential narratives. While they specify materials and methods used at that point, 

and pose potential itineraries, the temporal point of making or viewing leaves 

space for movement. Frequently formed as the cumulative result of several 

episodes of making, exhibiting, discussing, breaking, repair-making, my artefacts 

are meant to evoke further conversations and ideas: one can take from them what 

one needs. 

 

Responding materially and propositionally with artefacts meant to narrate, 

capture thoughts and moments, they are points of imagination between analysis, 

making/repair-making and innovation. As evoked and evocative primary 

responses, (re)calling intuitions, memories and images to the conscious mind, and 

																																								 																					
402 White, “Handle With Care.” p76 
403 Mogensen, “Towards A Provotyping Approach In Systems Development.” p22 
404 Ingold, Making:  Anthropology, Archaology, Art and Architecture. p110 
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going beyond modelling, prototyping and provotyping, I suggest my artefacts as 

evotypes.  
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Hong Kong Jumper  (2014) : Embodying Narratives 
 

 
Fig. 57. Textile recycling warehouse, Hong Kong, January 2014 

 

Hong Kong was an intense trip. We were cramped together, staying in a tiny 

apartment on a busy road, and had a hectic schedule. One of the places we 

visited was a textile recycling plant. It was about a 40-minute journey by bus 

through some beautiful forest and different bits of the city. The plant itself was a 

large, leaky corrugated iron barn, and although it was a warmish day, it was cold 

inside. The workers were very busy; we tried not to get in their way as they sorted 

and moved the clothing around; collecting it together, depending on fabric type 

and garment type, and piling it into tonne bags.  

 

We were collecting garments for several things – for a collaborative outfit, our 

own practice, and a workshop that afternoon. I was shocked by the lack of 

material knowledge of the fashion designers we were with: we had to help 

decipher materials as they searched for polyester garments, they could not 
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instinctively identify the materials by touch. I found the place fascinating and 

depressing. There were so many perfect clothes there, and it was such a small 

proportion of the total amount discarded in Hong Kong monthly – most are sent 

to landfill. The workers were busy clearing out their stock as they were 

approaching a busy period – Chinese New Year – when spring-cleaning means a 

further influx of discarded clothing. 

 

 
Fig. 58. Hong Kong Jumper (2014) Pure wool jumper, mixed fibre jumper, screen-printed and 
written hand-stitched labels 

 

The two found jumpers I took from the warehouse embody use, (designed in) 

waste, and distinct forms of breakage. The outer pure wool jumper has small 

holes, wear and tear, possible moth attacks – material breakage. The inner, albeit 

in perfect condition, is mixed fibre: this makes it very difficult to recycle, and it 

would only partially biodegrade. This is breakage via a design decision. 

 

Prain, in writing about storytelling through textile objects, points out that, from a 

practice point of view, ‘”weaving a tale” or “dropping a thread” takes on a new 
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meaning when textiles are viewed as more than functional objects’405. Artist Susan 

Collis describes her work as bringing together ‘materials and process to make a 

kind of poetic language … two opposing terms, like tidy and untidy, clean and 

dirty – to bring them together and see what happens’406.  

 

 
Fig. 59. Detail of Hong Kong Jumper (2014) Pure wool jumper, mixed fibre jumper, screen-printed 
and written hand-stitched labels 

 

To be a Repair-Maker is to occupy a dual position - both maker and remaker, 

engaging with old and new. Repair can be seen as a naturally reflective act, 

considering an already-happened break in an already-made object to understand 

the significance of the object (and its damage) emotionally and materially, before 

commencing any repair work. By adding my jumbled, fragmented thoughts to the 

jumpers, by patching the holes of the outer and filling it with the inner, I attempt 

to bring together my thoughts on the trip, on seen yet unseen materials and 

processes, such as those contained in the jumpers. The trip expanded my 

																																								 																					
405 Prain, Strange Material: Storytelling through Textiles. p15 
406 Collis, Susan Collis:  Out of the Ordinary. p67 
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understanding of my practice, the problem I am trying to address and how I 

might communicate it. It demonstrated the need for knowledge beyond one’s 

own practice – understanding materials as affecting the environment. By merging 

the jumpers into one, I show the blur of fieldwork, juxtaposing stories, mine and 

others, thoughts and objects. Hong Kong Jumper assembles damaged and 

undamaged, pure and mixed, cutting then patching text-lines, covering holes 

with thoughts, and stitching myself into their narrative to record my experience. 

The holes in the plotline of consumption practices now are materialised in the 

holes in these jumpers, fraying edges showing our ravelling world, the perfection 

of the inner jumper masking its imperfection. These textiles, beyond their original 

function, are storytellers, opposing yet merged, personal yet universal. 

 

 
Fig. 60. Back of Hong Kong Jumper (2014) Pure wool jumper, mixed fibre jumper, screen-printed 
and hand stitched labels. 
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Blue Pink Plate (2014)  

 

 
Fig. 61. Blue Pink Plate (2014) Ceramic, epoxy, pigment 

 
This familiarly important plate broke on the day of my Gran’s funeral. 
My mother dropped it, and we both watched as it tumbled to the 
heavily carpeted floor, knowing it would break even with this cushion. 
This crockery was reserved for best until we persuaded Gran, on her 
move into a sheltered apartment, that it would be OK to treat herself 
and use it every day. Previously, on the occasions it was used we were 
firmly instructed to be careful, to treasure it, and it symbolised special 
times – my Grampa’s birthday or Christmas Day.   
 
My mother and I both collect ceramics. We have a rule though, different 
to Gran’s, that we use our ceramics, they do not sit in a box hidden 
away, that we, as custodians of the work, ensure the potentiality of the 
object is enacted, its reason for being is fulfilled. We then have a 
second rule – we allow ourselves sadness when a piece breaks, but not 
too much. This day, however, was different.   
 
As the plate hit, my mother whimpered; I knew the plate breakage was 
a painful metaphor for a bigger break, a person-shaped schism in our 
lives. I took it from her, wrapped it, and didn’t mention it to anyone 
else, figuring that this crack didn’t need to spread throughout.   
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Before mending it, I looked at the plate for a long time, trying to 
establish how such a cold hard object could accumulate so many warm, 
happy memories. In choosing to colour my glue bright pink, almost 
garishly fluorescent, I chose to celebrate that break: as in kintsugi, and 
as showing a place we could not return from. As the plate could not be 
unbroken, my Gran could not be brought back. By incorporating it into 
my practice, exhibiting it, it became commemorative, both of the 
person to whom it had belonged, and of the skills she taught me: by 
showing the material damage clearly, it shows the emotional damage 
left after.  
 

 
Fig. 62. Back of Blue Pink Plate (2014) Ceramic, epoxy, pigment 

 

 

Kintsugi? Yielding, and Appropriation 
	
Many contemporary artists create works that speak of repair or damage using 

found ceramics. Bouke de Vries plays with breakage, this ‘most dramatic 

episode’407 to emphasise and move the object narrative on. Paul Scott reworks 

																																								 																					
407 de Vries. 
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ceramic objects and surfaces to speak of social and material breakages, and 

makes precious some traditional repair methods such as stapling408. Zoe Hillyard 

patchworks textile-wrapped ceramic shards to create vessels that look repaired, 

while Yee Soukyung uses kintsugi in her large ceramic sculptures409.   

 

However, damage has long been worked within a creative manner in ceramics. 

Different approaches come from the discipline of conservation, maintaining 

culturally significant objects often in an invisible way using glues, and previously 

using techniques such as airbrushing; damaged domestic goods have been used 

as material, for example, boody ware, where pieces of broken ceramic (boody) 

were used to decorate objects, similar to mosaicking410; or repurposing objects 

into new, for example broken jugs into vases, or practical but beautiful repairs 

using techniques like Kintsugi. Some techniques have undergone a journey – for 

example, stapling ceramics was once common domestic practice, then became 

conservation practice. It then was frowned upon in conservation, and staples were 

removed from museum objects. Now staples are left in museum objects, but not 

applied to them by conservators411 (this information is in part from conversations 

with Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) conservator Hanneke Ramakers and V&A 

senior curator and Head of Ceramics and Glass, Reino Liefkes), and have 

appeared in some contemporary artworks412. 

 

Kintsugi (kin – gold, tsugi – join) is a Japanese craft of ceramic repair using urushi 

lacquer and powdered metal to create a (usually) golden join. Skilled application 

of kintsugi is intended to add beauty and build history413 and there has recently 

																																								 																					
408 Scott, “Paul Scott.” 
409 Hillyard, “Zoe Hillyard”; Soukyung, “Yee Soukyung.” 
410 Kenny, McMillan, and Myrone, British Folk Art. p108 
411 Albert, “Ceramic Rivet Repair: History, Technology, and Conservation Approaches.” 
412 Scott and Wall, “The Nature of Mending.” 
413 Evans, Kintsugi: The Art of Broken Pieces. 
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been a surge of interest and appropriation of its aesthetic (for example, Humade’s 

new kintsugi kit containing epoxy glue and fake gold powder414).  

 

 
Fig. 63. Humade new kintsugi kit containing epoxy and fake gold powder 

 

Mending utensils is not cheap, and not all damaged objects receive such 

ministrations. The owner has to decide that the piece has sufficient historical, 

aesthetic, personal or social value to merit a new investment. The expense of 

repairing might be similar to that of acquiring a hakogaki [a form of 

certification of importance], but a newly-mended utensil proclaims the owner’s 

personal endorsement, and visually apparent repairs call attention to this 

honor.415   

 

Our possessions incur accidents, incidences, damage and endings. Where a 

human body scars, an object's life-narrative may be written in its cracks, dents and 

fragments by its experiences. Created in part through age and use, damage could 

be the (beginning of the) end for the object/user relationship, where, as the 

object intertwines with the life of the maker(s), owner(s) and others, narrative is 

																																								 																					
414 Humade, “New Kintsugi.” 
415 Holland, “Mending Ceramics – An Anthropological Context.” p17 
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created and destroyed - we fall in and out of love, and in and out of use with 

possessions.  

   

After the breakage of this emotionally significant blue and white plate, I decided I 

cared enough about it to repair it. I used pink epoxy to contrast the traditional 

blue and white patterning, to reflect the vivid personality of my Gran while also 

highlighting the personal pain of the breakage. Although this repair did not 

engage with material traditions of kintsugi or put the utensil back into food 

service, it altered the plate’s function dynamically, from domestic crockery to 

ornamental craft object, changing its value, position and aesthetic.  

 

Object narratives tend to be fragmented, and we, as users, tend to only know one 

thread. We may not know who made the object, where its materials are from or 

even what its materials are. The object is subject to wills and intentions, but its full 

story is hidden. The marks from wear and tear, maintenance and repair write 

lifestory into its materiality. Appropriation of techniques like this is another duality 

of Repair-Making – while appropriation may water down meaning (for example, 

artist Yoko Ono designed kintsugi printed coffee cups for illy for retail sale at 

$290416, or the range of slipcast ceramics by marcanontio for Seletti which 

emulate the motif of kintsugi on commercially produced ceramics417), deskill 

techniques (even if ‘emulat[ing] tradition’418), and misunderstand/forget/subvert 

histories (some instructions for new kintsugi even tell you how to break your 

ceramic before epoxying – ‘To break your ceramic, place the item in a paper bag, 

then lightly tap the object with a hammer until you hear it has broken. Carefully 

remove the pieces from the bag‘419) it may also mean that many more objects are 

repaired, and continue being used and cared for. 

																																								 																					
416 Ono, Mended Cups and Unbroken Cup; Suqi, “Yoko Ono Trusts You Not to Break This One Espresso 
Cup.” 
417 Neira, “Marcantonio’s Kintsugi Collection Joins Broken Porcelain with 24-Carat Gold Veins”; “Marcantonio 
- Kintsugi for Seletti.” 
418 Audreyobscura, “Kintsugi Bowls With Tinted Epoxy.” 
419 “Kintsugi Pottery: The Art of Repairing With Gold.” 
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Fig. 64. marcantonio Kintsugi for Seletti 

 

 
Fig. 65. Yoko Ono Mended Cups for Illy 
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Yielding  

Potter and poet Mary C Richards states that ‘to yield means both to lose and to 

gain. … As I open myself to the presence that faces me, it enters. It is a union. It is 

communion’420. Using centering as metaphor to describe the ‘path to freedom [as] 

a series of transformation’421 that a maker and their material travel when working 

together, she states that ‘freedom is presence not absence. Centering is the act 

of bringing in not leaving out. It is brought about not by force but by 

coordinations’422. 

 

Repair-Making yields results and requires yields; it produces and it gives way. 

Presence in Repair-Making centers the object and coordinates the required levels 

of yielding. Brokenness must give way for repair to succeed. The ability to repair 

produces yields for the Repair-Maker – skills learnt or affirmed, and a repaired 

object. Sometimes the brokenness will not yield, and sometimes, as Elizabeth 

Spelman suggests, although repair can offer consolation after an undesired break, 

a broken object holds more, or more appropriate, narrative or memory than the 

repaired object423.  

 

The history and cultures of ceramic repair is particularly rich with ideas. The 

aesthetic and appropriation of kintsugi opens material questions – is my pink 

repair less valuable because I didn’t use precious materials (in some ways perhaps 

epoxy is precious) and high skill such as powdered metals and lacquer work? 

Appropriation in Repair-Making may mean the loss of some cultural meaning but 

the gain of other, the reframing of technique or aesthetic may be crude but offer 

consolation – a yield from the break.	

	  

																																								 																					
420 Richards, Centering: In Pottery, Poetry, and the Person. p35 
421 Richards. p35 
422 Richards. p35 
423 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. p131 
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Repair-Making: Activism  
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A Jumper To Lend (2014)  

 

 
Fig. 66. A Jumper To Lend (2014) Wool jumper, wool threads 

 

The Jumper and Me: A Brief Theirstory 
	
The jumper: 
I came from somewhere. I was wedged in, crammed up, in the midst of 
a throng of clothes. I was bagged up, carried around, dumped out, 
shaken off, hung on a hanger and a rail. I was there, inappropriately 
large, woolly, thick and cosy for the warm spring outside. Why would 
anyone want me now?   
 

The maker: 
I came from London. I was ill, head bunged, tired, in a new city. 
Travelled by train, another new city, with nerves, hoping, seeking. I 
walked, I searched, I touched, I smelt, I found. Perfect for this project, 
large, woolly, thick and cosy, inappropriate for spring outside. 
 

The jumper: 
We travelled, she unpacked, examined and washed me. I hung on a line 
in a garden for a while; I spent time in my plastic surroundings, the 
transparent haziness of my carrier bag. 
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The maker: 
I laid it out, started to snip. My hands worked, cutting and pulling, 
ravelling, laddering. My brain worked, questioning, critiquing and 
reassuring. My eyes worked, watching and assessing. 
 

The jumper: 
I was good, I was fine, I had no holes, only small stains. Why? 
 

The maker: 
Why? Why am I doing this and why does it feel wrong? Reflecting on 
material thrift and care, severing threads and wasting material: I 
remake from broken, I don’t make breaks. 
 

The jumper: 
She stitched me and patched me, mixing colours and styles. Knitted 
patches, darned holes, re-knitted ladders.   
 

 
Fig. 67. detail of A Jumper To Lend (2014) Wool jumper, wool threads 

 

The maker: 
I stitched and patched, considered and resolved. I altered the landscape 
of this travelling jumper, gave and hid narrative. I soothed myself 
through the rhythm of my stitches, the pattern of my work, the 
remaking of my fabric. 
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The jumper: 
I am me but anew, added to, developed, made – unmade – remade, 
more story made, more to be made. 
 

Openness 
	
This deliberately damaged jumper poses questions. Where and why is it broken? 

Is it ‘beyond repair’? Can we still use it? What material is it and what might it be 

repaired with? Can it remain mono-material? Which methods can we use? Should 

we repair it, as invisibly as possible? Or embrace this patina, showing its narrative 

and our skills? What will our descendants read from the remains of this? 

 

Open Design is described as ‘emphasizing innovation, sharing, and design 

itself’424, and as having a deliberate political agenda – ‘increasing transparency in 

the production chain, talking about responsibility’425. It aims to disrupt ‘macro-

political movements that privatize the commons or control access’, by working on 

a deeper understanding of what we do when we make things426. This call for 

openness becomes acute when proprietary rights prevent repair, under threat of 

legal action or bricking (deliberate software malfunctions which stop a phone or 

other electronic device from working) and planned obsolescence427. Openness 

should be in part a service from designer to user or Repair-Maker. 

 

Community repair workshops such as those I co-host offer a low risk environment 

in which to learn mending and increase confidence. Although demonstrating 

common techniques, they can be seen as a form of ‘dynamic repair’ – where 

repair changes ‘form or function’ or ‘involve[s] a jump of domains’ or ‘invite[s] new 

tools’428 through skills sharing and openness to different styles of repair needs 

																																								 																					
424 Van Abel et al., Open Design Now: Why Design Cannot Remain Exclusive. 
425 Van Abel et al. 
426 Van Abel et al. 
427 Wiens, “The Shady World of Repair Manuals: Copyrighting for Planned Obsolescence.” 
428 Sennett, The Craftsman. p200 
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(‘one’s skill of repair is exercised as a mentor’429). Workshops circumnavigate any 

lack of openness in the objects or information available by providing direct access 

to skills, materials and workspace. However, running or attending a workshop is 

not always possible. 

 

 
Fig. 68. Drop-in clothing repair workshop I hosted at Central St. Martins, February 2015 

 

Clothing and clothing repair are already partially open – we have access to 

patterns, tutorials and information. However, user willingness to work into 

clothing in order to repair, and acceptance of the possibility of an altered 

aesthetic, needs confidence. The emphasis on innovation, sharing and design in 

Open Design might also need to be social – rather than meeting the ‘fixed target’ 

of the ‘closed system’430 and going no further than replacing broken clothing, 

engagement with maintenance as a form of material learning431 might lead to the 

repeated problem-solving that Sennett argues opens skills432.  

																																								 																					
429 Sennett. p251 
430 Sennett. p38 
431 Brand, How Buildings Learn - 5 of 6: The Romance of Maintenance. 
432 Sennett, The Craftsman. p38 
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Fig. 69. Factual repair kit for A Jumper To Lend (2014) 

 

A Jumper To Lend gives an alternative to workshops. Intended as experience for 

others, as provocation, it invites touch, invites further undoing or mending, 

outside of a workshop. It comes with two repair kits sharing one pair of scissors, 

one factual (yarns – ‘symbols of hope and aspiration’433 - and needles), and one 

exploratory (carders to brush out fleece and lanolin to reapply fat removed while 

processing) to facilitate making and unmaking processes. Repair happens whether 

it is filling or covering holes or brushing out and re-oiling fleece. By being an 

exhibit and a process, there is space for touch, for pulling apart and Repair-

Making. This is intended to further understanding of what constitutes a material, 

of what a material goes through to become a jumper and, on seeing its very 

visible mends, to think about Repair-Making as extending a material’s life. 

																																								 																					
433 Lenert and Sander, Last Season. 
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Fig. 70. Exploratory repair kit for A Jumper To Lend (2014) 
 

Textiles are universal, with us from birth to death and beyond434, and potentially 

both endless and sacrificial435. This omnipresence means ‘political statement can 

therefore be undertaken with diminished risk of counterstatement [in/on 

clothing]’436. The very visible mends in this jumper are far from its neutral 

garment origins and from the coat of a sheep, highlighting practised 

maintenance, and siting the jumper as activism. Taken out of its normal context, it 

offers a space to explore repair, hopefully encouraging more Repair-Making and 

addressing our garment disposal habits.  

 

I have done some work to restore this jumper, and left some still to be done; my 

mends acting as material instruction. Openness - for questions, access to 

																																								 																					
434 Gordon, Textiles: The Whole Story, Uses, Meaning, Significance. 
435 Celant, Louise Bourgeois: The Fabric Works. 
436 McCracken, “Clothing as Language: An Object Lesson in the Study of the Expressive Properties of 
Material Culture.” p69 
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instructions or learning opportunities, to parts and tools - is a relational aspect of 

repair, joining us to others, to techniques and to ideas. This remnant of a jumper 

asks purposeful questions  about use, recycling, visibility and customization, our 

abilities to repair and to access information about repair. A Jumper To Lend 

poses questions about responsibility (of maintenance, of knowhow, towards to 

the environment). It is political by suggesting that to repair is to make our own 

decisions, and to access services, instructions, workshops or objects such as A 

Jumper To Lend is to do so on our own terms.  
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The Department of Repair  (2015) : Co-Curation and 
Workshops  
	

 
Fig. 71. The Department of Repair logo, designed by Chris Cawkwell, printed by Maiko Tsutsumi 

 

The Department of Repair, a six-week project at the Camberwell Space gallery 

(January – February 2015), was intended to contribute to the emergence and 

sustainability of repair cultures. Part One was an exhibition and series of 

generative workshops run by practitioners. Part Two was a static exhibition 

including workshop outcomes, a presentation and other events.   

I took the lead in co-curating The Department of Repair, highlighting 

obsolescence as an issue, ‘publicly call[ing] for change to resolve that issue’437, 

and aiming to frame repair as a connector between objects and people. The 

exhibition was set to share and generate ideas, and reify repair as DIY 

sustainability. Free repair workshops in the exhibition space questioned ideas of 

identity and transaction in a social frame. I hoped to create ‘a counter-narrative 

																																								 																					
437 Thorpe, “Design As Activism: To Resist or to Generate?” 
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aimed at generating and balancing positive social, institutional, environmental 

and/or economic change’438 through this design activism. 

 

 
Fig. 72. View of The Department of Repair, part 1, Camberwell Space, January 2015 
 

Exhibitions The Journey439, Making and Mending440, and Making and Unmaking, 

Repair and Repetition441 showed works inspired by repairs aesthetic; FIXFIXFIX442, 

included some practical repair and cultural critiques made through repair. The 

Power of Making443 had workshops and demonstrations, but without the intention 

to generate exhibits. 

 

																																								 																					
438 Fuad-Luke, Design Activism: Beautiful Strangeness for a Sustainable World. p27 
439 Jacy Wall, ‘The Journey: Exploring the Nature of Mending,’ 2013. 
440 Making and Mending, “Making and Mending.” 
441 Carnac, “Making and Unmaking, Repair and Repetition.” 
442 Adamson, FIXFIXFIX. 
443 Power of Making, “The Power of Making (Exhibition).” 
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The Department of Repair explored the dynamic force of damage and visible 

repairing, embodying a visual language of repair by makers. Displaying, 

developing and testing material and immaterial manifestations of my practice 

through it, and exploring that of others, the gallery became an extension of my 

studio, a temporary learning site, and a public space for my personal reflection. 

Exhibiting my own work amongst this, I reflected on my expanded making 

practice, gathering critical response to my studio and curatorial practice(s). By 

inviting others to facilitate repair workshops, learning potential beyond my skills 

was offered which began a community of practice. The gallery became medium, 

studio, and place of learning and reflection. Combined, this became a discourse 

between objects, methods, and agents, and an anarchéological bricolage of 

distributed knowledge.  

 

Zero Waste  

Zero waste design practices exist on small and industrial scales444 and the Barbican 

Centre exhibition Radical Nature445 took a zero waste approach to some of its 

design but not all of it. We aimed for an entirely zero waste project, ‘where all 

discarded materials are designed to become resources for others to use‘446, using 

only found materials for furniture, signage, workshops, and publication; exhibition 

guides were printed on-demand and nothing was binned afterwards. The 

publications were hand cut and bound on donated waste paper, on-demand (and 

available online): this responsive publishing reduced waste. Quiet activists are 

those who are ‘historically reflexive and community-minded’, ‘involved in 

practices of connecting, dialog, new economies of making, swapping, gift giving, 

and micro-business’, critiquing capitalism and demonstrating other ways of 

																																								 																					
444 McQuillan, “Holly McQuillan”; Rissanen, “Timo Rissanen”; Roberts, “Julian Roberts”; Telfer, “David 
Telfer.” 
445 Radical Nature, “Radical Nature.” 
446 ZWIA, Zero Waste International Alliance. 
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existing447. The curatorial aims of The Department of Repair were acts of ‘quiet 

activism’448, however, in particular, the zero waste approach to exhibition design, 

by subverting waste streams, expanded the idea of repair into the environmental 

as well as material449. 

 

 
Fig. 73. Painting the sign for The Department of Repair 

 

The generative workshops at The Department of Repair went beyond other active 

repair projects such as Repair Cafés450 and FixHubs451 by providing broken objects 

and materials, not being reliant on technology like many Fixperts452 projects, 

including documentation and objects from workshops in Part 2 and having a 

																																								 																					
447 Hackney, “Quiet Activism and the New Amateur: The Power of Home and Hobby Crafts.” p187 
448 Hackney. 
449 Brook, “Make, Do, and Mend: Solving Placelessness Through Embodied Environmental Engagement.” 
450 “Repair Cafe.” 
451 “FixHub Padiham.” 
452 Fixperts, “Fixperts.” 
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digital and physical story wall of contributions throughout the duration of the 

project.  

Objects in the Exhibition 

  
Fig. 74. Tool Wall, The Department of Repair  (2015) 

 

In The Department of Repair a tool wall included old and new repair 

technologies, from an iSclack (iphone opener) to a darning mushroom, books and 

materials. This small collection demonstrated the breadth of repair from a 

discipline and material point of view.  
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Fig. 75. The Department of Repair, part 2 – with the workshop outcomes installed, February 2015 

 

The exhibited artefacts were intended to generate discussion around socio-

material practices, highlighting different approaches to repair as well as its 

conceptual and pragmatic reaches. The pieces were chosen to reflect the 

materials, methods, narratives and agents of Repair-Making, and the 

environmental, activist and practical reasoning to my research. 
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Fig. 76. Maiko Tsutsumi, Table Top (ND) Ikea table top, urushi lacquer, metal powder 

 

Maiko Tsutsumi appropriated the concept of kintsugi from ceramics to smooth an 

Ikea table top, adding visual and financial value to it, and, using traditional 

materials, transferring this technique to another discipline.  
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Fig. 77. Michael Marriott’s Thonet stool (ND) Damaged Thonet Stool, printed ply wood insert 

 

Designer Michael Marriott’s Thonet stool defined the agency of repair on several 

levels - intervening with discard practices and redundancy through salvage and 

applied skills, and an aesthetic agency through redesign. Found with a broken 

seat and repaired strut, its previous narrative is unknown but indicates that the 

‘decisional burden’453 of repair is a personal one. The seat was a break too far for 

someone: the material breakage led to a social/emotional breakage 

too. Marriott’s rationalised repair (simply replacing the seat) is made dynamic 

(going beyond the original) through the patterning and hand hole on the seat.  

 

 

																																								 																					
453 Graham and Thrift, “Out of Order: Understanding Repair and Maintenance.” p5 
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Fig. 78. tomofholland, Mum+Dad sweater (ND) Wool sweater, darns 

 

tomofholland’s Mum+Dad Sweater demonstrates evolving and layered narratives. 

Through his Visible Mending Programme he seeks ‘to highlight that the art and 

craftsmanship of clothes repair is particularly relevant in a world where more and 

more people voice their dissatisfaction with fashion’s throwaway culture’454. Repair 

has become a part of his professional practice. For Harry Owen, a leatherworker, 

and Seabass Cycles, repair and restoration is naturally part of their professional 

processes455. Their repair work destroys some narrative of age and brokenness 

while creating new, and could be looked on as restoration.  

 

																																								 																					
454 van Deijnen, “Tomofholland.” 
455 Owen Leather, “Harry Owen”; Seabass Cycles, “Seabass Cycles.” 
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Fig. 79. Harry Owen, Repaired suitcase (2014) 

    

 
Fig. 80. Seabass Cycles, Damaged and restored wheels and hub (2014) 
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Fig. 81. Hendzel+Hunt Gowlett Stools (ND) Stools made from reclaimed timber 

 

Repair acts on and with waste, and is therefore politically environmentalist. 

Hendzel+Hunt’s Gowlett Stools contribute to this larger concept of repair through 

material choices. Approximately 4.2million tons of wood waste is created by UK 

industry annually456, including demolitions, where Hendzel+Hunt get most of their 

wood from. They demonstrate the possibility of making desirable products from 

waste materials without heavy reprocessing, and that a local reclamation system 

can build around such processes. 

 

Photographer Tim Mitchell’s film of a ship’s deconstruction, A Fish Out of 

Water457, also demonstrates this larger scale, exposes reclamation technologies, 

																																								 																					
456 DEFRA, “Wood Waste Landfill Restrictions in England Call for Evidence.” 
457 Tim Mitchell, “Tim Mitchell.” 
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discusses the international transference of them and shows the ship as a material, 

social and economic connection to the world. 

 
Fig. 82. Still from A Fish Out of Water (ND), Tim Mitchell 

 

Including the work of Fixperts expanded further on what repair means as a 

socially engaged act. Fixperts structure a design project around a problem 

someone is struggling with (tending to be people who have a disability, are 

under-privileged or elderly). The Fixperts volunteer team solves the issue by 

designing a material solution, prototyping and finalising a bespoke solution. This 

could be considered a form of social or community fix, building relationships and 

sharing skills, repairing situational issues through making. The solutions generally 

do not reuse materials, deliberately considering repairability or the ability to 

dismantle the resulting object. Although one specific project led to a Cape Town 

studio being run as a free repair shop458 the projects do not tend to be about 

																																								 																					
458 ThingKing, ThingKing Fixperts Video. 



	
	

199	

repairing material objects, more about repairing situations. This is an important 

focus but not what I am looking at.  

 

Workshops  

	
Drawing on alternative and emancipatory pedagogies459, I organised an open 

series of repair workshops, to begin to use brokenness to create positive, 

community-led, knowledge-sharing opportunities, continuing the Camberwellian 

discourse of hand-making and materials, and giving space for ‘talking back’ - a 

way to ‘control and instruct the institutions in which [learners] participate’460. 

Reflecting on my experiences at Mend*rs symposium, and workshops with 

independent practitioners, it was important that workshops at The Department of 

Repair be free and accessible. Participants had free choice in how to engage, 

when to arrive, and how long to stay, and materials and tools were available to 

use.   

 

Second Sitters461 reupholstery demonstration developed into a participatory 

experience, with everyone working on the chair they brought. On their 2nd day, a 

participant “talked back” by guiding part of the workshop towards her broken 

chair seat, repairing the experience to her needs. This developed a deep 

cooperation462 through shared work, and the practical repair of her chair created a 

bank of other, new know-how for all participants. Time invested here will likely be 

reinvested in later acts of repair. 

																																								 																					
459 Open School East, “Open School East.” 
460 Illich, Deschooling Society. loc491 
461 Second Sitters, “Second Sitters.” 
462 Sennett, Together:  The Rituals, Pleasures and Politics of Cooperation. 
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Fig. 83. Second Sitters at The Department of Repair, 21/01/15 
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Fig. 84. Participant’s drop in seat being repaired during Second Sitters workshop, 23/01/15 

 

When repair information is concealed, it disempowers and forces the user into 

being a consumer, an operator rather than a worker463. The Restart Project464 is a 

social enterprise, encouraging and sharing information for electronics repair in a 

“deschooled” manner (breaking the assumption that all learning must be within a 

formal system or institution). In their workshop they built the skills of participants 

by hacking through the physical boundaries electronic objects often appear to 

have, opening them and demonstrating their repairability. They get people with 

broken electronics and Repair-Makers together in a space in order to repair things 

together. Companies like Apple also offer some repair services465, but do not 

show or share material Repair-Making in such an open way. The depth and 

openness of knowledge and approach to material repair shown by The Restart 

Project and their lack of retailing agenda shows them to be dynamic – increasing 

knowhow and confidence, growing community and mixing disciplines. 

 

																																								 																					
463 Illich, Tools for Conviviality.   
464 Restart Project, “Restart Project.” 
465 “Apple Repair.” 
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Fig. 85. The Restart Project at The Department of Repair, 22/01/15 

 

By being in a university building, although open to the public, the main audience 

for The Department of Repair was those already engaged in making practices in 

some way. However, it provided further insight into the demand for repair skills, 

and especially from those interested in making. Quickness to discard creates a 

paucity of opportunities for Repair-Making and Repair-Makers, but an interest in 

material reuse and maintenance means this discard process is slowing for some at 

least. The current significance of repair is both environmental and related to the 

rise of interest in making and respect for skills. While The Department of Repair 

could never offer time for deep enquiry, it was intended to create radicant ideas 

to take away, develop and spread. It questioned the object as monad and broke 

down barriers. It opened spaces and skill sets, ready for exploration.  
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MEND MORE Jumper (2015) 

 

 
Fig. 86. back of MEND MORE Jumper (2015) Acrylic jumper, cotton fabric, polyester thread 

 
MEND MORE Jumper (2015) - purple, acrylic, large and textual - is part 
encouragement and part disparagement. Its stance is political: overt, 
visible, legible, unmistakeable. Made as a placard for the Climate March 
2015, it had to stand out from the ‘babble’466 of placards to say repair is 
a vital step towards a sustainable future. Having tried to wear it I 
realised I couldn’t – its acrylic body makes me uncomfortable but suits 
its purpose; it dries fast in inclement weather. The yellow lettering is 
cut from fabric scraps dug out from my stash, hand-stitched, patched, 
appliquéd, not hemmed, not glued. It reads MEND MORE BIN LESS, 
MEND MORE BUY LESS. 
 
MEND MORE is my slogan, my catch phrase, my propaganda. The 
lettering is bold enough to be read from afar, and these short words 
spell out a clear message. I intend it to refer to all things, not just 
clothing. Crudely, a Google search for mending finds images of women 
and textile, yet search repairing and images of men and 
electronics/cars appear. However, MEND MORE Jumper is a textile 
object, and so “mend” seems the appropriate word. 
 
Travelling to the demo I was nervous, I did not want to get caught in 
any affray. Where demonstrations can be aggressive and angry, the 
																																								 																					
466 Cubitt, “Anxiety in Public Houses: Speculations on the Semiotics of Design Consciousness.” 
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point and privilege of them – the right to manifest as a collective voice, 
and message – is vital. Banners and placards become a showing of 
hands – looking for and creating solidarity, clearly stating positions. 
That day I marched with the self-formed, self-proclaimed menders bloc 
– me and David, friends from TRAID and the Restart Project. We were 
there as our own critical mass, contributing to the greater one, and for 
our own personal politics. Staunchly environmentalist, all actively 
activist, all specifically engaged with Repair-Making, carrying out our 
duty to care for people and planet by suggesting repair as part of that. 
MEND MORE Jumper asks us to use repair skills for practicality, 
resilience and resistance, and to protect the planet.  
 

 
Fig. 87. MEND MORE Jumper (2015) Acrylic jumper, cotton fabric, polyester thread 

 
I raised it high atop a pole. It speaks about clothes and people; with its 
arms swinging, it has a human-like form. For me, MEND MORE Jumper 
carries more than a slogan. It was something else before and now is 
new, it’s critical, political, subversive and affirmative, its power 
intensified by its previous life – more than graphics, its material 
supports its message. 
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Fig. 88. Me, on the 2015 climate change march, carrying MEND MORE Jumper 

 
It was a grey but not overly chilly day. I was dressed for the task 
anyway – I have been miserably wet, cold and hungry on marches 
before.  Along the long slow walk many people commented and 
gestured at my placard, agreeing with its message. This, although 
potentially predictable, I found heartening, it built my sense of 
community there. Before the march, while volunteering at The Big Fix 
and at Fabrications teaching people to mend textiles, MEND MORE 
Jumper hung on the wall. At The Big Fix it acted as signage – above our 
worktable it indicated what we were doing. At Fabrications it was 
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provocation, starting conversations. During the march it found 
approval and solidarity. 

 
Fig. 89. MEND MORE Jumper (2015) at The Big Fix, September 2015 

 
At the end of the march, many placards were trashed and dumped – 
destroying the work of making them, and to me, destroying part of 
their point – was their message disposable too? MEND MORE Jumper’s 
end has been planned; it’s easily disassembled, and can still be reused 
as clothing. The thread and letters are compostable, its body 
recyclable. It deliberately sidesteps the hypocrisy of protesting for a 
better world and then trashing the placard afterwards.  
 
Aligning myself with feminist principles, I don’t want to reinforce 
gender stereotypes. The purple of MEND MORE Jumper makes a partial 
reference to the suffragette movement, however its size and shape 
potentially denotes it as a “man’s” jumper. I sacrificed further 
reference to the suffragette movement in order to work with materials I 
had to hand –aligning more with my zero-waste principles. However, 
clothing repair has a strong relationship with women’s history and 
domestic labour. As part of the reskilling movement, ‘aimed at 
restoring prestige to historically devalued traditional domestic arts and 
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skills’467, we are choosing to relearn these skills and encouraging others 
to relearn them and use them too. In order to become part of this “new 
domesticity” – reacting against the reduction of domesticity into 
convenience, and  ‘longing for a more authentic, meaningful life in an 
environmentally and economically uncertain world’468 - mending more 
and binning less has to be led mostly by choice, not by oppression. 
 
I cannot wear MEND MORE Jumper – I find it itchy and sweaty. Yet, as 
signage, as a statement of my politics, it is fully functional, it is too 
explicit to be misread. It brings us together, and stands us apart. MEND 
MORE Jumper is vibrant, full of narrative and agency, saying “We mend, 
join us”. 
 

 

Repair Activists Consume Differently 

While repair is available as a paid-for service, and some repair professionals have 

activist motivations, Repair Activism is manifested through the promotion of 

Repair-Making and related activities. This might be by running or facilitating 

workshops or information sharing events, using, wearing and talking about 

repaired items and experiences, actually Repair-Making, political lobbying, and/or 

consumption choices. Repair Activists may not be easily visually identifiable: the 

‘subtle symbols’469 (noticeable to those who know what they see) of the repair 

movement might be repairs, tee-shirts with pro-repair graphics, toolkits or 

stickers, if there at all. Not all Repair-Makers consider themselves activists, but 

activism is inherent in all Repair-Making. 

 

																																								 																					
467 Matchar, Homeward Bound: Why Women Are Embracing the New Domesticity. p23 
468 Matchar. p5 
469 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism. p55 
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Fig. 90. Ugo Vallauri, Co-founder of The Restart Project and Repair Activist wearing a teeshirt that 
promotes repair 

 

Is Repair-Making an Anti-Consumption Practice?  

Repair has a complex relationship with consumption. In some sense, repair is 

inherently an anti-consumption practice, and Repair-Makers may well engage with 

this politic. However, the need for parts and materials often means making a 

purchase. Questions arise around what one choses to buy; secondhand or new; is 

a repairable version available? These are often more expensive, and thus more 

exclusive purchases. Repair Activists often have to engage with companies, 

asking them to provide instructions and spare parts, but also work against them 

by creating their own.  
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Fig. 91. Price comparison of not-repairable and repairable toasters on Argos website, January 
2018. Dualit market their toasters as repairable470 

 

 

Resistance Is Futile, Resistance Is Not Futile471 

Academics Mark Ritson and Susan Dobscha name as ‘marketing heretics’ those 

consumers creating their own (previously felt to be excluded) identities through 

deliberate brand and object subversion472. Rejecting or rebelling against 

marketing dogma, complaints, boycotts or direct communication of resistance 

such as brand logo alteration are actions considered ‘not futile’ when, by 

‘rejecting the images that have rejected them, the community gives some voice 

to its alienation’. Brand re-appropriation ‘reduces[s] the alienation stemming from 

the manufacturers’ failure or unwillingness to notice their needs’, and importantly, 

‘resistance is not futile if a counter-cultural solidarity takes form … This mentality 

allows the slighted community to find strength in their acts of marketing 

heresy’473. This brand re-appropriation can be seen in contemporary repair culture 

																																								 																					
470 “Dualit Sevicing Information.” 
471 Mark Ritson and Susan Dobscha, ‘Marketing Heretics: Resistance Is/Is Not Futile,’ Advances in Consumer 
Research 26 (1999): 159. 
472 Ritson and Dobscha. p159 
473 Ritson and Dobscha. p159 
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in businesses such as IFIXIT, punning on Apple use of “i”, for example “iPhone”, 

in their branding.  

 
Fig. 92. IFIXIT teeshirt 

 

However, they argue that, by still engaging with ‘the bullies’, the acts are still 

futile and this futility can only be overcome by consuming less or not consuming: 

acting is less heretical, less dissenting than ‘the simple but sublime act of not 

acting.’ Not acting ‘may in fact lead marketing’s heretics to the reclamation of 

power they are currently seeking’474. Although obvious rejection and re-

appropriation can lead to solidarity and community, potentially, in their eyes, the 

best form of resistance is to consume less or nothing from the brands being 

resisted. 

 

																																								 																					
474 Ritson and Dobscha. p159 
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Herein lies a tricky contradiction – repairing is a not-futile act by initiating different 

options to consuming new, but does not encourage manufacturers to facilitate 

repairability or create materials or tools for Repair-Making. Yet by engaging with 

or encouraging manufacturers who facilitate repairability, anti-consumption 

becomes futile. Resisting or opposing brands by coopting their logos, creates an 

identity for others to see. This ‘outer change’, marketing academic Hélène 

Cherrier suggests, is spurred by a perceived lack of control against environmental 

and social issues in consumer culture475, and feelings of ‘emotional solitude’, 

leading to the construction of a ‘Hero Identity’, demonstrating the impact of 

individual choices through ‘political consumption’476, making ‘discursive choices 

against … mass-consumption’477, and ‘re-articulat[ing] the meanings of 

consumption toward justice, equality and participation’478. Cherrier’s other 

typology, ‘Project Identity’, uses ‘positional consumption’ to creatively build an 

accepted self, where ‘consumers no longer acquire, consume and dispose of 

material objects in response to others’ expectations’479 and ‘personalize [sic] their 

consumption lifestyle so as to express and construct their identity’480. 

 

Looking at anarchist culture, author Laura Portwood-Stacer provides us with a 

deep discussion of motivations for anti-consumption activism481 as a lifestyle 

choice. She describes anarchist practices of anti-consumption as ‘part of the fabric 

of everyday life’482; they ‘do not universally abstain from consumption … rather 

they consume differently, in ways that signify an opposition to the kind of 

lifestyles encouraged by the bourgeois consumer culture’483 (Portwood-Stacer’s 

italics). Materially, this may have similarities to mainstream consumer culture, 

however anarchists ‘often discursively frame their consumption activities as contra 

																																								 																					
475 Cherrier, “Anti-Consumption Discourses and Consumer-Resistant Identities.” p184 
476 Cherrier. p186 
477 Cherrier. p186 
478 Cherrier. p186 
479 Cherrier. p187 
480 Cherrier. p188 
481 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism. 
482 Portwood-Stacer. p26 
483 Portwood-Stacer. p26 
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to the overall system of consumer capitalism. This is what makes their anti-

consumption lifestyles understandable as activism’484 (Portwood-Stacer’s italics).  

 

She lists anarchic anti-consumption motivations485 as follows: 

• Personal motivations ‘seek the betterment of one’s own situation’, and resist 

ideological manipulation – rejecting consumption means one need work and 

earn less, and frees oneself from the ‘”false needs” imposed by dominant 

consumerist ideology’486. 

• Moral anti-consumption attempts to distinguish between right and wrong – 

‘construed as moral in that, by reducing one’s demand for goods produced 

under objectionable conditions, one reduces one’s complicity with the 

system or entities that perpetuate those conditions’487.  

• Activist motivations endeavour to ‘put pressure on a system or larger entity 

to alter a pattern of immoral practice.  Whether a practice has activist 

motivations or not depends on whether the practitioners are attempting to 

use their actions to effect a change in current conditions’. This might include 

boycotts or buying only from local or independent businesses, and 

potentially a ‘communicative motivation’: ‘propaganda by the deed’, where 

cumulative smaller deeds are a way to ‘publicly represent political ideologies 

and convince others of their correctness’488.  

• Identificatory motivations are performative, supporting material expressions 

of being anarchist. This is both an ‘individual and collective process’ where 

‘performances of self are both intrasubjective and intersubjective: the 

performance is done for oneself and for others’489 .  

																																								 																					
484 Portwood-Stacer. p26 
485 Portwood-Stacer. pp38-39 
486 Portwood-Stacer. p39 
487 Portwood-Stacer. pp40-41 
488 Portwood-Stacer. p41 
489 Portwood-Stacer. p42 
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• Social motivations, position the anti-consumer with those who share politics 

and apart from those who don’t, in fact ‘anti-consumption may even spur 

more social cohesion than shared consumption practices do, due to its 

association with radical resistance to mainstream ideologies and mores’490 .  

 

 

This anti-consumption ‘activist toolkit’491 consists of largely silent and invisible 

actions which build self identity. While one could describe these practices as 

“futile”, for Portwood-Stacer’s subjects, this mode of consumption is a way of 

signifying their difference, otherness in the face of corporate capitalist culture, 

creating an “us” or togetherness. Where the “futile practices” were 

discursive/communicative through graphics subversion, these are verbally 

discussed and vindicated – becoming collective choices and practices, building 

personal (including Hero and Project identities) and communities. 

 

Using this toolkit as a lens through which to view Repair-Making, Moral 

Motivations consciously recognise right and wrong, and form the basis of Activist 

motivations. By taking a reflexive and communicative approach to consumption, 

choosing to consume differently (asking for parts, instructions, repairable objects), 

not consuming that which cannot be repaired, and discursively framing choices, 

the Repair-Maker’s anti/consumption choices become anarchic practice. Personal 

motivations for repair may include the desire to not engage with mainstream 

consumerism, and Identificatory motivations build identity through purchasing 

choices, and community through the visible display of this – these material 

expressions of being a Repair-Maker link those with shared concerns. Given form 

by acts of resistance, counter-cultural solidarity is created by and creates 

togetherness, as well as non-geographic togetherness through Instagram 

hashtags, tee-shirts, slogans, patches, visible repairs and efforts to change 

																																								 																					
490 Portwood-Stacer. p43 
491 Portwood-Stacer. p50 
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standard business practices. Visible mends specifically show a relationship and 

reaction to power by acting as slogan and sibling to the slogan tee-shirts 

promoting repair, symbolising492 one’s politics.  

 

There are tensions inherent in anti-consumption practices for Repair-Makers. 

Repair-Making initiates a different route to consuming new, but does not 

encourage manufacture of repairable goods or goods for repair, yet by engaging 

with manufacturers who embrace repairability, the act of anti-consumption is 

partially at least redundant. Visible repair work encourages community and signals 

politics, but in doing so might exclude others. A repair practice that maintains an 

anti-consumption stance, for example, darning a jumper with left over yarn, might 

not work for another object, like a smart phone with a dead battery. 

Consumption, in relation to repair, requires a conscious thought process around 

purchasing practices, and may result in a swap, a make-do or a gifted part.  

 

Consuming differently is a way both to support the repair movement and to 

oppose those who seek to shut it down. A critically active approach to purchasing 

can inform choices, and be a communicative and demonstrative approach to 

Repair-Activism.  

 

	  

																																								 																					
492 Portwood-Stacer. p55 
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Repair Before The Break  (2015) : Conscious 
Construction 
 

 
Fig. 93. Repair Before the Break workshop, Cultures of Resilience, London College of 
Communication, 2015 

 

Resilience is the power or ability to return to the original form or position after 

being bent, compressed, or stretched; resilience is elasticity493. Resilience is also 

the ability to recover readily from depression, adversity, or the like; resilience is 

buoyancy494.  

 

But, of course, you've seen him; you know what he's like. He really is 

wonderful with his hands: he was always like that, even as a boy, when a 

faucet leaked, or something went wrong with the singer, or the radio was 

all static, he could fix anything in a minute. But there's another side to it: I 

mean, when he was studying he always had to have something in his 

hands, to take apart and put back together, and as you know, taking apart 

																																								 																					
493 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. p875 
494 Soanes and Hawker. p875 
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is easy, and putting back together isn't. But then he learned, and he didn't 

cause any more damage495. 

 

Knowing how to repair things yourself or knowing who to ask contributes to 

personal resilience. In the Repair Before the Break workshop (which I designed 

and hosted as part of the larger Cultures of Resilience project across University of 

the Arts London496) participants were asked to consider where common objects 

break (they picked objects from a list of cup, tablet, bag, chair, bike and shoes), 

and how this might be addressed in the design process, considering repair before 

damage occurs, and secondly, after production, making repair or access to repair 

services easy, thinking about aspects such as cyclability, customisation, design for 

disassembly, co-design, along with understanding and working with resistance to 

these ideas. 

 

																																								 																					
495 Levi, The Wrench. pp221-222 
496 Manzini and Till, “Cultures of Resilience.” 
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Fig. 94. Participant maps of breakable objects, Repair Before the Break workshop, Cultures of 
Resilience, London College of Communication, 2015 

 

These elements contribute to what I am calling Conscious Construction. 

Conscious Construction is designer led and takes into account the ‘decisional 

burdens’497 of repair such as choosing parts or methods and accessing expertise, 

building on ideas of openness through material practice. Considering and 

facilitating Repair-Making through ease of deconstruction, universal and 

replaceable parts and tools, means that, in a design and use sense, ‘... repair and 

maintenance become not just secondary and derivative but pivotal’498. 

 

																																								 																					
497 Graham and Thrift, “Out of Order: Understanding Repair and Maintenance.” p5 
498 Graham and Thrift. p6 
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Proprietal fixings are not as common in clothing as in electronic goods, however, 

clothing often does not include spare parts like buttons or patches. It is often 

hard to purchase spare parts, access the instructions for, or to enter objects to 

replace broken bits. The ideas discussed in Repair Before the Break asks the 

designer to share the responsibility for Repair-Making, to create RepairAbility – 

through traditional approaches (for clothing, buttons inside shirts) or mail/online 

order from the retailer (for branded or specialist parts), or the use of easily 

purchased standard fixings, and similar ideas could be implemented for other 

objects.  

 

 
Fig. 95. White shirt – no spare parts  
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Fig. 96. Pink dress – spare parts included 

 

 
Fig. 97. MacBook showing proprietal fixings 
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Information for Conscious Construction might be collected by looking at ‘adhoc’ 

approaches. Architect Charles Jencks describe Adhocism as ‘a mongrel term’ 

which ‘denotes a principle of action having speed or economy and purpose  or 

utility, and it prospers like most hybrids on the edge of respectability’499. Roughly 

divided into three stages, starting from a problem, the ‘Adhoc Breakthrough’ is 

the creative moment and its hybrids – when things are added to one another to 

create solutions. This is followed by ‘Simulated Adhocism’: when solutions 

suggested by the adhoc breakthrough start to become conventional. Lastly the 

idea goes to ‘Seamless Integration’, where evolution means that the supplement 

becomes part of the seamless whole – the original add-on is integrated into the 

design500.  

 

Craftsman Peter Dormer suggests that ‘making one-off things by hand allows you 

to change your mind as the work is proceeding in front of you‘ influenced by your 

own abilities: ‘the craft maker builds a dialogue with the object being made’ and 

the ‘medium is your practical skill’501. Being able to repair your own things, or 

access repair services, builds a dialogue and relationship between the user and 

the object, and potentially, the user and the designer. 

 

‘Enduring artefacts’ are those that are ‘in their fundamental conception, deeply 

meaningful’502. Going beyond the social to spiritual or inspirational understanding, 

they are informed by this ‘higher meaning’, which helps to overcome any 

‘destructive tendencies within the social/positional’, making material culture 

meaningful503. To think about Repair Before the Break, it might also help to think 

about what the characteristics of a repairable and resilient object might be, how 

we might build spiritual or inspirational relationships with it and how it might age. 

 

																																								 																					
499 Jencks and Silver, Adhocism: The Case for Improvisation. pVII 
500 Jencks and Silver. pVIII 
501 Dormer, The Art of the Maker: Skill and Its Meaning in Art, Craft and Design. p81 
502 Walker, Sustainable By Design: Explorations in Theory and Practice. p51 
503 Walker. p51 
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Fig. 98. Plastic bottle mudguards 

 

Some adhoc style repairs are ‘static’504 - this does not make the work any less 

pivotal. However, ‘dynamic repairs’505 engage with the issue more deeply – 

should this zip be replaced with a better zip? – this feedback can aid the designer. 

This making builds also dialogue, and engagement with the object creates 

endurance. Then fixings and their replacement become part of the repairer’s 

toolkit as well as the designers, where  

 

acts of repair are proving ground for all tools. More, the experience of 

making dynamic repairs establishes a fine but definite line between the 

fixed and all-purpose tool. The tool that simply restores is likely to be put 

mentally in the toolbox of fit-for-purpose-only, whereas the all-purpose 

tool allows us to explore deeper the act of making a repair506. 

 

Working on and observing a wide range of repairs, I see that, in order to facilitate 

Conscious Construction, encouraging the use of universal fixings, tools, and 

access to parts is vital, as well as information from adhoc practices, craft-making 

and understanding of enduring objects. Where the repair is not possible at home 

																																								 																					
504 Sennett, The Craftsman. p238 
505 Sennett. p238 
506 Sennett. p200 
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(or the user does not want to do it) service provision should be encouraged. 

Design Activism is ‘design thinking, imagination and practice applied knowingly 

or unknowingly to create a counter-narrative aimed at generating and balancing 

positive social, institutional, environmental and/or economic change’507. The 

counter-narrative aimed for here is collaborative, works against planned and 

accidental obsolescence and aims for a long-term dialogue with the user. This 

information can be used to design repair into objects, making for greater 

RepairAbility and user resilience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

																																								 																					
507 Fuad-Luke, Design Activism: Beautiful Strangeness for a Sustainable World. p27 
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Michael  

 

 
Fig. 99. Beige Learning Jumper (2015 ongoing) with Michael’s mend in the armpit 

 
I volunteer at mending events, often demonstrating hand repairs on 
clothing and other textiles. I find this exciting and rewarding, I enjoy 
working with people, tackling problems (like how to fix holes in tricky 
areas) and seeing the results of their efforts. 
 
On Saturday I was working with a man called Michael. He is a regular 
visitor to these events, and likes to have a go at fixing his own things, 
even though he feels he lacks certain skills. He is, I would guess, in his 
sixties, and I know he lives alone in a one-bed council flat. He has 
specific things he cares about (he is not alone in this) and these things 
tend to be primarily functional, followed by his liking of their 
aesthetic. 
 
He wanted to fix his cardigan, which had a hole under the armpit. This 
hole was worn in rather than a rip or a seam breaking. He didn't have 
the cardigan with him, as he knew we would have fabrics that he could 
try the techniques on. He specifically wanted the skills that would be 
on offer that day and he wanted it to be fixed neatly and functionally 
as he likes to be tidy. He only has two cardigans so it is well used. He 
described the material to me, and the colour, explaining that it is 
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similar to the cardigan he was wearing – telling me that he knows what 
he likes! 
 
We started by discussing the hole, and how different types of holes 
form. We went through repair options - what would and wouldn't work, 
and why. This, in specific, was about why pinching the edges of the 
fabric together would not work - by bunching the fabric you create a 
lump, by stitching into worn fabric your repair might not be secure, 
and by pulling together pieces of cloth, you pull the garment out of 
shape. We decided that the best option was to patch the hole from 
underneath - stitching a patch into the space, and then stitching the 
edges of the hole to the topside of the patch, both to secure it and to 
make sure there were no flapping edges. 
 
I set him up with Beige Learning Jumper (2015 ongoing), with a patch 
pinned in to a hole I cut in its armpit. I explained how to pin it so the 
shape of the hole was visible on the underside of the patch while not 
pinning into the weakened fabric, and not to pull the hole out of shape 
while setting up the repair. I showed him a single stitch with the 
needle, then gave it to him. He did a running stitch around the pins, 
and we knotted it off. We then turned it right-side out and discussed 
the stitching, and the progress of the repair. There was much 
consternation about how to translate this to his cardigan, especially 
around colours - we were working the trial repair in bright and 
contrasting colours so as to be able to see the progress and the work 
easily. I then demonstrated a whipstitch. This is harder in many ways 
than the running stitch, and involves either acceptance of the rules, or 
an ability to visualise the whole thread, under the fabric too, to 
understand the angle of it. I explained that it doesn’t matter if the top-
stitch is straight or diagonal, as the under-stitch will be diagonal or 
straight, corresponding to it. I showed him how to bar-tack the narrow 
ends of the hole, so the seam was reinforced - prevention within the 
repair.   
 
Having demonstrated round about a quarter of the hole I then left him 
to stitch the rest. This went well, aside from needing to rethread the 
needle as I hadn’t cut a long enough thread initially. He was very 
pleased with the end result of what he had done, and showed it to 
several other members of the group, explaining why we had mended it 
in the way we had. 
 
When he left, he was armed with information about how to fix his own 
cardigan. He said he had needle and thread at home, and was going to 
seek out some fabric that worked with the colour of his cardigan. 
 



	
	

225	

 

My Repair-Activism 

As an activist I want to invite others into the repair discourse while not 

compromising my own principles. My Repair-Activism is ‘obedient’ to my own 

‘reason or conviction (autonomous obedience)’ of being anti-waste and pro-

circularity, and thus is ‘not an act of submission but one of affirmation’. 

Simultaneously, it is disobedient to implicit rules of our consumer culture, where, 

according to psychologist Erich Fromm this ‘obedience to a person, institution or 

power (heteronomous obedience) is submission’ which ‘implies the abdication of 

my autonomy and the acceptance of a foreign will or judgment in place of my 

own’508. 

 

My conviction and my judgment, if authentically mine, are part of me. If I 

follow them rather than the judgment of others, I am being myself; hence 

the word obey can be applied only in a metaphorical sense and with a 

meaning which is fundamentally different from the one in the case of 

“heteronomous obedience”509. 

 

Fromm qualifies this further, explaining that most people are eager to please and 

scared of displeasing ‘authoritarian conscience’, described as ‘the internalized 

voice of an authority’, and the ‘humanistic conscience’ based on our ‘intuitive 

knowledge of what is human and inhuman, what is conducive of life and what is 

destructive of life. This conscience serves our functioning as human beings. It is 

the voice that calls us back to ourselves, to our humanity’510. 

 

Arguably our dominant economic culture is what Fromm describes as having 

which he suggests ‘develops in connection with the development of private 

property’511, beyond property for use but with principles around ownership, gains 

																																								 																					
508 Fromm, On Disobedience and Other Essays.p19 
509 Fromm. p19 
510 Fromm. p19 
511 Fromm, To Have Or To Be? p32 
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and growth512. To repair is to push back, to act both obediently to myself, and 

disobediently, against capitalist consumerism, against expectations of the 

designer, and of the researcher – I am not there purely for my own gains or 

affirmation. My ‘moral motivation’513 is my own attempt to distinguish between 

right and wrong consumption practices and to encourage them in others. 

 

Repair-activism embraces Fromm’s mode of being; ‘to share, to give, to sacrifice - 

that owes its strength to the specific conditions of human existence and the 

inherent need to overcome one’s isolation by oneness with others’514. This then 

cultivates the key elements for wellbeing – listed by positive psychologist Martin 

Seligman as being positive emotion, engagements, relationships, meaning, and 

achievement515. He tells us that these elements are subjective and objective, and 

in order to fulfil them, we must engage positively with others.  

 

Artist Neil Cummings suggests generosity as a way to ‘overwrite scarcity with 

abundance’, advocating we ‘keep giving and receiving’. He calls this ‘radical 

generosity’516. To me, certain practices of activism manifested in emergent repair 

cultures are forms of radical generosity which overwrite emotional and material 

scarcity, and create affirmative connections needed for well-being. 

 

My activism requires me to continuously critically assess my practice, my habits, 

my privileges, and my assumptions about others, and to change some of them. 

 

By questioning what we know, are taught, and how we are told to behave, I 

believe my Repair-Activism and my Repair-Making can be seen as anarchic, as 

disobedience and simultaneously, obedience. This contradiction is inherent in 

																																								 																					
512 Fromm. p108 
513 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism. p39 
514 Fromm, To Have Or To Be? p108 
515 Seligman, Flourish: A New Understanding of Happiness and Well-Being and How to Achieve Them. pp24-
25 
516 Cummings, “Generosity.” p325 
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much of my practice, but particularly my activism. By volunteering I am 

(involuntarily) adhering to the principles of state-dismantling, doing the job of the 

state, yet, by volunteering I encourage others to repair, promoting repair as an 

active and enjoyable part of ownership. By Repair-Making I disobey the economic 

rules of growth capitalism, but obey my own consumption principles. I push back 

against capitalist individualism through activism, and choose to embrace a 

sharing, giving mode of being, making my acts and artefacts propaganda for my 

message, inviting others into the conversation. 
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Hackney Fixers: A very short introduction 

  
Fig. 100. Hackney Fixers logo. Design by Dave Lukes 

Hackney, a borough in east London, has a mixed set of inhabitants, 
long-standing, new, short- and long-term, coming from across the 
spectrum of economic income. Hackney Fixers is a group of four people 
who organise community repair workshops across the borough. Events 
run by Hackney Fixers are open to anyone with something that needs 
repairing, and generally we work on objects of everyday use. We aim to 
repair as much as possible on a shoe-string budget, and rely on the 
goodwill of a team of volunteers and community spaces. We accept 
donations and external funding, but do not require payment for access 
to the spaces we use or the skills we share. At our events, we provide a 
range of tools and knowledge, and encourage participants to use them, 
aiming to show the do-ability of Repair-Making using common 
household tools and materials. We move around to reach lots of people. 

Our approach builds our connections with the area and its residents, 
bringing the craft-of-repair to many. Juliette MacDonald posits that 
'craft as a communal experience functions as a form of resistance to 
that sense of alienation'517 often experienced by urban dwellers. For her, 
the resulting objects from a community project may be sloppy and 
imperfect but the participation provided through the making 
experience 'demonstrate the potential for the creation of far more 

																																								 																					
517 MacDonald, “The Value of ‘Sloppy Craft’: Creativity and Community.” p95 
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complex webs of meaning (social, psychological, political and cultural), 
providing a depth of connection achieved through the sharing of 
process and experience'518. She concludes by saying 'engagement rather 
than a perfect end-product is the key to promoting social capital and 
the result is that participants become knitted into the fabric of the 
community'519. To be embedded is one of the aims of Hackney Fixers – 
that we as a group are valued and useful in our community, while not 
owning either what we do or the skills we share. We also aim to repair 
objects while minimising further damage, and maximising participation 
and sharing. 

 

 
Fig. 101. Hackney Fixers event at Hub67, Hackney Wick, February 2019 

 

 
																																								 																					
518 MacDonald. p105 
519 MacDonald. p106 
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Repair Workshops: Volunteering to Make Repair 
Possible  
 

With the rise of open-access spaces for makers like FabLabs520 (with open access 

digital tools such as 3D Printers) and Men’s Sheds521, accessibility of tools and 

facilities is growing. However many of these spaces require paid membership (for 

example GreenLab is £255 pcm522), and although they offer technician support, an 

understanding of the machinery is useful before using them. In this respect they 

have a similarity to the proprietary fixings used by companies such as Apple, 

where the need for or use of specialised tools shuts others out523. Maker spaces 

offer opportunities to those who are interested in digital fabrication but, although 

knowledge of digital technologies is growing, they can seem unwelcoming to 

those without the skills524. Digital fabrication can be wasteful, and these spaces 

are not generally used for Repair-Making.  

 

The repair workshops I co-facilitate aim to break these barriers down – knowledge 

and confidence is not needed to participate. They bring together practical 

aspects introducing different ways to repair or intervene with damage, alongside 

problem solving and examinations of waste-making, along with conversation and 

hands-on learning, creating a temporary place with room for ideas, experiments, 

and provocations.  

																																								 																					
520 “Fablabs.” 
521 “Men’s Sheds Webpage.” 
522 “GreenLab.” 
523 Hein, “These Are The Secret Little Tools Apple Uses To Repair The IPhone 5s.” 
524 Hunsinger and Schrock, “The Democratization of Hacking and Making.” 
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Fig. 102. Me organising the queue at a Hackney Fixers event, June 2018 

 

Hackney Fixer events are open access and form a micro-economy of values, 

building relationships within communities: Repair-Making together becomes 

worth more than making or buying something new. Attending or volunteering at 

a repair workshop is political, deliberate or not. Drawing on alternative 

educational models, Hackney Fixers workshops subvert brokenness into positive, 

community-led, knowledge-sharing opportunities, give space for ‘talking back’ 

and participants control525. ‘Loose parts’526 in the form of tools, materials (as far as 

possible, commonly available ones) and space for use, structure and 

experimentation contribute to learning activities. 

 

																																								 																					
525 Illich, Deschooling Society. loc488 
526 Nicholson, “The Theory of Loose Parts: An Important Principle for Design Methodology.” 
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The act of volunteering can create personal and group wellness and greater levels 

of trust in communities527. Our repair workshops break down any dichotomy 

between professional and non-professional Repair-Makers by engaging with 

informative, exploratory and reflexive challenges, and volunteering at them is 

often a nexus point for hobbyists or tinkerers, learning and politics. Within them, 

the Repair-Maker is dependent on the Repair-Seeker for information about how 

the object is used and how it is to be repaired. As such repair workshops bring 

people together, creating opportunity for social interactions and togetherness.  

 

The connections created are sometimes permanent and sometimes transient.  

Repair-Makers may meet repeatedly and build strong connections, as may Repair-

Seekers, or one off encounters might be had: materially, the duration of 

relationship is unimportant as long as repair is being attempted, and knowhow is 

being shared. These connections ‘de-garbage’528 materials and knowledge, 

redefining ownership, choices, values and power. The focus on Repair-Making 

together, even if it turns out to be impossible or needing more materials/time, 

shows repair to be a key tool for the disenfranchised. 

 

When talking about running community projects, design theorist John Chris Jones 

says: 

It’s so hard to unlearn, and unlearning is the essence of designing. To 

share the design process with users is not as easy as it sounds. It needs a 

change of roles, of self-images, on both sides529. 

 

I am using this quote to frame my understanding of the expanded benefits, 

beyond the material, of facilitating workshops, where they become learning 

spaces, reflexive experiences and community building times.  

 

																																								 																					
527 Pickett and Wilkinson, The Spirit Level: Why Equality Is Better for Everyone. p57 
528 Scanlon, On Garbage. 
529 Jones, “Continuous Design and Redesign.” p205 
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Where place refers to a particular position, location or point, space refers to a 

continuous area or expanse which is free, available or unoccupied. To clarify this a 

little further, place-making can be used to mean an approach to planning, design 

and management of public spaces. Sennett comments that ‘materially, humans 

are skilled makers of a place for themselves in the world’530. Within repair 

workshops the space is generative rather than static, place is made and remade 

as they progress, reflexively responding to needs. 

 

Workshops as Learning Spaces 

 

 It’s so hard to unlearn, and unlearning is the essence of designing.531 

 

Repair requires one to question and potentially unlearn what we assume as fact 

about being both a maker and about Repair-Making, working with existing 

objects and dependences along with desirability of objects. Facilitating and 

organising repair workshops changes my role in to one that Jones calls a 

‘professional encourager’532, described as giving part of design process to the 

user and giving freedom to do things that professionals do. This to me seems 

hierarchical – less about unlearning, sharing, and role changing.  However, it 

could be accurate, else, why bother to spend all this time training, researching 

and practising, if not to become an, or the, expert? Surely this in part is the point, 

however uncomfortable.  

 

In workshops I work with the least predictable and most interesting element of 

making, the people, encouraging engagement with Repair-Making, and not just 

already familiar techniques. Where there may be a lo-fi comfort in stitching a 

button on a shirt, or sticking a handle on a mug, there is a journey of excitement, 

																																								 																					
530 Sennett, The Craftsman. p13 
531 Jones, “Continuous Design and Redesign.” p205 
532 Jones. p205 
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understanding and empowerment in taking the casing off a smart phone. Repairs 

made in public workshops may not be a beautiful addition, but a return to 

working order, whatever that order may be. The many words relating to repair 

and damage, are often more to do with bricolage, DIY or DIT (Do-It-Together, 

where ‘craft skills …[are] a “do-it-together,” [practice], an emergent, and 

uncontrollable phenomenon, beyond the command of one single author or 

maker.’533), and botching – the ‘roughness, the un-professional character’534as 

John Chris Jones might put it. This again implies a hierarchy; sometimes 

professionals work roughly too.  

 

Participatory repair workshops break down this proposed dichotomy between 

professional and non-professional by engaging with informative, exploratory and 

reflexive challenges. It removes the Repair-Maker from the centre of the process, 

and asks who or what is central to it – the user, the learning, the Repair-Making, 

the object, or its context?  

 

Community Building and Volunteering 

 

To share the design process with users is not as easy as it sounds.535 

 

While Repair-Making is not exactly a design process in itself, they are similar. 

While facilitating repair workshops and sharing Repair-Making processes with 

users is ostensibly simple, there are tensions present.  

 

I take an unpaid voluntary role in organising Hackney Fixers workshops, and 

acknowledge my ability to do this is a privilege in itself. I am free to step up and 

step back as I wish. To me, volunteering is a form of mutual aid - an anarchist 

																																								 																					
533 von Busch, “Collaborative Craft Capabilities: The Bodyhood of Shared Skills.” p144 
534 Jones, ‘Continuous Design and Redesign.’ p206 
535 Jones. p205 
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principle of ‘cooperation and generosity’536, stemming from the ideas of Peter 

Kropotkin537. He attributed it to ’natural rather than ethical impulses, [however] 

mutual aid has since been taken up by anarchist organizers (sic) as an ethically 

mandated expression of solidarity with fellow activists’538. Volunteer work is the 

most real, practical, and challenging part of my practice, helping me explore the 

‘decisional burden’539 of repair as a user activity and service.  

 

Volunteering also exposes the complexities of giving. In her introduction to 

Marcel Mauss's The Gift (1990) Mary Douglas says the recipient of charity never 

likes the giver, and that ‘foundations should not confuse their donations with 

gifts’540.  She suggests the problem is the giver wanting ‘exemption’ from 

reciprocation: 

 

Refusing requital puts the act of giving outside any mutual ties... According 

to Marcel Mauss that is what is what is wrong with the free gift. A gift that 

does nothing to enhance solidarity is a contradiction541. 

 

My volunteering is more about giving than taking, but the occasional requital 

(unrequired by me) of being shown a technique by a participant, or one 

participant helping another, redresses this balance, and goes some way to 

solidifying the bonds created. 

 

Workshops create elastic social bonds, where temporary bonds are made through 

group activity, togetherness, predicted showings of generosity and skill (for 

example, I will share darning techniques with you) and unpredicted showings of 

generosity (for example, you might show me, or another participant, how to do 

something) and because of this it creates accessible knowledge hubs. These 

																																								 																					
536 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism. p25 
537 Kropotkin, “The Spirit of Revolt.” 
538 Portwood-Stacer, Lifestyle Politics and Radical Activism. p165 
539 Graham and Thrift, “Out of Order: Understanding Repair and Maintenance.” p5 
540 Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies. pVII 
541 Mauss. pVII 
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temporary bonds may become solid ties through repeat meetings/sharings, or 

through knowledge retention and sharing, and create deposits of abilities beyond 

the workshop. Repair connections can be looked at as background and 

foreground – the solid bonds may be considered foreground – this might be the 

network of Repairers used by The Restart Project, or Hackney Fixers ourselves, 

and the background might be dormant knowledge we carry until needed – 

whether the cobbler we call upon when our shoes are broken, the event we 

attend every other time, or the re-upholsterer we recommend to a friend. The 

social is foregrounded, with personal knowhow in the background. 

 

Author David Boyle, discussing time banks542, reminds us that humans are entitled 

to time, we all have equal amounts (we all have 24hours per day), and that time 

can be a form of (nonfinancial) wealth. Time can be a separate form of currency, 

something that can and might, on our own and our communities’ terms, be 

traded for the common good, as in volunteering. He describes time banks in 

particular but also volunteering, as a new form of mutualism; ‘one that takes 

everybody’s time seriously and accepts that society needs people to use some of 

their time on its behalf’543. He summarises that ‘mutual participation without 

ownership can be exploitative, of course, but mutual ownership without 

participation is meaningless. It’s not the owning, in other words, it’s the taking 

part’544. This leads to what he calls ‘meaningful control’ with equal stakes for those 

involved545.  

 

So, volunteering asks us to consider how we spend our time: could it be more 

appropriately spent, could we have more “meaningful control” by spending on 

others rather than ourselves, on our communities and society in order to benefit 

																																								 																					
542 Boyle, “Taking Time Seriously.” 
543 Boyle. p118 
544 Boyle. p119 
545 Boyle. p119 
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all, and reduce the inequality shown to be so destructive546. According to Neil 

Cummings, Marcel Mauss suggests giving is a ‘networked social contract’547– that 

one gift triggers another: pleasure found in learning to repair is passed on, 

pleasure found in time spent, with someone, on something, is time often later re-

spent elsewhere. Giving and regiving, receiving and passing on increases the 

repair network.  

 

Crucial to every society is the kind of union and solidarity it fosters and the 

kind it can further, under the given conditions of its socioeconomic 

structure548.  

 

There are many questions around volunteer work, not least whether it should 

actually be necessary. Neil Cummings suggests that ‘infinite giving, like creativity 

- it’s as generous as the sun’549 but he goes on to state – ‘giving to those in need is 

not generous’550 – so what is it? 

 

  

Voluntary work might not be done in person, it may be virtual (for example, online 

forums551). Distributed attentiveness is required for contemporary software repair 

services: ‘post local’ places where localised repairs still exist, but should be 

‘augmented with … the globalized or extended situation[s]’552(Pollock et al’s 

italics). For this, users self-assess breakages to assign priority levels and internet 

technology is used to bounce the information around, seeking repair (rather than 

repair coming to the break).  Knowledge (and lack thereof) is honestly shared to 

facilitate this journey.   

 

																																								 																					
546 Pickett and Wilkinson, The Spirit Level: Why Equality Is Better for Everyone. 
547 Cummings, “Generosity” p326; Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies. 
548 Fromm, To Have Or To Be? p108 
549 Cummings, ‘Generosity.’ p325 
550 Cummings. p326 
551 IFixIt, “Forums.” 
552 Pollock et al., “Post Local Forms of Repair: The (Extended) Situation of Virtualised Technical Support.” p31 
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By opening objects perceived to be un-openable and showing their RepairAbility, 

repair workshops also open other possibilities to those attending.  

 

Workshops as Reflective and Reflexive Space 

 

It needs a change of roles, of self-images, on both sides553. 

 

Curator of Mending Revealed, Jacy Wall opines that repairs’ ‘significance today is 

perhaps a commentary on waste and sustainability and a quiet call for the virtues 

of patient skill, and deep enquiry into process’554. As previously mentioned, Brand 

and Wiens both believe maintainance and repair to be learning activities555, and 

ways of moving onwards556. Repair workshops manifest a collaborative and 

expanding space, usually with a shared ethos: this could be considered a 

collaborative form of “quiet activism” (the activist potential of domestic crafts and 

everyday making557), where Repair-Making is simply got on with.  

 

Often participants bring found objects such as printers, where previous narratives 

are unknown but its discarded status indicates that the original break was too 

much for someone else, even when the work is a simple rationalised repair back 

to a working state - such as replacing a fuse.  

 

Repair workshops make support and skill visible. Drawing on alternative and 

experimental pedagogies, workshops provide Repair-Making opportunities for 

others, unsettling relationships between people and objects, and teachers to 

learners – everyone is needed in order for the attempt at Repair-Making to be 

successful, even if the material act is not. This directly opposes withholding of 

																																								 																					
553 Jones, ‘Continuous Design and Redesign.’ p205 
554 Wall, “Mending Revealed.” 
555 Brand, How Buildings Learn - 5 of 6: The Romance of Maintenance. 
556 Wiens, “The Repair Revolution.” 
557 Hackney, ‘Quiet Activism and the New Amateur: The Power of Home and Hobby Crafts.’ 
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repair information. As such, in Hackney Fixers workshops, participatory learning 

experiences created through working together repair the experience to 

participant needs as well as repairing their objects (as far as possible) how they 

want. Skills become stimulus for conversation and reflection, and a way to clearly 

communicate sometimes obscured information.  

 

Questions arise through repair workshops. A repaired phone is both enterable 

and forbidden space - as monolith it appears unrepairable, however by opening it 

together, knowledge and community expand. After repair it returns to the state of 

monad, and again does not share RepairAbility with others, appearing un-

openable, and thus un-repairable. Physical place therefore appears key to sharing 

knowing. The decisions affecting Repair-Making appears at two key points in 

object lifecycles – in the design phase and the use phase. If there is no obvious 

place for Repair-Making, and RepairAbility is not visibly acknowledged in the 

material of the object, how can that information pass on, how can repairability be 

communicated to the user? RepairAbility must be thought about during the 

design process. 

 

 
Fig. 103. iPhone base. How could this better communicate repairability? 
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Fig. 104. iPhone back. How could this better communicate repairability? 

 

In his darning workshops, tomofholland suggests that, when contemplating textile 

repair, the most important things to match are first colour and texture in yarn 

choices, and that a material match is a much lower priority. However, mixing 

fibres can make it much harder to recycle post-user. But does this matter if you 

are extending the life of the textile in the first place? This question expands 

throughout repair, how does the material practice of Repair-Making affect the 

post-user life? 
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Fig. 105. Green Jumper (100% wool), and darning yarn (50% wool, 50% polyamide) 

 

The very visibility of workshops, of the repairs (being done), Repair-Making, and 

Repair-Makers, bring tacit and inherited knowledge to the surface, inspiring 

anecdotes, experiments and conversation. They provoke questions about 

circumstances beyond the workshop – about design, communication, way-finding 

and cyclability, and give space for exploration and critique of these. 

 

Oppositional Practices To Propositional Actions: Repair 
Workshops Are Great 
 

Starting from an oppositional position, against unnecessary obsolescence, repair 

workshops make temporary learning spaces where discourses of matter and form, 

of community and interaction, and a bricolage of activists, methods and materials 

come into play.  
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In hosting repair workshops it seems that some visitors prefer to watch rather than 

to actively participate, however that does not appear to lessen their experience. 

Repair workshops are a learning space for Repair-Makers, for participants, and for 

observers (myself included). 

 

Enclosed or invisible content is communicated in repair-workshops. Stemming 

from human and object malaise, social connections and collaborative “quiet 

activism” are created, by making Repair-Making visible and accessible. Repair 

workshops act as demonstration in themselves, and encouragement, creating a 

time and place where repair can be discussed and engaged with. 

 

The Heideggerian broken object - disobedient, even if broken deliberately - calls 

itself to our attention558. Repair demands and creates a new response where a 

bricolage of activists, methods, systems and materials create riotous and resilient 

new narratives for, and places in, society. Breakage may damage our 

human/object relationships, but cause community building. Repair in workshops 

places the object back into use in some form, even when found to be 

unrepairable. Heightening these material details, repair workshops purposefully 

engage with brokenness in order to take a reparative step, using visibility and 

inherent skills, and acknowledging Repair-Making as multidimensional.  

 

Facilitating repair workshops has made me unlearn what I was thinking about 

being both a maker and about repair: sharing my skills with others, and watching 

others share theirs, changing our roles and self-images, to a decentralised, 

community perspective. 

 

Community repair workshops are fearless in the face of consumerism. As a 

training camp they are safe spaces in which to try Repair-Making. They form their 

own micro-micro economy, where fixing something with someone is, sometimes, 

																																								 																					
558 Harman, “Reversal: Broken Tools.” p45 
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worth more than making them something new, and hand-to-hand and 

conversational exchanges replace monetary ones. 

 

Repair workshops are sites of resilience and resistance, material and social; local, 

adaptive and sharing. They are places of care, and aim to serve the common 

good. In them, through unlearning, sharing and changing, we explore, together, 

the professionally encouraged roughness of Repair-Making, and we cultivate 

generous, connected modes of being. I propose that, by Repair-Making together 

in repair workshops, we actively choose to do so. 
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Repair-Making: Craft 
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Milk Plate (2015) 

 

 
Fig. 106. Milk Plate (2015) Ceramic, milk  

 
I don’t drink cow’s milk, but while reading about the social history of 
trash I came across a 19th century repair technique for ceramics using it 
as glue. It involved boiling your cracked or broken ceramic in cow’s 
milk in order to stick it back together. ‘Rubbish!’ I thought. ‘I’ll try 
that’. 
 
In discussion with my partner we decided that our wok was the best 
pan to use. ‘It can go in the dishwasher, and is a bit scratched anyway,’ 
he reasoned. ‘Can you do it with the windows open please?’ Turns out 
he was right, boiling four pints of milk for a couple of hours makes 
your house pretty pongy. I bound the fragments of the broken dish 
with wire. I had chosen this bowl from my collection of shattered 
crockery as it seemed to me a cereal bowl, which may have contained 
its fair share of milk before its demise. The blue rim had a Cornishware 
feel to it and it fitted perfectly into our wok. I covered it with milk and 
lit the flame. 
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Fig. 107. Milk Plate (2015) Ceramic, milk  

 
Checking on it after a while the milk had developed a skin, and the 
bowl looked exactly the same – the wire was intact, compelling its 
shards into shape. I left it in the milk to cool, not retrieving it until 
much later. Before unbinding it I examined it carefully. I could see a 
shiny gloop in some of the craters that no chip filled, but asides from 
that, no change. Snipping the wire I realised that the plate was one 
again, with little evidence of its former smashed self. Peculiarly it did 
not smell, the only evidence of its milky adventure being a plasticky 
residue on some of its surface. 
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Fig. 108. Milk Plate (2015) Ceramic, milk  

 
 
Methods of Repair-Making  
 

There are many choices of technique for, and approaches to, Repair-Making: 

materials to use, and levels of skill needed to apply them. Design theorist Victor 

Papanek says ‘in all things, it is appearance that seems to count, form rather than 

content’559. Aesthetics is as important as any other factor when repairing: ‘there is 

little point designing physical durability into consumer goods if the consumer has 

no desire to keep them’560. 

																																								 																					
559 Papanek, Design for the Real World. p221 
560 Papanek. P52 



	
	

250	

 
Fig. 109. Darning yarn – 50% wool, 50% polyamide 

 

Often to repair something, a different material is used to that which it was made 

from. This may be because of suitability – for example, darning yarn is often a 

blend of wool and synthetic fibres for strength – or because the original was 

made of mixed materials, or through complete replacement of the part. It may 

also be due to skill - for example  superglue or Sugru are relatively easy to use. 

Ideally the material used will fit the job, strengthen or reinforce, hide the repair, 

replace a part entirely, and fit the aesthetic needed. 

 

The function of repair, is not just about the object functioning but also aesthetic – 

these aims can be difficult to marry. One approach is to customise the object 

while making the repair, though this is potentially easier to do on textile goods  

than others. This might make the repair a badge of pride – customisation, 

potentially, is an approach against ‘static design languages’ created through 

‘aesthetic discourse’, which are problematic in ‘a world of constantly evolving 
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social values’561. It might even become, for some, a signature style. However this 

doesn’t necessarily address questions around privilege, and wants, or the reading 

of repair as a sign of impoverished or slatternly lives. 

 

What is especially valuable about craft is that once it is possessed by the 

individual it cannot be taken away and becomes a massive addition to the 

individual’s life. To know how is a much more powerful and enriching 

position to be in than merely to know of something562. 

 

Reasoning for different methods takes into account materials, use and outcomes, 

engaging with repair as craft, and developing Repair-Making skills. This in turn 

can help Repair-Makers look beyond the obvious or the easy to forge and 

navigate pathways to emotional engagement with repaired objects. 

 

 

  

																																								 																					
561 Chapman, Emotionally Durable Design: Objects, Experiences and Empathy. pp15-16 
562 Dormer, The Art of the Maker: Skill and Its Meaning in Art, Craft and Design. p103 
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Learning Cardigan (2014 ongoing)  

 

 
Fig. 110. back of Learning Cardigan (2014 ongoing) Acrylic yarn, darns in various materials 

 
During the many football seasons watched together with Grampa, my 
Gran would sit and knit during the game, in their armchairs, he focused 
on the television, she focused on her knitting, while somehow also 
paying attention to the football, and maintaining a constant, steady 
stream of conversation. This trio of activities was a familiar state - we 
all knew it. Should I phone or visit during these times she would 
continue – commentating, knitting and conversing. My job for her was 
to unravel and straighten used yarn, to wash out kinks, and ball it up 
again, in readiness for a new knit. 
 
Gran taught me to knit. She spent a long time teaching me, but though I 
tried, I would get so far and then drop many stitches; my work would 
fall off my needles, or, having struggled to that point, I would give up. 
Around my 18th birthday it suddenly all made sense and I found myself 
able to knit, and to enjoy it (though I have not yet knitted myself a 
cardigan). 
 
So, my Learning Cardigan. Gran knitted it. I inherited it. Containing her 
skills, time and effort, in even stitches and careful construction, the 
baby blue yarn is acrylic, soft and slightly plasticky. Its neckline is 
faintly stained through wear and age. It does not smell like her. I have 
washed it, but I don't recall its aroma when I got it. I was in such a haze 
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when it became mine, along with much other knitwear, homemade and 
bought; I have no recollection of its physicality at that point, the 
visceral point of disassembling a life, deciding what should be kept, 
passed on, given away, what has meaning, and what does not. 
 
Learning Cardigan is important, to me at least. 
 

 
Fig. 111. Learning Cardigan (2014 ongoing) Acrylic yarn, darns in various materials 

 

 
When I inherited it, I knew I could not wear it, but I needed a purpose 
for it: I could not get rid of it. As she taught me many of my repair 
skills and instilled in me the importance of repairing, I know Gran 
would be happy with it being used as a playful learning object. Its job, 
its purpose now, is for people to practise darning on, and for me to 
demonstrate those skills on. Learning Cardigan provides canvas: 
experimental and experiential ground. I cut holes in it and I show 
people how to darn them. I reassure them that it’s ok to mess up or to 
need to start again - the point of this cardigan is to practise,to learn on 
and from.   

My Gran taught me to darn, to patch and many of my other sewing 
skills. Now, through this cardigan of hers, I share those skills. To me, it 
is a generous record of demonstrating, teaching, learning and success, 
of workshops and handwork done. It is a patchwork of events, time 
spent and skills shared. It serves as witness, narrative, space and 
personal comfort. But beyond that, I think it is a reassuring space. 
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Often, when learning to darn or patch, to make whole again, it’s 
because one has something of emotional value that has broken, 
something important has unravelled. This can create vivid nerves. The 
Learning Cardigan gives space to practise before starting on their 
important garment, a space where mistakes don't matter.  It is safe, 
warm and forgiving, much like my Gran. 

 

This writing is developed from my MA thesis (November 2012). Where originally I looked at 
attributes of playfulness in relation to craft process, here I have re-examined it in the context of 
repair, using Learning Cardigan as an example of a ludic object in Repair-Making. See Appendix 8 
for a summary of the original document, How slow design and play theory can combine to create 
a better framework for designers. 

Playful Repair and Collaborative Craft 
 

If a leisured population is to be happy, it must be an educated population, 

and must be educated with a view to mental enjoyment as well as to the 

direct usefulness of technical knowledge563. 

 

Play is widely acknowledged as a recreational or diversionary activity. It can be 

undertaken inside or out, alone or with others. It can be realistic or entirely 

fictional, with or without rules, boundaries and equipment. As process coupled 

with Repair-Making, play is a way of learning or developing skills and testing 

ideas. 

 

In the late 18th century, philosopher Frederich Schiller suggested that within 

everyone is the impulse to play and that the excess energy of childhood results in 

play, a manifestation of non-pragmatic, free, loose exercise and expression. He 

said ‘the play impulse will endeavor to receive as it would itself have produced, 

and to produce as the sense aspires to receive’564, and ‘this play impulse would 

aim at the extinction of time in time and the reconciliation of becoming with 

																																								 																					
563 Russell, In Praise of Idleness and Other Essays. p23 
564 Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Man. p74 
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absolute being, of variation with identity’565. To play is to be lost in one’s own 

world and to circulate energy and knowledge within oneself from play activity.  

 

Psychologist Karl Theodor Groos felt that children play to practise actions they 

will need as they mature. According to psychologist Jean Piaget, Groos ‘saw in 

play a phenomenon of growth, growth of thought and of activity’566, defining play 

as a trial and error exercise in which to develop adult functions. Potentially, adults 

play to recover a sense of childlike joy. 

 

‘Human play … is expression intermediary between our sensuous, animal nature 

and our formal or purely rational nature’567, according to researcher Hilde Hein. 

Her understanding is that the longstanding philosophical links between play and 

aesthetic activity are well founded and says that ‘our understanding of art and 

aesthetic experience might profit from an elaboration and clarification of the 

concept of play’568. 

 

Play can be seen as helping understanding of environment and situations, as an 

instinctive reaction, lacking in pressures, giving gentle, flexible, often self-

imposed boundaries, and allowing for freedom of expression.  

 

Piaget says that although play is autotelic – it has an end and purpose in and of 

itself - its use goes beyond that. Through it, we create skills in actions, for later 

use in real life; practising in play then applying actions outside it, making our own 

balance of ‘assimilation and accommodation’569. Piaget's three classes of play - 

games of mastery, games of make-believe and fantasy, and games with rules - 

create, for him, a manageable, all-encompassing set570. 

																																								 																					
565 Schiller. p74 
566 Piaget, Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood. p151 
567 Hein, “Play as an Aesthetic Concept.” p67 
568 Hein. p71 
569 Piaget, Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood. p87 
570 Piaget.  



	
	

257	

 

Mastery 

Piaget describes play as a way of mastering functional actions; once these are 

mastered they are then repeated through pragmatic use or pleasure. Thus all 

actions made through choice and not necessity could be considered play. As play 

is a relaxed activity, urgency is removed, so to master an action through play 

rather than reality allows us the time to commit to the repetition of actions 

needed. Once we have mastered a task through play we may acquire a ‘feeling of 

virtuosity or power’571, giving us the confidence to use that skill in a non-play 

situation. 

 

In his book Outliers: The Story of Success, author Malcolm Gladwell quotes 

psychologist Levitin as saying ‘ten thousand hours of practice is required to 

achieve the level of mastery associated with being a world-class expert - in 

anything’572. In craft, repetition, revisitation and practice are common place; to 

reach 10,000 hours, to become an artisan, a master, one must form good habits. 

This often involves apprenticing, learning skills, copying actions or traditional 

methods, building and rebuilding, designing and making objects, old and new. 

To become a virtuoso one must be engaged in one’s process as ‘all craftsmanship 

is founded on skill developed to a high degree’573. Academics Graham and Thrift 

argue ‘that repair and maintenance activities have not just more grip but more 

emancipatory potential than maybe thought by those who want to write them off 

as simply mundane or slavishly repetitive’574; repetition in Repair-Making also 

leads to skill and tacit understanding. Repair-Making can be repeated on Learning 

Cardigan until one is confident to work on another garment, and it potentially 

aids emancipation from lack of skills or “having” to buy something new. 

 

																																								 																					
571 Piaget. p89 
572 Gladwell, Outliers: The Story of Success. p40 
573 Sennett, The Craftsman. p20 
574 Graham and Thrift, “Out of Order: Understanding Repair and Maintenance.” p3 
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Fig. 112. Practising darning on Learning Cardigan 

 

Make-Believe 

Make-believe or imaginative play is, to Piaget, a method of exploring 

representations as a real experience: a way of linking things or situations to one 

another, and also back to one’s ego as an ‘expansion of tendencies’575. Play is ‘a 

symbolic transposition which subjects things to the child’s activity’576 and tends to 

aim only for the individual’s satisfaction. He implies that although this play format 

always links elements to our own experience and knowledge, through use of our 

imagination we can expand our knowledge and understanding of the new. 

Possibly, by always linking things back to ourselves, we make new experiences 

more familiar, thus feel safer and so open up the possibility for further exploration 

and comprehension through make-believe or pretending. 

 

																																								 																					
575 Piaget, Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood. p87 
576 Piaget. p87 
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Speaking about the Bauhaus as a ludic approach to design education Sir 

Christopher Frayling says ‘the creative industries want above all to be stimulated 

with strong creative ideas. And the experimental workshop is a good place to 

start’577. In psychologist Erich Fromm’s writing on human values, he describes the 

intellectual and physical process by which child and man gain identity, developing 

reason and objectivity through which he ‘create[s] a human world in which he is at 

home’578 as ‘orientation’579. Make-believe play is important in Repair-Making as 

the creative thinking it encourages helps us expand beyond that which we already 

know. The explorative nature of make-believe exists partly in the belief that one 

might well be able to repair something. My use of Learning Cardigan in 

workshops materially orients participants with a space for experimentation and 

skills-learning, and intellectually orients with the politics and choices surrounding 

that skill. Make-believe, such as that offered by Learning Cardigan encourages 

spontaneity; this play offers a framework with no constraints, except those set at 

the time. By being a familiar object, Learning Cardigan links back to oneself, while 

giving space to explore the new. 

 

Rules 

Piaget suggests a couple of interpretations of rules. He says that they could be 

ritualistic, such as sucking your thumb to imply sleep, or emotion based (using the 

example of avoiding cracks in the pavement). The details can also be used out of 

context (not walking on the cracks when you are on a non-cracked surface). Rules 

represent constraints, and can be seen as ‘constructions which are still 

spontaneous but which imitate reality’580. Rules may also be ‘intellectually 

complex’581 for example; ‘rules which have been handed down by the social 

tradition of children and which change a sensory-motor situation into an 

																																								 																					
577 Frayling, On Craftsmanship:  Towards and New Bauhaus. p135 
578 Fromm, On Disobedience and Other Essays. p11 
579 Fromm. p10 
580 Piaget, Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood. p87 
581 Piaget. p106 
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organised competition’582. Rules could be seen as systemic, either for offering 

equilibrium on the (literal) playing field by offering boundaries to adhere to or a 

system of elimination, by which the best participant plays longest. 

 

Sennett tells us that ‘here, in play, is the origin of the dialogue the craftsman 

conducts with materials like clay and glass’583. He describes his understanding of 

rules within the context of craftsmanship, as ‘consistency’ which correlates with 

repetition – being able to play the game more than once, and being able to 

modify these rules once the play is mastered – ‘in short, play inaugurates 

practicing, and practicing is a matter both of repetition and of modulation’584, and 

also he describes play as ‘a school for learning to increase complexity’ where, 

once bored, children are able to make more complex and elaborate rules, leading 

to an adult ability to use simple tools in a complex manner, to ‘play with their 

possibilities rather than treat each tool as fit-for-purpose’585. Therefore, play can 

also make you better at what you are doing, and at adapting it. 

 

The first requirements of good mending are: (a) that the worn part should 

be strengthened or replaced; (b) that the mend, especially on garments, 

should be as invisible as possible. The objection to wearing a too-obviously 

mended garment is quite a natural one586. 

 

There are no rules for visible mending. You can unleash your creativity and 

use whatever fabric you like587. 

 

Rules in repair tend to come from tradition: whether they are followed or broken, 

new ones made or old ones remade is choice. Tradition could be seen as a form 

of systemic rule-book, setting of constraints. Hein says play ‘by definition is 

spontaneous activity engaged in exclusively for its own sake, [and that] ... to value 

																																								 																					
582 Piaget.p108 
583 Sennett, The Craftsman. p272 
584 Sennett. p272 
585 Sennett. p273 
586 Holt, The Art and Practice of Mending. p7 
587 Gale, “How to Patch a Pair of Trousers.” 
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it for its possible consequences is a denial of its essence’588. However, play often 

requires planning; for example, the laying out and changing of the rules. There is 

a similar approach to rules in Repair-Making, where planning time, both before 

and after a break, is allocated, materials chosen, information sought. A felt need 

for tacit knowledge and training in Repair-Making could also deny spontaneity. 

 

Yet, playfully spontaneous writings or rewritings of rules appear in repair through 

the use of new materials, old materials in new ways, or other experiments. This 

links repair practice back to make-believe as systemic rules are then applied to 

unusual situations, materials or ideas, becoming more ritualistic. Play explores and 

pushes rules and boundaries as does repair. Both give freedom to understand 

one’s place in the world further; informal, safe environments leading to greater 

understanding, engagement, and empowerment. Learning Cardigan, as a safe 

space, engages with and breaks rules of mending, as laid out above – there are 

no worn areas, and the work is absolutely not invisible, but the darns are 

technically correct (even when not very well made). The very nature of repair as an 

intervention in an object, a system, or a set of ideas, begins by messing with the 

rules. 

 

																																								 																					
588 Hein, ‘Play as an Aesthetic Concept.’ p68 
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Fig. 113. detail of Learning Cardigan (2014 ongoing) Acrylic yarn, darns in various materials 

 

Lost In Repair-Making 

The educational value of play, through mastery, make believe and rules has 

intrinsic value and builds skills. While expectation of quality may be reduced in a 

play scenario, by embracing play as part of practice, knowledge increases through 

spontaneity and experimentation: this combination aids the Repair-Maker in 

creating an instinctive freedom of expression and experimentation, a “try it” 

attitude. 

 

As the player can be lost in play, so the Repair-Maker should be able to be lost in 

Repair-Making. A playful approach to Repair-Making increases by linking old and 

new, familiar and unfamiliar, ‘expanding our tendencies’589 materially and 

emotionally. Play is reflective, engaging and participatory, and allows evolution: 

through play the Repair-Maker can envision themself in a future/other incarnation 

– as (more) skilled, or as having done the repair – they can lose themselves in play 

																																								 																					
589 Piaget, Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood. p87 
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to find this newer version. Learning Cardigan, as play material, is such a space for 

getting lost in.  

 

New Ways To Old Techniques 

 
Learning Cardigan was a homeless object, where  

 

even when they continue to function, certain objects are ejected from them 

as they become broken, outdated or unfashionable. The rubble of a blown-

apart home, a torn piece of clothing, a one-armed doll or a cup without a 

handle – these things are classified as rubbish and cast out of the adult-

controlled systems which structure the world590. 

 

While Learning Cardigan was not as “cast out” as these examples were, it 

became “homeless” after the death of my Gran, its creator and wearer, and 

unwanted as a garment by those around it. Re-homing it as Learning Cardigan 

gave it purpose as what playground designer Simon Nicholson calls a ‘loose part’ 

where  

 

in any environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity, and 

the possibility of discovery, are directly proportional to the number and 

kind of variables in it591.  

 

In repair workshops, if participants were only able to work into their own things, 

and there were no “loose parts” available, some playful and educational purpose 

would be lost. 

 

While mine, Learning Cardigan is collaborative in process. To me, it is a blended 

notebook of demonstrating, teaching, learning and success. It is patches of 

events, time spent together, and skills shared. It is a narrative, a canvas, and it 

gathers and records stories, hand movements, moments spent on it, as well as 

																																								 																					
590 Leichter-Saxby, “The Secret Lives of Objects.” 
591 Nicholson, ‘The Theory of Loose Parts: An Important Principle for Design Methodology.’ p6 
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giving information out. It is materially an account of life lived, life experienced and 

life told. 

 

The material play-space embodied by the Learning Cardigan opens up repair 

methods, traditional disciplines and skills to more people, and uses concepts of 

play as a method for sharing. Play gives space, while designing, to think about 

repair before the break, examining the needs and uses – the rules – of the 

product, mastering the actions needed to repair it, make-believing as the user. By 

play-acting outcomes, more informed choices might be made, leading to more 

repairable products. 

 

This ludic framework of mastery, make believe and rules, questions and stands 

against given norms, and creates a safe arena within which to experiment with the 

political side of repair.  

 

Otto von Busch, talking about ‘collaborative craft capabilities’592 suggests we ask 

the wrong questions when looking at objects, saying that by focusing on the 

quality of the object or skill of the maker we may turn ‘a blind eye to the 

capacities released by the interest in reclaiming skills of the body, of 

bodyhood’593. He asks how craft can create new alliances, action spaces and ‘turn 

skill dissemination into a sociopolitical force of empowerment’594? In other writing 

he says, 

 

Old and carefully repaired clothes inherit another form of promise than 

fashion; that of continuous attention, of lasting affection, of careful 

handling and sincerity. It reveals modesty and virtue. The fabric may be 

broken, but the repair shows that the affection is unbroken. As the hole is 

repaired, new attention is added. Hope is fused into the material and form. 

Self-reliance and trust emanates from repair. A beautiful patching is a 

																																								 																					
592 von Busch, ‘Collaborative Craft Capabilities: The Bodyhood of Shared Skills.’ 
593 von Busch. p145 
594 von Busch. p145 
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manifestation of careful love, a caress of time, a gentle kiss of compassion. 

Such things fashion has, so far, never been able to commit to595. 

 

In these senses, Learning Cardigan becomes a method for teaching with, for 

learning and practising on, a record, and “action space” for empowerment and 

dissemination. As Sennett discusses596, play spans boundaries, although we tend 

to stop playing when we start working - it has seemingly become divorced from 

adult life. As rehomed object, as collaborative artefact, as space for “reclaiming 

skills of the body”, for apprenticeship and for spontaneity. Learning Cardigan’s 

multiple facets embed it into adult life as a playful work.  

 

If to play is to experiment with rules, to develop understanding through repetition 

and mastery (social and material) and to make believe, develop or test skills to be 

used in the “real world” later, then Learning Cardigan is a play space, is playful. 

 
Fig. 114. detail of Learning Cardigan (2014 ongoing) Acrylic yarn, darns in various materials 

 
 

																																								 																					
595 von Busch, “Fashion, Repair and Mending Kits.” 
596 Sennett, The Craftsman. pp269-274 
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Milk Jug (2016)  

 

 
Fig. 115. Milk Jug (2016) Ceramic, mixed media 

 
You were found outside a junk shop, cold. 
You came here in a bag, paper. 
Placed on my desk, gently. 
 
Would anyone else have exchanged cash for you? You have issues, 
you're not fit for purpose. Your use value is diminished, eliminated to 
most. 
 
Your previous life is a mystery but here's what I know: 
It began with care, and ended undignified and uncared for, discarded. 
Yet in some way you are not completely lost. The lines raised in your 
handle. Your neck, beyond chipped - a vital part of you gone. You were 
thrown, not cast. Your spout worked after. The potter's pun on 
modesty: a leaf covering the join between your handle and body. You 
are simple but detailed. Not one tone but two.  
 
I assume you were used. I assume you were broken in use. Even your 
sharp edges are smooth. Your missing piece reveals your material 
nature. Where is that fragment? 
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Now you wait for me. You have lived in my studio for six months, but 
only now do I know your future. Your quiet motionless stance was 
asking me “what next?”; now you’re here. Your new life is 
different. Will it fulfil your true purpose? Probably not, although it 
won't negate or ignore it. You will be seen, visible, rather than used, 
invisible. Your break, your journey, has altered you in more ways than 
one. 
 

 

Artefacts: Material, Medium, Motivation 
 

Using found and reclaimed objects and materials – things with a previous cultural 

history, I make artefacts. I start from damage, using practical and artistic repairing 

to examine material essences and test ways of Repair-Making, unpicking or 

hacking objects, materially and conceptually, to think about repair. This reveals 

their construction, material and history and my knowledge of them, and ways for 

me to work and repair them, giving new life as (re)crafted artefacts. By using 

found materials I also accept that, in some ways, some of my work is not entirely 

my own. 

 

My series of Repaired Objects, one of which is Milk Jug, map my practice, 

playfully exploring commonalities and differences, using the essences and 

potentials of repair as an expansion of ethical design practice and to create a 

material language and journal of my repair-work. Artist and curator Jacy Wall uses 

motifs of repair to form the construction and aesthetic of her work, taking 

inspiration from damaged and repaired garments. Aesthetically ‘it can be a 

generous way of reimagining the identity of a broken but still precious piece’597. 

Hilary Jack’s Make Do and Mend project does not engage with function but 

repairs objects with “wrong” materials, asking the question, is it better to repair 

something “wrongly” than not to repair at all?598 Laura McGrath’s Broken Mirror599 

uses highly polished silver to replace missing parts of a broken mirror. This repair 
																																								 																					
597 Wall, The Journey: Exploring the Nature of Mending, 2013.  
598 Jack. 
599 McGrath, “Broken Mirror.” 
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restores the function, while still leaving the break and functionlessness, increasing 

the material value while questioning use value.  Similarly, artist Susan Collis’s 

works seem worn but are potentially too precious to be used, embroidered dust 

sheets which start ‘with these splash and stain motifs’600, laboriously stitching, 

mimicking patina, and ‘trying to recreate that layering of history on the surface’601. 

 

Repair-Making faces risk of imperfection and failure, alongside risk of labour - if 

you do the Repair-Making too well might the job might be always yours. Writing 

about workmanship, David Pye suggests the morale of both the user and the 

maker depends on the durability of the crafted outcome of the work: it needs 

‘soundness (doing its job) and comeliness (intended aesthetic expression)’602. 

 

I am not intent on a single or traditional craft practice, and I use techniques I am 

not necessarily expert in603. I do this to explore tensions between repairing and 

making, materials and ways of using them, owning and using, rebelling against a 

binary of “well made” and “badly made” craft604.  As ‘the onset of ageing can 

concentrate, rather than weaken, the experience of an object’605, from the 

provocations of damage, I aim for the shabbiness that, according to Grayson 

Perry, beautifies, adds gravitas and authenticity606.  Although I do repair some 

things in a practical and useful manner, this is not the sole intention of my 

practice, and may not be the intended practicality of the object. I am interested in 

the concepts I can embody with my interpretations of Repair-Making, the 

narrative and self I create through them, the ideas they are stimulated by and 

what they may stimulate in others.  

 

																																								 																					
600 Collis, Susan Collis:  Out of the Ordinary. p67 
601 Collis, For All The Things We Thought We’d Love Forever. p11 
602 Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship. p30 
603 Adamson, “When Craft Gets Sloppy”; Faught, The Artist Josh Faught; Cheasley Paterson and Surette, 
Sloppy Craft: Postdisciplinarity and the Crafts. 
604 Wilson and Faught, Artists Talk: Anne Wilson and Josh Faught. 
605 Chapman, “Designing Meaningful User Experiences.” p144 
606 Perry, The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman. p177 
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I use domestic ceramics to explore and document different approaches to repair. 

This started as a historical investigation (ceramics were frequently repaired in the 

past) and has continued as a practical and conceptual enquiry. As material 

journals of my practice and investigations, they may seem disparate, but are 

linked by my interest in process; my investigation of the aesthetic of reuse, and 

my use of familiar objects. As discarded or disregarded materials, they show 

traces of their previous life or lives, which I embrace into their futures, to create 

further meaning through my practice.   
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3D Print Plate (2016)  

 

 
Fig. 116. 3D Print Plate (2016) Ceramic, 3D printed section 

 
I am interested in 3D printing from my perspective of a very analogue, 
hands-on maker. While I understand how 3D printers work, I am not 
skilled with the software, and I am not yet convinced of the 
sustainability of the process or outputs.  
 
I printed this plate part with the help of a technician at Camberwell 
College of Arts. He works in the digital world, and had just received a 
new, “dead easy” 3D scanner, meant to be among the most democratic 
of these tools in terms of ease of use. It took us four hours and several 
set ups to get a scan of any decent quality. After scanning, the 
technician had to render the shape to get the printer to read it, and 
then, after several failed runs, he thinned the shape down to this, the 
fifth attempt, which is the most successful print.  
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Fig. 117. 3D Print Plate (2016) Ceramic, 3D printed section 

 
If we accept that, by replacing defective parts like for like with no 
critical engagement, repair is less intuitive than before the division of 
labour between makers and users grew607, and these rationalised repairs 
create a habitual experience without accumulating learning608 - ‘static’ 
repairing 609 – then using a 3D printer to create these parts must be 
somewhere in between this and a dynamic’610 repair, which potentially 
upgrades function while also repairing, and perhaps draws from other 
disciplines. Using this tool, repair can mimic the original and/or update 
it611, especially if parts are not conventionally available. 
 
Personally, although I enjoyed the 3D scan and print process I felt it 
was not, as is often touted, a simple and accessible way of making. At a 
repair café I spoke to one of the fixers who said it was just a matter of 
confidence – I disagree with this. I felt fairly confident with the 
process, and the technician certainly did, but my feeling is that the 
technology is still better suited to those deep into it than a “download a 
part, print it and fix it” approach. Having said that, I do think it has a 
																																								 																					
607 Harper, Working Knowledge: Skill and Community in a Small Shop. 
608 Harper. 
609 Sennett, The Craftsman. p238 
610 Sennett. 
611 Adamson, The Invention of Craft. p147 
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lot of interesting potential and this plate, although not a rationalised, 
static or dynamic repair (one might even struggle to see it as having 
any function) begins to discuss the use or lack of hi-tech tools in what 
is often a lo-tech world. 
 

 
Fig. 118. 3D Print Plate (2016) Ceramic, 3D printed section 

 

 

 

I originally researched Slow Design in 2010 for my BA dissertation, examining Slowness as a viable 

design method (Is Slow Design a Viable Modern Production Method?). I have reviewed and 

developed this now as an aspect of Repair-Making. See Appendix 9 for a summary of the original. 
 

Quick Fixes and the Potential Slowness of Repairing 
	
 

Repair-Making is rooted in the present while looking to the past and future. It 

repeats, revisits and continues – things are potentially endlessly repairable. The 

potential of a repair being made at some point can pause an object’s life, held as 

“not-yet-repaired”: breakage potentially stops time - repair might restart it. Failed 

or, subjectively speaking, bad repairs can shorten lifespan. Understanding the 

relationship of time and pace to repair, aids consideration of repairability. 
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Slow / Fast  

Things which are made to fail early should be maintainable and repairable, 

so that a man who cares for something other than novelty and status-

symbols can make them last his time respectably while he gets on with his 

life. Optional durability is what we want612. 

Taking the principles of the Slow food movement and applying to them to design 

practice, Slow Design refers to a methodology for designers which designates 

time to develop their practice at due pace. Slow Design can be considered a 

politicised stance as these ‘design activists … demand that we pause to examine 

rather more different time frames. Long-term horizons are invoked by the 

sustainability debate but rarely given form or substance’613. Slow Design has a 

consciousness of decisions, of environmental and societal impact. It focuses on 

materials, production, outcomes and life-cycles, traditions and technologies, tacit 

know-how and knowledge sharing.  

 

Due to its artisanal roots, Slow Design has come to imply a high level of 

craftsmanship and quality in the process, material and end, but often also 

meaning high prices and economic exclusivity.  

 

There is often an implied opposition between fast and slow, where slow is good 

and fast has become a derogative term referring to consumption habits and price 

points. 

 

Slowness and all the good things that come with it, never is an instant 

device. ... You only get the benefits of slowness by taking your time for 

them, by doing something slowly instead of trying to get them instantly614. 

 

																																								 																					
612 Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship. p84 
613 Fuad-Luke, Design Activism: Beautiful Strangeness for a Sustainable World. p123 
614 Thackara, “Keep Your Stuff Alive.” 
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Journalist Carl Honoré suggests fast and slow being ‘shorthand for ways of being’ 

where  

 

fast is busy, controlling, aggressive, hurried, analytical, stressed, superficial, 

impatient, active, quantity-over-quality. Slow is the opposite: calm, careful, 

receptive, still, intuitive, unhurried, patient, reflective, quality-over-

quantity615.  

 

Fast is deemed a ‘default … paradigm with its uncontested and unsustainable 

flows of resources’616, and as having ‘an anthropology that defines everyone as 

customers’617. Within this ‘our designed world reinforces the value we place on 

speed. We produce and consume at an ever-increasing pace, and speed is 

worshipped uncritically as an engine of investment and innovation’618.   

 

Slow Design is ‘comprehensive, holistic, inclusive, reflective and considered.  It 

permits evolution and development of the design outcomes’619, yet ‘consumers 

needs must continue to be met at the same time as environmental and ethical 

issues are addressed’620. Slowness is ‘manifest in any object, space or image that 

encourages a reduction in … resource flow’621 and Slow Design principles could 

be applied to short-life, minimal-use or updateable objects. Conversely, long life 

or slow materials are frequently used to make short life objects. Fast and Slow are  

simply measurements of pace: different points on the same metric. A fast repair is 

not necessarily a bad repair.  

 

																																								 																					
615 Honoré, In Praise of Slow: How a Worldwide Movement Is Challenging the Cult of Speed. p13 
616 Fuad-Luke, Design Activism: Beautiful Strangeness for a Sustainable World. p157 
617 Erlhoff and Marshall, Design Dictionary: Perspectives on Design Terminology. P361 
618 Thackara, In the Bubble : Designing in a Complex World. p29 
619 Fuad-Luke, Design Activism: Beautiful Strangeness for a Sustainable World.p224 
620 Black, Eco-Chic: The Fashion Paradox.p79 
621 Fuad-Luke, Design Activism: Beautiful Strangeness for a Sustainable World. P224 
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Fig. 119. Paper Tape Plate (2015) Ceramic, paper tape 

 

Time Spans, Time Lines, Time Loops  

If the predicted use-span of an object is very short then its material lifespan 

should also be short: easy to recycle or biodegrade. Matching these time-spans 

creates balance and places the time focus on a loop, or multiple loops rather than 

a linear process. If an object is designed to age well, to incorporate use patterns 

into its ageing process then again we see a disruption of the linear time-line. 

Pye feels the craftsperson is ‘apt to hold that a thing is not made properly unless 

it is made to last. That belief may be arguable now, but we have no cause to 

regret that it was acted on in the past and not much cause to fear it will be over-

acted on in the future’622. He suggests durability has been used as an excuse for 

high-end craftwork, and so the two have become synonymous. However, ’a very 

rough job may last just as well and so, it must be repeated, may a bad one’623; the 

																																								 																					
622 Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship. p85 
623 Pye. p83 
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choice of ‘optional durability’ belongs to the craftsperson. RepairAbility is as 

much the designer’s responsibility as the user’s.  

By making predictions about the future use of objects, by considering the actual 

lifespan of the materials used and their appropriateness, their potential 

reclamation and hazards (and being open to reworking ideas), existing models 

and information, RepairAbility can be designed in, building an open relationship 

with Repair-Makers and users.  

 

Time and the Repair-Maker  

Pye asserts that ‘time is a dimension of all workmanship. It all fails, to be sure: but 

it fails either sooner or later. Durability is thus a preoccupation of every 

workman’624. On asking himself if we should ‘make everything so that it goes 

wrong or breaks pretty quickly?’, he responds that:  

 

there is a question of morale involved. A world in which everything was 

ephemeral would not be worth working for. There are overwhelming social 

and aesthetic arguments for durability in certain things, even if, as we are 

told, there are no economic ones625.   

As a craftsperson, he argues that objects connect us to our past, and that in 

making things we know will break we are ‘putting as little into the job as you 

decently can’626 and, ultimately, forcing the ‘user to spend his money on replacing 

that thing’627, removing their choice.  

For Harper, patience is key in Repair-Making, ‘most dramatically [described] as a 

kind of contemplative attitude that sees all steps to an end as equal’628. Patience 

is vital when faced with designed-in barriers to repair (such as glued in phone 

																																								 																					
624 Pye. p82 
625 Pye. p83 
626 Pye. p84 
627 Pye. p84 
628 Harper, Working Knowledge: Skill and Community in a Small Shop. p148 
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batteries). Who owns something, and how skilled they are ‘has profound 

implications for the meanings of these objects and for their transience/durability 

within particular homes'629. 

Personal capability, commitment to repair and maintenance and to the broken 

object have a particular impact, whether we are happy to, or feel skilled enough 

to, attempt the Repair-Making. Understanding this requires an open relationship 

between designer, user and Repair-Maker, and aids the designing in of 

repairability. Repair-Making may get faster as the Repair-Maker gets more skilled 

or confident at the task, however this requires multiple breaks. One might not 

want to break one’s object multiple times in order to practise Repair-Making, but 

employing a professional Repair-Maker circumnavigates this – by the nature of 

their work, they repeatedly encounter similar breaks. 

 

Time and the Act of Repair-Making 

Successful repairs extend object lifespan by simply putting them back into use. 

Rather than opposing helpful speed (like quick repairs), consideration of this in 

the creation of the object, stands against unnecessary acceleration of and 

aggressive rapidity in disposal. 

 

Restrictive practices such as “bricking” of phones when mended by an 

unauthorised dealer, rendering the phone useless and its data irretrievable, serve 

only to shorten lifespans630. The Long Now Foundation631, California, emphasises 

that humans often have a compressed and insular view of time. Earth has a much 

longer “body clock” than any of us and to fathom our impact on it we need to 

understand this long time and our place within it. By viewing Repair-Making as a 

																																								 																					
629 Gregson, Metcalfe, and Crewe, “Practices of Object Maintenance and Repair: How Consumers Attend to 
Consumer Objects Within The Home.” p267 
630 Wiens, “Apple’s Diabolical Plan to Screw Your IPhone.” 
631 “Long Now Foundation.” 
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part of this bigger picture, we ‘acknowledge not just economic speed but also 

nature’s speed and the pace of change of culture’632.  

 

Attention to object lifespan extension might take in the materials (creating a take-

back system), reconditioning (creating a repair system for object resale), general 

responsibility (spare parts for example) as well as thinking about repairability in 

the design process or all of the above. 

 

The Relationship Of Time To Repair 

The relationship of time to repair is not embodied by clock-time. “Short” time 

(trends, planned obsolescence) is stepped away from by reassessing our human-

scale understanding of time, to see it not as linear (as years, weeks, hours and 

minutes) but to start to understand ourselves as part of “long” time - centuries, 

millennia – and circular time: almost time with no beginning or end. 

 

Where some making ‘methods are often reckoned good solely because they are 

durable’633 yet “bad” workmanship or methods may be just as durable, but 

potentially without the aesthetic consideration of the “good” – longevity is not 

the sole consideration of repair. Repair-Making does require patience, whether 

for easy upgrades or repair choices and access, and to make the object easy to 

take apart. Although one might have a choice of goods, it is important to 

remember that ‘this freedom of choice is illusory, for the choice is open only to 

those to whom the difference between spending $150 and 39c is immaterial’634. 

As previously discussed, easily repairable objects are often an exclusive choice.   

 

																																								 																					
632 Fletcher, Sustainable Fashion and Textiles: Design Journeys. p162 
633 Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship. p82 
634 Papanek, Design for the Real World. p223 
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An awareness of time aids consideration of repairability – an engagement with 

objects, with listening,635 with observing636, with health, economic and planetary 

wellbeing in mind. As Honoré says ‘some things cannot, should not, be sped up.  

They take time, they need slowness. When you accelerate things that should not 

be accelerated, when you forget how to slow down, there is a price to pay’637. 

Repair might not always be a slow process but it has a multifaceted relationship to 

time, as intervention and redesign, before and after damage. 

  

																																								 																					
635 Brand, How Buildings Learn - 5 of 6: The Romance of Maintenance. 
636 DeSilvey and Dudley (ed), “Observed Decay: Telling Stories with Mutable Things.” 
637 Honoré, In Praise of Slow: How a Worldwide Movement Is Challenging the Cult of Speed. p4 
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Spelman Cups (2016)  

 

   
Fig. 120. Spelman Cups (2016) Ceramic, mixed media 

 
Technically there are five of you, but actually only four. Really you are 
three and one other. 
None of you are really broken, but all are damaged, bar one. Small, 
glazed white, glossy. 
Three old, one new. Slip cast, tipped out of a plaster mould, handles 
moulded too, joined later. 
Three of you are stained; use, time and storage showing on your 
bodies. 
The one newer, perfect, crisp, unstained, unchipped – little story 
acquired yet. You sit together, deliberately spaced. A wider gap 
between first and third: where your missing comrade should hang. 
You tell a story as a group: 
First belongs to a ‘creator, those who start anew, do not repair what 
already exists’: cup repurposed, plant pot now. 
Second, the gap; the missing, destroyed, discarded, binned, trashed, no 
longer wanted, thrown away, tossed aside. The ‘destroyer wants to get 
rid of what's there, not rescue it’. 
Third, still used by a ‘non-interferer, those who neither help nor 
hinder, simply allowing decay’. Dregs in the bottom. Potentially cared 
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for, potentially just not bothered with. Not broken enough to warrant 
change. 
Fourth, brand new, proudly branded but somehow less interesting. 
Unchipped, unstained, unused. A ‘replacer has figured it's not possible 
or worth it to repair your original’. 
Fifth, post it note stuck on. It reads “chipped, might be useful”. 
Belonging to the bricoleur, purpose is sensed but not seen, there but 
not clear. 
You rest now, your place is logged, your properties acknowledged. 
As a group you tell a story. If you, yourselves, could speak what would 
you say? 
I feel you ask questions, querying our identities – what is my relation to 
the past? Is it described here? What kind of Repairer (or not) am I? 
You deliberate on our actions - what do I do? How do I move forward 
from breakage? 
You now hang in a row, in a public space, there to be looked at. You are 
white objects on a white wall. Potentially no one will notice you. 

638All quotes p5 
 

 

 

A version of this episode was published in the peer-reviewed journal, Ephemera Journal, June 

2019. This episode is an abbreviated version of that article, which also summarises part of the rest 

of my thesis. See Appendix 10 for that version. 

 

Attitudes To The Past 
 
Elizabeth Spelman tells us that repair permeates both the acts of creating and of 

destroying, but she doesn’t, in that instance, frame repair as a political act639. 

Using Spelman’s list of ‘attitudes to the past’640 as a starting point, I suggest a 

possible identity of Repair-Makers; and define what I term the Craft of Repair. 

 

Originally, Repair-Makers were habitual, omnipresent and barely distinguished 

from, to use Spelman’s term, creators. Repair was done by or for all on most 

objects, usually initiated by the owner. 

 

																																								 																					
638 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. 
639 Spelman.  
640 Spelman. p5 
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Fig. 121. Spelman Cups, the Creator (2016) Ceramic, spider plant 

 

We are all Repair-Seekers at some point. We have something that we want fixed 

(whether we get it done or not is another topic) and opportunities now exist to 

bring the broken object to a repair workshop, to learn the skills on offer; to 

observe, or to get advice. At workshops we may tip from being a Repair-Seeker 

to being a Repair-Maker, temporarily or permanently. Equally, while some of us 

might already be considered Repair-Makers (those who repair without thinking 

about it as repairing; those who make a deliberate choice to investigate the 

possibilities and potentials, histories and formal routes of repair; others who reach 

for the superglue, the cellotape, hammer and nails) we are unlikely as individuals 

to be able to repair all types of things, and so find ourselves in the position of 

Repair-Seeker. 
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Fig. 122. Spelman Cups, the Destroyer (2016)  

 

The Craft (?!) of Repair 

 

Repair-Making is both a craft on its own, and part of the craft of creating. 

Definitions of craft as skilled, material knowledge (for example, craft is defined as  

'an activity involving skill in making things by hand' and 'the skill needed for one's 

work'641) lack political edge - key in this third wave of repair where  

craft is edgy, craft is radical, even revolutionary, and craft has the potential 

to remake regimes of distribution. Craft can be a galvanizing visualization 

of political intent642 

and a way of shaping resistance. Acknowledgement, too, of the complexities of 

craft across time, class, place and intention is important where craft is described 

as a ‘wedge’ which ‘polarizes and collapses theoretical positions about what 
																																								 																					
641 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. p227 
642 Bryan-Wilson, “Eleven Propositions in Response to the Question: ‘What Is Contemporary about Craft?’” 
p9 
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making means today’643, yet also a ‘long and sympathetic hands-on relationship 

with materials’644.   

 

Author D.M. Dooling proposes that the ‘crafts might indeed be a “sort of ark” for 

the transmission of knowledge about being’645 - containing or keeping afloat ideas 

of sharing and working together; of developing lines of thought, and of 

experiencing change in and through materials and understanding; and lastly a 

way to make ‘the questions with which we began … clearer’646. Spelman suggests 

the ‘wall of separation’ between creation and repair contains ‘deep fissures’ as 

does that between repair and destruction, telling us that when a repair is made, a 

‘beloved ruin’ may potentially be broken647. The Craft of Repair embodies these 

tensions, and, as wedge, creatively reconciles, polarises and collapses its multiple 

meanings - and acts as an ark for skill, knowledge, change, politics, economies, 

intentions and questioning – repair is a way of metaphorically and materially 

staying afloat in times of scarcity. 

 

The experience of change carried by craft648 gives it an appearance of 

‘authenticity in what is seen as an increasingly inauthentic world’649, where 

inauthenticity erodes the ability to deal with the unfamiliar, to be reflective, and to 

adjust to change650. When engaging with the Craft of Repair, coping with the 

unfamiliar, risk and uncertainty, is essential as the needs of a broken object are 

‘variable, complex and not of our own making, and therefore not fully 

knowable’651 and ‘fixing, in a general sense, extends a yet earlier mind and 

																																								 																					
643 Bryan-Wilson. p10 
644 Perry, The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman. p169 
645 Dooling, A Way of Working. pXIII 
646 Dooling. pXIII 
647 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. p131 
648 Dooling, A Way of Working. pXIII 
649 Erlhoff and Marshall, Design Dictionary: Perspectives on Design Terminology. P91 
650 Ehrenfeld and Hoffman, Flourishing: A Frank Conversation about Sustainability. p126 
651 Crawford, Shop Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work.  pp16-17, p82 
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method, that of the original fashioner’652. Repair-Makers ‘share the aim of 

maintaining some kind of continuity with the past in the face of breaks and 

ruptures to that continuity’653.   

 

 
Fig. 123. Spelman Cups, the Noninterferer (2016) Ceramic, coffee dregs  

 

Some Repair-Making requires deep knowledge of materials and objects654 and 

potentially ‘an expert is seen as someone who can equally make and repair’655, 

with patience656, interpretive skills alongside a ‘cognitive and moral 

[disposition]’657. Some however, require little more than a roll of gaffer tape and 

some gumption. Both approaches can equally lead to successful repairs. 

Engaging with the familiar and the unfamiliar, the past and the future, the known 

																																								 																					
652 Harper, Working Knowledge: Skill and Community in a Small Shop. p21 
653 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. p4 
654 Strasser, Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash; Harper, Working Knowledge: Skill and Community in 
a Small Shop. 
655 Sennett, The Craftsman. p248 
656 Crawford, Shop Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work.  pp16-17, p82 
657 Crawford. P82 
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and the unknown, the Repair-Maker, through the Craft of Repair, produces, not 

necessarily beautiful, but authentic, appropriate and functional outcomes.  

The Repair-Maker therefore is a human “wedge”, disrupting ideas about making - 

they may or may not be a professional repairer, may or may not be the object 

owner, and may or may not have done that type of repair before, may or may not 

be skilled or hold appropriate material knowledge, may or may not share those 

skills, but, as Spelman suggests, ‘Homo Reparans is always and everywhere on 

call’658, and depending on their intentions, may repair, by acts of adaption, 

customisation, restoration, conservation, as choice, chore, or obligation, back to a 

working order (or not, as the case may be).  

 

 

 

 
Fig. 124. Spelman Cups, the Replacer (2016) Ceramic 

 

																																								 																					
658 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. p2 
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Conscious Choices in the Third Wave of Repair-Making 

Repair-Makers who volunteer their aid encourage others to repair, and promote 

repair as an active and enjoyable part of ownership. As previously discussed, 

repair has a complex relationship with consumption, and Repair-Makers may well 

engage with anti-consumption politics or only purchase repairable objects or 

parts and materials for repair.  

 

Repair-Making disobeys the economic rules of growth capitalism, but, in some 

forms, obeys contemporary consumption principles. A Repair-Maker who can 

repair a phone with ease might not be able to darn a sock. Swapping of skills, 

materials or objects might avoid making a purchase but removes a level of choice.  

The inherent activism, deliberate or not, of participating in repair workshops 

questions what we know, what we are taught, and how we are told to behave, 

and so furthers the act of Repair-Making. Both the Craft of Repair and the Repair-

Maker are “wedge”, exposing and reviewing making as more than simply 

material. 
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Fig. 125. Spelman Cups, the Bricoleur (2016) Ceramic, post-it note 

While Spelman’s examples of “attitudes to the past” provide some understanding 

of what a Repair-Maker is not, here I have tried to piece together an 

understanding of the Craft-Of-Repair and an identity of a third wave Repair-

Maker. Taking damaged material from a destructive to a creative place, using 

brokenness to reposition repair as a politic, showing workshops as community 

and identity builders, the Craft of Repair becomes a propositional practice, and 

the contemporary Repair-Maker demonstrates care, through not only their 

attitude to the past, but also to the future. 
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This was originally written for The Department of Repair publication in 2015, under the title The 
Language of Repair, and I have expanded it here. See Appendix 11 for the original. 

 

Sugru Plate, New Kintsugi Plate, Plaster Plate  
(2016) : Repair Discourse – visual, physical, spoken 
 

 
Fig. 126. Chipped plates before repair (2015) 

 

In the field of linguistics, repair corrects spoken errors that disrupt sentences. If 

one were to apply this to material practice, repair becomes the correction of a 

physical disruption of a material sentence.   

 

As discussed earlier in this thesis, Repair-Making is a practice peculiar unto itself – 

it occurs in most disciplines, is practised by many people in many different 

contexts, but is often not acknowledged. The same repair job can often be done 

by a skilled or unskilled agent, can use specialist knowledge or be done by a 

layperson and can relate to seemingly unrelated practices. Repair may be done as 

an instant reaction to a break, or any time after, to improve an object or through 
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need. It may be done in the same place as the object was made, by the maker, or 

elsewhere, by anyone else. As such, normative structures that often give an order 

to material practices (chronology, discipline, geography for example) do not suit 

the multidimensional nature of repair.   

 

Chipped plates are simultaneously the same and different to one another, and 

repair materials may do the same job (covering the chip) while being completely 

different to other materials, or developments of them. Techniques such as using 

plaster to repair a plate have historical roots, yet are sometimes still practised 

now.  

 

Here I consider the use of Foucault’s Formation of Strategies659 as a method for 

locating the nature of repair practices. Foucault defines strategy as being a 

combination of the theme (origin of the language) and then theory (kinship 

between languages) of a discourse. Repair-Making is complex and interlinked: its 

themes and theories stem from and are contained within that of making. 

Therefore the strategy of repair discourse is visual, physical and communicative, 

and signifies/shares narrative, material, methods and people. Within these 

domains it is layered; ordered and reordered; repetitive, specific and vague; 

borrowed and blended. Considering the material facts of this discourse and 

understanding the importance of what is extrinsic to it can help to grow the 

understanding of the practice of Repair-Making, the materials, methods and 

community of practice surrounding it. 

 

Foucault divides language discourse into three: comparison, locality and 

appropriation. The use of these divisions in the material-based discourse of repair 

will be discussed here.  

																																								 																					
659 Michel Foucault, ‘The Formation of Strategies,’ in The Archaeology of Knowledge (London: Routledge, 
2008), pp.71-78. 
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Comparison 

Foucault says, in order to define a discourse, one must find the ‘points of 

diffraction’660, which are points that may be created the same way but give 

alternatives to one another. In Repair-Making these points are written by damage 

and repair occurring, creating visual ‘obtrusions of clarity’661, disrupting the 

material and method of the thing. Reading these repetitive patterns give us the 

equivalent and incompatible elements of the discourse; holes are created by 

breaking through but appear in different things - a hole in a pair of jeans / a hole 

in an exhaust pipe; a denim patch / a metal patch.  

 

 
Fig. 127. Sugru Plate (2016) Ceramic, Sugru 

 

Locality  

Locality, 'the role played by the discourse being studied in relation to those that 

are contemporary with it or related to it'662, the relevant context, acknowledges 

																																								 																					
660 Foucault, p73. 
661 DeSilvey and Dudley (ed), ‘Observed Decay: Telling Stories with Mutable Things.’ P320 
662 Foucault, ‘The Formation of Strategies,’ p74. 
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that the discourse may have different meanings elsewhere, and creates an 

‘economy of the discursive constellation'663, the specific and effective use of it.  

The locality of damage or repair contributes to its narrative, and with material and 

method, the material thing physically locates the discourse within a discipline, 

time and space. Although the communicative and visual elements have 

commonalities, their localities vary, leading to transferable knowledge of how 

materials and methods of repair work, but not necessarily the specific skills 

required. Thus, a textile practitioner may be able to patch jeans, and understand 

how to patch an exhaust pipe but lack the specific skills for that job. 

 

 
Fig. 128. New Kintsugi Plate (2016) Ceramic, epoxy glue, gold powder 

 

Appropriation  

The agent, as interpreter, reads the visual and physical ‘babble’ (the ‘chatter of 

meanings produced by the ensemble of artefacts’664) of the marks of damage or 

																																								 																					
663 Foucault, 66. 
664 Cubitt, ‘Anxiety in Public Houses: Speculations on the Semiotics of Design Consciousness.’ P135 
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repair. Appropriation, the functioning of the discourse in its specific field665, 

acknowledges the holistic discourse of repair and appropriates it to an exact 

discipline, and enables communication. 

 

The repetitive nature of damage and repair begin the formations of repair 

discourse. As Repair-Making is cross discipline, often sited away from main 

elements of practice and disrupts typical chronologies, Foucault’s system of 

comparing, locating and appropriating the visual, physical and communicative 

elements, (including what they are not) could aid the structuring and 

understanding of repair discourse. However, as it is both repetitive and sited 

within the discourse of making, repair discourse can never be truly within a single 

context. 

 

 
Fig. 129. Plaster Plate (2016) Ceramic, plaster of Paris 

 

																																								 																					
665 Foucault, ‘The Formation of Strategies,’ 76. 
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As damage and repair give space for innovation666, and garbaged information is 

still information667, to not engage with them is to misread repair discourse and risk 

missing information within and othered from it. The material sentences of the 

repair discourse describe areas of action and value(s), narratives, materials and 

methods interpreted by agents, opening points of diffraction for new areas of 

discourse to develop. 

 

  

																																								 																					
666 Graham and Thrift, “Out of Order: Understanding Repair and Maintenance”; Jackson, “Rethinking 
Repair.” 
667 Scanlon, On Garbage. 
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An Ending of Sorts  
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The Lidl Backpack and the No-Brand Shopping Bag  

 
The art and practice of mending has always been a common 
enough feature in the household; but, especially in these days, 
when the necessity to curtail expenses is so urgent to most 
people, the practice of this craft becomes more than ever 
necessary668.  

 

A leather backpack was brought to The Big Fix. Verging on patent, it 
was brand new, not a scratch on it. On first use both its straps had 
broken - in the same place, where a large rivet had been put through a 
narrow leather strap, without enough surrounding material for 
strength. With no rivet gun or anything strong enough to stitch the 
leather to hand, there was nothing we could do. He was not averse to a 
visible mend, as long as it was functional, and actually re-riveting the 
straps may have just re-created the problem, as well as shortening 
them.  
 
He had some experience in making and stitching clothes and 
understood the difficulty in fixing it; he had brought it to us with the 
hope we might have some expertise that he did not. He was 
disappointed, not with us but with the bag, and voiced this to me. He 
said ‘I know it was cheap, but I only took it out once, and I didn’t have 
a lot of stuff in it. Someone made this and I paid for it, and now I can't 
use it’. 
 
Conversely, a lady had brought her wheely shopper with her. This was 
a plastic-canvas bag with long-ish handles and wheels on the bottom; 
no metal frame to it. The handles had, after much use, started to come 
away, ripping the material underneath, but not the lining. She said she 
used it daily for her shopping round Ridley Road market. She was also 
au fait with stitching and fixing things, but wanted it to be smart, tidy: 
an unnoticeable, invisible mend. Ultimately we decided, after 
consulting with one of the fixers who works more with hardware, to 
Sugru the handles in place, using this rubbery substance to hold the 
materials together and then pierce it (she had a bradawl at home), and 
stitch it with a thick thread once the Sugru was set. She was pleased 
with this as a repair, and also happy to do the work herself. 
 

 

This was presented at Circular Transitions conference, Chelsea College of Art, 2016, (see 
Appendix 12, RepairAbility Through Repair Thinking) and has since been developed and refined. 
																																								 																					
668 Holt, The Art and Practice of Mending. preface 
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From Repair-Making to Repair-Thinking : An 
Epilogue  
 

Breakage Can Be A Good Thing 

In this thesis I have discussed how breakage and repair embody many 

contradictions: A break may stimulate innovation669, make something work 

better670, create and destroy narratives, embrace old and new671. User-based 

maintenance672 only really works if it has been designed for, and if a reactive 

system is in place for breakages673. Failure brings the object to our attention:  

 

Equipment in action operates in an inconspicuous usefulness, doing its 

work without our noticing it. When a tool fails, its unobtrusive quality is 

ruined. There occurs a jarring of reference, so that the tool becomes visible 

as what it is: ‘the contexture of reference and thus the referential totality 

undergoes a distinctive disturbance which forces us to pause674. 

 

I defined repair as being an attentive and generative act that can occur before or 

after a break, which aims to make something work in the way that is needed. I 

have demonstrated through my practice that repair addresses more than simply 

the material, the varieties of broken; its reach goes far beyond this.  

 

Repair-Making is a way of working that may or may not require deep knowledge 

of the object or material, but does require hands-on engagement, implicit skills of 

making such as observation and listening, and a sensitivity to narratives. Repair-

Making and its associated actions engage people with many issues, consciously 

																																								 																					
669 Jackson, “Rethinking Repair.” 
670 Burnham, “Break Things Better.” 
671 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. 
672 Salvia et al., “What Is Broken? Expected Lifetime, Perception of Brokenness and Attitude toward 
Maintenance and Repair.” 
673 Patagonia, “Patagonia Repair Service.” 
674 Harman, “Reversal: Broken Tools.” p45 
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or not. I suggested Repair-Makers as those who automatically repair objects, 

those who make a choice to or to find someone who can, aiming for authentic, 

appropriate and functional outcomes.  

 

The Repair-Maker must see what is presented materially and emotionally, engage 

with hope, care, risk and uncertainty, tools and materials, as well as the object 

itself. The Craft of Repair extends beyond the material, manifesting as political 

opinion and action, contributed to by visibility of repairs, materials and imagery, 

and Repair-Makers themselves.  

 

Dormer suggests that visibility is key for learning, and that to learn a craft is to 

acquire the rules that constitute that craft’s practice675. Learning these rules can 

only be done through practice, undertaking the activity, and acknowledging that 

‘understanding criteria of quality as well as criteria of construction is a sign that 

one is beginning to “go native” in the craft’676. Practising repair leads to an 

understanding of object construction and weaknesses. By engaging with the 

existent, seeing and questioning reasons for breakage, the Repair-Maker might 

gain insight for better production practices: ‘Seeing mistakes, gaining the ability 

to discriminate is the key to becoming an expert’677.  

 

Repair Thinking: A set of conceptual jigs 

Here I have taken the insight gained through my research and used it to suggest 

Repair Thinking as a set of conceptual jigs, guiding Repair-Making, before and 

after the break. The aim of this is to facilitate practical RepairAbility, potentially on 

a larger scale, informing the criteria of quality and construction for RepairAbility of 

future objects. 

 

																																								 																					
675 Dormer, The Art of the Maker: Skill and Its Meaning in Art, Craft and Design. p42 
676 Dormer. p44 
677 Dormer. p45 
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Technically a jig is ‘a device that holds a piece of work and guides the tool 

operating on it’678. According to Dormer, ‘schematic structures, recipes, jigs’679 are 

methods for successful making and learning, using mimicry, contextualised 

external standards, and engaging with demonstrations ‘to bridge the gulf 

between the student’s incomprehension and the teacher’s knowledge’680.  

 

Pye suggests that 

 

all workmen using the workmanship of risk are constantly devising ways to 

limit the risk by using such things as jigs and templates. If you want to draw 

a straight line with your pen, you do not go at it freehand, but use a ruler, 

that is to say, a jig681. 

 

 He tells us that the use of jigs is ancient, and can mitigate risk but that the risk of 

spoiling the job is always real when hand-working682; jigs can help achieve 

regulation in making683. 

 

Pye684 suggest jigs as shape-determining, and Dormer acknowledges that they 

could limit the learner by potentially becoming the only way to do something685, 

but counters this, suggesting ‘the individual decides [if] he or she wishes to make 

do or go further’686. 

 

The workman, as catch-all term for those ‘who interpret and execute a design … 

using judgement, care and dexterity’687 is thus ‘the agency which provides the 

tools, jigs, prototypes and other material basis for mass-production’688. Pye goes 

																																								 																					
678 Soanes and Hawker, Compact Oxford English Dictionary. p546 
679 Dormer, The Art of the Maker: Skill and Its Meaning in Art, Craft and Design. p48 
680 Dormer. p48 
681 Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship. p21 
682 Pye. p22 
683 Pye. p34 
684 Pye. p35  
685 Dormer, The Art of the Maker: Skill and Its Meaning in Art, Craft and Design. pp48-49 
686 Dormer. p50 
687 Pye, The Nature and Art of Workmanship. p53 
688 Pye. p53 
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on to say those jigs are ‘the stored embodiment of the care, judgement and 

dexterity exercised by the workman at an earlier time’689. Crawford tells us that 

‘for humans, tools point to the necessity of moral inquiry’690– taking them from 

ambiguous to usable objects. Jigs, as ‘useful methods of condensing information’ 

can be used as discussion points691, taking them from ambiguous to usable.  

 

This epilogue groups my practice into jigs named Visibility, Openness, Conscious 

Construction, Expanded User, and Social Values, to show how the thinking behind 

my practice could further Repair-Making. 

 

Patterns emerge in breakage and Repair-Making, and thus loose rules can be 

established. However, where one may know how to make a repair, it is up to the 

individual Repair-Maker to decide whether to “make do or go further”; whether 

to make it neat or messy, camouflaged or obvious, colourful or muted, functional 

or artistic, and so on. Repair Thinking is a jig that asks both designer and user to, 

in part, think as each other would. 

Where repair is usually a post-break action, “repair before the break” - during the 

design process - is a rich area deserving its own acknowledgement and best 

practices. Seeing repair as prevention as much as cure, and designing for 

RepairAbility furthers the reach of repair, and spreads responsibility for repair 

between designer and user. Repair Thinking aims to assist mindset change about 

repair from the moment an object is conceived through to its final moments. 

 

While Repair Thinking may not consciously be clear in all Repair-Making, it will 

always be present. Actively engaging with Repair Thinking enables more Repair-

Making, making use of the narratives, activism and craft inherent in it. 

 

																																								 																					
689 Pye. pp54-55 
690 Crawford, Shop Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work. p193 
691 Dormer, The Art of the Maker: Skill and Its Meaning in Art, Craft and Design. p49 
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Visibility: of Repairs, of Repair-Makers, of RepairAbility 

In this thesis (in)visibility has been an ongoing discussion. The ‘quiet activism’692, 

of deliberate visibility is the product of a particular agency, potentially permitting 

others to exercise their own agency. While not all repairs need to be visible, 

visible Repair-Making, Repair-Makers and repairs could be encouraging. 

Perry says ‘wear, damage, dirt, repair, corrosion and decay are a large part of the 

language of authenticity’693. Brokenness may increase the visibility of the broken 

thing694, then invisible repair – socially, a lowly and phased-out task, associated 

with austerity and poverty695, materially hidden - may be a measure of success696. 

Yet, a visible repair could be seen as a re-makers mark, where ‘marking an object 

can be a political act, not in the programmatic sense, but in the more 

fundamental matter of establishing one’s presence, objectively’697.  

 

Visibility is key for story telling in contemporary Repair-Making, communicating 

the do-ability of it, and sometimes requiring less skill than invisible Repair-Making. 

Blue Jumper (2012 ongoing) embodies a vulnerable propaganda, being 

susceptible to material decay and changes in taste, but also shows resistance, 

resilience and friendship. It demonstrates the vitality of visible Repair-Making, 

showing the implicit story behind the repair-work. Visibly repaired clothing such 

as this signifies a choice to repair and to wear repair, establishing one’s presence 

materially, and potentially making a political statement.  

 

Complimentary yet contradictory materials such as those used in Red Blanket, 

Blue Bowl make visible narratives that might be seen as provocative, making the 

story less normal in order to engage an audience with it. Hong Kong Jumper 

																																								 																					
692 Hackney, ‘Quiet Activism and the New Amateur: The Power of Home and Hobby Crafts.’ 
693 Perry, The Tomb of the Unknown Craftsman. p177 
694 Harman, “Reversal: Broken Tools.” 
695 Strasser, Waste and Want: A Social History of Trash. p122 
696 Brand, How Buildings Learn - 5 of 6: The Romance of Maintenance. 
697 Sennett, The Craftsman. p144 
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(2014) quite simply tells a story using patched text, and more deeply with its 

material self. The narrative of Blue Pink Plate (2014) is more complex but can be 

read as an appropriation of kintsugi and/or a paean to a person now passed. 

Through it I posit that appropriation of motif, aesthetic and/or method in Repair-

Making might not be a bad thing, if it leads to a sustained engagement with 

otherwise discardable objects. 

 

Visibility as a jig is also about visible Repair-Makers. Users may not wish to do, 

watch or understand all (or any) repairing so this builds knowledge, use and 

connections. ‘”Local” is becoming a value rather than a geographic marker’698 

about relationships: visibility helps build these. My work with the Hackney Fixers 

increases visibility of Repair-Makers, in turn increasing their use by and 

relationships with their communities.  

 

The often solitary and individual action of clothing repair becomes a visible mass 

movement through public documentation on social media. The Visible Mending 

movement, promoting skills, beauty and pride699 builds community through use of 

the hashtag #visiblemending where ‘beautiful darn[s are] worn as a badge of 

honour’700. This makes visible solidarity, collectivity and multiple actions.  

 

 

As crafted artefact, Milk Jug (2016) frames a discussion of the domestic object as 

motivation. Engagement with and maintenance of that which we are surrounded 

with, as per Milk Jug, makes the domestic object material, medium and 

motivation for my Repair-Making. It shows an experimental, and potentially 

humorous approach to materials and objects and Repair-Making, to engage the 

audience through a playful curiosity. As a “fixed” artifact it remains useless, 

																																								 																					
698 Schwarz and Krabbendam, Sustainist Design Guide: How Sharing, Localism, Connectedness and 
Proportionality Are Creatuing a New Agenda for Social Design. p38 
699 van Deijnen, ‘Tom of Holland.’ 
700 van Deijnen, ‘Tom of Holland.’ 
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except for conversational engagement. Sugru Plate, New Kintsugi Plate, Plaster 

Plate (2016) site repair in location, comparison and through appropriation to one 

another in order to understand more philosophically the importance of the 

discourse of repair. The visibility of their repairs offers a point of differentiation 

between these otherwise similar plates. 

 

The discussion of the Visibility of Repair-Making and Repair-Makers recurs 

throughout this thesis. Within Repair Thinking, Visibility as a jig, requires 

consideration of how we might use visibility to increase sharing of Repair-Making, 

be that via visible mends, slogan tee-shirts, shop signs, labels, or use of hash-

tags, to increase knowledge of repair and repair services, and materially to show 

object repairability. Canny use of visibility increases the possibility for more 

objects to be both repairable and repaired, and for more people to engage with 

Repair-Making.  

 

Openness: Access to Information and Skills, Easy to Open 

Objects 

In this thesis I have discussed openness at several points. A Jumper To Lend 

(2014, 2015) is an example of an open object for testing skills outside a workshop 

environment. Similarly, Learning Cardigan (2014 ongoing), as a collaborative 

artifact, is an open-access play space for learning and recording Repair-Making. 

Drawing on historic techniques, Milk Plate (2014) materially opens the 

contemporary discussion of dis- or under- used ideas: past techniques for 

contemporary use. The workshop Repair Before The Break (2015) invited 

designers to critically examine objects and propose ways of making them openly 

repairable. I also open my practice and the ideas within it by talking about and 

exhibiting my work, and curating the work of others. My openness to responses to 

the objects and the concept of The Department of Repair led to understanding of 

its limitations.  
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As such, Openness, as a jig, is concerned with the material but also with the 

intellectual: easily accessible objects, and repair information, along with an 

openness to the potential for innovation, sharing and design (as found in the 

Open Design701methodology) through repair and user feedback. Repair Thinking 

suggests a deliberate, activist approach using openness to narratives to actively 

encourage two-way conversation between the user and the designer to solve 

breakage together. 

 

Community workshops open direct access to skills, materials and workspace, but 

can only go so far in addressing the need for repairable objects. They do however 

provide a model for open reciprocal relationships in which everyone can 

contribute and potentially improve objects. Using the suggestions of Openness as  

a jig, thought can be given to create more repairable objects and opportunities 

for Repair-Making. When Openness is designed in (to objects, workshops, 

mindsets), the craft of repair becomes much easier.  

 

Conscious Construction: Material Repairability, Access to Objects 

and Parts for Repairability 

 

The ability to fix things (or have them fixed) is integral of ownership702. Conscious 

Construction is the material manifestation of Openness, acted upon during the 

design and making process to address the ‘decisional burdens’703 of Repair-

Making for later impact. Considering deconstruction, universal and replaceable 

parts, means that repair is not difficult but a ‘pivotal’704 act where an object has 

the best chance of coming back into use through Repair-Making. 

																																								 																					
701 “Open Design Now.” 
702 IFixIt, “Manifesto.” 
703 Graham and Thrift, “Out of Order: Understanding Repair and Maintenance.” p5 
704 Graham and Thrift.  p6 
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In this thesis the ideas for Conscious Construction stem from practice including 

3D Print Plate (2016), where 3D printing (a “fast” process, using “slow” materials) 

shows that Repair-Making is shown as not necessarily a slow or fast process but as 

having a multifaceted relationship to time and pace through material choices and 

construction methods. 

 

Repair Before The Break (2015) explores models for future Repair-Making, and 

becomes a form of activism, by testing ideas with others to create ‘dynamic 

repairs’705where the issue of repairability is engaged with deeply, and feedback 

aids design. Craftsmanship can offer the opportunity to give meaning to the 

material, and the material can also give meaning to the craftsperson706, and this 

craft can become a ‘training camp for empowered autonomy’707, particularly key 

in Repair-Making, where fixings and spare parts could become part of a mutual 

toolkit for makers and Repair-Makers. 

 

Considering ownership, Professor Stewart Walker suggests that it is ‘more related 

to what the object represents, or to that to which it points, rather than to what it 

actually is in terms of its materials or mode of manufacture'708. In my practice I find 

the need for Conscious Construction mostly in problems with the construction of 

already-made objects, where the object has great meaning to the owner but the 

“materials or mode of manufacture” make Repair-Making difficult. As philosopher 

and mechanic Matthew Crawford says,  

A washing machine, for example, surely exists to serve our needs, but in 

contending with one that is broken, you have to ask what it needs.709 

 

																																								 																					
705 Sennett, The Craftsman. p238 
706 Dooling, A Way of Working. P37 
707 von Busch, “Collaborative Craft Capabilities: The Bodyhood of Shared Skills.” p89 
708 Walker, Sustainable By Design: Explorations in Theory and Practice. pp49-50 
709 Crawford, Shop Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work. p16 
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Approaches to Conscious Construction use Dormer’s ’contextualised external 

standards’710, and looks for criteria of RepairAbility as well as criteria of quality and 

construction, using information from other Repair Thinking strategies to inform 

and go about this. As opposed to the ‘relentless complication’ of objects that has 

potentially ‘altered the jobs of those who service them’711, Conscious 

Construction, as a jig of Repair Thinking, asks the designer to consciously create 

things which are un-make-able, un-do-able, are Open (as discussed above), 

engaging with feedback, and hopefully helping to build meaning into ownership. 

 

Expanded User: The User as Repair-Maker, as (re)Designer, as 

Informer, as Part of Something Bigger 

I have spoken deeply about the expansion of repair from material to concept, 

politic and process. Here, Expanded User assumes the user to be more than 

simply a consumer, and sees them as part of an interconnected ecosystem where 

the needs of the environment are as important as those of people712 (see 

Appendix 13 for abbreviated earlier writing on this). User-centered design 

involves ‘the end-user, of the design artifact, service or outcome, in the 

(professionally guided) design process … to some expression of co-design’713 and 

‘aims to interrogate [their] needs, wants and limitations’714.  Understanding how 

objects are used, cared for, and why they are disposed of locally and globally may 

inform new cycles for repair. 

 

Expanded User is demonstrated by Hong Kong Jumper (2014), where the 

practice is both materially finished and intellectually unsatisfied – posing more 

questions than it answers. Spelman Cups (2016) discusses ‘attitudes to the 

																																								 																					
710 Dormer, The Art of the Maker: Skill and Its Meaning in Art, Craft and Design. p48 
711 Crawford, Shop Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work. p7 
712 Harvey, “A Manifesto For Design: How Ecofeminism and Ecosophy Could Transform the World.” 
713 Fuad-Luke, Design Activism: Beautiful Strangeness for a Sustainable World. p108 
714 Fuad-Luke. p155 
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past’715, proposes for a definition of the Craft of Repair, and suggests that the 

identity of the contemporary Repair-Maker includes deliberate use of agency as 

well as being a practitioner. 

 

This idea is expanded further by artefacts such as Blue Pink Plate (2014), where 

visible Repair-Making memorialises the vivacity of the owner, moves the broken 

plate from the trashcan to (re)crafted object, and discusses cultural appropriation 

and values. Sugru Plate, New Kintsugi Plate, Plaster Plate (2016) helps us to locate 

and justify appropriation of techniques, using Foucault’s formation of strategies to 

position the repair discourse as visual, physical and spoken. 

 

The expansion of my practice through activism is demonstrated through my work 

with Michael, showing repair to be as much about people as objects. Similarly 

MEND MORE Jumper (2015) shows repair to also be about environmentalism and 

protest, consumption, community and autonomy. 

 

To propose repair as a genuine environmental action, user experience with 

recommended improvements, must be considered, but expanding beyond the 

human-user to being non-anthropocentric: as John Ehrenfeld says ‘sustainability is 

the possibility that humans and other life will flourish on the Earth forever’716 (my 

emphasis). Through Repair Thinking, the concept of the user is expanded to 

include the environment, economies and society within the designer/user 

dynamic: making all active participants in a flourishing and circular future.  

 

The environmental stance of Repair Thinking is obviously activist, against the ‘sell-

by date’ of trends where garbage creation exists ‘prior to any actual or obvious 

material degradation’717. By repairing, promoting repair, taking a cradle-to-

																																								 																					
715 Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. p5 
716 Ehrenfeld and Hoffman, Flourishing: A Frank Conversation about Sustainability. p17 
717 Scanlon, On Garbage. p37 
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cradle718 approach, elongating lifespan before continuing back into the 

production system, but also by actions such as protesting, this expanded view of 

the user is expressed. 

 

 

Social Values: Direct Actions for the Greater Good, Including the 

Environment 

In Repair Thinking, reconstruction of social and material tools and values comes 

through the Craft-of-Repair and is mostly driven by users and Repair-Makers, 

working against the commitment to growth which undermines contributions to 

eco-design719. Sennett tells us that ‘repair is a fundamental category of 

craftsmanship; today again, an expert is seen as someone who can equally make 

and repair’720. The realignment of ownership and power achieved by Repair-

Making comes from the ‘acts of craft, [with which] we still shape forms of 

resistance. They are examinations of the seams of our social fabric and acts of 

disobedience’721. Choosing to repair, or attempt to repair something, diverts it 

from landfill or recycling processes, and lessens the need to buy new – this is a 

powerful choice.  

 

Community knowledge is an important element of Social Values, and builds on 

ideas of the Expanded User. I have demonstrated it in my thesis through my work 

with Hackney Fixers. This is not necessarily knowing how to repair anything, but 

knowing how to access repair when it is needed, and shows the importance of 

volunteering to share repair skills with others and build community, and how the 

repair workshop provides learning, community and reflective space. This work 

																																								 																					
718 Braungart and McDonough, Cradle to Cradle: Re-Making The Way We Make Things. 
719 J. Thackara, ‘Keep Your Stuff Alive,’ Doors of Perception (blog), April 2, 2014, 
http://www.doorsofperception.com/sustainability-design/keep-your-stuff-alive/. 
720 Sennett, The Craftsman. p248 
721 Otto von Busch, ‘Crafting Resistance,’ in Craftivism: The Art of Craft and Activism, ed. Betsy Greer 
(Vancouver, Canada: Arsenal Pulp Press, 2014), 77–82. p77 



	
	

312	

goes further than the workshops hosted during The Department of Repair (2015), 

in part because Hackney Fixers events are ongoing. However the artefacts 

exhibited and made during The Department of Repair (2015) communicated ways 

of Repair-Making, and community knowledge within a university context.  

 

Repair-Making together is documented and encouraged in Learning Cardigan 

(2014 ongoing), and MEND MORE Jumper (2015). While acknowledging my own 

privilege of being able to afford to do unpaid voluntary work, and the 

complexities of this kind of “gift”, my activism, as shown by the key episode of 

Repair-Making with Michael, is rooted in my environmentalist stance and a wish to 

further the discourse of Repair-Making beyond my own limited circles. This also 

furthers my knowledge through informative conversations surrounding repair; 

other people’s opinions, skills and practices. I am trying to work towards a greater 

good. 

 

Workshop participants contribute to the knowledge in my research, but not 

through explicitly discussed ideas resulting in knowledge that I take or use. I am 

interested in how people react to repairing, in witnessing them think about it or 

do it in their own practices or on their own objects. Whilst acknowledging that 

repair can have many motivations, politically my workshops, exhibits and curating 

encourage knowledge sharing, active choice, as a resistance to obsolescence 

inherent to capitalism. By engaging with social media as well as these physical 

events I probe repair practices and communities from multiple angles722.   

 

As a direct action, Repair-Making intervenes and disrupts flows in waste streams, 

and potentially cultivates elements necessary for well-being through voluntary 

work and community building. Micro-challenges and actions by individuals and 

																																								 																					
722 Pollock et al., “Post Local Forms of Repair: The (Extended) Situation of Virtualised Technical Support”; 
“Open Design Now”; Thompson, “Build It. Share It. Profit. Can Open Source Hardware Work?”; Schwarz and 
Krabbendam, Sustainist Design Guide: How Sharing, Localism, Connectedness and Proportionality Are 
Creatuing a New Agenda for Social Design. 
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small groups, feed into the larger resistance needed to create macro-changes.  

Visibility of the Craft of Repair, in clothing in particular but with a widely 

applicable sentiment, move it into an ‘active dynamic mode’ where ‘in this 

diachronic role, clothing serves as a communicative device through which social 

change is contemplated, proposed, initiated, enforced and denied’723.  

 

These actions together create the Social Values of Repair Thinking, where visibly 

repairing together or for one another is a form of radical generosity, creating 

connections needed for well-being. This is what the Social Values jig as part of 

Repair Thinking requires us to contemplate and manifest. 

 

Repair Thinking 

	
Starting by investigating repair as a material action, through my own studio 

practice, curation, activism and facilitation of repair workshops, I created a lens 

through which to examine repair as a social action/mechanism too. Observing the 

network building and dissolving, repetitive and one-off issues and resulting 

innovations, skills sharing and deployment occurring in an act of repair (whether 

self-done or delegated) I have developed Repair Thinking, a set of jigs for 

encouraging deep engagement with Repair-Making. 

 

Repair Thinking contributes to a sustainable and resilient repair culture, where 

maintenance and repair services are visible, accessible, paid or voluntary. Using 

the narratives, agency and craft of Repair-Making to develop new ways of seeing 

and understand scales of doing, Repair Thinking aids social learning as well as 

material. 

																																								 																					
723 McCracken, “Clothing as Language: An Object Lesson in the Study of the Expressive Properties of 
Material Culture.” p61 
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That many people respond to the idea of repair – what they do and do not repair, 

who they learnt from or who in their family does it and more - suggests that it is 

still an act that people are conscious of. However, one of its big challenges is the 

enjoyment that many take from buying new things, replacing the old, the worn 

and so on. Neoliberal practices do not often promote re-use or maintenance but 

as scarcity of materials grows, so does the repair dialogue, and its opposition to 

deskilling, waste and scarcity. In the face of current environmental and economic 

issues, Repair Thinking includes the local, the lo-fi and the individual as key 

solutions, and not just as part of the recycling chain, but moving towards a circular 

economy without a growth focus. This bridges divides between designer and not-

designer, Expanding the User, and potentially encouraging brand loyalty via 

Conscious Construction and Openness around parts, information and services.  

Communities and businesses built around the Social Values of Repair-Making 

show a growing concern for repair. These are small actions in the face of 

production, consumption and disposal practices but demonstrate a growing 

grassroots movement, especially as some are replicated internationally, both as 

not-for-profit franchises and as independent models.    

To return again to my definition of repair, Repair Thinking cannot prevent all 

breakage or all object ending, but as a set of jigs, it can instigate deep 

engagement and attentiveness with repair as a generative form of making and a 

craft, during the design and making processes as well as after breakage, aiming 

to make things work in the way that is needed. Repair Thinking encourages the 

Repair-Maker to look both back and forth, demonstrate sensitivities to material, 

social and environmental narratives, to think about overt and implicit activism as 

well as what they are actually doing. 

What Next? 

While this thesis has focused on visibility of Repair-Making, I feel an investigation 

into the privilege of being able to wear visibly mended clothes, for example, 



	
	

315	

needs discussing, as does the potential difference in ageing of materials for viable 

Repair-Making. There is also discussion to be had around the want of (or lack of) 

visibly repaired objects. Therefore, the importance or necessity of invisible repair 

is an area ripe for investigation, and in part builds on my work on Repair Before 

The Break. Discussion around pace of use and length of ownership in relation to 

repair has been begun in electronics-fixing circles but might also be expanded to 

domestic, analogue goods. Further information could come from conservation 

practices and other interdisciplinary conversations. 
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Thesis Conclusion  
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Autographic Practice, Repair-Making (Narratives, 
Activism and Craft) and Repair Thinking 
 

In this thesis I have defined repair as it exists now, using my practice to show that 

narratives, activism and craft contribute to that contemporary repair scene, which 

in turn is a part of, but distinct from, making practices – I have called this Repair-

Making.  

Traditionally thought about after a break, I believe repair is could be part of the 

design process. Drawing from my experiences of Repair-Making, I have 

suggested Repair Thinking as a set of jigs, to suggest ways of going about it, 

making it easier to do, and developing it further, to potentially create more 

repairable objects.  

 

My practice and research are predominantly situated in the contemporary craft 

discourse where craft is considered to contain ‘a body of knowledge which 

shapes our perceptions about our work and our individual worlds’724 and ‘in this 

full world [this] means making anything at all is a responsibility’725. I divided the 

discussion of my practice into three distinct sections: narratives, activism and 

craft. I use my artifacts to embody aspects of repair culture, drawing from 

anthropological and sociological discussions. I have also taken a broad look at 

approaches to activism within the craft and sustainable design discourses, as well 

as anarchist culture. This is key as activism, inherent in contemporary Repair-

Making practices, differentiates it from past repair practices by application of a 

political statement. In examining the craft of repair I have used texts from 

psychology, anthropology and philosophy along with craft theory. These bodies 

of knowledge both frame and inform my practice, showing the breadth of repair 

as material and social practice. 

																																								 																					
724 Dormer, The Art of the Maker: Skill and Its Meaning in Art, Craft and Design. p104 
725 Harrod, The Real Thing: Essays on Making in the Modern World. p338 
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The context section of this thesis presents an overview of the field of repair, 

where breakage is material and systemic, yet also a site for innovation and action. 

I show how it has changed through time, to the current discussions of activism, 

visibility and conservation. My discussion of the complexity of the language of 

repair, the material and global words, concludes with my use of it.  

 

My methodology is embedded within a philosophy of hope as active emotion and 

as motivation for action. This underpins my material practice (including that in this 

thesis, and some which is not) and textual practice, which has also become part of 

my methodology. 

 

Autography, while both a term for hand-writing and an approach to life-writing, 

provides a conceptual link to my hand-making, and is made manifest in my 

material artefacts through questions of vulnerability, messiness and questions of 

truth. I have demonstrated an autographic approach to my Repair-Making, by 

using my experiences to inform textual episodes recording my experiences and 

by hand-making artefacts, showing material autography. Drawing from feminist 

literature and literary theory, I have proposed this autographic approach as a new 

way of framing the making of writing for makers, using the potential comfort zone 

of hand-work to create text as well as artefacts.  

 

This autographic method of writing about my work resulted in individual textual 

episodes about my practice. Borrowing from screen writing and literary theory, I 

have organised my thesis in an episodic structure, which is not chronological. 

Instead it highlights key moments of practice coupled with (and in some cases, 

merged with) theoretical discussions of it. I have proposed the episodic structure 

as a new way of structuring writing for those whose artefacts and other practices 

are ongoing, developing works rather than temporally static. Here I have used it 
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to highlight the aspects of repair that I consider to be vital in contemporary 

Repair-Making. 

 

Overall I have demonstrated repair as being a necessary skill for resilience, a way 

of passing time, of exploring and developing new skills and communities, or, 

simply, just making something you need/want to work. Repair-Making offers an 

alternative route to simply replacing broken with new, asserting instead the rights 

of ownership, independence from neo-liberal habits of consumption, and 

community through skills sharing and common ground.  

 

Where a single repaired thing or act may seem insignificant, Visible processes 

and material manifestations of repair give further agency, moving materials 

and knowledge back into the use cycle, adding value to human-object 

relationships and creating communities. Repair Thinking proposes that this, 

alongside an Open approach to repair information, Conscious Construction of 

objects, an Expanded idea of who the user might be, and a focus on the 

importance of Social Values, displays personal resistance and resilience in the 

face of relentless pressure to buy new, and encourages further Repair-Making.  

 

Repair-Making is therefore a dynamic part of a flourishing, radically generous 

future, and importantly, the contemporary Repair-Maker demonstrates not only 

a care for the past but also an attitude firmly rooted in the future. 
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Appendix 1 

List of Exhibit ions, Papers & Presentations, and other practice relevant to 
my PhD studies 
 
Exhibitions and commissioned work 

• MEND MORE Jumper (2015) (exhibited in) Fashioned from Nature: Victoria and Albert 
Museum, 21st April 2018 - 27th January 2019 (London); Natural History Museum of 
Denmark, 1st April 2019 – 13 September 2019 (Copenhagen) (on loan to the V&A until 
2021) 

• Blue Jumper (2012 ongoing) (exhibited in) Creekside Open 2017 (selected by Jordan 
Baseman), APT Gallery, Deptford, 4th - 28th May 2017 

• A Jumper to Lend (2014) (exhibited in) Making Circles, Circular Transitions conference, 
Chelsea College of Art, 23rd  - 24th November 2016 

• Spelman Cups (2016) (exhibited in) Experiencing Change / Changing Experience, ONCA 
Gallery, Brighton, 27th July - 5th August 2016 

• Blue Jumper (2012 ongoing) (exhibited in) …by a thread…, Gawthorpe Hall, Burnley, 
19th April – 19th June 2016 

• Sides to Middle (2014 ongoing) (commissioned for and exhibited in) Mending Revealed, 
Bridport Arts Centre, 5th March – 16th April 2016 

• Blue Necklace (2013) (exhibited in) Re- reanimate, repair, meld and mend, Bluecoat 
Display Centre, Liverpool, 10th October – 14th November 2015 

• Sides to Middle (2014 ongoing) (exhibited in) The Department of Repair, Camberwell 
Space Gallery (co-curating and exhibiting), 12th January – 20th February 2015  

• A Jumper to Lend (#2, 2015) (commissioned for and exhibited in) Knit 1, Mend 1, Keep 
1, Change 1, Walford Mill Crafts, Dorset, 17th January - 1st March 2015 

• A Jumper to Lend (#1, 2014) (commissioned for and exhibited in) Textile Toolbox, pop-
up 13th November 2014, online at http://textiletoolbox.com/ : travelling exhibition 
ongoing 

• Hong Kong Jumper (2014) (exhibited in) Process Practice Play, Triangle Space, Chelsea 
College of Art, March 2014 

• Red Blanket, Blue Bowl, Wrench (2013) (exhibited in) DEW Line, Sustainability in Art 
residency exhibition, 13th-19th May 2013, Cambridge 
 
Presentations and writing 

• Attitudes to the Past (peer reviewed journal paper) Ephemera journal, May 2019 
• Repair-Making in the Museum (presentation) Victoria and Albert Museum, November 

2018 
• Repair-Making (lunchtime lecture) Victoria and Albert Museum, November 2018 
• Hopeful Repair, Repairing Hopefully (blog essay) The Restart Project, May 2018 
• The meaning of community repair (blog essay) The Restart Project, January 2018 
• Jumpers: Truthful Fictional Auto/Biographies of Practice (conference presentation) at 

Textile and Place, Manchester School of Art, April 2018  
• Redesigning Repair? History – Culture – Politic (presentation), Chelsea College of Art, 

November 2017 
• REPAIR YOUR PRACTICE! Get Out of Your Tower and into the world! (conference 

presentation & paper) at Making Futures, Plymouth College of Art, September 2017 
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• RepairAbility Through Repair Thinking (conference presentation & paper) Circular 
Transitions, Chelsea College of Art, November 2016 

• Unlearning Remaking Disobedience: Actively Researching Repair (presentation) 
Camberwell College of Arts, June 2016 

• Sides to Middle (artists talk) Bridport Arts Centre, March 2016 
• The Department of Repair: Repairing as Place Making (conference presentation & paper) 

at Making Futures, Plymouth College of Art, September 2015 
• The Department of Repair: An Expanded Form of (Re)Making (conference presentation 

& paper ) at Making Research / Researching Making, Aarhus School of Architecture, 
September 2015 

• Volunteering (section in co-written paper, Elastic Lives, with Pr. Becky Earley and Lucy 
Norris) Cultures of Resillience project, April 2016 

• Elastic Learning Tools (co-written paper with Pr. Becky Earley) Cultures of Resillience 
project, April 2016 
 
Select other 

• Repair-Making in the Museum : Maker in Residence, Victoria and Albert Museum, 
October 2018 – June 2019 

• Funding awarded for publication of Repair-Making and the Museum: Objects, Models 
and Practices, June 2019 

• Hackney Fixers, Co-organiser of community repair workshops in Hackney, 2015 ongoing 
• #TransActing: A Market of Values, mending exchange stall held with Pr. Becky Earley, 

July 2015 
• RepairAbility Term-long module on repair, designed and delivered by me for BA 

Designer Maker year 1 students at University of Plymouth, March – May 2018 
• Residency undertaken at Anglia Ruskin University, Sustainability in Art, 22-28th April 2013 
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Appendix 2 

Hopeful Repair, Repairing Hopefully 
Published May 2018  
https://therestartproject.org/community/hopeful-repair/ 
 
This guest post is by maker and Hackney Fixer Bridget Harvey. She “seeks materials that 
initially seem past their best as a basis for investigating process, materials, and social 
actions through making”. She is an associate lecturer at Camberwell College of Arts and 
visiting lecturer at Chelsea College of Art. 
 
Hope is an expectation for something to happen and an intention to do something 
towards it.  
 
Discussions of it deepen our understanding of humanness, activism and motivation; as 
Alexander Manu writes "hope unlocks our latencies and makes our subconscious goals 
manifest".  
 
In this post, we consider various philosophical perspectives on hope and David Pye's 
writing on craft, in relation to community repair activism against a backdrop of slow 
political and ecological crisis.  
 

 
At the 2015 Climate March 
 
In crises, according to sustainable design researcher John Ehrenfeld, dedication to 
problem solving "regardless of the 'rational' data-driven reasons to give up" means new 
pathways are trodden. 
 
However Rebecca Solnit notes, hope is "not a substitute for action, only a basis for it." 
Hope can help shifts in our ways of thinking and doing. Beginning in the margins, hope 
gives us something to aim for. 
 
Active hope as tool 
Hope is a disposition rather than an emotion, and active hope, according to eco-
philosophers Joanna Macy and Chris Johnstone, "something we do rather than have". It 
uses intention to channel action. Taking a clear view of the situation; then, identifying 
what is hoped for or not, helps us move in an appropriate direction. 
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"Hope just means an other world might be possible, not promised, not guaranteed". So 
when tackling big issues "gratitude is a refreshing alternative to guilt or fear as a source 
of motivation" and builds trust, increasing willingness to help others. Gratitude, as an act 
of reciprocity and regeneration, can be paid forward, if we consider ourselves part of a 
"larger flow of giving and receiving throughout time". 
 
Where hope is a commitment to the future, active hope refers to an interconnected 
sense of self, within community, planet and a long time frame. 
 
It asks what the distributed knowledge within that network can contribute to the change 
needed, and to work towards it by envisioning, believing and acting together. 
 
Workmanship of Risk 
Risk is the point where hope as disposition meets hope in repairing. 
 
When making or tinkering, one works with uncertainty - as David Pye observed, "the 
quality of the result is continually at risk during the process… the Workmanship of Risk" 
– hoping and caring step-by-step through the process, and as skills increase, becoming 
less risky and more certain. 
 
Solnit suggests that "Hope is the story of uncertainty, of coming to terms with the risk", 
both demanding and frightening, and yet "immeasurably more rewarding" than despair. 
 

 
Bridget Harvey’s ‘blue jumper’ 
 
Being near impossible to automate, repair-work is nearly always the Workmanship of 
Risk – unfolding as we enter more deeply into the task, using the diversity of technique 
not available through Workmanship of Certainty where, according to Pye, through 
automatic production "the quality of the result is exactly predetermined". 
 
There are some repairs which could be considered Workmanship of Certainty – for 
example replacing a drum in a washing machine – but only once the risk has been 
embraced and the breakage investigated. This is what Richard Sennett refers to as 
"static repair": though standardised and made easy, is might be dangerous, in that it 
might rule out better solutions or new possibilities – might the repairer have upgraded 
the bearings if they had engaged with the details rather than replacing the whole part? 
 
Repair-making and hope  
Where the Workmanship of Certainty requires a front-loading of what Pye calls 
"judgement, dexterity and care", repair-making deploys these throughout. Tools and 
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strategies might be used to limit risk, but risk is still present, made real by the human 
doing it. 
 
This is where hacktivist designer Otto von Busch tells us, through repair, hope becomes 
"fused into the material and form. Self-reliance and trust emanates from repair".  
 
Repair and a hopeful attitude meet in risk and develop together. When a repair goes 
wrong or fails, hope may be diminished, however he suggests "other things can be 
repaired. Objects, of course. Traditions can be. Hope can be. Emotions eventually. But it 
requires cautious handling, patience and care." 
 
Hope contributes to a sustainable future through ongoing efforts to make our material 
culture more meaningful. An attempt at repair-making is always a risk, and so must be 
accompanied with a side order of hope, else we may not bother doing it. Through 
repetition and practice, repair-skills grow and spread and, through time, many small 
actions become bigger ones, many hopes join together, change begins in the 
imagination and becomes material; risk is reduced or moved by hope and by action. 
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Appendix 3 

REPAIR YOUR PRACTICE! Get out of your tower and into the world 
Conference paper: Making Futures, September 2017, Plymouth College of 
Art 
 
 
Where my practice, for several years, has revolved around repair-making, not everything 
I do as part of this practice is actually making a repair. This paper discusses how 
volunteering, demonstrating and handwriting have strengthened and expanded my 
material practice, and these forms of ‘repair-activism’, while not literal acts of repair in 
themselves, provide me – as maker – new grounds and skills for sharing and promoting 
repair discourse to new audiences, and ways understanding this expansion as part of my 
own practice and identity. I will also examine how volunteering, demonstrating and 
handwriting link into an anti-consumption framework from anarchist culture, which 
provides understanding of how certain anti-consumption practices help form identity. As 
volunteering, demonstrating and handwriting are not necessarily generative in the way 
making is, these facets of my practice led me to question my identity. Thinking about 
them as means to promote repair as an anti-consumption stance helped me embrace 
them comfortably as part of myself as maker. 
 
Repair-making, for me, is a choice and a political act. Linking old and new techniques, 
and political and personal practices, through it I engage with sustainability, 
environmentalism, anti-consumption politics and community needs. While repairing itself 
is not necessarily always an activist practice – and not all activists repair! – ideas of 
activism can nearly always be applied to acts of repair. I am interested in repair-activism 
as both the promotion of repair-making and as an anti-consumption stance. 
 
Reflecting on co-curating The Department of Repair (2015), an exhibition and series of 
workshops focused on repair-making and part of my AHRC PhD project, Repair-Making: 
Craft, Politic, Community, led me to attempt to the patch gaps which emerged. The 
Department of Repair mostly engaged makers, those skilled at repairing particular styles 
of object (there was very little ad hoc repair), and some involved with repair-making but 
not necessarily with sustainability. While my practice is rooted in sustainability, I felt it 
needed further extension into social engagement through action, prompting me to take 
my practice outside academia and into public spaces. In this paper, I will endeavor 
to explain the perspective I gained from direct action, mutual aid, and disobedience 
though the expansion of my agency by facilitating community repair workshops, my 
promotion of repair through demonstrating, and my use of handwriting and an 
autobiographical method to re-examine and communicate object-based practice as the 
transformative nature of repair-making as material action and personal choice. 
 
Activism and l ifestyle polit ics 
I utilize some of the language of anarchism when talking about my practice. Lifestyle 
practices scholar Laura Portwood-Stacer suggests that herein lies ‘the inherent tension 
within lifestyle politics - the material and symbolic dimensions of it may, in fact, be 
working at cross-purposes. A strategy that embraces diffusion of anarchist lifestyle 
practices may require that activists reconcile themselves to becoming less recognizable 
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as anarchists’ (2013: 151). This is true of myself - in order to strengthen and push my 
practice and my ideas, to have them taken seriously, I have had to become less 
recognisably out there, however I believe my lifestyle politics, my stance against 
unnecessary consumption and discard practices, my belief systems and my ways of 
working are stronger for it.  
 
As repair is both an act of consumption and anti-consumption I am also drawing on 
Portwood-Stacer’s list of motivations for anarchist anti-consumption activism: personal, 
moral, activist, identificatory, and social motivations (2013: 23).  She tells us that the 
discursive framing of consumption practices is what makes the anti-consumption lifestyle 
understandable as activism (2013: 26). Repair-Making is a stand against common 
consumption practices, but necessity, poverty or emotion are often its motivation, and 
political framing of repair could be seen as a luxury. 
 
Repair-Activism obviously discourages consumption by creating opportunities for Repair-
Making, and encourages repairability on all levels, from manufacturer to user. According 
to Portwood-Stacer’s framework,  ‘personal motivations’ for anti-consumption are for 
bettering one’s own situation and resisting ideological manipulation (2013: 38-39). 
Through my Repair-Activism I reject standard consumption practices and, amongst other 
things, embracing repair means I need work and earn less, and therefore I free myself 
from what she describes as the “false needs” imposed by dominant consumerist 
ideology’ (2013: 39). 
 
Volunteering 
Although sometimes a profession, repair is often conducted by volunteers; potentially a 
family member or friend, or at a repair event. Personally, I co-organise Hackney Fixers 
events and other repair skills sharing workshops to help include in the current repair 
discourse, those most hit by austerity measures. To me, this volunteering, as direct 
action, is a form of mutual aid - an anarchist principle of solidarity, sharing and 
generosity. Through facilitation of workshops I am made to reassess my makerly 
privileges: we repair not just beautiful, treasured objects but also essential, everyday 
things. This provides ‘activist motivation’, which Portwood-Stacer describes as using 
‘actions to effect a change’ (2013: 40), or simply ‘propaganda by deed’, where 
cumulative smaller deeds are a way to ‘publicly represent political ideologies and 
convince others of their correctness’ and pressurize the systems to change current 
practices (2013: 40-41). Facilitating free, open workshops invites others to experiment 
with and draw their own conclusions about repair-making, while knowledge and skill 
sharing, along with a higher visibility of deliberate manufactured barriers to repair, puts 
pressure on manufacturers to make their products repairable, while driving consumption 
down. 
 

‘Crucial to every society is the kind of union and solidarity it fosters and the kind 
it can further, under the given conditions of its socioeconomic structure’ (Fromm, 
1981: 108) 

 
Volunteer work is challenging and exciting. It decentralizes me in my practice, and puts 
me in the position of ‘professional encourager’, which John Chris Jones describes as 
giving part of design process to the user and giving freedom to do things that 
professionals do (1991). Although this is a hierarchical way of thinking about the roles, 
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the initial hierarchy is often negated when participants share their knowledge with the 
repairers. This is what Marcel Mauss, according  to Neil Cummings (2015), would 
suggest giving is a ‘networked social contract’ that one gift triggers another and, in this 
case, the repair network increases. Research suggests that engaging with voluntary 
groups and activities reduces death rates and increases trust and wellbeing Pickett and 
Wilkinson, The Spirit Level: Why Equality Is Better for Everyone.. Otto von Busch 
describes repair as a way of building hope, independence and trust (2010). Learning 
through working together is enhanced by repairing the experience to participant needs 
by mending the things they bring. Repeat meetings, sharing and knowledge retention 
create networks. These are sometimes permanent and sometimes transient, neither of 
which, for me as witness and participant, seem less valid than one another. The act of 
volunteering implicitly asks us if our time might be better spent on others rather than 
ourselves, on our communities and society in order to benefit all, and to reduce the 
inequality we know to be so destructive Pickett and Wilkinson, The Spirit Level: Why 
Equality Is Better for Everyone.. 
 

 
Image 1: Learning Cardigan (2014 onwards) Hand-knit cardigan, various yarns. Image: Bridget 
Harvey 
 
For me, as practitioner, the outcomes of this collaborative and/or participative work – 
although partially recorded in my artefacts (e.g. Learning Cardigan, 2014) – are mostly 
captured in objects that belong to others: meaning that I, as maker, must see my 
practice here as one that purposefully shares repair skills and the associated discourse. 
Portwood-Stacer’s ‘social motivation’ for anti-consumption activism positions the anti-
consumer with those who share politics, and apart from those who don’t, stating, ‘anti-
consumption may even spur more social cohesion than shared consumption practices 
do, due to its association with radical resistance to mainstream ideologies and mores’ 
(2013: 43). Repair workshops bring together practical aspects of repair, creating 
networks of repairer-makers and others who care about repair, and opening potentially 
dormant knowledge of repair shops, websites and businesses, standing them apart from 
those who unquestioningly replace broken with new. The potentially oppositional 
practice of repair-making becomes a propositional action through repairing together. 
 
Demonstrating 
Another approach I have taken to promoting the repair discourse and its anti-
consumption stance is by making MEND MORE Jumper (2015) as a placard for the 2015 
London climate march. While drawing on the history of craft being used to highlight 
injustices; handwork as political stance; and questioning hierarchies through subversive 
stitch-work (Parker 2010), MEND MORE Jumper clearly states my agenda: its non-
preciousness enabling portability, and its portability facilitating visibility of its slogans, 
which challenge dominant practices and vocalise communicate my activism. 
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Image 2: MEND MORE Jumper (2015) Jumper, hand stitched applique lettering. Image: David 
Stelfox 
 
When unpicking my own social motivations for repair making and repair-activism, I 
realize they are what Erich Fromm terms ‘autonomously obedient’, they are ‘obedient’ to 
my own ‘reason or conviction’ of being anti-consumption, anti-waste and pro-circularity, 
and thus are ‘not an act of submission but one of affirmation’. Simultaneously repair-
activism is disobedient to our consumer culture, where, according to Fromm, this 
‘obedience to a person, institution or power (heteronomous obedience) is submission’ 
implying ‘the abdication of my autonomy and the acceptance of a foreign will or 
judgment in place of my own’(1981: 19). 
 
Arguably our dominant economic culture is what Fromm describes as ‘having’ - with 
principles around ownership, gains and growth. The affirmative act of positioning myself 
with others by demonstrating – surrounded, presumably, by those with similar politics 
and ideals – still pushes back against dominant cultures to act both obediently to myself, 
and disobediently, against capitalist consumerism, against expectations of the designer, 
and of the PhD researcher – I am not there purely for my own gains. My ‘moral 
motivation’ (Portwood-Stacer 2013: 39) is my own attempt to distinguish between right 
and wrong consumption practices and to encourage them in others. The climate march 
itself shows the different faces of activism, slightly described by the piece of 
experimental writing that follows. 
 

MEND MORE Jumper - purple, acrylic, large, and textual - is part encouragement 
and part disparagement.  Its stance is political: overt, visible, legible, 
unmistakeable. Made as a placard for the Climate March 2015 it had to stand out 
from the crowd to say repair is a vital step towards a sustainable future. Having 
tried to wear it I realised I couldn’t – its acrylic body makes me uncomfortable but 
suits its purpose; it dries fast in inclement weather. The yellow lettering is cut 
from fabric scraps dug out from my stash, hand-stitched, patched, appliqued, not 
hemmed, not glued. It reads MEND MORE BIN LESS, MEND MORE BUY LESS. 
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MEND MORE is my slogan, my catch phrase.  It relates to protest and 
agency.  The lettering is bold enough to be read from afar, and these short 
words spell out a clear message. I intend it to refer to all things, not just clothing. 
  
Travelling to the march I was nervous, I did not want to get caught in any affray. 
Where demonstrations can be aggressive and angry, the point and privilege of 
them – the right to manifest as a collective voice – is vital. Banners and placards 
become a showing of hands, looking for and creating solidarity, clearly stating 
positions. That day I marched with the self-formed, self-proclaimed menders bloc 
– friends from TRAID and the Restart Project. We were there as our own critical 
mass, contributing to the greater one, and for our own personal 
politics.  Staunchly environmentalist, all actively activist, all specifically engaged 
with mending, carrying out our duty to care for people and planet by suggesting 
repair as part of that.  
 
MEND MORE Jumper asks us to use repair skills for practicality, resilience and 
resistance, and to protect the planet. I raised it high atop a pole. It speaks about 
clothes and people, with its arms swinging, it has a human-like form. For me, 
MEND MORE Jumper carries a second order message. It was something else 
before and now is new, it’s critical, political, subversive and affirmative, its power 
intensified by its previous life – more than graphics, its material supports its 
message. 
  
At the end of the march, many placards were trashed and dumped – destroying 
the work of making them, and to me, destroying part of their point – was their 
message disposable too? MEND MORE Jumper’s end has been planned; it’s 
easily disassembled, and can still be reused as clothing. The thread and letters 
are compostable, its body recyclable. It deliberately sidesteps the hypocrisy of 
protesting for a better world and then trashing the placard after. 
  
I cannot wear MEND MORE Jumper. Yet, as signage, as statement of my politics, 
it is fully functional, it is too explicit to be misread. It brings us together, and 
stands us apart. MEND MORE Jumper is vibrant, full of narrative and agency, it 
says, ‘we mend, join us’. 

 
Writ ing 
Facilitating workshops and demonstrating could be a way of making a version of myself 
through my practice, only partially recorded in artefacts. As happenings they need 
capturing differently, through writing, as part of my PhD and, arguably, part of my 
contemporary craft practice.  
 
Understanding myself as someone who makes writing has given me some nascent 
thoughts which I am beginning to unpick here. Firstly, how, as a maker, I construct 
myself through text and use writing about my practice to make myself. Secondly, the 
relationship of handwriting and handmaking, where making text by hand continues my 
craft practice, textually. 
 
Laura Portwood-Stacer’s final motivation for anti-consumption activists is identificatory 
motivation, which is performative, supporting material expressions of being anarchist. 
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This is both an ‘individual and collective process’ where ‘performances of self are both 
intrasubjective and intersubjective: the performance is done for oneself and for others.’ 
(2013: 42) 
 
Writing became a question of identity for me, in terms of making textual content which 
was coherent with my practice and myself along with physically creating the writing. In 
order to understand it more deeply and to improve – to help better communicate my 
practice, develop my voice, and structure my writing – I took a year-long life writing 
classes. During classes I was obliged to write autographically, by hand. As I further 
explored writing practices and continued to write by hand (including my whole PhD 
thesis draft) I started to see links between writing by hand and making by hand, as well 
as starting to understand writing as a facet of my identity.  
 
Making myself through text 
Life writing is described as being specifically about ‘an aspect of life shaped by any 
number of parameters, including time, place, topic or theme’ (Miller, 2007: 3). Leanne 
Prain suggests storytelling in material practice helps narrate deep, ‘binding thread[s] of 
human experiences’ (2014: 9). In life writing I use narrative to find and unpick meaning 
and to gain proximity to lived experience, to highlight aspects of material practice made 
or mended by me, alone or with others, and to create experimental and performative 
textual episodes. Life-writing, as autoethnographic practice, brings the vulnerable, the 
messy and the interplay between fictions and truths into my writing and speaking, in a 
way I felt was previously only evident in my making. 
 
When making and exhibiting artefacts, facilitating workshop, and demonstrating, one 
opens oneself up to a level of vulnerability which also occurs in writing. Ruth Behar 
describe vulnerability in writing ethnography as 
 

Loss, mourning, the longing for memory, the desire to enter into the world 
around you and having no idea how to do it, the fear of observing too coldly or 
too distractedly or too raggedly, the rage of cowardice, the insight that is always 
arriving too late, as defiant hindsight, a sense of the utter uselessness of writing 
anything and yet the burning desire to write something, are the stopping places 
along the way. (Behar, 1996: 3) 
 
 

This vulnerability goes hand in hand with a messiness. When practicing, we create what 
Janet Hoskins calls ‘disparate, messy fragments of daily experience’, and ‘a coherent 
narrative constructs a unified image of the self’ from this (1998: 5). This messiness can be 
recreated in textual practice, when, as Janis Jeffries suggests, the fluidity and tensions 
‘between the “I’ and the other, the life of the text and the “textile” and the terrain of 
the lived’ (2016: 99), are shown in writing, which  provides a scene ‘where textiles, as 
mobile sign and material practice, have been loosened to play out a sensuous mapping 
of sweat and scribble’ (2016: 99). This, she posits, joins the personal voice with theory, 
material with metaphorical and provides ‘transformative contributions to culture’ (2016: 
99). 
 
Along with vulnerability and mess, here truthfulness needs consideration. Textually 
framing my practice constructs it in certain ways, and others might recount the scenes or 
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read the texts differently. Thus truth becomes subjective and writing is potentially both 
honest and dishonest at once. The self in my text is only one facet of me, as the self that 
facilitates, demonstrates and makes are individual facets of me. The performative nature 
of artefacts and/or actions is also evident in writing. Texts are always doing something 
for us, but it is context which helps establish truthfulness. 
So, life writing is a textual performance which constructs narrative of practice and self, 
and expresses vulnerability, messiness and varieties of truths. This parallels material 
practice in content, but the relevance of using autobiographical methodologies in craft 
practices is furthered by the idea of autography – hand-writing and how it corresponds 
to hand-making. 
Making text myself 
For me, working on a computer acted as barrier between the physicality of writing and 
my material practice. Writing with pen and paper brought these experiences closer. 
Physically marking paper creates my ‘self’, both autobiographically and autographically. 
The hand-written text becomes a personal artefact, a prototype, drawn on, rewritten and 
indeed repaired, often then typed up, and occasionally polished and sent out to others, 
inviting them into my thinking in the way that my artefacts and direct actions do 
materially. Beginning the writing by hand brings it back to my practice. 
 
The procedure of crafting writing using ‘old’ techniques, such as writing by hand, 
reading aloud and scribing events, has been proven to increase recall and aids 
conceptual understanding, interpretation of ideas and emotions as materially as the 
crafting of repairs. The vulnerable, the messy, question of truths, as well as problem-
solving are physically evident in hand-written texts as they often are in hand-made 
artefacts and prototypes, and in actions such as facilitating and demonstrating where 
one could be considered to be testing oneself. Writing by hand also conveys another set 
of truths – there is no hiding behind set fonts, neat lines and well-spaced letters – it 
shows the authors abilities and inabilities much the same as working a material by hand 
does.  
 
To sum up, material practice, artefact, and action – along with writing – takes place in 
fits and starts, series or one-offs, often containing repeat motifs and showing the makers 
hand. Hand-writing strips away the protection in the same way that making by hand 
does – by showing what one has done. 
 
Jeanne Perreault describes feminist autography as writing to express oneself as both 
individual and part of the collective, seeing writing as an important part of self-making, 
and selves as intersection across disciplines. Speaking of written content, she says that 
‘textual enactments of an “I” and the boundaries of “we” are in play as elements of 
inquiry, as territories to be claimed and disclaimed, as constructions or as essences’ 
(Perreault, 1995: 1). These textual enactments reflect the blurred boundaries of 
facilitating workshops and demonstrating. According to Janis Jefferies, autography and 
autobiography differ through focus: ‘autographies make the writing itself an aspect of 
selfhood through which the writer experiences and brings into being the possibility of 
playful, even wicked, self-invention’ (2016: 98).   
 
Volunteering, demonstrating and writ ing my way out of the tower 
By examining how volunteering, demonstrating and handwriting link into Portwood-
Stacer’s anti-consumption framework I have attempted to understand how certain anti-
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consumption practices help form identity. As volunteering, demonstrating and 
handwriting are neither direct anti-consumption acts, nor direct acts of repair (or 
making), thinking about identity through them as an anti-consumption stance potentially 
helps create comfort in this expanded makerly identity. These differing activist 
motivations push repair-making as practice out the academic tower and into the world. 
Here, facilitating and demonstrating enhance and further the practice of repair-making 
and the material artefacts of practice. Writing about them becomes a form of enacted 
biography where I autographically record myself and my practice, constructing and 
embracing the vulnerability, messiness and questions of truth implicitly held in artefacts, 
and destabilising norms to create transformations and difference. The narrative content 
of written aspects ‘bind’ the personal and the theoretical, and the physical act of 
prototyping writing autographically binds content construction to material practice ra. 
This combination of actions contributes to repair cultures through, to paraphrase 
Jeffries, a mix of sweaters, scribble and Sugru (2016: 99). 
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Appendix 4 

Jumpers: truthful f ict ional auto/biographies of practice 
Conference presentation: Texti le and Place, Apri l  2018, Manchester School 
of Art 
 
 
I am a maker, based in east London and my studio practice and research focuses on 
RepairAbility: Repair-making as material and social action.  I am associate Lecturer on 
various courses and I work with the Centre for Circular Design, formally known as the 
Textile Environment Design Research group.  
 
To introduce my making, I investigate process through artefacts and material practice. I 
make practical repairs such as this, more artistic / useless repairs such as this, curate 
exhibitions, and I help organize and host community repair workshops.  
 
Repair-making, for me, is a choice and a political act, linking old and new techniques, 
and political and personal practices, engaging with environmentalism, anti-consumption 
politics and community needs. While repairing itself is not necessarily always an activist 
practice (and not all activists repair!), ideas of activism can nearly always be applied to 
acts of repair, reconstructing social and material spaces, and redefining ownership and 
power.  
 
My approach to repair-making is grounded in hope. Discussions of hope deepen our 
understanding of humanness and motivation. Beginning in the margins, hope is an 
expectation for something to happen and an intention to do something towards it, it 
helps us write new stories.  
 
Active Hope[4] is a way of channelling hope as ‘something we do rather than have’[5]p?, 
Starting from a realistic viewpoint; then, identifying what is hoped for or not; and lastly, 
taking steps to act apropriately, Active Hope uses intention as guidance and consciously 
engages with Rebecca Solnits cry that ‘hope calls for action; action is impossible without 
hope.’  
 
So… Recently, I took a years lifewriting classes. During the classes I was obliged to write 
autographically, that is, by hand, which showed me how I potentially construct myself 
through text and use writing about my practice to ‘make myself’. It also demonstrated 
the relationship of handwriting and handmaking, where making text by hand continues 
my craft practice, textually. 
 
Today I am looking at this from another direction, at how my practice, in this case 3 
works using jumpers as a medium, is potentially a way of self-making that reflects 
lifewriting. This is part of a nascent idea so please bear with me as I begin to unpick it. 
 
Life-writing focuses on “aspects of life shaped by any number of parameters, including 
time, place, topic or theme.”1p3, and this focus is what interests me. I found parallels 
between material and textual practices in content, and Life-writing, for me, raises 
questions of vulnerability, messyness, awkwardness, and the interplay between fictions 
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and truths, in a similar way to making. I am now asking how these textual questions 
figure in my material practice. 
 
Jessica Hemmings argues that textual practice benefits from doing the material practice, 
and that craft writing would benefit from ‘returning to the objects to find appropriate 
language 
 
 Lucy Lippard suggests that narrative art, 'when informed by a politically feminist 
consciousness, opens a dialogue between the artist and viewer' offering comparison 
points for similarities and differences, and reference points for (self) critique.  
 
Leanne Prain suggest story telling in material practice helps narrate deep, “binding 
thread[s] of human experiences”726p9. I use narrative to find and unpick meaning and to 
gain proximity to lived experience, to highlight aspects of material practice made or 
mended by me, alone or with others, and create experimental and performative aspects. 
My material practice has potential to be read many ways, has multiple narratives. 
 
From a feminist point of view, constructing a self through materially or textually is likely 
to position that self against an or many others, potentially continuing patriarchal 
practices. This awkwardness is heightened in autoethnographic ways of working, but in 
my opinion is less oppressive than not using, in this case, this woman’s history, 
particularly as this maker is female. Yet I have to ask, does writing myself in involve 
writing others off or out?  
 
Acknowledging my privilege may somewhat alleviate this awkward catch, as might 
acknowledging need position myself through making. These acts both collect and 
collate further models, while simultaneously creating bigger canons to be used or railed 
against in the future– as Ruth Behar says about writing ‘I needed to forge ahead in order 
to learn how I, as a woman, am scripted into the discipline that gives me permission to 
script others into my writings.’p13 
 
Using pen and paper brought the physicality of writing closer to my material practice. 
My hand-written texts are artefacts, prototypes, drawn on, rewritten and indeed 
repaired, often then typed up, and occasionally polished and shown to others, inviting 
them in to my thinking in the way that my artefacts do materially. Yet I rarely rework my 
artefacts this way. They, then, are more related to my earlier, autographic writings, which 
I rarely share. The finished, typed text might be more visible and legible, but has less 
relationship to my material practice and is somehow less truthful. 
 
Conceptually, Jeanne Perreault describes feminist autography as writing to express 
oneself as both individual and part of the collective, seeing writing as an important part 
of self-making, and selves as intersection across disciplines. Speaking of written content, 
she says that “textual enactments of an 'I' and the boundaries of 'we' are in play as 
elements of inquiry, as territories to be claimed and disclaimed, as constructions or as 
essences." p1  
 

																																								 																					
726 Prain,	Strange	Material:	Storytelling	through	Textiles.	p9 
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Textual enactments reflect the blurred boundaries of my practice. According to Janis 
Jefferies, autography and autobiography differ through focus: “autographies make the 
writing itself an aspect of selfhood through which the writer experiences and brings into 
being the possibility of playful, even wicked, self-invention."ip98  
 
Making and writing by hand autographically inscribes my makers mark. It questions what 
Sarah Webb calls the ‘inherent historical encoding of … a womans place’ – she suggests 
that it is through acts such as this that we ‘present erased presences, we expose 
absence’. P247 
 
Lippard suggests that the introduction and expansion of autobiography and narrative 
has been feminisms greatest contribution to the visual arts, using 'women's history and 
women's work as ways to retrieve content without giving up form.'p143 lippard  
 
Addressing my practice textually led me to understand my Jumpers as enacted 
lifewriting of my self and potentially others, demonstrating the awkward. This in turn 
helped me to see my jumpers as a form of lifewriting, where I autographically scribe 
myself, and demonstrate materially the questions of vulnerability, messiness, and truths 
which came up through text-making. 
 
So, jumpers: I learnt to work textiles as a girl, taught hand skills by my beloved Gran, I 
make and remake, working into objects associated with domesticity, using techniques 
associated with chores, even when done in my studio. I ask myself, would I be doing this 
anyway, trained as I am, as female? Lippard argues that the expansion of womens 
utilitarian lived experience into art makes it feminist, and thus potentially feminist 
propaganda.p142  
 
Feminist approaches to life-writing argue for an inclusive yet exclusive practice where a 
voice may speak for or to a mass but not assume to speak for or to every woman. My 
feminism, to paraphrase Lippard again, permits me to use my practice as propaganda, 
as obsession and political need, and to confirm the bonds between individual and social 
experience.'p142-143. It is potentially this expansion that means my repair-making is 
method not chore, practice not housework 
 
Used jumpers are recognisable. Omnipresent yet culturally insignificant, I find them 
evocative - bought, owned, worn, cared for, and binned. I spend my time finding, 
cutting, stitching, sharing, using them to build auto/biographical and process led 
narratives.  Where ͚the body has been recast as a site of discourse and action ͛ (Coffey, 
1999), the body-like forms of my jumpers have agency: recast as messengers to 
communicate discourses of repair, activism and sharing. They shout my politics, contain 
my actions, and exhibit my work. As partial record of my life, and material propaganda, 
they provide me with textile ground to talk through, with and over.  
 
 
As ͚narrative selves ͛ we are also ͚textile selves ͛, carrying textile knowledge tacitly ͚on our 
skin throughout all our endeavours ͛ (Goett, 2016). 
 
On my body, Blue Jumper functions as narrative textile site; its fabric mediates between 
me and the world. It is ͚subtle symbol ͛ (Portwood-Stacer, 2013) of my politics, some 
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slatternly domesticity, and my practice. Being seen on me, it creates and participates in 
the repair discourse provocatively and demonstratively. But Blue Jumper is vulnerable. 
 
Ruth Behar describe vulnerability in writing ethnography as 
"the desire to enter into the world around you and having no idea how to do it, the fear 
of observing too coldly or too distractedly or too raggedly, the rage of cowardice, the 
insight that is always arriving too late, as defiant hindsight, a sense of the utter 
uselessness of writing anything and yet the burning desire to write something’p3 
 
And Brene Brown suggest vulnerability as the path too clarity, meaning and purpose, 
suggesting it starts in a place of uncertainty, risk and exposure, and yet, when engaged 
with, vulnerability ‘sounds like truth and feels like courage’.loc438  
 
In a sense mending Blue Jumper is useless, yet using it as my entry point into the repair 
world, it became my truth and courage. As artefact, Blue Jumper is vulnerable. 
Materially, to moths, to time, to fashion. Contextually, it does not fit easily into one 
discourse or another. Politically, Blue Jumper holds a vulnerable position, standing 
against rampant consumerism but open to critique through its visible mends.  
Visible repair-making also makes visible this woman’s work in the home and out of it. As 
mother, textile repair-making might be my role anyway, with its opportunity for never 
ending stitching. So, while it could bring neglected domestic practices to the fore, this 
might also perpetuate the notion that a womans place is in the home,  
 
To mend and wear Blue Jumper is an actively hopeful gesture, with the intention of 
creating that social whole that takes the personal to the political. It exposes tensions 
between practice and domesticity, demonstrates subtle politics, and asks us who we see 
and don’t see, who is written in and out of the story, when we read it. Blue jumper is my 
vulnerable propaganda. 
 
Over the written word, Lippard considers the spoken word to be 'realer'p144 to most 
people and more easily remembered, suggesting that written propaganda stands the 
risk of becoming 'diluted by time'p144, She feels 'daily conversation' to be spoken 
propaganda.p145 and calls this an inherently feminist style of communication, namely 
'intimate propaganda'p145;.p145 
 
Learning Cardigan is material comrade to my everyday, intimate propaganda. When I 
run repair workshops, I have learning cardigan with me for participants to practice on. 
Learning cardigan is exchange space, and is ͚always part of and embodying, actual or 
imagined lived experience ͛ (Prain, 2014). As the outcome of collaborative and/or 
participative work, it is partial record of purposefully shared repair skills and discourse, 
and of my designerly unlearning (Jones, 1991) where my work is often captured in 
objects that belong to others. 
Learning cardigan has many people written into it. My Gran knitted it. I inherited it. In its 
togetherly repair-making, there is an aim of repair-making apart. This aim writes me in 
and writes me out. Over it alliances are made, ideas are shared, and skills are learned, 
but it remains mine, precious to me. Learning Cardigan is as much a document of loss as 
gain. 
 It is well travelled but highly domestic. I find it simultaneously too personal and too 
political.  
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Looking at Learning Cardigan, truthfulness needs consideration. Autographically, it is 
mine – my artefact, possession, idea – yet it also belongs to others. Scenarios of my 
practice frame it in certain ways, and others might recount them differently. Thus truth 
becomes subjective and learning cardigan is both honest and dishonest at once, and 
potentially truest only when in use. My self and many others recorded in it are not fully 
represented.  
 
Learning Cardigan is always doing something, but it is context which helps establish its 
truth. 
 
With hand cut text appliqued front and back, MEND MORE Jumper is autographically 
scribed in a different way. It is a textile hybrid of action, experiences, and traces of life 
(Goett, 2016), and stories repair practices in ways other than repair-making. MEND 
MORE Jumper is messy.  
When practicing, we create what Janet Hoskins calls “disparate, messy fragments of 
daily experience."p5janethoskins, and , "a coherent narrative constructs a unified image 
of the self” from this.  
 
This messiness is also found in textual practice, when, as Jefferies suggests, the fluidity 
and tensions "between the 'I' and the other, the life of the text and the 'textile' and the 
terrain of the lived"p99, are shown in writing, which provides a scene “where textiles, as 
mobile sign and material practice, have been loosened to play out a sensuous mapping 
of sweat and scribble." p99 This, she posits, joins the personal voice with theory, 
material with metaphorical and provides “transformative contributions to culture”.p99 
Lippard tells us that 'effective propaganda obviously has to be aimed at a specific 
audience, not just shot into the air to fall to earth we know not where' p147lippard 
MEND MORE Jumpers aims are different to the intimate propaganda of learning 
cardigan, and it is less vulnerable to misreading than Blue Jumper. It is decisively aimed, 
and questions the everyday taken-for-granted propaganda as publicly and clearly as 
possible.'p142 
 
As placard MEND MORE Jumper is more visible than itself as clothing. It is overt 
propaganda, journeying between the terrain of the lived and of potentials, functioning 
as both personal and political text and textile. It asks us to be ͚autonomously obedient ͛ 
(Fromm, 1981) to environmentalist principles, groups us by motivation (Portwood-Stacer, 
2013), draws on histories of handwork as political stance; and questions hierarchies 
through subversive stitch-work (Parker, 2010).  
 
The words on it are textual and material. It shows my hand skills but contains no mends, 
it was not broken or damaged when I bought it. Materially then, it is also messy, it 
contradicts itself. 
The performative nature of artefacts and/or actions is also evident in lifewriting. Today I 
have begun to discuss how tensions in lifewriting are also apparent in material practice. 
My jumpers, as responsible objects are at once in the field and on/around my body, 
scribing my self, my vulnerability the messiness of being and the unreliability of truth  
 
As vulnerable propaganda, Blue Jumper shows my politics in subtle symbols, read by 
those who understand what they are seeing. Learning Cardigan embodies intimate 
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propaganda, is an artefact worked by many hands, yet what you see is both true and 
untrue at once. MEND MORE Jumper is more overt, more outspoken, and broadens the 
reach of my agenda, messily journeying between terrains and fragments of text and 
textile.  As artefacts made by a woman, they embody tensions between domesticity and 
creative practice, outspoken and underspokenness, and the writing in and out of others.  
 
As such, I suggest they are truthful and fictional - narrating my story, being its 
handwriting and its content – constructing, communicating and connecting. They link 
material and textual practices through the idea of autography - writing and making by 
hand - and ultimately combine to make an actively hopeful, autographic record of repair-
making activism using intimate and open propaganda scribbled into jumpers 
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Appendix 5 

 

The Department of Repair: Repairing as Place Making 
Conference Paper: Making Futures, September 2015, Plymouth College of 
Art 
 
 
From Space To Place 
I am a maker, and practice-based PhD researcher, whose practice investigates processes 
of repair-making as material and social action. This builds on previous research into 
slowness and playfulness in design and making practice. Through my studio and 
curatorial practice I seek to understand ownership materially and emotionally through 
everyday objects and materials. My focus is on materials with previous lives and their 
palimpsests: I look to re-form things through making, remaking and repairing. I work at 
Camberwell College of Arts and Chelsea College of Arts, University of the Arts London.  
 
In this paper I will discuss The Department of Repair, and the places it became. The 
Department of Repair was a six-week project which ran in early 2015 at the Camberwell 
Space Gallery, Camberwell College of Arts. Through some of the project-making 
process and the exhibits, I will also discuss how the project transformed the gallery 
space into a studio-place and a learning-place, as well as a reflective-place. 
 
While I do not think we should have to repair everything we own and keep all things 
forever, I do believe that products, or objects for use should be repairable or have a 
built-in repair system, whether in the object itself, or an external system/infrastructure, 
more than just being able to be recycled. I also believe that repair information should be 
public, not held within a neoliberal framework of proprietary rights Wiens, “The Shady 
World of Repair Manuals: Copyrighting for Planned Obsolescence.”. Where discarding 
and buying new is the instruction of capitalist culture, another route - that of the act of 
repair - is possible: a material action objecting to take, make, waste systems. Climate 
change is created in part by mal-disposal of things (broken or not), and the consequent 
seeping and spilling of out-of-control materials from landfill into natural systems. From 
this stance, everyday objects are my material, medium and motivation. 
 
The Department of Repair explored the emergence and sustainability of repair cultures, 
and the possibilities of damage as a creative opportunity. The project consisted of a 
generative exhibition, a blog, a talk, and publication. The project, which began with a 
set of exhibits, also held a series of public workshops run by various makers and repair 
practitioners within the gallery space for the first three weeks (image 1). Objects 
produced during the workshops were added to the exhibition throughout this period 
(image 2). The exhibition included the wall displaying repair stories provided by the 
exhibition visitors via the project blog, as well as a ‘tool wall’ displaying repair tools and 
technologies. The aim was to create a temporary hub for showcasing, enacting and 
discussing repair as part of the making process and cycle of material use. Within this 
viewpoint, the scope of my practice has been broad, and, in the context of The 
Department of Repair, included a key role in the curation and making of the project: the 
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exhibition, furniture, publication; making an exhibit; documenting and narrating the 
project in-progress; and, from this position, reflecting on the project as a whole.  

   
(image 1)      (image 2) 
 
The project brought together the practical aspects of workshops within a space 
introducing different ways to repair or intervene with damage, alongside pieces about 
problem solving and waste-making.  The gallery-space became place, merging 
boundaries, providing room for ideas, experiments, and provocations.  The Department 
of Repair brought together the space and communities of the white cube and the 
workshops for making and repairing.   
 
A breakage might even be a regular occurrence as Frank Trentmann Trentmann, 
“Disruption Is Normal:  Blackouts, Breakdowns and the Elasticity of Everyday Life.” 
comments that some systemic ‘breakages’ such as traffic jams become familiar in their 
routineness,  and we can extend this view to such object breakages which might also be 
familiar: think of the handle breaking off a cup.  However routine the breakage may be, 
it leads us to what Graham and Thrift call the ‘decisional burden’ Graham and Thrift, 
“Out of Order: Understanding Repair and Maintenance.” of repair: we must, if nothing 
else, brush up the fragments of a smashed plate.  
 
Damage is a dynamic force generating space and opportunities for innovative, 
imaginative and creative (re)making on several levels.  Stephen Jackson Jackson, 
“Rethinking Repair.” posits that repair comprises an aftermath, with breakdown often 
being a site for innovation. Through the making of The Department of Repair I explored 
the possibilities of this generative and creative space. The complexities and dualities of 
repair, functioning as both old and new, ending(?) and beginning, showing and hiding, 
creation and destruction, have been addressed by many.  Elizabeth Spelman, in her 
overview of repair cultures concludes that 'to repair, then, is to enact a complicated 
attitude towards the past and pre-existent: Repair is conservative but also 
interventionist; humble but also presumptuous; it honors some moments of the past 
while erasing others'.  Spelman, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. 
 
Maintenance of domestic objects can be seen as a freezing and masking act, reifying 
memory, experience and evolution Gregson, Metcalfe, and Crewe, “Practices of Object 
Maintenance and Repair: How Consumers Attend to Consumer Objects Within The 
Home.” and potentially ending, through wear and tear, in breakage.   
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As objects may work while damaged, for Chris Caple Caple, “Objects as Production and 
Use Sequences (Object Biographies)”; Caple, Conservation Skills: Judgement, Method 
and Decision Making., they are truly broken when functioning ceases.  For him breakage 
depends on two things – the nature of the material, and the force (and direction 
thereof) being applied, which may be followed by an act of repair.  
 
Scott Burnham sees brokenness as subjective: 

 
Breaking things may lack the positive associations that repairing things has – ‘Do 
you want me to repair that?’ will almost always be a more attractive request than 
‘Do you want me to break that?’  But look around contemporary culture and 
you'll find that we're not always consistent in our relationship with the word. 
Burnham, “Break Things Better.” 

 
Using the example of a pool cue, snapped so it can be used to play in the corner of a 
room without hitting the wall, he suggests that damage (deliberate or otherwise) can 
make objects better fit their purpose, that we can 'break things better’: breakage 
potentially becomes repair. Spelman both echoes and mirrors this in saying that 'repair is 
the creative destruction of brokenness... Irreparability is a state of brokenness that 
cannot be destroyed.  Reparability is a state of brokenness that can.' Spelman, Repair: 
The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World. 
 
Thus, brokenness is also highly knotty and oblique. It renders repair something of an 
eddy, curling in and back on itself, and discussion surrounding it potentially unending, 
illustrating the complexities of breaking and repairing, as well as the layers that build 
around and through object ownership and use. 
 
I have created my own working definition of repair:  
 

Repair is an attentive and generative act that can occur before or after a break, 
which makes something work in the way that is needed.   

 
This could include customization, visible or invisible repairs, botches, done by 
professionals or amateurs,  
 
Taking breakage as starting point and siting repair within the sphere of making, for me 
as a maker the project was method and outcome, probe and stimulus.  It displayed, 
developed and tested both the material and immaterial manifestations of my practice. 
Building on this perspective, The Department of Repair transformed the gallery from 
space to three main places; an extension of my studio, and also the studios of others – a 
place of making.  Through the workshops hosted, the gallery became: a temporary 
learning site for myself and others; a place for making know-how; and it also became a 
public place for personal reflection.  These delineations do not truthfully have such 
defined boundaries – they blur and merge with one another to create a whole, which is 
also in part defined by what was not happening in The Department of Repair, however I 
have loosely split the project into these areas for the purpose of this paper. 
 
In the context of this paper, place refers to a particular position, location or point; and 
space - a continuous area or expanse which is free, available, or unoccupied.  I intend 
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place to refer to and indicate what became of the gallery space - the white cube.  To 
clarify this a little further, place-making is often used to mean an approach to planning, 
design and management of public spaces.  When planning this project we endeavoured 
to allow the space to be generative rather than static, and to ‘make place’ as it 
progressed, responding to the requirements at each stage, constantly reconfiguring. 
 
In order to make the project and the exhibition, the gallery became a studio-place.  This 
nature revealed itself in two ways, firstly for us, in making the project and secondly, a 
place for others to remake things, which I will talk about later.   
 
Studio-Place 
The studio-place manifested early on in the project.  From pre-project visits to map out 
how we might use the space, to the actual furniture making, work hanging and signage 
making, the gallery became a collaborative and expanding studio-place.  At this stage in 
the project we decided that we should aim to make the project zero-waste, to create no 
new waste through it.  We began to question usual practices of exhibition-making – 
plinth building, signage, printed materials, and this became a shared ethos.  Through 
this, a conscious anti-consumption stance towards exhibition making was formed, and 
making a collaborative form of quiet activism Hackney, “Quiet Activism and the New 
Amateur: The Power of Home and Hobby Crafts.”.   
 
One direct consequence of this aim was our decision not to use vinyl signage, instead 
painting the logo on the wall (image 3), and later using a blackboard for the events 
program.  We printed the take-away information in small batches, topping up the piles 
as and when needed. 

 
Image 3 
The aim to surrogate zero-waste options wherever possible continued through into the 
exhibition furniture. We borrowed workbenches for the workshop area and made the 
plinths ourselves, using left over materials from around the college building. The 
decision to eliminate unnecessary waste of material in things used only for a short time, 
made us seek and develop a range of creative skills. The furniture making, using old 
floorboards, palette parts and reclaimed OSB board, made the gallery space into both a 
workshop, and a learning place, with designer Roger Arquer leading the making and 
sharing his know-how.   
 
The studio-place also manifested in our choosing which works to show, and how to show 
them. First considering it as our context for showing works which were not necessarily 
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conceived as artworks.  The exhibited artefacts were intended to generate discussion, 
highlighting different approaches to repair as well as its conceptual and pragmatic 
reaches. For the exhibition, mostly tangible and analogue objects were chosen, visibly 
demonstrating the application of hand-making skills used for repair (and re-
appropriation/reconfiguration).  This project was a discussion of one aspect of repair, 
and, as curators we utilised the visibility of these skills as stimulus for conversation and 
making, and to clearly communicate its sometimes obscured information. The gallery 
became our workspace – with us arranging and moving exhibits and furniture within it, 
discussing and deciding on the layout in the space.    
 
The artefacts shown were not necessarily designed for exhibition or as product: some, 
such as Michael Marriott’s (twice-mended) Thonet Stool, are normally in everyday use 
(image 4).  As they mostly demonstrated the process(es) of repairing, the exhibits 
contributed highly to the transitioning of the gallery-space into studio-place, learning-
place and reflective-place. 

 
Image 4 
Illustrating the agency of repair in several diverse manners, Marriott’s Thonet stool 
evidences dynamic repair, which Richard Sennett Sennett, The Craftsman. describes as 
potentially altering function, upgrading as well as fixing.  In finding and salvaging the 
stool – which had been mended once already - he intervened with redundancy, and the 
application of his skill not only repaired but also revealed aesthetic agency through his 
redesign and upgrading. 
 
Speaking of vehicle repair, Douglas Harper Harper, Working Knowledge: Skill and 
Community in a Small Shop. defines ‘rationalised repair’ as a direct mend with no critical 
engagement.  He notes that repair is less intuitive than before the division of labour 
between makers and users grew.  Marriott’s rationalised repair, purely replacing the seat 
panel, is made dynamic through application of pattern and the introduction of a hand 
hole in the seat.  His designerly and ‘maker-ly’ ways of knowing, of seating design and of 
materials, is shown through this upgrade.   
 
Found with a broken seat and repaired strut, its previous narrative is unknown but its 
discarded status indicates that the decisional burden of repair is a personal one – he not 
only saved and fixed again the stool, but added a hand-hold for extra function.  The seat 
was a break too far for someone: the material breakage made a social or emotional 
breakage too.    
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Amongst the artefacts chosen was tomofholland’s Mum+Dad Sweater (image 5).  This 
demonstrates his know-how of darning methods, and textile restoration.  Echoing the 
notion of rationalized repairs, Sennett Sennett, The Craftsman. describes a direct 
restoration to a working state as static repairing; as such the repairs enacted on 
Mum+Dad Sweater could be considered to be static repairs.  However, through the 
obvious mixing of materials, colours and textures, it offered knowledge of its layered 
narratives, and its darns demonstrated both skill and a can-do attitude. 

   
Image 5      Image 6 
Kintsugi is a Japanese craft of repair using lacquer and powdered gold.  The material 
and skilled application add to the beauty and history of the piece. Evans, Kintsugi: The 
Art of Broken Pieces. 
 

Mending utensils is not cheap, and not all damaged objects receive such 
ministrations. The owner has to decide that the piece has sufficient historical, 
aesthetic, personal or social value to merit a new investment. The expense of 
repairing might be similar to that of acquiring a hakogaki [a form of certification 
of importance], but a newly-mended utensil proclaims the owner’s personal 
endorsement, and visually apparent repairs call attention to this honor. Holland, 
“Mending Ceramics – An Anthropological Context.”  
 

Maiko Tsutsumi’s work, smoothing a used Ikea table top by appropriating the method of 
kintsugi, but using guilding wax instead of lacquer and gold, through which she 
questioned use value(s) (image 6). The work showed knowledge of traditional craft 
practices, the concept of which she interpreted, and this act of ‘repair’ altered the 
table’s identity, dynamically changing its value, position and aesthetic, highlighting the 
potential of values ‘damages’ could add to the object.  
 
By showing my own work in the exhibition (image 7), I reflected on my expanded making 
practice, exposing and garnering the critical response to both my studio and my 
curatorial practice.  My pieces, a series of repaired crockery, engaged with historical, 
everyday methods of restoring ceramics such as boiling them in milk, and discussed 
environmental issues such as the potential of paper plates to be more eco-friendly than 
ceramic.  In The Craftsman, Richard Sennett suggests that 'a model is a proposal rather 
than a command.  Its excellence can stimulate us, not to imitate but to innovate (2009, 
p101).  My repaired or remade objects are considered but not excellent per se, and 
through my work I have even rendered many of them anti-functional.  My mends are 
idiosyncratic - some verge on idiotic - they do not make the object typically useful 
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again.  Hanging plates on a wall in a gallery is very different to using them to eat from at 
home.  These plates and their mends are actuals and potentials, stories and 
ideas.  Stimulation is their aim: to act as provocateur or goad, questioning us 
questioning them.  

 
image 7 
 
For all the exhibits, repair acted as placard, their slogans not shouted, but darned, 
patched and glued; they made care, labour and skill visible.  They embodied material 
knowing and skills, they were personal, political, active and rebellious, applying 
techniques to unusual objects, and they state that, as makers, we are through choice and 
necessity, repairing and reusing our things.   
 
By showing artefacts which were studio-practice-in-progress, part of process, or, quite 
literally part of the studio furniture, the gallery became extension of many studios.  It 
also extended my own studio, opening the doors wide - through collaboration we 
created a communal studio-place in order to make the project itself.   
 
Learning-Place 
The second element of this shared studio-place was the workshops themselves – where 
the gallery became an open studio for many.  I will focus on this element by seeing the 
gallery as learning-place. 
 
Drawing on alternative and experimental pedagogies, we made (re)making 
opportunities for others: a series of workshops exploring repair practices as part of 
making in the practice of others.  Although the broken thing comes negatively to human 
attention, un-othering it from the position of dirty or garbage through repair unsettles 
the one-way relationship of practitioner to thing or material and begins to teach the 
practitioner about its material self.  The learning and knowledge shared during the 
project was what Alexander Styhre Styhre, “Messy Texts and Conceptual Activism in 
Organisation Theory.” would call ‘messy’.  As researcher, curator and maker, this 
conceptual tool gives me a way of acknowledging myself as driver in my research.  I 
brought my aesthetic to the whole project and my experience to the observation or 
‘witnessing’ of it.  My ’narrating’ of it inevitably has my experience of it intermingled 
through it. 
   
Through the series of repair workshops, drawing on alternative educational models, 
brokenness began to be subverted into positive, community lead, knowledge sharing 
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opportunities.  This continued the ‘Camberwellian’ discourse of hand-making and 
materials, while giving space for ‘talking back’ – which Ivan Illich describes as a way to 
‘control and instruct the institutions in which [learners] participate’Illich, Deschooling 
Society..  It was important that the workshops were free and accessible so participants 
had choice in how to engage, when to arrive, and how long to stay.  ‘Loose parts’ 
Nicholson, “The Theory of Loose Parts: An Important Principle for Design 
Methodology.” in the form of tools, materials and space for use, structure and play 
contributed to learning activities. 

 
Image 8 
Otto von Busch describes repair as a way of building hope, independence and trust von 
Busch, “Fashion, Repair and Mending Kits.”. Second Sitters reupholstery demonstration 
in the gallery developed into a participatory experience, with everyone learning through 
working together on one armchair (image 8). During their second workshop participant 
‘talked back’, repairing the experience to her needs by bringing in her own broken chair 
seat. The highly practical repair of her seat created bank of other new know-how for all 
participants, made a place for her needs to, and invited trust and deep cooperation 
through shared work.   
 
The withholding of repair information by companies de-empowers and forces the user 
into being a consumer. The Restart Project are a social enterprise encouraging repair of 
electronics. Their workshop hacked boundaries in a ‘deschooled’ manner, and exposed a 
material block for knowing and not knowing.   

 
image 9 
During the workshop, a Restarter (one of their staff) replaced his phone screen which 
had smashed (image 9). One visitor, who described mobile phones as ‘monoliths’, was 
highly interested in this repairability, and asked if decisions made by the designer affect 
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the ability to repair. The answer was that different design solutions, such as smallness, 
might impede acts of repair but do not render it impossible. Matthew Crawford writes 
that ‘things need fixing and tending no less than creating’, and that repair requires 
openness to the obscurities of objects (for me, including the wilful obscurities of 
planned obsolescence) made by others.  Engaging with failure, its unpredictability 
demands ‘you be attentive in the way of a conversation rather than assertive in the way 
of a demonstration’: the repairer must look, listen and notice things Crawford, Shop 
Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work..  If one wants to repair something, 
one will. 
 
By opening objects perceived to be un-openable and showing their repairability, The 
Restart Project also opened other possibilities to those attending. By witnessing the 
repairers actions - opening and repairing un-openable objects - other repair possibilities 
are opened: Glenn Adamson suggests that this specialized knowledge and/or adaptable 
skills can create community and radicant ideas (2013, p147).  
 
Through the workshops, a temporary learning site was made where a discourse of 
matter and form, of community and interaction, and a bricolage of agents, methods and 
materials came into play. The workshops showed that, in that setting, interest in 
repairing centered around technique rather than specific objects, and that some visitors 
preferred to watch rather than to actively participate, however that did not seem to 
lessen their experience. Repair promotes a reconstruction of social and material spaces, 
tools and values, and the consequent redefinition of ownership and power.   
 
The gallery became a learning place also for me as a researcher, watching as it, an open 
space, with no doors, and no entry fee, allowed the coming and going of participants, 
observers and facilitators. This made for a freely changing amount of people in there, 
and the physical space taken up by the workshops reflected it as such. My observations 
of the happenings, some of which I have narrated here show the gallery becoming a 
place for my learning too.   
 
Reflective-Place 
I will focus on this and the reflections of others by looking at the gallery as a public 
space for personal reflection. Jacy Wall opines that repairs ‘significance today is perhaps 
a commentary on waste and sustainability and a quiet call for the virtues of patient skill, 
and deep enquiry into process’ Wall, The Journey: Exploring the Nature of Mending, 
2013..  Stewart Brand Brand, How Buildings Learn - 5 of 6: The Romance of 
Maintenance. says that to maintain is to learn, and according to Kyle Wiens, ‘to 
disassemble is to learn, to mend and to move forward’ Wiens, “The Repair Revolution.”. 
Repair connects mind and thing, putting the repairer into a dual position of being both 
maker and re-maker, giving active, creative agency to the task and the worker, and, as 
repair always starts from a break, it is in many ways a naturally reflective act. The 
Department of Repair expanded its original position by making questions for future 
investigation or further reflection.   
 
The repaired phone represented enterable and forbidden space - as monolith it 
appeared unrepairable, however through its opening, knowledge and community were 
expanded. After repair it returned to the state of monolith, and again did not share 
repairable-ness with others, appearing un-openable, and thus un-repairable. The social- 
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and learning-place that The Department of Repair made meant knowledge was offered 
that the phone could be opened and could be fixed. Place therefore appears key to 
sharing knowing. So the decisional burden of repair making appears at two points in 
object lifecycles – in designing and in using. If there is no obvious place for repairing, 
and the designer does not visibly acknowledge repairability in the material-self of the 
object, how can that information pass on, how can repairability be communicated to the 
user? 
 
In his darning workshop, tomofholland suggests that, when contemplating textile repair, 
the most important things to match are first colour and texture in yarn choices, and that 
a material match is a much lower priority. However, mixing fibres can make it much 
harder to recycle post-user. But does this matter if you are extending the life of the 
textile in the first place? This question expands throughout repair, how does the 
concrete practice of repairing affect the post-user life? 
 
The visibility of the project, of the repairs, repairing, and repairers, brought tacit and 
inherited knowledge to the surface.  It inspired anecdotes, experiments and 
conversation.  After the project ended it left the questions about which space and how it 
can continue to manifest?   
 
The place for publications, and the texts and images included in them was negotiable 
within this project – would the liveness of the place we were creating be captured or 
killed by these static medium? But the experimental nature of the publication, aided by 
working with a small art-house publishers meant it contributed to the expanded nature 
of place for us. This quote comes from our designer and publisher, Chris Cawkwell:  
 

With such an abundance of paper in the world, often used for the manufacture of 
throw-away junk mail and print outs of digital information, it seems only fitting 
that they should be reused in the production of something of worth. A zero 
waste publication. […] It is only fitting then, that to coincide with The Department 
of Repair's workshop and exhibition, that the two publications being produced 
are on reclaimed paper, hand bound and only produced on a scale to meet 
demand. It has not been an easy endeavour. Locating a reusable source of paper, 
that can be used and printed on without impairing the legibility of the content. 
The task of printing and hand binding each edition. Of course, it would have 
been easier to produce a standard layout and send to a printer, in order to 
produce 500+ copies of the publication. But at the end of it I would rather a 
society where the impetus is on 'mending', (repair, reuse and recycling), than 
'ending'.  

(Cawkwell in Tsutsumi and Harvey, 2016) 
 
Reflection was not limited to those involved in the making of the project. One visitor left 
a long note asking us about the theory behind the project and making his own 
suggestions. His reflection and critique demonstrates some of the questions asked, 
answered and not answered by the project, and manifests as a written version of some 
of the conversational reflections had there. 
 
On-Going-Place 
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To conclude, The Department of Repair was the subject, method and outcome of itself 
and of my practice-as-research, and as such embodied ‘knowing’ in many ways. It sought 
to communicate enclosed or invisible content. Stemming from human and object 
malaise, The Department of Repair, took a conscious anti-consumption stance, making 
new narratives for contemporary society through repair and creating a collaborative form 
of quiet activism by legibly displaying subtle symbols of personal politics: choosing to 
repair. It sought to make the acts, the outcomes and the agents visible and to make 
unexpected social connections. Set up to be visible, repair workshops acted as placard 
and encouragement, protesting obsolescence and connecting people to people, to 
objects and to capabilities, giving an acknowledged time and creating a place where 
repair could be discussed and engaged with. 
 
A single repaired thing or act may seem insignificant. However, through visible process, 
material manifestations of repair give elasticity, an agency beyond the individual. The 
Heideggerian broken object - disobedient, even if broken deliberately - calls itself to our 
attention. Repair demands and creates a new response where a bricolage of agents, 
methods, systems and materials create riotous and resilient new narratives for and places 
in society. Breakage may damage our object relationships, yet repairing conserves. 
Repair signifies the contrasts of care, labour, necessity and will, and places the object 
back into use of some form. Heightening these material details, The Department of 
Repair purposefully engaged with brokenness in order to take a reparative step, utilising 
visibility and inherent skills, and acknowledging, through itself, repair as a 
multidimensional place.    
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Appendix 6 

 

The Department of Repair: An Expanded Form of (Re)Making 
Conference paper: Making Research, Researching Making, September 
2015, Aarhus School of Architecture  
 
 
Abstract  
The Department Of Repair, a six week project at Camberwell Space, 
Camberwell College of Arts, intended to contribute to the emergence and 
sustainability of repair cultures, and explore the dynamic force of damage.  It 
consisted of an initial exhibition and series of generative workshops, followed 
by a static exhibition including workshop outcomes, a presentation and other 
events. The aim was to create a temporary hub for showing, enacting and 
discussing repair as part of the making process.  Within this project the my 
scope was broad and included making the actual project – curating the 
exhibition, furniture, publication and so on; making an exhibit; witnessing and 
narrating the project itself and reflecting on it. 
In this paper I will introduce The Department of Repair, and discuss the forms of 
knowing embodied by it.  As a maker, it became method, outcome, probe and 
stimulus, used the gallery as material as well as site, embodied know-how and 
gave space for sharing and manifesting more know-how.  I will discuss how it 
was created through the knowing already in existence – the knowing known; 
then the forms of knowing that came from it – the knowing made; and lastly the 
un-knowing it highlighted.   
Keywords: Repair; making; community; sharing; knowing 
 
1. The Department of Repair: An Expanded Form of (Re)Making 
In this paper I intend to introduce my practice based PhD project, The Department of 
Repair, and discuss the forms of knowing embodied in and through the project.  
Through several of the exhibits and workshops I will discuss how it was firstly grounded 
and created by the knowing already in existence – the knowing known; then the forms of 
knowing that came from it – the knowing made; and lastly the un-knowing it highlighted.   
 
As a maker, I occupy a space between design and craft, usually making one off pieces 
and small series, exhibiting, facilitating workshops and curating.  My practice is informed 
by discourses of sustainability, designerly ways of thinking, and active social 
engagement.  I do not think we should have to repair everything we own and keep 
everything forever, but I do think that longer-life objects should be repairable or have a 
repair system built in before recycling, and that the act of repair should not necessarily 
be within a neoliberal framework of closed off information and proprietary rights.  
Capitalist culture instructs us to discard and buy new, however, the act of repair protests 
against this, objects to it and demands a new route.  Mal-disposal of things (broken or 
not) has lead to out-of-control materials leaching and leaking from landfill into natural 
systems, disrupting the eco-system.  Things designed for obsolescence could be 
considered to have been ‘born bad’, and our discard practices reinforce this.    From this 
stance, everyday objects are my material, medium and motivation. 
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In January and February 2015 I led the curation of The Department Of Repair, a six week 
project at Camberwell Space, Camberwell College of Arts, intending to contribute to 
the emergence and sustainability of repair cultures, and explore the dynamic force of 
damage.  The first three weeks consisted of an exhibition and series of generative 
workshops run by makers. The second three week period was a static exhibition 
including the workshop outcomes, a presentation and other events. The project included 
a digital and physical wall for contributions of repair stories, and a tool wall displaying 
old and new repair technologies, from an iSclack to a darning mushroom, all available to 
try.  The aim was to create a temporary hub for showing, enacting and discussing repair 
as part of the making process.  Within this project the scope of my practice was broad 
and included making the actual project – curating the exhibition, furniture, publication 
and so on; making an exhibit; witnessing and narrating the project itself and reflecting 
on it afterwards. 
 
An initial act of object disobedience comes in the form of a break.  When something 
breaks, even if done deliberately, it calls itself to our attention, requests an interaction, 
touch and communication.  This break might even be a regular occurrence - as some 
systemic ‘breakages’ such as traffic jams become familiar in their routineness (Trentman, 
2009) – the object breakage might also be familiar, think of the handle breaking off a 
cup.  However routine the break may be, it leads us to what Graham and Thrift (2007) 
call the ‘decisional burden’ of repair: we must, if nothing else, sweep up the shards of a 
broken glass.  
The dynamic force of damage generates space and opportunities for inventive 
(re)making on several levels.  Stephen Jackson posits that ‘repair occupies and 
constitutes an aftermath’, saying ‘repair is about space and function - the extension or 
safeguarding of capabilities in danger of decay’ and ‘it accounts for the durability of the 
old, but also the appearance of the new’, with breakdown often being a site for 
innovation (2014 p.223).  The complexities and dualities of repair, functioning as both 
old and new, end and beginning, creation and destruction, feature in many descriptions 
of the properties of repair.  Elizabeth Spelman, in her cultural overview concludes that 
'to repair, then, is to enact a complicated attitude towards the past and pre-existent: 
Repair is conservative but also interventionist; humble but also presumptuous; it honours 
some moments of the past while erasing others' (2002, pp.125-6). From the many 
definitions and ideas surrounding repair, I have made my own working definition which is 
as follows: repair is an attentive act that can occur before or after a break, which makes 
something work in the way that is needed. 
 
Through the making of The Department of Repair I explored this generative and creative 
space, with breakage as starting point and siting repair in making.  As a maker, it 
became method, outcome, probe and stimulus.  The Department of Repair embodied 
knowing, gave space for sharing and manifesting more knowing, and highlighted un-
knowing. 
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Figure 1. The Department of Repair, Camberwell Space, January 2015 
 
 
2. Knowing Known 
Exhibiting artefacts by a selected group of practitioners was intended to generate 
discussion around socio-material practices, highlighting different approaches to repair as 
well as its conceptual and pragmatic reaches.  For the exhibition, mostly tangible and 
analogue objects were chosen, which visibly demonstrated the application of hand-
making as a form of repair, acts towards environmental repair.  This project was a 
discussion of one aspect of repair, and, as curators we utilised visibility of repair as 
stimulus for conversation and making, and to clearly communicate its sometimes 
obscured information.  
To give order to what we were doing we grouped the exhibits as structure of materials, 
methods/systems, agents and narratives.  This seemed to group the know-how 
embodied by these objects and repairs, where narratives of objects and owners 
informed the act of repairing, agents guided it, and used their material and 
method/system knowledge to make the appropriate choices.   
tomofholland’s Mum+Dad sweater demonstrated know-how of darning methods, and 
textile restoration, and is what Richard Sennett (2009) calls a static repair, being restored 
directly back to a working state.  However, knowledge of its layered narrative was 
offered through the obvious mixing of materials, colours and textures, and its darns 
demonstrated both skill and a can-do attitude.  
 
Michael Marriott’s Thonet stool defined the agency of repair on several levels, 
specifically showing dynamic repair, which Sennett describes as potentially altering 
function, upgrading as well as fixing, and possibly mixing tools or techniques (2009).  He 
intervened with discard and redundancy through salvage and applied skills, and revealed 
an aesthetic agency through redesign.  Found with a broken seat and repaired strut, its 
previous narrative is unknown but its discarded status indicates that the decisional 
burden of repair is a personal one.  The seat was a break too far for someone: the 
material breakage made to a social/emotional breakage too.  Marriott’s ‘rationalized 
repair’ (Harper, 1987), purely replacing the seat panel, is made dynamic through 
application of pattern and the introduction of a hand hole in the seat.  His knowing, of 
seating design and of materials, is shown through this upgrade. 
 
Speaking of kintsugi, a Japanese technique for ceramic repair using lacquer and gold 
powder, James-Henry Holland (2008) says 
Mending utensils is not cheap, and not all damaged objects receive such ministrations. 
The owner has to decide that the piece has sufficient historical, aesthetic, personal or 
social value to merit a new investment. The expense of repairing might be similar to that 
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of acquiring a hakogaki, but a newly-mended utensil proclaims the owner’s personal 
endorsement, and visually apparent repairs call attention to this honor.   
     

(Hakogaki is a form of certification of importance)  
 
Maiko Tsutsumi’s work, smoothing an ikea table top by appropriating kintsugi, but using 
wax instead of lacquer and gold, showed knowledge of traditional craft practices, a 
boldness in her contemporary approach and politically questioned financial and use 
value(s) through her work.  
 
My pieces in the exhibition, a series of repaired crockery, discussed environmental issues 
such as the potential of paper plates to be more eco-friendly than ceramic and engaged 
with historical, everyday methods of restoring ceramics such as boiling them in milk. 
 
With the repair intervention acting as placard, slogans not shouted, but darned, 
patched, glued and polished, these objects embodied material knowing and skills, they 
were personal, political, active and rebellious, making care, labour and skill visible.  The 
objects showed know-how and boldness, applying techniques to unusual objects, and 
state that we can, we will, we are, through choice and necessity, repairing and reusing 
our things.   
By showing my own work in the exhibition, I reflected on my expanded making practice 
dualistically, exposing and garnering the critical response to my studio practice and to 
my curatorial practice.  The gallery became an extension of my own studio, opening the 
doors of my practice wide. 
3. Knowing Made 
The knowing embodied and created was what Alexander Styhre would call ‘messy’ 
(n.d.).  As researcher, curator and maker, this conceptual tool gives me a way of 
acknowledging myself as driver in my research.  I brought my aesthetic to the whole 
project and my experience to the observation (‘witnessing’) of it.  My reporting of it 
(’narrating’) inevitably has my experience of it intermingled through it.   
Although broken objects often come negatively to our attention, removing them from 
the position of dirty or garbage by repairing unsettles the one-way relationship of 
practitioner to thing or material and begins to teach the practitioner about its material 
self.  Through the a series of workshops exploring repair practices as part of making 
practice, and drawing on alternative and experimental educational models, we began 
this subversion from negative brokenness into positive, community lead, knowledge 
sharing opportunities.  I also wanted to continue the Camberwellian discourse of hand-
making and materials, while giving space for ‘talking back’ – which Ivan Illich describes as 
a way to ‘control and instruct the institutions in which [learners] participate’ (1973).  It 
was important that the workshops were free and accessible so participants had choice in 
how to engage, when to arrive, and how long to stay.  ‘Loose parts’ (Nicholson, 1972) in 
the form of tools, materials and space for use, structure and play contributed to learning 
activities. 
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Figure 2. Second Sitters workshop, The Department of Repair, January 2015 
 
Second Sitters reupholstery demonstration developed into a participatory experience, 
with everyone working on one chair.  On their 2nd day, a participant ‘talked back’, 
bringing in her broken chair seat, and repairing the experience according to her 
wishes.  This developed a deep cooperation through shared work, and the practical 
repair of her chair created a bank of other, new know-how for all participants.  Time 
invested here will likely be reinvested in later acts.  
 
When repair information is held back by companies, it de-empowers and forces the user 
into being a consumer (Wiens, 2012). The workshop from The Restart Project, a social 
enterprise encouraging repair of electronics, hacked boundaries in a ‘deschooled’ (Illich, 
1971) manner, building on the skills of participants and staff and exposed a material 
form of knowing and not knowing.  It happened that during the workshop, one of their 
repair agents smashed and then replaced his phone screen.  The repairability was of 
interest to one visitor, who described mobile phones as ‘monoliths’ and asked if design 
decision affect the ability to enact repairs.  The reply came that, in some senses, 
different design solutions (such as smallness) can make repair harder but not impossible - 
if one wants to repair something, one will.  This reinforces the idea that maintenance and 
repair offer interesting opportunities and challenges.  Not all breakages can be 
predicted, and as Glenn Adamson (2013)says, the chance to explore repair occurs 
because things have been made, and those things sometimes need working on.  By 
opening objects perceived to be un-openable and showing their repairability, they also 
opened other possibilities to those attending.  

 
Figure 3. The Restart Project workshop, The Department of Repair, January 2015 
 
Through the workshops I made a temporary learning site for myself where a discourse of 
matter and form, of community and social/human interaction, and a bricolage of agents, 
methods and materials came into play.  The workshops showed that, in that setting, 
interest in repairing was in part centered around technique rather than specific objects, 
and that some visitors preferred to watch rather than to actively participate, however 
that did not seem to lessen their experience. 
 
4. Un-Knowing Shown 
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The repaired phone represented knowing and not-knowing  - as monolith it was an 
unknowable object, however with a bit of existing know-how, more know-how came 
about – the knowing expanded.  The repaired mobile phone re-became the monolith, 
and in that sense did not offer the information to others, appearing un-openable, and 
thus un-repairable.  The visibility then is key to offering knowing, the decisional burden 
of repair making appears at two points in object lifecycles – in designing and in using.  If 
the designer does not visibly acknowledge repairability in the material-self of the object, 
how can that information pass on, how can repairability be communicated? 
 
In his darning workshop, tomofholland suggests that, when contemplating textile repair, 
the most important things to match are first colour and texture in yarn choices, and that 
a material match is a much lower priority.  However, mixing fibres can make it much 
harder to recycle post-user.  But does this matter if you are extending the life of the 
textile in the first place?  This question expands through repairing, how does the 
concrete practice of repairing affect the less tangible post-user life? 
The visibility of the project, of the repairs, repairing, and repairers, brought tacit and 
inherited knowledge to the surface.  The gallery became a public space for personal 
reflection, inspiring anecdotes, experiments and conversation.  After the project ended 
it left the questions of where does this go now, where else and how else can it manifest?   
 
5. Conclusion 
The Department of Repair was the subject, method and outcome of itself and of my 
practice-as-research, and as such embodied ‘knowing’ in many ways.  It sought to 
communicate  'content that is enclosed in aesthetic experiences, enacted in creative 
practices and embodied in artistic products' (Biggs and Karlsson, 2010). 
Catherine Harper argues that ‘creation, not consumption… creates object attachment’ 
(2014), and what S. Sinem Atakan et al. (2014) call the value creation of ‘self production’ 
can deepen and make new attachment and values in and through the act of repairing 
and the object.  
From an activist perspective, The Department of Repair sought to make mends and 
mending visible and also menders.  Repairing can make unexpected social connections, 
seams and deliberately visible repair practices act as placard, protesting obsolescence 
and connecting people to people, to objects and to capabilities.  Stemming from human 
and object malaise, The Department of Repair, took a conscious anti-consumption 
stance (the second act of disobedience), making new narratives for society through 
repair and a collaborative form of quiet activism: by legibly displaying subtle symbols of 
personal politics, visibly repaired objects become placards of both defiance and 
empowerment.  In celebration of resistance and autonomy, like Plutarch’s Ship of 
Theseus, we can keep repairing our objects until they are all repair, and beyond 
(“Trigger’s Broom,” n.d.; Wang, n.d.).  
 
Jacy Wall feels that repairs ‘significance today is perhaps a commentary on waste and 
sustainability and a quiet call for the virtues of patient skill and deep enquiry into 
process’ (2013).  Stewart Brand says that to maintain is to learn (1997), and according to 
Kyle Wiens (2013), co-founder of iFixit, ‘to disassemble is to learn, to mend and to move 
forward’.  As repair is ‘the process of connecting mind and thing: you are both creator 
and fixer’, (Wiens, 2013) it ‘can be regarded as a transformative process and 
paradoxically, rather than fixing relationships to cultural artefacts, it opens up a kind of 
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dialogue in which the consumer becomes an active agent in their material lives.’ (König, 
2013). 
By contrast, making one-off things by hand allows you to change your mind as the work 
is proceeding in front of you.  This in turn is partly (and strongly) influenced by what you 
are capable of doing practically.  There is a 'dialogue' between you and the object you 
are making, and the medium is your practical skill. (Dormer, 1994) 
Through the discourse of repair-making a new conversation arises: a visual, verbal and 
physical language, of matter and form, of community and social/human interaction, 
where a bricolage of agents, methods and materials came into play, a grouping of 
distributed knowledge and learning potential beyond my skills, and the beginnings of a 
community of makers interested in repairing.  The gallery became medium, studio and 
site for learning and reflection, associated tools developed specifically for repair joined 
the dialogue, strengthened the riotous act.   The project embodied a visual language of 
repair, and its conceptual reaches, representing the dualism of making as both studio 
and curatorial practice.  Breakage may damage our object relationships, yet making 
repairs conserves.  Repair signifies contrasts of care, labour, necessity and will, and 
places the object back into use of some form.  Preserving and heightening material 
details, The Department of Repair deliberately engaged with brokenness in order to 
take a reparative step, with visible repairing, repairers and repairs acknowledging, 
through itself, repair as a multidimensional form of knowledge.   
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Appendix 7 

 

The meaning of community repair 
Published January 2018 
https://therestartproject.org/community/guest-post-the-meaning-of-
community-repair/ 
 

 
helping organise the unconference at Fixfest 2017 
 
This guest post by maker and Hackney Fixer Bridget Harvey was originally published on 
her blog. Harvey “seeks materials that initially seem past their best as a basis for 
investigating process, materials, and social actions through making”. She is an associate 
lecturer at Camberwell College of Arts and visiting lecturer at Chelsea College of Art. 
 
In October 2016 I gave a lightning talk at the altogether awesome weekend called 
Fixfest. Organised by The Restart Project, it was a gathering of repair-heads from all 
over the world, speaking about community work, practical skills, lobbying for change 
and generally having a ball. It also saw the launch of the Open Repair Alliance and the 
first International Repair Day (21st October 2017, to fall on the 3rd Saturday of October 
forevermore!). 
At a mere 5 minutes each, the lightning talks covered all sorts of topics from our very 
own the background of our Hackney Fixers to tool hacking to 
departmental/governmental involvement/co-option of repair parties. Below is my soap-
box stance… 
 
Repairing together: unlearning, sharing, changing 
Leaning on a couple of ideas from an essay called Continuous Design and Redesign by 
John Chris Jones, what follows is a somewhat affirmative but mild polemic about 
repairing together. 
I’m going to start from this quote: 
‘It’s so hard to unlearn, and unlearning is the essence of designing. 
To share the design process with users is not as easy as it sounds. 
It needs a change of roles, of self-images, on both sides.’ 1 

 
As repairers we are simultaneously unlearning while we learn. Rather than making 
something new, we intervene with that which already exists. These interventions 
potentially display our politics: they are slogans not shouted but made. They show 
interdependences, and repair-making is an informative act in the midst of object lives, 
rather than a finalising design. 
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By understanding that breakdown often stimulates innovation 2, and that repair-making 
can develop understandings 3, we can understand repaired objects as personal, political, 
active and rebellious. Also, importantly to me, it can develop, refresh and promote ways 
of working against obsolescence and waste, while also building communities. 
Fixing things and sharing fixing skills, means one becomes what John Chris Jones calls a 
‘professional encourager’: working with people – encouraging engagement with the 
repair and the idea of repairing. We also begin to share the ‘decisional burden’ 4 of 
repair as a user activity and service. In this volunteer role, we accept what Jones calls the 
roughness of nonprofessionals, working with materials to hand, and work already done. 
As such I feel repair puts the process back in to the object. Repairing permits us to give 
up control, to work with the existent, changing our roles to work in a collaborative and 
facilitative way. 
 
Reading Erich Fromm’s writing about obedience and disobedience, I think repairing is 
both ‘obedient’ to a ‘reason or conviction (autonomous obedience)’ of being anti-waste, 
and disobedient to those of our consumer culture, where, according to Fromm, 
‘obedience to a person, institution or power (heteronomous obedience) is submission.’ 5 
To volunteer and share our repair skills is to push back, it is to act both obediently to 
ourselves, and disobediently, against blind capitalist consumerism. 
This in turn embraces Fromm’s mode of being by which he means to ‘to share, to give, 
to sacrifice – that owes its strength to the specific conditions of human existence and the 
inherent need to overcome ones isolation by oneness with others.’ Volunteering as a 
repairer can therefore be considered a form of mutual aid – a anarchist principle of 
‘cooperation and generosity and solidarity.’ 6 

 
On a slightly different note, Neil Cummings suggests generosity as a way to ‘overwrite 
scarcity with abundance’, advocating we ‘keep giving and receiving.’ He calls this ‘radical 
generosity.’ 7 

 
Volunteering could also be considered a form of radical generosity that could overwrite 
emotional and material scarcity, and create connections needed for well-being. 
The key elements for well-being are listed by positive psychologist Martin Seligman as 
being positive emotion, engagements, relationships, meaning, and achievement. He 
says that these elements are subjective and objective, and in order to fulfil them, we 
must engage positively with others. 8 

 
So potentially this volunteering goes further than just encouraging repair. It creates 
social ties, via group activity and showings of generosity and skill. These ties become 
firm through repetition, and create deposits of abilities and accessible knowledge hubs. 
So to sum up, by repairing together we contribute to the repair movement for the post-
abundance era. Stewart Brand states that maintenance is material learning9: I posit 
repair as being material, social and environmental learning. The connections made 
through repairing ‘de-garbage’ materials and knowledge 10, and redefine ownership, 
values and power. 
 
Repair is a Resilient act, material and social; local, adaptive and sharing. It is an act of 
obedience to ones self and ones communit(ies), and disobedient to hegemonic practices 
which do not serve the common good. Jointly we explore the professionally encouraged 
roughness of Do It Together repairing and community building, and we cultivate the 
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generous, connected mode of being. I propose that through repairing we actively chose 
to do this. 
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Appendix 8 

 

How slow design and play theory can combine to create a better 
framework for designers 
Thesis: MA Visual Arts, pathway Designer Maker, November 2012, 
Camberwell College of Arts 
 
 
Abstract: 
This paper explores the relationship between slow design and play theory with an 
emphasis on the latter as a possible solution to the shortfalls of the former.  It looks at 
these with the thought that embracing slowness in design could help make a more user 
centred and environmentally sound design practice, aiming to create products which 
fulfil the objectives required of them. This is done through an examination of the slow 
movement from slow food to slow design, with a discussion of the potential shortfalls in 
slow design as a viable design movement. The essay defines play in itself looking at 
theorists such as Frederich Schiller, Karl Groos and Hilde Hein, then uses a framework 
created by psychologist Jean Piaget, which distils play into a set of activities - mastery, 
make believe and rules - to discuss what play as an activity can offer.  The essay then 
looks at what elements of play can be applied to slow design to counter the issues 
discussed previously, how play can offer new methods and experiences, be educational 
and exploratory and support a successful design practice.  It shows how Piaget’s play 
methodologies are applicable to slow design and where they already feature. 
Through this conversation a resolution is reached where the theories and ideas 
suggested about play by Piaget can be used as an aid by the slow designer in order to 
create an exciting, contemporary slow design practice, and allow the designer to take 
appropriate time in the design process, make informed design decisions and the 
freedom of expression to create well considered outcomes.  This conclusion offers a 
practical and fun option for exploration, openness and inclusivity within slow design. 
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Appendix 9 

Is Slow Design a viable modern production method? 
Dissertation: BA Hons Texti le Design, January 2010, Chelsea College of 
Art 

 
 

Abstract 
This essay addresses Slow Design, textiles and design. It defines Slow and Fast as 
philosophies; Time and its effects on us and our work; also Leisure and the role it plays 
within a designers life. I shall examine whether it is possible to work in a Slow manner as 
a modern textile designer, and where Slow Design fits into textile studio practice, and 
for designers in general. I also aim to establish whether working as a Slow designer can 
be financially viable. In examining where Slow Design sits within Green Design, I ask if it 
can become part of the current design process. As a maker and design activist I consider 
it vital to have an ecological imperative to ones work - Slow Design could be a key part 
of a sound environmental future. 
 
I look at the origins of the Slow movement and how Slow Design emerged from this, the 
philosophies and context of Slow Design. I discuss the place of time within Slow, the 
benefits of Slow Design for designers, manufacturers and consumers alike, also in 
environmental terms. I question Slow Design, exploring possible pitfalls and considering 
solutions in order to establish a working theory for the practice of Slow Design in the 
studio showing an easy way of working Slowly without compromising the qualities of the 
end product. Lastly I explain this and look at how this manifesto can work for the 
individual textile designer, the mass producer and design in general. I conclude by 
summarising why I feel Slow Design is a viable movement within Green Design and how 
my studies have proved this. 
 
Theories from writers such as sustainable design consultants Alastair Fuad-Luke and 
John Thackara, philosophers Betrand Russell and Alain de Botton, as well as design 
professor Victor Papanek are discussed. In examining whether the Arts and Crafts 
movement could be considered the original root of Slow Design, I ask if the demise of 
Arts and Crafts is likely to be mimicked by Slow. Predominantly I focus on small-scale 
design, mainly for the textile designer-maker.  However I will also be looking at how 
Slow Design could be translated to mass industrial design as I feel it is important to ask if 
Slow Design can work on a larger scale. 
 
Design is a hard word to define as it has many varied routes and purposes, however it 
could be seen as a ‘term more broadly applied to include the conception – the mental 
plan – of an object, action or project’  (Erlhoff & Marshall, 2008, p.104) meaning design 
is the system used to plan something for a specific purpose.  In this essay I shall use this 
definition. 
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Appendix 10 

 

Spelman Cups: Attitudes to the Past 
Journal article published in Ephemera Journal, June 2019 
 
 

 
Caption: Spelman Cups (2016) ceramic, mixed media.  
Photo: Bridget Harvey. Technically there are five of you, but actually only four. Really 
you are three and one other.  
None of you are really broken, but all are damaged, bar one. Small, glazed, white, 
glossy.  
Three old, one new. Slip cast, tipped out of a plaster mould, handles moulded too, 
joined later.  
Three of you are stained; use, time and storage showing on your bodies.  
The one newer, perfect, crisp, unstained, unchipped – little story acquired yet. You sit 
together, deliberately spaced. A wider gap between first and third: where your missing 
comrade should hang.  
You tell a story as a group  
First belongs to a ‘Creator, those who start anew, do not repair what already exists’: cup 
repurposed, plant pot now.  
Second, the gap; the missing, destroyed, discarded, binned, trashed, no longer wanted, 
thrown away, tossed aside. The ‘destroyer wants to get rid of what’s there, not rescue 
it’;  
Third, still used by a ‘noninterferer, those who neither help nor hinder, simply allowing 
decay’. Dregs in the bottom. Potentially cared for, potentially just not bothered. Not 
broken enough to warrant change.  
Fourth, brand new, proudly branded but somehow less interesting. Unchipped, 
unstained, unused. A ‘replacer has figured it’s not possible to or worth it to repair your 
original’;  
Fifth, post it note stuck on. It reads ‘chipped, might be useful’.  
Belonging to the bricoleur, purpose is sensed but not seen, there but not clear.  
You rest now, your place is logged, your properties acknowledged.  
As a group you tell a story. If you yourselves could speak what would you say?  
I feel you ask questions, querying our identities – what is my relation to the past? Is it 
described here? What kind of Repairer (or not) am I?  
You deliberate on our actions – what do I do? How do I move forward from breakage?  
You now hang in a row, in a public space, there to be looked at. You are white objects 
on a white wall. Potentially no one will notice you.  
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Attitudes to the past: The craft and polit ic of being a ‘Repair-Maker’  
Before the recent resurgence of interest in repair, Elizabeth Spelman’s 2002 cultural 
survey, Repair: The Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World, was one of the only 
philosophical texts in the field. She explored repair both as a material practice and 
cultural exchange, in which she also included apologies and reparations. In her 
introductory chapter she suggests that ‘as varied as the activities of H. reparans are, they 
appear to be notably different from other kinds of relations to or attitudes toward the 
past’ (2002:5), naming these others as creators, destroyers, noninterferers, replacers, 
and bricoleurs (ibid.: 5). I represented her five typologies with this series of cups. 
Spelman tells us that repair permeates both the acts of creating and of destroying, but 
she doesn’t, in that instance, frame repair as a political act. While repairing itself is not 
necessarily always done as an act of activism, ideas of activism can often be applied to 
acts of repair, implicitly and explicitly. Responding to Spelman’s list of ‘attitudes to the 
past’ (2002), I suggest a possible identity of ‘Repair-Makers’ as agent, activist and 
practitioner in what I describe below as the third wave of repair, where repair- making is 
often a choice imbued with politics, after being common practice, obligation and chore, 
then phased out by increased consumption and production practices. I locate 
contemporary repair practices within a brief history and define what I term the ‘Craft of 
Repair’; I explore the relationship between anti-consumption politics and repair before 
continuing to look at repair workshops as places for knowhow, identity and community 
building. My writing draws on my experience as co-organiser of the ‘Hackney Fixers’, as 
facilitator of other repair workshops, and my doctoral research (Repair-Making: Craft, 
Narratives, Activism) taking place in the emergent repair scene in London, UK.  
I also explore the craft and politic of repair through the figures of ‘Repair-Maker’ and 
‘repair-seeker’. We are all a repair-seeker at some point. We have something that we 
want fixed (whether we get it done or not is another topic) and opportunities now exist 
to bring the broken object to a repair workshop, to learn the skills on offer, to observe 
or to get advice. At workshops we may shift from being a repair-seeker to being a 
Repair-Maker, temporarily or permanently. Equally while some of us might already be 
considered Repair-Makers – those who repair without thinking about it as repairing; 
those who make a deliberate choice to investigate the possibilities and potentials, 
histories and formal routes of repair; or others who reach for the superglue, the 
cellotape, hammer and nails – we are unlikely as individuals to be able to repair all types 
of things, and so find ourselves in the position of repair-seeker at one time or another. It 
this through the mobility of these positions and the collectivity they each invoke, I 
explore the craft and politic of repair, and our attitudes to the past.  
 
A rapid history of Repair-Making  
Domestically Repair-Making has been an omnipresent practice undertaken on a range of 

everyday objects. Much of this repair activity was phased out in the mid 20th century 
through women’s liberation from the home, the deliberate development of planned 
obsolescence, neo- liberal capitalism and consumer cravings for smaller, faster, and ‘the 
latest’ models of things. At the time of writing, repair is emerging as a grassroots 
activity, a strand of environmentalism, a form of anti-capitalism, an agenda for forward-
looking business models and corporate responsibility, but despite this it often remains a 
domestic or local task, initiated by the owner. I consider these to be, loosely, the three 
waves of repair, distinguished from one another by their actions and intentions. Where 
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initially there was a (possibly obligatory) politic of object-care, as manufacturing 
technologies improved and production costs lowered, replacing broken or dated objects 
became easier and was marketed as a form of self-care. This has now moved on again, 
into a realization for some, that unbridled consumption and disposal is leading to climate 
disaster, and that repair can be a statement of ability, ownership and environmentalism.  
Deliberate Repair-Making goes beyond ‘craftivism’ (a neologism of craft and activism) 
where new objects (frequently made from new materials) are used to promote a political 
message or stance (Greer, 2007). This goes beyond hacking, which is often an undoing 
of an unbroken object, and by intervening in that which already exists transforms it into 
what is needed and/or wanted. However, repair may, in some cases, be considered or 
discursively framed as craftivism, and similarly, there are crossovers between hacking 
and repairing. There are now kits for sale for craftivism, hacking and for Repair-Making – 
frequently differing through material intent rather than material content.  
 
The Craft (?!)  of Repair  
Repair-Making is both a craft of its own, and part of the craft of creating. Definitions of 
craft as skilled, material knowledge (c.f. Adamson, 2010) often lack political edge, 
focussing more on artefacts and less on the meaning of the actions of making – key in 
this third wave of repair is where ‘craft is edgy, craft is radical, even revolutionary, and 
craft has the potential to remake regimes of distribution. Craft can be a galvanizing 
visualization of political intent’(Bryan-Wilson, 2013: 9) and a way of shaping of resistance 
to neoliberal practices and injustices (Greer, 2014). Acknowledgement, too, of the 
complexities of craft across time, class, place and intention is important where craft is 
described as a ‘wedge’ which ‘polarizes and collapses theoretical positions about what 
making means today’ (ibid.: 10).  
D.M. Dooling proposed that the ‘crafts might indeed be a “sort of ark” for the 
transmission of knowledge about being’(1979: XII ) and is so in a number of ways: by 
containing or keeping afloat ideas of sharing and working together; of developing lines 
of thought, and of experiencing change in and through materials and understanding; 
and lastly a way to make ‘the questions with which we began ... clearer’(ibid.: XIII ). 
Spelman suggests the ‘wall of separation’ between creation and repair contains ‘deep 
fissures’ (2002: 131) as does that between repair and destruction, suggesting that when 
a repair is made, a ‘beloved ruin’ may potentially be broken (ibid.: 131). The Craft of 
Repair embodies these tensions, and, as a ‘wedge’, creatively reconciles, polarizes and 
collapses its multiple meanings – and in that it acts as an ark for skill, knowledge, 
change, politics, economies, intentions and questioning – repair is a way of 
metaphorically, financially, socially and materially staying afloat when material goods 
(such as precious metals in phones) and social connections can seem scarce.  
The experience of change carried by craft gives it an appearance of ‘authenticity in what 
is seen as an increasingly inauthentic world’ (Erlhoff and Marshall, 2008: 91), where 
inauthenticity erodes the ability to deal with the unfamiliar, to be reflective, and to adjust 
to change (Ehrenfeld and Hoffman, 2013). When engaging with the Craft of Repair, 
coping with the unfamiliar, risk and uncertainty are essential as the needs of a broken 
object are ‘variable, complex and not of our own making, and therefore not fully 
knowable’ (Crawford, 2009: 16-17), ‘fixing, in a general sense, extends a yet earlier mind 
and method, that of the original fashioner’ (Harper, 1987: 21). Repair-Makers ‘share the 
aim of maintaining some kind of continuity with the past in the face of breaks and 
ruptures to that continuity’ (Spelman, 2002: 4).  
Some Repair-Making requires deep knowledge of materials and objects (Strasser, 1999; 
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Harper, 1987) and potentially ‘an expert is seen as someone who can equally make and 
repair’ (Sennett, 2009: 248), with patience (Crawford, 2009), interpretive skills (Harper, 
1987) alongside a ‘cognitive and moral [disposition]’ (Crawford, 2009: 82). Some 
however, require little more than a roll of gaffa tape and some gumption. Both 
approaches can equally lead to successful repairs. Engaging with the familiar and the 
unfamiliar, the past and the future, the known and the unknown, the Repair-Maker, 
through the Craft of Repair, produces, not necessarily beautiful, but authentic, 
appropriate and functional outcomes.  
Spelman suggests, ‘Homo Reparans is always and everywhere on call’ (2002: 2). As a 
human ‘wedge’, embodying the tensions of Repair-Making, the Repair-Maker may or 
may not own the broken object, may or may not be a professional repairer or be 
experienced, skilled or knowledgeable about the type of repair needed, but repairs, 
through adaption, customization, restoration, conservation, as choice, chore, or 
obligation, bring an object back to working order.  
 
Repair-making as anti-consumption practice  
Repair has a complex relationship with consumption. In some sense, repair is inherently 
an anti-consumption practice, and Repair-Makers may well engage with this politic. 
However, the need for parts and materials often means making a purchase, and there is 

a small industry emerging around this. Examples might be new materials such as Sugru1 

(and copies of it, such as Kintsuglue2), or kits such as Merchant and Mills Rapid Repair 
Kit3, which effectively contains the same materials as most sewing kits4 at what could be 
considered an exclusive cost of £15. There is also the question of what commodities one 
chose to buy, whether secondhand or new; can one purchase a repairable version of that 
which is needed? These are often more expensive, and thus more exclusive purchases.  
 

 
Caption: Price comparison of not-repairable and repairable toasters on Argos website, January 
2018  
 
Looking to anarchist culture, Laura Portwood-Stacer provides us with a deep discussion 
of motivations for anti-consumption activism as a lifestyle choice (2013). She describes 
anarchist practices of anti-consumption as ‘part of the fabric of everyday life’ (ibid.: 26); 
they ‘do not universally abstain from consumption ... rather they consume differently, in 
ways that signify an opposition to the kind of lifestyles encouraged by the bourgeois 
consumer culture’ (ibid.: 26, Portwood-Stacer's emphasis). Materially, this may have 
similarities to mainstream consumer culture, however anarchists ‘often discursively frame 
their consumption activities as contra to the overall system of consumer capitalism. This 
is what makes their anti-consumption lifestyles understandable as activism’ (ibid.: 26, 
Portwood-Stacer's emphasis). She lists anti-consumption activism motivations as; 
personal, moral, activist, identificatory, and social (ibid.).  
Positioning these anti-consumption motivations in relation to Repair-Making, moral 
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motivations consciously differentiate right and wrong, and form the basis of Activist 
motivations. Personal motivations for repair may include the simple desire to not engage 
with mainstream consumerism, and identificatory motivations build identity through 
purchasing choices, and build community through the visible display of these choices, 
acts, politics and emotions – these are performed by being material expressions of being 
a repair- maker, socially linking one with others who share concerns. By taking a reflexive 
and communicative approach to consumption, choosing to consume differently (asking 
for parts, instructions, repairable objects), by not consuming that which cannot be 
repaired, by discursively framing choices, the anti/consumption of the Repair-Maker may 
lean towards an anarchic practice. Given form by these acts of resistance, a counter-
cultural solidarity is created by, and creates, togetherness as well as non-geographic, 
non-physical togetherness through Instagram hashtags, tee-shirts, slogans, patches, 
visible repairs and efforts to change standard business practices. While some of this 
togetherness appears not to be very diverse (an unscientific survey of the users of 
#visiblemending on Instagram seems to show mostly white, female makers working on 
expensive clothes) my experience in community workshops is that the participants are 
diverse, and while the repair skills are somewhat gendered (e.g, the clothes repair is 
demonstrated by women, and the electronics by men) this is not definitive.  
The ‘Visible Mending’ movement, where many people mend their possessions 
deliberately visibly, sharing and documenting these acts through hashtag use on social 
media creates a critical mass of #visiblemending acts. These aim to show the relationship 
with and the reaction to the power of contemporary consumption habits by embracing 
the aesthetic of repair, and, particularly on clothing, these mending acts are both slogan 
and sibling to the slogan tee-shirts worn by Repair-Makers. They point to an affinity with 
other Repair-Makers, through the very visibility of the mends rather than readable 
slogans or graphics. The visible mends therefor become what Portwood-Stacer calls a 
‘subtle symbol’ of ones politics (2013: 55).  
 

     
Caption: Ugo Vallauri, Co-founder of the Restart Project and repair activist wearing a tee-shirt 
that promotes repair. (2015) Photo: Janet Gunter.  
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Caption: Blue Jumper (2012 onwards) showing visible mending work by Bridget Harvey.  
Photo: Bridget Harvey  
 
There are tensions inherent in anti/consumption practices and the politics of repair work 
for Repair-Makers. Repairing initiates a different route to consuming new items, but 
does not encourage manufacture of repairable goods or goods for repair, yet by 
engaging with manufacturers who embrace reparability, the act of anti-consumption 
becomes redundant. Wearing a visibly repaired garment is potentially a privileged 
choice unavailable to those who, for example, must wear a company uniform [or those 
whose items are not well-made enough to warrant repair or to withstand it?]. Repairing 
clothing visibly might mean not purchasing a new garment, but repair-slogan tee-shirts 
are often new to the owner, printed especially. Visible repair work encourages 
community and signals ones politics, but in doing so might exclude others – those who 
don’t or can’t repair, who feel unable or unwilling to join that movement. A repair 
practice that maintains an anti-consumption stance, for example, darning a jumper with 
left over yarn, might not work for another object, like a smart phone with a dead battery. 
Consumption, in relation to repair, requires a conscious thought process around 
purchasing practices, and may result in a swap, a make-do or gifted part. The repair- 
maker must, along with their ‘attitude to the past’, pay mind to the future.  
 
Hackney Fixers: A very short introduction  

 
Caption: Hackney Fixers logo. Design by Dave Lukes  
 
Hackney, a gentrified east London borough, has a mixed set of inhabitants, long-
standing, new, short- and long-term residents, coming from across a spectrum of 
economic incomes. Hackney Fixers are a group of four volunteers who, since late 2013, 
have run events in community centres and libraries across the borough. These are open 
to anyone with something that needs repairing, and generally the objects brought in for 
repairing are of everyday use. We aim to repair as much as possible on a shoe-string 
budget and rely on the goodwill of a team of volunteers and community spaces. We 
accept donations and external funding, but do not require payment for access to the 
spaces we use or the skills we share. Hackney Fixers provide a range of tools and 
knowledge, and encourage participants to use them, aiming to show the do-ability of 
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Repair-Making using common household tools and materials.  
Our approach builds our connections with the area and its residents, bringing the craft- 
of-repair to many. Juliette MacDonald, head of the School of Design, Edinburgh College 
of Art, University of Edinburgh posits that ‘craft as a communal experience functions as a 
form of resistance to that sense of alienation’ often experienced by urban dwellers 
(MacDonald, 2015: 104). For her, the resulting objects from a community project may be 
sloppy and imperfect but the participation provided through the making experience 
‘demonstrate the potential for the creation of far more complex webs of meaning 
(social, psychological, political and cultural), providing a depth of connection achieved 
through the sharing of process and experience’ (ibid.: 105). She concludes by saying 
‘engagement rather than a perfect end-product is the key to promoting social capital 
and the result is that participants become knitted into the fabric of the community’ (ibid.: 
106). To be embedded is one of the aims of Hackney Fixers – that we as a group are 
valued and useful in our mixed and changing community, neither owning either what we 
do nor the skills we share, nor limiting who we share them with.  
 
Repair workshops: Volunteering to make repair possible  
The act of volunteering can create both personal and group wellness (Pickett and 
Wilkinson, 2010). Our repair workshops aim to break down the dichotomy between 
professional and non-professional Repair-Makers by engaging with informative, 
exploratory and reflexive challenges, where volunteering is often a nexus point for 
hobbyists or tinkerers, learning and politics. In this nexus, the Repair-Maker is dependent 
on the repair-seeker for information about how the object is used and how it is to be 
repaired. As such, repair workshops bring people together, creating opportunity for 
social interactions and togetherness. The connections created are sometimes permanent 
and sometimes transient. Repair-Makers may meet repeatedly and build strong 
connections (and this may be a motivation (Graziano and Trogal, 2017)), as may repair-
seekers. Alternatively, one off encounters might be had: materially, the duration of 
relationship is of secondary relevance as long as repair is being attempted, and 
knowhow is being shared.  
 
Our open access repair workshops form a micro-micro-economy of values, building 
relationships within communities: attempting Repair-Making together becomes worth 
more than making or buying something new. Attending or volunteering at a repair 
workshop is a form of activism, deliberate or not. Repair workshops, as we run them, 
draw on alternative educational models with ‘humanistic goal[s]’ which ‘distinguish 
learning from schooling’ to show value in that learnt in and through society (Illich, 1977: 
70), and, by sharing learning, aim to clarify not only repair skills, but also the situation in 
which not having these skills continues to bind the deskilled to their (neoliberal, 
capitalist) oppressors by avoiding ‘mere speech-making... and mechanistic activism... to 
move towards the unity of the oppressed’ (Freire, 1996: 156). Hackney Fixers workshops 
subvert brokenness into positive, community lead, knowledge sharing opportunities. 
This inherently questions what Ivan Illich calls ‘knowledge stock’ – that learnt in formal 
education such as a school or university which contributes to a knowledge based class 
system (1977: 71) – and continues the repair discourse, while giving space for ‘talking 
back’ where participants control how they participate (Illich, 1971). It concerns how they 
engage and learn (participants are present throughout the repair work, and are 
supported to help as much as they feel able, and to share what they feel is important 
about their objects), when they arrive, and how long they stay. ‘Loose parts’, described 
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by Simon Nicholson as physical phenomena aiding discovery and learning through 
creative interaction (1972: 5), can be found in the form of tools, materials and space for 
use, structure and experimentation contribute to learning activities. This is also the case 
with the structure of Hackney Fixers, which, while organised by a core team, is 
contributed to by a large group of people who are willing to share their mixed skills, and 
a flexible volunteer participation system where fixers step up and step back according to 
their wishes – there are no set hours or commitments.  
 
Conscious choices in the third wave of Repair-Making  
Repair-Makers who volunteer their aid encourage others to repair and promote repair as 
an active and enjoyable part of ownership. By opening objects perceived to be un-
openable and showing their reparability, repair workshops also open other possibilities 
to those attending. Repair-making disobeys the economic rules of growth capitalism, 
but, in some forms, obeys contemporary consumption principles. The inherent activism, 
deliberate or not, of participating in repair workshops questions what we know, what we 
are taught, and how we are told to behave, and so furthers the act of Repair-Making. 
The Craft of Repair is more than simply material, it is social and political too.  
Repair practices run the risk of being re-co-opted by big business, but this does not 
mean that we should not repair –repair as business or service has long existed and it has 
long been a paid service. Now, however, it stands in the face of fast consumption and 
production. Choices based on anti-consumption principles help step ownership away 
from capitalist growth models, and potentially builds identity and activists stances, 
through creative construction of the self through both practices of consumption and . 
Consumption choices are key to both supporting the repair movement and voicing 
opposition to anti-repair acts.  
 
While Spelman’s examples of ‘attitudes to the past’ provide some understanding of 
what a Repair-Maker is not, here I have pieced together: an understanding of the craft-
of-repair; an identity of a third wave Repair-Maker, along with potential motivations for 
and meanings of the act of Repair-Making. Taking damaged material from a destructive 
to a creative place, using brokenness to reposition repair as a politic and as 
anti/consumption consideration, showing workshops as community and identity builder, 
the Craft of Repair becomes a propositional practice, and the contemporary figure of 
the Repair-Maker demonstrates not only an attitude to the past, but also an attitude 
firmly rooted in the future.  
 
  



	
	

397	

Appendix 11 

 

The Language of Repair 
Essay originally written for the publication associated with The Department 
of Repair (January- February 2015) 
 
Repair Discourse – visual, physical, spoken 
 
In the field of linguistics, repair corrects spoken errors that disrupt sentences.  If one 
were to apply this to material practice, repair becomes the correction of a physical 
disruption of a ‘material sentence’.   
 
Repair is a practice peculiar unto itself – it occurs in most disciplines, is practiced by 
many people in many different contexts, but is often not acknowledged.  The same 
repair job can often be done by skilled or unskilled agent, can use specialist knowledge 
or be done by a layperson and can relate to seemingly unrelated practices.  Repair may 
be done as an instant reaction to a break, or any time after, to improve an object or 
through need.  It may be done in the same place as the object was made, by the maker, 
or elsewhere, by anyone else.  As such, normative structures that often give an order to 
material practices (chronology, discipline, geography for example) do not suit the 
multidimensional nature of repair.   
 
This essay considers the use of Foucault’s Formation of Strategies727 as a method for 
exploring the nature of repair practices.  Foucault defines strategy as being a 
combination of the theme (origin of the language) and then theory (kinship between 
languages) of a discourse.  Repair practice is complex and interlinked: its themes and 
theories stem from and are contained within that of making.  Therefore the strategy of 
repair discourse is visual, physical and communicative, and signifies/shares narrative, 
material, method/system and agent.  Within these domains it is layered; ordered and 
reordered; repetitive, specific and vague; borrowed and blended.  Considering the 
material facts of this discourse and understanding the importance of what is extrinsic to 
it can help to grow the understanding of the practice of repair, the materials, methods 
and community of practice surrounding it. 
 
Foucault divides language discourse into three: comparison, locality and appropriation.  
The use of these divisions in the material based discourse of repair will be discussed 
here.  
 
COMPARISON 
Foucault says, in order to define a discourse, one must find the ‘points of diffraction’728, 
which are points that may be created the same way but give alternatives to one another.  
In repair practice these points are written by damage and repair occurring, creating 
visual ‘obtrusions’729, disrupting the material and method/system of the thing.  
Reading these repetitive patterns give us the equivalent and incompatible elements of 
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the discourse; holes are created by breaking through but appear in different things - a 
hole in a pair of jeans / a hole in an exhaust pipe; a denim patch / a metal patch.  
 
LOCALITY  
Locality, 'the role played by the discourse being studied in relation to those that are 
contemporary with it or related to it'730, the relevant context, acknowledges that the 
discourse may have different meanings elsewhere, and creates an ‘economy of the 
discursive constellation'731, the specific and effective use of it.  The locality of damage or 
repair contributes to its narrative, and with material and method/system, the 
material thing physically locates the discourse within a discipline, time and space.  
Although the communicative and visual elements have commonalities, their localities 
vary, leading to transferable knowledge of how materials and methods/systems of repair 
work, but not necessarily the specific skills required.  Thus, a textile practitioner may be 
able to patch jeans, and understand how to patch an exhaust pipe but lack the specific 
skills for that job. 
 
APPROPRIATION  
The agent, as interpreter, reads the visual and physical ‘babble’ (the ‘chatter of 
meanings produced by the ensemble of artefacts’732) of the marks of damage or repair.  
Appropriation, the functioning of the discourse in its specific field, acknowledges the 
holistic discourse of repair and appropriates it to an exact discipline, and enables 
communication. 
The repetitive nature of damage and repair begin the formations of repair discourse.  As 
repair practice is cross discipline, often sited away form main elements of practice and 
disrupts typical chronologies, Foucault’s system of comparing, locating and 
appropriating the visual, physical and communicative elements, (including what they are 
not) could aid the structuring and understanding of repair discourse.  However, as it is 
both repetitive and sited within the discourse of making, repair discourse can never be 
truly within a single context. 
 
As damage and repair give space for innovation733, and garbaged information is still 
information734, to not engage with them is to misread repair discourse and risk missing 
information within and othered from it.  The material sentences of repair discourse 
describe areas of action and value(s), narratives, materials and methods/systems 
interpreted by agents, opening points of diffraction for new areas of discourse to 
develop. 
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Appendix 12 

 

RepairAbil ity Through Repair Thinking 
Conference paper: Circular Transit ions, November 2016, Chelsea College 
of Art 
 
REPAIRABILITY THROUGH REPAIR THINKING  
 
ABSTRACT 
Repair Thinking is a framework for extending material and object lifespan within a 
circular economy model, increasing personal skills through enabling RepairAbility 
in design and use. The proposed tenets of Repair Thinking are: Openness, 
Conscious Construction, Visibility, Expanded User, and Social Values.  
 
KEY WORDS 
RepairAbility; Repair Thinking; User; Designer; Social; Co-Strategy; Circular Economy 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Clothes are "remarkable instruments from which to build independence, 
and they can reveal our relationship to power if we take them seriously" 
(von Busch in Greer, 2014, p77) 

 
This paper proposes that, as clothing is often repairable, through the use of my 
framework ‘Repair Thinking’, repair could be part of a circular fashion model, and reduce 
waste streams occurring through breakage.  
 
RepairAbility: Repair-Making as Material and Social Action, started by investigating 
repair as a material action. Through my own studio practice, curation, and facilitation of 
repair workshops, I created a lens through which to examine repair as a social 
action/mechanism too. Observing the network building and dissolving, repetitive and 
one-off issues and resulting innovations, skills sharing and deployment occurring in act of 
repair (whether self-done or delegated) I developed Repair Thinking. 
Repair Thinking is a series of co-strategies between designer and user for extending 
garment lifespan and personal skills through enabling RepairAbility. These strategies - 
opennesss, conscious construction, visibility, expanded user, and social values - ask both 
to, in part, think as one another would. 
Repair Thinking aims to change mindsets, to make RepairAbility a first thought by 
encouraging not just repair after breakage, but also before. Repair is often a post-break 
action, however ‘repair before the break’ - during the design process - is a rich area 
deserving its own acknowledgement and best practices. Seeing repair as prevention as 
much as cure, and designing for RepairAbility by looking at methods, systems and 
materials furthers the reach of repair, and extends clothing lifespans, as well as 
spreading repair responsibility between designer and user. In this paper I am specifically 
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focusing on clothing, but I am developing Repair Thinking to span disciplines, aiming for 
product longeivity embracing change, circularity and reduced resource use. 
 
Breakage Can Be a Good Thing 
Breakage and repair embody many contradictions: A break may cause innovation 
Jackson, “Rethinking Repair.”, make something work better Burnham, “Break Things 
Better.”, create and destroy narratives, embrace old and new Spelman, Repair: The 
Impulse to Restore in a Fragile World.. User-based maintenance Salvia et al., “What Is 
Broken? Expected Lifetime, Perception of Brokenness and Attitude toward Maintenance 
and Repair.” only really works if it has been designed for, and if a reactive system is in 
place for breakages such as that demonstrated by Patagonia (n.d.). 
 
Contradictions also appear in clothing: being “ephemeral and cyclic, referencing the 
past but constantly embracing the new; it represents an expression of personal identity 
and difference, while also demonstrating belonging to a group; it can be both an 
individual act of ‘performing’ ourselves, and a collective experience“ (Black, 2008, p17). 
Henry David Thoreau wrote about social contradictions and expression of identity, 
saying he felt there was “greater anxiety, commonly, to have fashionable, or at least 
clean and unpatched clothes than to have a sound conscience” (1854, p13). Clothing 
sometimes embraces aesthetics of breakage and repair, however, this recuperated look 
is often trend driven and so engages with the linear systems and current economic 
practices that Repair Thinking endeavors to step away from. 
 
Breakage has potential as an opportunity more than a threat or end Day Fraser, 
“CloTHING(s) as Conversation”; Graham and Thrift, “Out of Order: Understanding 
Repair and Maintenance”; Jackson, “Rethinking Repair.”, adding loops to the circular 
clothing systems by lifespan extension, delaying entry to waste streams.  
 
The Circular Fashion website proposes 15 principles for circularity. Principle 13 –“Use, 
wash and repair with care” – is not to “be further explored as this website is primarily 
concerned with the producer perspective and those stages of a product’s life cycle on 
which producers may have direct influence” (n.d.) but as Kate Fletcher points out “repair 
and reconditioning strategies require more resources [than reuse of goods] and can 
involve a manufacturing infrastructure to provide parts and labour” (2008, p100). The 
Ellen McArthur Foundation model (n.d.) implies that to ‘maintain/prolong’ is a user 
responsibility to contact the ‘service provider’, yet this loop could include ‘parts 
manufacturer’ and ‘products manufacturer’. The Royal Society of Arts model could 
include repair in ‘Design for reuse in manufacture’, and legislating for repairability (n.d.). 
Where the EMF and Circular Fashion models are mostly based on material processes, 
the RSA model, by including potential for legislation acknowledges future needs for a 
circular economy but does not focus on small actions, instead looking at a larger picture. 
My Repair Thinking model starts from a local and lo-fi perspective of material repair-
making within the larger circular economy. 
 
Terms Used 
As Ravetz, Kettle and Felcey write, there is an anthropological assumption that “many of 
the properties associated with craft … are highly social and open to shared working.” 
Drawing on Tim Ingold’s description of ‘meshwork’, they say “objects, people and 
institutions are understood to be intimately interconnected” and potentially “co-
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created” (2013, pp2-3). Here, co-strategy refers to this collaborative and interconnected 
approach. 
 
Meaning the person, persons or business creating and selling clothing, the ‘designer’ 
holds a toolkit of “materials and manufacturing”, and crucially, of “idealism, intuition, … 
aesthetics, and an awareness of the ever-changing social, cultural, economic and political 
contexts in which products are born and will function (and all the intervening steps)” 
(Bakker and Schouwenberg, 2013, p376). 
Consumers potentially have an “alienated relationship” with possessions, but  “when 
people are approached as users, their humanity remains intact, and the designer can get 
a grip on the complex relationships people have with their day-to-day context.” (Bakker 
and Schouwenberg, 2013, p380). By approaching consumers as (potential) users, Repair 
Thinking encourages evolution into “DIY citizens” – “critical makers” who, starting as 
consumers, become producers (Ratto and Boler, 2014, p5), or, in the case of repair, re-
producers. ‘User’ therefor refers to those who are already users or DIY Citizens, or, 
optimistically, consumers who may transition to being users. 
The ‘repairer’, while potentially a user, designer, or both is here someone who is 
enacting a repair, whether this is a professional service, voluntary work, or home DIY. 
The professional clothing designer may be a repair amateur, and vice versa. And 
although mending is the term more commonly used in textiles, I use ‘repair’ for its 
meaning of returning to a working order – whatever that may be. 
 
REPAIR THINKING 
Openness 
Open Design is described as “emphasizing innovation, sharing, and design itself” (Van 
Abel et al., 2011, preface), and as having a deliberate political agenda – “increasing 
transparency in the production chain, talking about responsibility” (Van Abel et al., 2011, 
p18). It aims to disrupt “macro-political movements that privatize the commons or 
control access”, by working on a deeper understanding of what we do when we make 
things (Van Abel et al., 2011, p19).  In Repair Thinking this call for openness becomes 
acute when proprietary rights prevent repair, under threat of legal action or “bricking” 
and planned obsolescence Wiens, “The Shady World of Repair Manuals: Copyrighting 
for Planned Obsolescence.”. Openness is, in part, a service from designer to user or 
repairer. 
 

 
Figure 1: Drop-in clothing repair workshop at Central St. Martins, February 2015 
 
Community repair classes such as those I host (Figure 1) are designed to offer a low risk 
environment in which learn to mending and increase confidence. Although 
demonstrating common techniques, these classes can be seen as an actual and 
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metaphorical “dynamic repair” (Sennett, 2009, p238) through skills sharing and 
openness to different styles of repair needs. The workshops circumnavigate any lack of 
openness by providing direct access to skills, materials and workspace. 
Clothing and clothing repair are already partially ‘open’ – we have access to patterns, 
tutorials and information. However, user willingness to ‘hack’ clothing - "necessarily 
post-production, with users working against the intention of the original author" and 
“respon[ding] to the intense occlusion and uncommunicative nature of the things with 
which we are now surrounded" (Maxwell, 2012, p23) – in order to repair and accepting 
the potential altered aesthetic, needs confidence. Stewart Brand argues that 
maintenance is material learning (1997). The emphasis on innovation, sharing and design 
might then be social openness – rather than meeting the “fixed target” of the “closed 
system” (Sennett, 2009, p38) and going no further than replacing broken clothing, 
Richard Sennett argues that repeated problem solving opens skills (p38). 
Openness in Repair Thinking actively encourages conversation between the user and the 
designer - tinkering, hacking and open source repair information – to shape repair into 
an action and outcome that works for both. 
 
Conscious Construction 
Conscious Construction is designer led and takes into account the “decisional burdens” 
(Graham and Thrift, 2007, p2) of repair, building on Openness materially. Facilitating 
repair through ease of deconstruction, universal and replaceable parts, as part of full 
lifecycle considerations, means that, in a design and use sense, “... repair and 
maintenance become not just secondary and derivative but pivotal” (Graham and Thrift, 
2007, p6). 
Proprietal fixings are not as common in clothing as in electronic goods, however, 
bought clothing often does not include spares parts – eg, buttons, patches of fabric. 
Repair Thinking asks the designer to consider how might the user access them – this 
could be a traditional approach (buttons inside shirts) or mail/online order from the 
retailer (fabric patches, branded parts), or the use of fixings purchasable from a 
haberdasher.  
 
Where replacing a part like-for like might be considered a “static repair” (Sennett, 2009, 
p238), this does not make it any less pivotal. However, “dynamic repairs” (Ibid, p238) 
engage with the issue more deeply – should this zip be replaced with a better zip? –
feedback can aid the designer. Then fixings and their replacement become part of the 
repairers toolkit as well as the designers, where  
 

“acts of repair are proving ground for all tools.  More, the experience of 
making dynamic repairs establishes a fine but definite line between the 
fixed and all purpose tool.  The tool that simply restores is likely to be put 
mentally in the toolbox of fit-for-purpose-only, whereas the all-purpose 
tool allows us to explore deeper the act of making a repair” (Ibid, p200). 

 
Working on a wide range of repairs, I see that, in order to facilitate Conscious 
Construction, encouraging the use of universal fixings, tools, and access to parts is vital.  
Where the repair is not possible at home (or the user does not want to do it) Repair 
Thinking encourages service provision. 
 
Visibi l ity  
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Knitter and textile repairer, tomofholland van Deijnen, “Tomofholland.” is 
acknowledged as founding the Visible Mending movement, promoting skills, beauty and 
pride. Although repairing has similarities to a boycott - “a silent choice, made alone, … 
[which] is a poor way to sustain a sense of injustice and indignation” (Jasper, 1997, p264) 
- the use of the hashtag #visiblemending where “beautiful darn[s are] worn as a badge of 
honour”van Deijnen, “Tomofholland.” show solidarity, collectivity and multiple actions. 
The often solitary and individual action of clothing repair becomes a visible mass 
movement through public documentation on social media.  
Although brokenness can increase the visibility of the broken thing Harman, “Reversal: 
Broken Tools.”, repair also has a deep relationship with invisibility - as a lowly and 
phased-out task, associated with austerity and poverty (Strasser, 1999, p122). Invisibility 
can be used as a measure of success Brand, How Buildings Learn - 5 of 6: The Romance 
of Maintenance. - a good repair might be considered one that cannot be seen. Yet, a 
visible repair could be seen as a re-makers mark, where “marking an object can be a 
political act, not in the programmatic sense, but in the more fundamental matter of 
establishing ones presence, objectively” (Sennett, 2009, p144). As such, visibly repaired 
clothing such as my work Blue Jumper (2012, ongoing) (Figure 2), becomes a “subtle 
symbol”(Portwood-Stacer, 2013, p55), signifying a choice to repair (also seen in slogan 
tee-shirts, Figure 3) and to wear repair, establishing ones presence materially, potentially 
echoing Thoreau’s moral statement, and/or a political statement of anti-consumption.  

 
Figure 2: Blue Jumper (2012, ongoing) Wool, tencel, visible darning 
 
Going beyond visibility of repairs, Visibility as a strategy within Repair Thinking, asks that 
repairers and services are also visible. Users may not wish to do, watch or understand all 
(or any) repairing so this visibility builds knowledge, use and connections. According to 
the Sustainist Design Guide “’local’ is becoming a value rather than a geographic 
marker” (Schwarz and Krabbendam, 2013, p38) about relationships: visibility helps build 
these. My work with the Hackney Fixers (n.d.) to map repair businesses in Hackney 
(Figure 4) increases visibility of repairers, in turn increasing their use and relationships 
with their communities.  
 

 
Figure 3: Wearing repair slogans; Figure 4: Mapping repair places in Hackney 
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Expanded User 
User-centered design involves “the end-user, of the design artifact, service or outcome, 
in the (professionally guided) design process …to some expression of co-design” (Fuad-
Luke, 2009, p108) and “aims to interrogate [their] needs, wants and limitations.” (Ibid, 
p155).  Understanding how clothing is used, worn, laundered and why it is disposed of 
locally and globally may inform new cycles for clothing repair. 
 
To propose repair as part of a sustainable circular economy, user experience and 
recommended improvements must be considered, but expanding beyond the human-
user to being non-anthropocentric: as John Ehrenfeld says ”sustainability is the 
possibility that humans and other life will flourish on the Earth forever” (2013, p17) (my 
emphasis). Repair Thinking expands the concept of the user to include the environment 
within the designer/user dynamic: it therefore becomes an active participant in a 
flourishing and circular future.  
 

 
Figure 5: Mend More Jumper at Climate March 2015 
 
Repair Thinking’s environmental stance is obviously activist, against the “sell-by date” of 
trends where garbage creation exists “prior to any actual or obvious material 
degradation” (Scanlon, 2005, p37). By repairing, promoting repair, taking a cradle-to-
cradle Braungart and McDonough, Cradle to Cradle: Re-Making The Way We Make 
Things. approach, elongating lifespan before continuing back into the production 
system, but also by actions such as protesting (Figure 5), this expanded view of the user 
is expressed. 
 
Social Values 
John Thackara argues that fashion industries commitment to growth undermines 
contributions to eco-design and “leaves social and living systems worse  off” (2014). In 
Repair Thinking, reconstruction of social and material tools, and values comes through 
the Craft-of-Repair and is mostly user and repairer driven. Richard Sennett tells us that 
“repair is a fundamental category of craftsmanship; today again, an expert is seen as 
someone who can equally make and repair” (Sennett, 2009, p248). The consequent 
redefinition of ownership and power by repairing come from the "acts of craft, [with 
which] we still shape forms of resistance.  They are examinations of the seams of our 
social fabric and acts of disobedience" (von Busch in Greer, 2014, p77).  
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Repair is direct action. It is interventionist and anarchic, engaging with retrieval of 
clothing and repair skills from waste streams, customisation, anti-consumption practices, 
voluntary work Earley, Norris, and Harvey, “Elastic Lives.”, and sharing to cultivate key 
elements for well-being. Listed by Martin Seligman (2011, pp24-25) as being positive 
emotion, engagements, relationships, meaning, and achievement, these elements are 
subjective and objective, and in order to fulfill them, one must engage positively with 
others. As a way to “overwrite scarcity with abundance”, Neil Cummings advocates we 
“keep giving and receiving.  This is radical generosity” (in herbst and Malzacher, 2015, 
p325).  
 
These micro-challenges and actions by individuals and small groups, feed into the larger 
resistance needed to create macro-changes.  Visibility of the Craft-of-Repair move it into 
an “active dynamic mode” where “in this diachronic role, clothing serves as a 
communicative device through which social change is contemplated, proposed, initiated, 
enforced and denied” (McCracken, 1988, p61). These actions together create the Social 
Values of Repair Thinking, where visibly repairing together or for one another is a form 
of radical generosity that can overwrite emotional and material scarcity, and create the 
connections needed for well-being. 
 

 
Figure 6: The Big Fix, Stoke Newington Library, September 2016 
 
Actions I take bring together not just users and repairers, but also multiple approaches. 
At The Big Fix 2016 (which I co-organised) (Figure 6) taught clothing repair was 
available, however repair of broken charity donations was an option for those who 
wished to engage differently.  
 
 
REPAIR THINKING IN A CIRCULAR FUTURE 
 

 
 
Figure 7: Repair Thinking diagram, 2016 
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Repair Thinking (Figure 7) contributes to a sustainable and resilient repair culture, where 
maintenance and repair services are visible, accessible, paid or voluntary. Utilising 
materials, methods, systems, agents and narratives of repair to develop new ways of 
seeing and understand scales of doing, Repair Thinking is a social learning as well as a 
material one. 
 
That many people respond to the idea of repair – what they do and do not repair, who 
they learnt from or who in their family does it - suggests that it is still something that 
people are conscious of.  However one of its big challenges is the enjoyment that many 
take from buying new things, replacing the old, the worn and so on. Neoliberal practices 
do not often promote re-use or maintenance but as scarcity of materials grows, so does 
the repair dialogue, and its opposition to deskilling, waste and scarcity. In the face of 
current environmental and economic issues, Repair Thinking includes the local, the lo-fi 
and the individual as key solutions, and not just as part of the recycling chain. This 
refocusing towards extra loops on the Circular Economy model engage on multiple 
levels to bridge divides between designer and not-designer, Expanding the User, and 
potentially encouraging brand loyalty via Conscious Construction and Openness around 
parts, information and services.  
Communities and businesses built around the Social Values of repair-making show a 
growing concern for repair.  These are small actions in the face of production, 
consumption and disposal practices but demonstrate a growing grassroots movement, 
especially as some are replicated internationally, both as not-for-profit franchises and as 
independent models.    
 
CONCLUSIONS 
Repair could be considered a necessary skill for resilience, a way of passing time, of 
exploring and developing new skills, or, simply, just making something you need/want 
work. Repair Activism comes via application of political statement: it isn’t necessarily 
inherent in the act alone. Repair always stands against replacing broken with new, but 
may not be contextualised as being an act of activism or resistance. Where a single 
repaired thing or act may seem insignificant, Visible processes and material 
manifestations of repair give further agency, moving materials and knowledge back into 
the use cycle, adding value to human-object relationships and creating communities. 
Repair then displays personal resistance and resilience in the face of relentless pressure 
to buy new, and encourages further repair-making.  
  
Through this Repair Thinking acts as a dynamic part of a flourishing, radically generous, 
circular future. 
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Appendix 13 

	
 

A Manifesto for Design: How Ecofeminism and Ecosophy Could Transform 
the World  
BA Hons Texti le Design, January 2009, Chelsea College of Art 
 
 
Abbreviated Essay: 
The definition of design by the Oxford English Dictionary is “underlying purpose or 
planning” (Soanes & Hawker, 2005, p268).  Green (in relation to the environment) is 
described as to “make something less harmful to the environment” (Soanes & Hawker, 
2005, p441).  Therefore we can summarise that 'green design' as where the 
environmental consequences of the object, packaging, by-products, and the potential 
materials used are considered as an integral part of the design process. I am interested 
in green design because I believe that including ecological care in one's design process 
will lead us to a better future as “once you understand the destruction taking place, 
unless you do something to change it, even if you never intended to cause such 
destruction, you become involved in a strategy of tragedy.” (Braungart & McDonough, 
2009, p44)  In my opinion it is necessary to re-evaluate design and production processes 
in order to make them more environmentally sound and more sustainable, I also believe 
it is possible to do this without compromising on quality or quantity, whether it 
concerns large scale production or the individual maker. 
 
Feminism itself uses gender as a consideration when analysing situations.  True feminism 
should be as critical of the feminine as of the masculine because feminism is a 
movement toward equality, therefore, both sexes must be held to the same standards. 
Ecofeminism is a relatively new branch of feminism that states that, as male bias should 
be recognised and eliminated wherever it is found, ecologically the domination of 
nature by humankind should be stopped, and argues for a step away from 
anthropocentrism towards a more equal standpoint, where nature’s ‘voice’ is heard.  It 
is well described by Gaard (1993, p1) as follows: 
 

“Ecofeminism is a theory that has evolved from various fields of feminist 
inquiry and activism: peace movements, labor [sic] movements, women’s 
health care, and the anti-nuclear, environmental and animal liberation 
movements.  Drawing on the insights of ecology, feminism, and socialism, 
ecofeminism’s basic premise is that the ideology which authorizes oppressions 
such as those based on race, class, gender, sexuality, physical abilities and 
species is the same ideology which sanctions the oppression of nature.  
Ecofeminism calls for an end to all oppressions, arguing that no attempt to 
liberate women (or any other oppressed group) will be successful without an 
equal attempt to liberate nature.  Its theoretical base is a sense of self most 
commonly expressed by women and various other nondominant groups – a 
self that is interconnected with all life.”  
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Here she is likening those who oppress nature to those who oppress any group, and 
saying that in order to free one oppressed group one must free all of them. 
 
Ecosophy is a neologism of ecology and philosophy, where humankinds disregard of the 
planets needs are opposed philosophically; ecology is viewed as an integral part of life. 
It is a discourse where in the natural world and humankind live in harmony with one 
another.  It is a branch of ethics and as such disallows the clouding of ones judgment by 
feeling or emotion, taking only the rational and logical arguments into account. If ones 
looks at the Aral Sea where ”in the 1960s and 1970s, the Soviet Union more or less 
stopped the flow of the Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers into the sea by diverting them 
to irrigate cotton crops”(BBC News, 2002) which lead to drastic changes in the 
environment.  Since then “the water volume has fallen to such an extent that it covers 
just 25% of its former area” (BBC News, 2002) which has impacted on the area so 
hugely that  
 

“Unep [United Nations Environment Programme] says that every day 200,000 
tonnes of salt and sand from the uncovered sea bed are carried by the wind 
and dumped on farmland within a 300 km radius of the sea.  This salt pollution 
is destroying pastures for livestock, poisoning arable land and causing severe 
health problems for the rural population.” (BBC News, 2002)  

 
This has brought warnings that the sea itself could disappear by 2020 if its use is not 
changed. Ecosophy would see this not as an emotive tragedy for the people, flora and 
fauna nearby but as a scientific, social and ecological disaster as the local biosystems 
have since and continue to suffer in the effects.  The intentions of ecosophy are well 
described by Arne Naess, the acknowledged inventor of the terms ecosophy and deep 
ecology –  

“With Ecosophy, politicians or decision makers will no longer push for more 
science, as much as they will push for more wisdom.  Because however much we 
get of science, ignorance will increase if we do not know the consequences of 
what we do by means of the science.”  (Rothenberg, 1993, p134) 

  
Ecosophy could be seen as continuing the dualistic thought pattern that humans and 
nature are separate; deep ecology very definitely states that humankind and the natural 
world are one, with the planet seen, not as a machine but as an organism in itself 
(Pepper, 1996).  
 

“Deep ecology fundamentally rejects the dualistic view of humans and nature as 
separate and different.  It holds that humans are intimately a part of the natural 
environment: they and nature are one.” (Pepper,1996, p17). 

 
One of the main drawbacks of ecosophy and deep ecology is that they do not take into 
account the personal, this is why they should be paired with ecofeminism as it embodies 
a warmer set of tenets.  To enable ethics, ecosophy and ecofeminism to be applied to 
mainstream design one must be aware of, and avoid, the possibility of these principles 
becoming that which they stand against, they must not be aggressive or dominant traits 
but work alongside the other considerations that designers have.  One must not 
become blinded by ecologically sound production considerations to the detriment of 
the form, desirability and suitability of the designed object, as an ethical object that 
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lacks these qualities is as environmentally unsound as one designed un-ethically; ethics 
should not dominate the design process but work in harmony with it. In this new way of 
thinking no single design element should take precedent, ecological, financial and 
consumer interests etc should all be of equal holding.  
 
These theories work well together as they embody the multifaceted personality of 
humankind and they look forward to a better future for the natural world.  Their 
philosophies can be simply applied by a designer, as their traits are so naturally human.  
However one cannot change what one does not understand so designers must make 
commitment to environmental understanding and consideration even if it involves 
breaking thought patterns and design habits. 
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