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Abstract

Stitching Stories of Place:

Art-led participatory process with Barefoot College

Kay Noele Niedermayer

	 This research-creation invited the collaboration of Barefoot College’s 2018-2019 solar 

engineering cohort to embark upon an art-led participatory process (ALPP) involving the making of 

a textile map and “Let Me Show You” moments of skillshare. The co-participants were women who 

travelled from around the world to gather for a six-month solar engineering program on a rural 

campus located in Rajasthan, India. Through this participatory process and our artful making, we 

shared stories of home and travel, and forged community, contributing to the social fabric of that 

place, for a while. This is an account of this research process, the feminist and Indigenous 

epistemologies that provided a theoretical groundwork, ALPP and emergent strategy that guided the 

methodology of the researcher, and the literature that contextualized this project. As with any 

socially-engaged arts project that seeks reciprocal relationships with community partners or 

participants, the outcomes of this research were necessarily emergent, guided by the interests of the 

group. Initial research questions concerning articulating and relating to place through textile 

mapping provided a departure point, but as we worked, a new research question came into focus: 

how can collective making serve to strengthen ties and encourage place-making in an ephemeral 

community context? Over the course of two months, we learned how textile practices (basket 

weaving, embroidery and natural dyeing) are a form of storytelling that can transcend spoken word 

and weave connection across difference, connection to one another, to our sense of place, to an 

expanded imagination. 

Keywords: research creation, collaboration, Barefoot College, emergent strategy, participatory 
process, textile art, place-making.
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 (Chapter 1) Research Questions and Introduction 

 How can inclusive community art as a research tool, serve as an alternative and accessible 

way to collect and share knowledge on diverse understandings of place?  How can community art 

serve as a way to engage participants in an active process of making place, while also serving to 

reclaim the map, redraw borderlines based on lived-experience and socialize otherwise “empty” 

geographical spaces? These were the questions that led me to pursue a Masters in Arts Education at 

Concordia University in the first place. Through a research-creation collaboration, I set off in the 

winter of 2019 with the intention of exploring how the making of a collective textile map could act 

as a catalyst for storytelling, to communicate and (re)imagine geographical and social spaces with a 

community of people. My collaborators were the 2018-2019 cohort of Barefoot College’s solar 

engineering program, women who travelled from 13 countries around the world to gather for a six-

month training program on a rural campus located in Rajasthan, India. 

 Through this research inquiry, I hoped to gain insight into how dialogical processes of 

artistic community collaboration could provide a framework for awakening consciousness, and 

especially for discussing (and dreaming about) resilient place-making. If education (and literacy) 

subversively promotes critical thinking and social imagination (Freire, 1968/2005; Greene, 1995), 

how might participating in collaborative community art (namely textiles as an accessible and 

intercultural art form) promote experiential and dialogical learning that creates space for people to 

engage in critical mapping, articulating and relating to place?  

 These questions provided a departure point. In the end, however, what unfolded was a 

collaborative project that was less concerned with map-making and geographical spaces or 

possibilities, and more concerned with forging connections, relationships and mutual learning. As a 

researcher, I embarked on this project with an open mind, with expectations that the research would 

likely emerge in unpredictable ways. As we worked, new research questions came into focus: how 

can collective (textile) making serve to strengthen ties and encourage place-making in an ephemeral 

community context? Why does this type of deep connection to and engagement with the ephemeral, 

matter? 

 Over the course of two months, we learned how textile practices (namely basket weaving, 

embroidery and natural dyeing) are in fact a form of storytelling that can transcend spoken word 

and weave human connection across difference. During the research process, I engaged in self-

critical journaling in order to better understand my role as a community artist, educator and 

practitioner. In this journal, I reflected on my developing pedagogical practices, in an ongoing 
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attempt to address and deconstruct the uneven power dynamics often held by facilitators and 

researchers in community-engaged research, especially in international and intercultural contexts. 

Power dynamics began to shift as the co-participants shared their knowledge through demonstration

—something I began to call “Let Me Show You” moments, which allowed the co-participants to 

take over the direction of the project. I began to understand my role in the noticing of everyday 

pedagogical moments that would have otherwise slipped by, instead creating space for delving 

deeper. These moments became the central focus of the research, and while we did collectively 

create a textile map in the end—this research is more concerned with the “Let Me Show You” 

moments than the artistic outcome. Concurrently, I grappled with the ethical complexities of being 

an embedded artist/researcher working with a non-governmental organization (NGO), Barefoot 

College, in a context where I did not necessarily speak the native languages of the students/co-

participants.  

 I continue in Chapter 2 by introducing myself and my community partner, Barefoot College, 

with a brief history and a description of their solar engineering program. In Chapters 3, 4 and 5 I 

turn to the theory, methodology and literature that contextualizes this project. The theoretical 

foundation of this research was guided by Indigenous and feminist epistemologies. My 

Figure 1: Women from Ethiopia share their traditional basket weaving techniques from their 
home with women from Mexico during one of many “Let Me Show You” moments that 

emerged throughout this research collaboration. Image: Niedermayer, K. (2019)
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methodology is founded especially on Jay Koh’s (2016) art-led participatory process (ALPP) and 

adrienne maree brown’s (2017) emergent strategy. The literature review discusses textiles as social 

texts, forging ephemeral communities through textiles and place-making through a number of 

socially-engaged art projects. In Chapter 6, I will describe the creation-as-research process that 

unfolded at Barefoot College, the making of a collective map tapestry, the “Let Me Show You” 

moments that were revealed through our collaborative making and the ethical concerns that were 

navigated throughout the process. Key terms including emergent strategy, participatory process, 

socially-engaged arts, ephemeral communities, place-making and quilting will be defined and 

unpacked throughout these chapters. I will conclude by looping back to my research questions and 

considering the contributions to knowledge that emerged through the collaborative creative inquiry 

described within these pages.  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(Chapter 2) Background 

Socially-Engaged Practice 

 This research builds on my existing socially-engaged arts practice, which is rooted foremost 

in my background as a community organizer. My undergraduate work led me to study sustainable 

community development through a Bachelor's of Arts in International Development. During these 

formative years, I worked as a primary school teacher in the Persian Gulf and as a program 

coordinator for a Canadian permaculture organization working in Cuba. Throughout this time, I did 

not necessarily consider myself an art educator, but used my arts practice as a way to connect with 

people and place. When I moved to Montréal, I found that socially-engaged art and critical mapping 

helped me to connect to my new home, and also invited others to engage in place and place-making 

with me. 

 From 2014 to 2016, I facilitated the Quilted/Quartier, the collaborative creation of 

community map-quilts in Montréal. The Quilted/Quartier project (www.quiltedquartier.com) 

brought together individual memories and experiences of place in a collective tapestry. The project 

invited citizens to reflect on the past and imagine new paths forward in the development of their 

neighbourhood. Participants went out into the community to walk down familiar streets as well as 

blocks of their neighbourhood that they had never paid much attention to previously, in order to 

seek inspiration. The project became a way to reclaim the map, so to speak, keeping some familiar 

forms and landmarks while filling otherwise “empty” geographical spaces with personal stories. 

These maps would not necessarily serve as tools for navigating the geography of the 

neighbourhood, but rather lay the course for encountering the people themselves that made up the 

community. These maps became part of a critical cartography,  mapping a collective understanding 1

of place.  

 Through this community collaboration, I became interested in the possibility for socially-

engaged arts to encourage active citizenship. I wondered about the possibility for community arts to 

facilitate citizen-engaged consultations about community building, development policy and urban 

  Critical cartography acknowledges the power that maps hold as knowledge-producing artifacts and challenges 1

the expertise of professional cartographers (see: Crampton and Krygier, 2006; Kitchin, Perkins, and Dodge, 2009; 
Harvey, 1988; Tyner, 1987). Critical cartography understands that maps “make reality as much as they represent 
it” (Crampton and Krygier, 2006, p. 15). The resurgence of critical (including grassroots, feminist and Indigenous) 
mapping illustrates how the creation of popular, alternative, and subversive maps can serve as an act of protest, of 
decolonization and liberation (see: Bliss, 2018; Holder, 2018; Goeman, 2013; van den Hoonaard, 2013). These forms of 
critical cartography created space for the emergence of an “art map” movement, in which I have come to situate the 
Quilted/Quartier community art project. If conventional maps function as a tool for understanding geography; in turn, 
art maps provide a tool for us to understand our place within that landscape (Harmon, 2004; Lippard, 1997; Vaughan, 
2014).

http://www.quiltedquartier.com
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planning. I also began to think critically about my role as an educator and pedagogue for the first 

time. This is the journey that led me to pursue a Master of Arts in Art Education at Concordia. 

 In the fall of 2017, as part of an independent study, I travelled to Peru to attend Tinkuy: A 

Gathering of Textile Arts in Cusco District as well as an eco-residency in San Martín District. At 

Tinkuy, I witnessed an encounter of artists, artisans and academics from the Americas, Europe, 

India, Afghanistan and Laos coming together to share stories of textiles and place. Language 

barriers melted away as we shared techniques, patterns and motifs in our different modes of 

making. I was reminded of how textiles have always been a way of bridging cultures and 

connecting people to place. My research interests began to shift from a focus on community 

development and planning to engaged place-making, ever grounded in textile practices and critical 

cartography. 

 This shift led me to connect with Barefoot College, an organization that I have followed and 

admired since my undergraduate studies. I contacted several individuals from the organization and 

we began discussing the possibilities of a community collaboration, of which I will discuss at much 

greater length throughout in Chapter 6. At this time, I was also invited by the cultural institution 

Montréal, arts interculturel (MAI) to facilitate workshops as part of their public+ programming. 

Beginning in the fall of 2018, we invited community participants to co-create three textile maps of 

Montréal reflected on themes connecting to the exhibitions in the MAI’s gallery space. This 

Figures 2 and 3: Images of the Quilted/Quartier exhibition at La Ruche D’art St-Henri (January 
- March 2016). The exhibition displayed 7 finished quilts constructed by over 200 participants 
from across the city of Montréal. These quilts depict the neighbourhoods of Pointe St-Charles, 

Centresud, St-Henri, Ahunstic, Centreville, Mile End, and Parc Ex (from left to right in the 
bottom image). Images: Niedermayer, K. (2016)
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socially-engaged art project was entirely independent from the creation-as-research project that I 

facilitated with Barefoot College. I did not be seek ethics approval to use the project in any 

academic capacity, and will therefore not go in to great depth here. I must acknowledge how it was 

particularly valuable for me to enact my theoretical learning through these workshops as I prepared 

for the proposed thesis project that I would embark upon soon after. It informed my preparation and 

allowed me continue to hone and adapt my practice as a facilitator and a pedagogue for the 

creation-as-research inquiry described within these pages.  

Barefoot College: A Community Partnership 

 Barefoot College was founded in 1974 in Tilonia, a rural village in Rajasthan, India. The 

seed was planted by an initiative called the Social Work and Research Centre (SWRC) which aimed 

to bridge Indian ‘professional’ and ‘expert’ knowledge with the experiential knowledge of the rural 

poor (Kummitha, 2017; Roy with Hartigan, 2008). This well-intentioned research project brought 

Bunker Roy, an urban educated man from Burnpur in West Bengal, India, to Tilonia where he began 

to question the value of his formal education, which offered a paper certificate of expertise but was 

not necessarily accompanied by practical knowledge or experience (Roy with Hartigan, 2008). At 

the time, Indian youth, not recognizing the value of the traditional knowledge and skills developed 

by their ancestors for the contexts of their specific regions, were flooding to cities seeking skilled 

employment, which had a creative brain drain effect on rural areas (Roy with Hartigan, 2008). This 

story is not unique to India; the imposition of colonial education systems which undervalue social, 

experiential and place-based learning around the world result in the loss of diverse, unique, and site-

specific epistemologies (Goeman, 2013; Shiva, 1990; Tuck and Yang, 2019). 

 This realization led Roy on a journey of “unlearning” his formal education and instead 

taking up traditional skills from elders in the community (Roy with Hartigan, 2008). Most 

significantly,  

Over the last 35 years, what we have “unlearned” is our gross underestimation of 
people’s infinite capacity to identify and solve their own problems with their own 
creativity and skills, and to depend on each other in tackling problems. What I learned is 
that empowerment is about developing that capacity to solve problems, to make 
choices, and to have the confidence to act on them. (Roy with Hartigan, 2008, p. 71) 

Through this process of unlearning, and by following the lead of the community, the Barefoot 

approach emerged: 
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By giving the responsibility to choose and apply and adapt technology to rural 
communities, by handing over total control to barefoot educators, health workers, water 
and solar engineers with roots in the community, and by showing respect in the faith and 
competence of ordinary people to provide tangible benefits to their own people, we have 
shown there is a better way. Barefoot College has demonstrated the enduring value of a 
process and system that is totally owned by the actual beneficiaries. (Roy with Hartigan, 
2008, p. 69) 




Essentially, Barefoot College follows the teachings of Gandhi; it is a school built by the poor, for 

the poor (Roy, 2011). The Barefoot approach has been described as “transcendental… in which the 

poor were given priority in both decision-making and implementation” (Kummitha, 2017, p. 60). 

This mandate reflects Paolo Freire’s (1968/2005) pedagogy for liberation, the emergence of popular 

education (Goeman, 2013; Greene, 1995; hooks 2003) as well as Ivan Illich’s (1970/2000) de-

schooling movement (Todd, 2012) and connects to the foundations of socially-engaged arts practice 

(Adams, 2002; Belcher, 2012; Clover, 2007; Giroux, 2004; Kester, 2015; Koh, 2015) which will be 

explored at depth throughout Chapters 3 and 4. 

 Barefoot College has become known and recognized around the world for the Barefoot solar 

engineer curriculum (Kummitha, 2017; UNESCO, 1997). Women from rural regions across the 

Global South are sponsored by NGO ground partners in their own countries to travel to Tilonia for a 

Figure 4: A view of the setting sun from the dormitories on the Old Campus in Tilonia.  
Image: Niedermayer, K. (2019)
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six-month training program during which they are equipped with practical knowledge and hands-on 

skill training, as well as the materials needed, to bring solar power to their communities (Barefoot, 

2018; Roy, 2011). This not only provides women with the skills to nurture their own quality of life, 

but also the capacity to improve the wellbeing of their communities. They become capable of 

maintaining the systems they install over time and may also set up training centres to share their 

knowledge with others (Roy with Hartigan, 2008). This is significant because in many conventional 

development projects, outsider “experts” may come to a community to introduce new technologies, 

for example, and then take their leave, leaving the community without the means to maintain or 

repair the system (Roy with Hartigan, 2008). 



 Barefoot College is constantly adapting its curriculum and programming to respond to needs 

and realities of rural women. Two indicators of this are the development of the Solar Saheli  2

  Saheli is a Hindi word meaning “friend”. The Solar Saheli program is adapted to meet the needs of women 2

learners from regions within the state of India. Instead of joining the international cohort of Solar Mamas, these women 
come for several sessions for shorter (2 weeks at a time). This partially addresses a difference in learning curves, as 
most of these women do speak the same or similar dialects to the Solar training educators. It was also found that their 
families were more likely to agree for them to participate in the program because the burden of taking over their 
responsibilities was lessened with their shorter absence. They are also, in certain cases, allowed to bring their young 
children with them while they study.

Figure 5: Two co-participants of this research-creation project during their solar classes.  
Image: Niedermayer, K. (2019)
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training program and Enriche’s additional training workshops . Many of the sources found on the 3

Barefoot College’s programming have been published or co-produced by the organization itself 

(Barefoot, 2019; Hartigan with Roy, 2008; Roy, 2011) or by UNESCO (O’Brien, 1996; UNESCO 

1997), while scholarly works on Barefoot College’s approach focus on the entrepreneurial prospects 

and programs (Kummitha, 2017). The participatory process described in these pages contributes a 

deeper understanding to the nuanced social impacts of this unique learning environment and the 

possibilities that are created by and with the women themselves, alongside Barefoot’s unique 

educational approach. 

 The Enriche department provides additional training workshops for both the international cohort of Solar 3

Mamas and the Solar Sahelis. These workshops include topics on bookkeeping and entrepreneurship; environmental 
concerns including how to build water catchment systems, how to make compost; how to build efficient stoves that use 
less firewood and produce less smoke inside homes; health topics such as how to make reusable menstrual pads; human 
rights classes and more. The Enriche workshops are taught by educated Indian women facilitators in English with 
gestures or other visual aids for the international cohort, or in Hindi for the Solar Saheli students. Many of the 
workshops are adapted for hands-on-learning, for example, the women built efficient stoves, made compost and 
reusable menstrual pads during the workshops.  
 Upon my arrival, I was asked by the Francophone students to attend these workshops with them to provide 
translation, as they were concerned that they were not understanding the full nuance and depth of these workshops. 
Other volunteers attended to help translate into Spanish and Portuguese on difference occasions, and Google translate 
was used in some situations to communicate key terms in other languages.  
 I was asked by the Enriche team to help collect feedback surveys (which were designed by the Enriche team) 
from several of the students near the end of the session. I imagine that they use this feedback to continue to develop or 
adapt their workshops in the future.

Figure 6: During one of the Enriche workshops, co-participants of this research-creation 
learned how to create efficient mud stoves using a technique developed at Barefoot College. 

Image: Niedermayer, K. (2019)
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Planning Participatory-Process at Barefoot College 

 I first learned about Barefoot College when I was doing research for a paper on sustainable 

community development during my undergraduate studies. Pursuing a Bachelor of Arts in 

International Development, I gained critical insight into the deeply problematic top-down approach 

of typical development and global aid strategies. Many of these programs functioned to reinforce 

patriarchal and neocolonial systems of power, in fact contributing to a growing crisis of poverty in 

the Global South (Federici, 2019; Shiva, 1990). Barefoot College’s approach of listening to and 

learning from poor people first, and providing them with the space to map their own strategies and 

visions for progress flips the conventional development script (Hartigan with Roy, 2008; 

Kummitha, 2017) and deeply impacted my approach to community organizing and community art 

facilitation moving forward.  

 Years later, in Montréal, I made the acquaintance of the communications coordinator of 

Barefoot College, Lawrence Miglialo. He suggested that a collaborative art project might be an 

interesting addition to their educational programming and put me in touch with Stella Morielli, the 

volunteer coordinator  on campus. Through initial emails and Skype communications with Stella 4

and Juhi Pandey, the Director of the Artisan Industries , we discussed how a program of collective 5

textile arts sessions could create a space for the students to engage with the new textile studio , as 6

well as to share their stories and reflect upon their experience at Barefoot College, most notably, the 

significance of uprooting themselves, leaving their homes, families and livelihoods to travel further 

than they could have previously imagined for the Barefoot solar engineering Program.  

 Instead of opening many decentralized training centres in rural regions around the world, 

Barefoot College sponsors rural women to travel to their campus in Tilonia, Rajasthan (Barefoot, 

2018). Leaving their home places to travel abroad helps to uplift the status of each student, and 

gives them an international experience and perspective, which is deeply meaningful to Barefoot’s 

pedagogy (Barefoot, 2018; Roy, 2011). In Skype conversations with Stella Morielli in August 2018, 

  Stella Morielli, in her role as volunteer coordinator, also coordinated long term international visiting 4

academics, such as myself, the national internship program, as well as short term the international guest visits. 

  During my stay at Barefoot College, Juhi Pandey left her position at Barefoot College. She was very helpful 5

and supportive, and her feedback in the initial discussion and planning stages of this project is greatly appreciated. 
However, because of her departure, we were unable to realize the bridging of the Artisanal Industries department in the 
ways we had envisioned in the initial stages of the project.

  The Artisan Industries at Barefoot College was planning to move to a new textile studio on the old campus. As 6

it happens in community work, this move took longer than planned and the new studio was only opened near the end of 
our project. As such, it did not play much of a role in our collaboration, although some women did visit it to procure 
materials for their own projects.
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she indicated that the experience of travel and intercultural exchange is a deeply valued aspect of 

the educational experience, but has yet to be documented in great depth. For this reason, Morielli 

was hoping to plan some form of collective mapping activity with the students of the solar 

engineering program herself. Due to her numerous responsibilities on campus, she had not yet had 

the time to develop such a project.  

 In these early Skype communications, we discussed my community art mapping practice, 

and how this could provide a space for women to explore, articulate, and share their stories of the 

places they came from and of the new landscape which they had come to experience through the 

solar engineering program at Barefoot College. This collaborative art project could provide space 

for storytelling utilizing a familiar medium that transcends spoken word and geographic regions: 

textiles. It could provide a space for the students to become teachers, as they share techniques and 

textile practices from their home regions with one another. It could also provide a documentation of 

these experiences, which Barefoot College could use in the future. This was especially interesting, 

since the unique dynamics of each cohort would produce different collaborations year after year, 

contributing to a better understanding of this experience with each future iteration. 

 As it happened, the fact that I was an artist and academic travelling from away for research 

purposes gave me an experience in common with the students of the solar engineering program. I 

connected to the students through the experiences of being from away, and of finding myself in a 

new-to-me landscape and culture. Furthermore, because I arrived after their training was underway, 

it was very clear that while I could help advocate or translate for them, I did not represent the 

organization in the same way that the staff did. While researchers often hold power in collaborative 

relationships, I continually attempted to address this through creating every opportunity for 

partnership and genuine collaboration building throughout the research-creation process, which is 

built into the theoretical foundation of this project. This is to say, while I provided an invitation to 

embark upon a creative arts project, the direction and final results of the project were determined by 

the co-participants. As will become clear, the project that emerged was in many ways very different 

than I had anticipated, but this is often the happy surprise of working in community. 

 The final collective artwork was presented during the graduation ceremony and has been left 

with Barefoot College to share the stories and experiences of this particular cohort with those of the 

future. I returned home with my journal and reflections, some walking weavings  that I began on 7

  Walking weavings are part of a practice that I have developed over the course of my graduate education, where 7

in I weave tapestries from found materials and natural debris that I collect during walks taken to encounter or get to 
know a certain terrain. This quickly caught on as a favourite activity during workshops. I have included more on this in 
Appendix 5.
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my own (which quickly became a collective weaving endeavour), and tokens of our making and 

collective learning, including some single ply cotton yarn, spun by several different hands including 

my own. 
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(Chapter 3) Theoretical Framework 

 As the earlier discussion about my approach to community practice, and my choice of 

Barefoot College as the site for this thesis research suggests, the theoretical framework with which I 

approach my work is grounded in feminist and Indigenous epistemologies. These ways of knowing 

set the foundation for an inquiry that seeks to dismantle hierarchical power structures that persist 

between researcher and participant, turning instead towards a more horizontal, dialogical research 

process (Freire, 1968/2005; Koh, 2015; Tuck, and Yang, 2019). Critical feminist and postcolonial 

theories are critical for community development initiatives and pedagogical inquiry that seeks to 

address privilege and avoid neocolonial and oppressive practices while working cross-culturally to 

release imagination and promote a raised consciousness (Adams, 2002; Clover, 2007; Greene, 1995; 

hooks, 2003; Mohanty, 1991a & 1991b).  

As an academic and artist working in cross-cultural community settings, but more 

specifically as a white settler coming from Treaty 4 and 6 regions in Saskatchewan and now 

residing on the island of Tiohtiá:ka also known as Montréal, in occupied territory of Kanien’kehá:ka 

(Mohawk Nation), it is important to me that my research is grounded in Indigenous epistemologies 

and research methodology. It is especially important for me to position my research within these 

critical spaces as I travelled to facilitate this collaborative research in the postcolonial context of 

India with a group of women each with their own personal histories and experiences. Any inquiry 

into place or place-making should begin in relationship to the land, and this research-creation 

collaboration was informed particularly by the writing on Indigenous epistemologies of Smith, 

Tuck, and Yang (2019) and Styres (2011, 2019), as well as Piquemal (2009) and Piquemal and 

Norman (2009).

Indigenous Epistemologies  
Indigenous research methodologies are grounded in Indigenous cosmology and 

epistemologies, which are specific to each community and place, but share common themes in that 

they centre on relationship, responsibility, accountability, and reciprocity (Piquemal, 2009; 

Piquemal and Norman, 2009; Smith, Tuck and Yang, 2019; Smith, 1999/2012). Sandra Styres 

(Kanien’kehá:ka, residing in Six Nations territory), has written, “I consider Indigenous 

epistemology to be circular, revolving around the use of a story” (2011, p. 718). This circular way 

of knowing the world challenges conventional Western epistemology, which sees learning and 

growth as linear (Shiva, 1990). Indigenous epistemologies are relational, and therefore research 

grounded in Indigenous methodology is accountable to the community and is concerned first and 
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foremost with reciprocity (Piquemal, 2009; Styres, 2019; Tuck and Yang, 2019; Wilson, 2008).  

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Ngati Awa, Ngati Porou), a Maori scholar, reflects on how the 

academic climate has changed since she wrote Decolonizing Methodologies (1999). At the time, 

ethnographic research was particularly concerned with notions of insider/outsider; “anthropology 

departments now teach people how to be a research insider, and there is an industry around making 

yourself insider, as though that is the solution to the kinds of tensions that are raised in considering 

who is inside and who is outside a community” (Smith, Tuck, and Yang, 2019, p. 12). Smith 

suggests that there is not really an inside, in practice any researcher is positioned as outside, and 

therefore stresses positionality over the limited binary of insider/outsider (Smith, Tuck, and Yang, 

2019). I was especially concerned with this concern as a travelling but also embedded academic at 

Barefoot College.  

 Nathalie Piquemal, an academic who relocated from France to North America in order to 

study Indigenous epistemologies on Turtle Island, bases her ethical stance on four main principles: 

“a commitment to difference, a commitment to reciprocity, a commitment to benefice and respect 

for persons, and an ethic of caring” (2009, p. 115). Piquemal’s commitment to difference addresses 

the problematic Smith identifies when academics strive to become insider (Smith 1999/2012; 

Smith, Tuck and Yang 2019); a commitment to difference means a commitment to knowing the 

others’ identity is not interchangeable with our own, and allows for the other’s alterity. This is key 

for decolonizing research practices because it stands in opposition to colonial structures which seek 

to assimilate. Piquemal (2009) suggests,  

Questions such as ‘Who is the other in relation to me?’ ‘How are we positioned in 

relation to each other?’ and ‘How may I learn to recognize and address patterns of 

domination in my own practice?” Become important spaces for ethical inquiry for both 

teachers and researchers. (p. 123) 

This is the space in which I situated this research-creation collaboration as I aimed to learn more 

about myself and my role as socially-engaged arts practitioner and pedagogue. I was also mindful of 

how reciprocal relationships might be forged in the community that we constructed through artful 

making.  

 Finally, Indigenous epistemologies emphasize reciprocity and accountability (Piquemal, 

2009; Piquemal and Norman, 2009; Smith 1999; Smith, Tuck, and Yang, 2019; Styres 2019; Wilson 

2008). This means considering how the research is beneficial to community partners (Piquemal, 

2009; Tuck and Yang, 2019), but it also means recognizing that: 
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[w]hen voices and experiences intersect, new meaning and new stories are created, 

which means that researchers need to be aware of the potential emotional impact of such 

methods for research participants. Consequently, researchers need to pay close attention 

to the aftermath of the research, paying attention to how research texts share 

participants’ lives and, often, how those lives change the text (Kouritzin, Piquemal, and 

Norman, 2009, p. 4) 

In order to genuinely engage in reciprocal and accountable relationships, Piquemal (2009) and 

Whetung and Wakefield (2019) stress the need for ongoing consent and criticize the limitations set 

by institutionalized ethics standards. Madeline Whetung, a Nishnaabeg graduate student, wonders 

“What if instead of ‘How will you minimize harm?’ We asked, ‘How will you be responsible to this 

knowledge and this community with the next seven generations in mind?’” (Whetung and 

Wakefield, 2019, p. 151). While it is difficult to imagine seven generations into the future in the 

relatively brief temporal context that this research-creation collaboration was situated, I was 

mindful of how the collaboration might be flexible and emergent as to respond to the interests and 

needs of the co-participants, so as to serve them in the future upon their return home.  

Critical Feminism and Liberation Discourse  
Years of patriarchal and colonial oppression have led to the current structure of development 

in our communities and has written history as though there is only a single way of possibly knowing 

and experiencing the world. Feminist and liberation discourse have problematized the oppressive 

legacies of these power structures and our current state of affairs (hooks, 1994, 2003 & 2013; 

Mohanty, 1991a & 1991b; Shiva, 1990). By complicating the narrative with multiple ways of 

knowing and naming the world (Goeman, 2013; Styres, 2011; Mohanty 1991a & 1991b), space is 

created for horizontal, shared power and true collaboration (Adams, 2002; Barndt, 2011 & 2012; 

Belcher, 2012; Clover, 2007; Freire, 1968/2005; Lippard, 1997; Shiva 1990). In early works, 

Chandra Mohanty discusses how third world feminists were often overlooked or rendered invisible 

in white feminist spaces and literature, but that many scholars from the third world or Global South 

found value in challenging and critiquing rather than abandoning feminism altogether (1991a & 

1991b): 

The relationship between “Woman” - a cultural and ideological composite Other 

constructed through diverse representational discourses … — and “women” — real, 

material subjects of their collective histories— is one central question the practice of 
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feminist scholarship seeks to address. This connection between women as historical 

subjects and the re-presentation of Woman produced by hegemonic discourses is not a 

relation of direct identity, or a relation of correspondence or simple implication. It is an 

arbitrary relation set up by particular cultures. I would like to suggest that the feminist 

writings I analyze here discursively colonize the material and historical heterogeneities 

of the lives of women in the third world, thereby producing/re-presenting a composite, 

singular “third world woman” — an image which appears arbitrarily constructed, but 

nevertheless carries with it the authorizing signature of Western humanist discourses. 

(1991b, p. 53) 

Critical feminism therefore calls for a more intersectional critique of power that comprises complex 

understandings of gender, race, and class, as well as the ongoing impact of colonial histories (hooks 

1994 & 2003; Mohanty 1991a). In educational and community spaces, this means engaging critical 

pedagogy that connects to liberation discourse (hooks 1994 & 2003). This theoretical standpoint 

guided the intentions of this research-creation project as I took up the role of embedded artist/

researcher; as an outsider joining the Barefoot cohort, I committed to sharing the visioning and 

decision-making for this collaborative project, holding space for the many types of storytelling, 

mapping, and making that may emerge during the process of creation.  

Paulo Freire’s seminal work, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968/2005), highlights 

oppressive power structures that form the backbone of conventional education and academic 

research inquiry practices. Freire criticized how colonial education systems that saw students’ 

minds as empty vessels to be filled with knowledge; a phenomenon he termed ‘banking 

education’ (1968/2005). This model of learning did not encourage critical thought, but rather the 

absorption of a common (colonial) way of thinking, knowing and naming the world. Just as banking 

education proliferates stratified power dynamics, research practices that uphold participant-as-

Subject/researcher-as-agent binaries reinforce oppression (Freire, 2005; Piquemal, 2009; Whetung 

and Wakefield, 2019). Freire suggests that a practice of dialogue offers a more horizontal way for 

the oppressed to rename and thereby recreate the world based on their multitude of experiences 

(1968/2005). Therefore, in my work on site I was mindful of how I might hold space for critical 

perspectives both of the project and of the participants’ experience.  

Freire’s dialogical theory for dismantling oppression has become foundational for critical 

pedagogy and socially-engaged arts practices (Biesta, 2014; Giroux, 2004). Biesta wonders “what it 

might mean to enact pedagogy in the interest of the public quality of human togetherness” (2014, p.
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17). Similarly, Maxine Greene considers how in releasing the imagination, we improve “the 

capacity to invent visions of what should be and what might be in our deficient society, on the 

streets where we live, in our schools” (1995, p. 5). Furthermore, 

The imagination and creativity are powerful tools inherent to all human beings and in 

all societies that can enable risk-taking, reclaim space, re-invigorate community 

development, and engagement by creatively and simultaneously exercising and 

contesting power within the neo-conservative landscape. (Clover, 2007, p. 513) 

A socially-engaged community art educator, informed by Indigenous epistemologies and critical 

feminist and liberation discourses, therefore, seeks to hold space in a way that encourages 

participants to name (/draw/paint/stitch) the world based on their own experiences. With this in 

mind, I sought to hold space for the collective naming and mapping of experiences of travel, 

intercultural exchange, and learning that occur at Barefoot College through this research-creation 

project. In the end, this process led to the emergence of new research questions concerned with 

ephemeral community- and relationship-building through skill-share. 



21

 (Chapter 4) Methodology 

 As this research-creation was deliberately emergent in nature, I sought methodologies that 

would provide direction and integrity while remaining open and flexible to the uncertainties I would 

face. My methodology therefore sits at the intersection of arts-based research methodologies, 

namely creation-as-research (Chapman and Sawchuck, 2012), quilting-as-methodology (Ball, 

2012), and community-based and participatory theories, including art-led participatory process 

(ALPP) (Koh, 2016) and emergent strategy (maree brown, 2017). I integrate creation-as-research 

and ALPP to ensure reciprocity between academic and community knowledge production, to 

encourage trust and shared decision-making throughout the process, and quilting-as-methodology 

and emergent strategy to create a safe container for storytelling, relationship-building and what I 

will call the “Let Me Show You” moments that emerged through our making.  

 

Creation-as-Research  

 The Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) defines 

research-creation as an approach that combines creative and academic practices, “the development 

of knowledge and innovation through artistic expression, scholarly investigation, and 

experimentation” (SSHRC, 2020). Canadian communication scholars Owen Chapman and Kim 

Sawchuk (2012) have outlined four subcategories of research-creation: research-for-creation; 

research-from-creation; creative presentations of research; and finally, creation-as-research. 

Creation-as-research spoke immediately to my intuition and sensibilities from my experiences with 

previous community collaborations, where I felt that knowledge was generated through the creative 

process even before I had acquired the tools or the language to isolate, analyze or articulate it.  

 This research methodology is unique in that “creation is required in order for research to 

emerge. It is about investigating the relationship between technology, gathering and revealing 

through creation” (Chapman and Sawchuk, 2012, p. 19). This process considers the practices we 

employ in order to share stories and skills with one another, and those that I, in this case, as a 

community arts educator and facilitator, employ in particular. As defined by Chapman and Sawchuk 

(2012), creation-as-research provides a model for 

a hands-on form of theoretical engagement at the same time as it acknowledges the 

processes of analysis and articulation of new concepts that are potentially part and 

parcel of artistic creation. Knowledge is produced as creative work, and not simply 

through their analysis and interpretation. It is in this sense that such creative work can 

be understood as a strong form of intervention, contributing to knowledge in a 
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profoundly different way from the academic norm. This carries epistemological 

implications. Creative productions constitute knowledge in a different, but culturally 

equivalent, way to other forms of transcribed research findings, such as academic 

journal articles, scholarly books, mathematical formulae, research reports, studies, 

theses, et cetera. (p. 19)

Through the collaborative making of a map-like tapestry, the research became enacted; new 

knowledge was brought in to existence during the process of creation (stitching) and then eventually 

skill-share. It was important to me that textile making and creative process functioned as the 

departure point for the research-creation, not only because the stitches transcended language 

barriers; they also act as a mode of communication, allowing the women to tell their own stories, to 

represent their home places in images and colours, and to make their creative mark directly and 

distinctly. A wealth of rich and diverse knowledges was generated through this creation-as-research 

process, and so it later became my task to identify and highlight the specific data that addressed the 

research questions that led me to this project in the first place (and that respected the approved 

ethics protocol). Still, it is notable that the data suggests many other possible thematics and 

conclusions that will not be addressed within these pages. 

Quilting-as-Methodology  

 In the Handbook of the Arts in Qualitative Research, Associate Professor of Social Work, 

Helen K. Ball (2012) observes a problematic trend of social science researchers presenting asocial 

texts in which the author’s position remains invisible, as well as post-structural response wherein 

“poststructuralist authors create self-conscious texts that draw attention not only to the textuality of 

the work but also to the manifestations of power in both how they are writing and what is being 

written about” (p. 367). Ball proposes that one way to challenge the oppressive and authoritative 

quality of institutionalized knowledge is the creation of social texts, that is to say, “texts with people 

in them” (p. 367). For this, Ball proposes the integration of non-traditional or unconventional texts 

into social science research. Ball makes a case for the importance of North American quilts as 

inquiry and as social texts because 

quilts carry messages and information into places (settings) that would not normally be 

receptive. In this sense they are subversive. Working with quilts somehow gets between 

language and image to a place that does not express either and yet expresses both. (p. 

369) 
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Quilts are familiar—almost anyone can connect with a quilt on a personal level, through their own 

experience, memories of family heirlooms or of a mother or grandmother’s hands at work. Ball 

(2012) elaborates, 

It is the constructing of the quilt—the actual making of the blocks—that creates this 

space, journey, opportunity, opening. It is the time involved. It is slow. The images are 

not as immediate as they might be in drawing or painting. The quilts create movement, 

interactions, and thinking in nonlinear ways. It is important to see past the content into 

the realm of process and deep knowing. This methodology requires that both the linear 

and nonlinear are spun together, while maintaining a focus on how different types of 

combinations of perceptions can move understanding ahead to new places. This is the 

value of an arts-based methodology. (p. 370) 

In this sense, a quilt can make research accessible to people who would not likely engage with 

academic language and can provide a third space between community and academia in which the 

knowledge gained through inquiry can be shared.  

 Much of the academic writing on quilting as social practice and research methodology is 

established in a Western, North American context (Arnett et al., 2002; Ball, 2012; MacDowell, 

2000), however in Four Centuries of Quilts: The Colonial Williamsburg Collection, Baumgarten 

and Smith Ivey (2014) have extensively documented the long history of quilting, patchwork and 

appliqué that exists in cultures around the world, especially in India. In later sections I will 

elaborate on how specific socially-engaged quilting collaborations have contributed to diverse 

knowledge production in and outside of academic institutions. 
 
 

Community Art as Collaborative Research  

 Community arts practitioner and scholar Deborah Barndt (2012) argues that since 

community arts inherently produce knowledge and new understanding of the world, the practice 

itself constitutes research inquiry. Barndt (2012) says,  

As popular education promoted the collective production of knowledge, popular art 

offered both a mode of collective inquiry and a form of communicating that knowledge 

to the poor majority in ways that touched hearts as well as minds. It was understood that 

change would not happen unless the majority not only understood the root causes of 

their oppression and the necessity of struggle but also felt a deep commitment to 
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working for change and a growing sense of their own power to make a difference. The 

arts were not only tools in education and organizing but engaged people more fully, 

moved their spirits, and inspired collective action. (p. 355)  

In this way, lived experience becomes understood as a source of knowledge, a site of inquiry. As 

such, community art manifests as more intuitive, sensory, embodied, and relational ways of 

knowing. Collaborative art-making becomes a way of knowing and naming the world. Community-

arts based inquiry has a strong commitment to challenging status quo and encouraging social 

change. Barndt (2012) argues that collaborative art making, as a form of participatory research, can 

therefore “engage people directly, drawing them into the process and offering them multiple forms 

of expression” (p. 340).  

 Many other socially-engaged artists have been invoking this type of participatory, art-led 

collaboration through their community based practices (Belcher, 2012; Crawshaw & Gkartzios, 

2016; McKeating, 2012; Setterington, 2018), setting a precedent for the research-creation project I 

undertook with Barefoot College. In 2009, Lynn Setterington facilitated a six-month collaboration 

called Hulme Sweet Hulme, in which residents of Hulme, South Manchester were invited to create 

maps of the inner-city neighbourhood’s “ever changing landscape and its residents as well 

providing a tool which communicates a myriad of information including politics, narrative and 

identity” (Setterington, 2018). Setterington “used maps as a starting points for discussion, 

generating reminiscences from the older members of the community, and a sense of history for the 

schoolchildren and for those new to the area” (Belcher, 2012, p. 59). While the participants were 

initially invited to draw maps with pen and paper, Setterington remarked that most were more 

comfortable with stitches (Belcher, 2012). Textiles provided an accessible entry-point for people, 

especially new immigrants, who did not necessarily consider themselves artists but had experience 

with mending and craft. This said, Belcher (2012) suggests that: 

the question of accessibility goes beyond [familiarity]. When a group of people sit 

together and spend time together, they have to slow down. For groups who are 

unfamiliar with each other, hand-stitching acts as a focus. People can concentrate on 

their own stitching and they can listen to others. They can join in the conversation or 

they can ask for advice about the technical process; they can help one another and they 

can share in each other’s life experiences at their own pace, getting to know one another 

over an extended period of time. What a fantastic vehicle for learning a language. (p. 

60) 
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Setterington acted as a facilitator, inviting residents to generate knowledge through the language of 

community textile making.  

 In another example of community art as research practice, Julie Crawshaw and Menelaos 

Gkartzios (2016) explored “the role of art as a way of reading between human relationships as well 

as between humans and nature” (p. 134) during a yearlong artistic fieldwork experience on the 

island of Lindisfarne, Northumberland. They undertook a series of workshops, utilizing several 

different artistic mediums, in an attempt to “map the island from the island’s 

perspective” (Crawshaw and Gkartzios, 2016, p.137). Situated within a context of rural 

development studies, the researchers, through engaged fieldwork and artistic workshops, used a 

variety of artistic mediums and dialogue as a way to come to know the island and its inhabitants. 

Furthermore, as a visiting artist and academic, Crawshaw invited locals to re-imagine their 

surroundings, or to “look around” as Lippard (1997) suggests place-based artists or public 

pedagogues might do. As I have also done in a very different context, Crawshaw and Gkartzios 

(2016) explore their position as outsiders as a site of tension, on one hand allowing for rich 

perspectives and dialogue while also acknowledging the skewed power relations held by visiting 

Figure 7: A close up of the HARP Quilt, part of the Hulme Sweet Hulme Project.  
Image: Setterington, L. (2019)
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academics. Many of the islanders were exhausted from interactions with tourists who came and 

went, and were resistant to the artistic interventions at first. The project was initially proposed as a 

way to conduct research on the residents’ visions for island development, but in the end new 

knowledge was emerged, creating new understandings on the existing relationships between 

islanders, and again between the islanders and nature (Crawshaw and Gkartzios, 2016). When the 

artist-researcher followed the community art collaboration as the central research methodology, the 

direction of the research changed, the knowledge generated was unexpected, but was based on the 

interests of the islanders, and the ever-apparent presence of the tide. 

Art-led Participatory Process  

 Jay Koh’s (2016) doctoral work with the University of Helsinki resulted in what he names 

“art-led participatory processes”, a way for encouraging dialogical, participant-centred artful 

collaborations. Koh seeks a collaborative art practice that asks the artist practitioner to practice 

reciprocity. Such reciprocity allows for artists to be open to the creative agency and guidance of 

participants. Koh’s research framework “sought to evolve a relational and developmental aesthetics, 

organized around and explored at the micro level through acts of interpersonal communication, 

intersubjective relationship building and negotiation between participating and collaborating 

individuals” (p. 10). By publishing his process, Koh intended to “provide a theoretical framework 

for a participatory art practice that addresses ethical engagement and answerability between 

interacting subjects, development of agency and ownership of actions and knowledge as 

contributions to social capital” (p. 11). He states,  

It is my intention to show that ALPP can work together to build constructive, durational 

and collaborative relationships to evoke imagination and insight, and to generate 

sustainable agency for changes (that are taken on by each individual or the group) to 

take place, which could be effected within specific social spheres.” (p. 30). 

 Koh (2016) explores four main concepts: (1) dialogue, (2) participation, (3) subjectivity of  

co-participants  and (4) performances in the everyday. He elaborates: 8

  Koh (2016) uses the term co-participants as a way to disrupt power hierarchies that persist in the researcher/8

participant relationship dynamic. The “co-” highlights the relationship of collaborators/participants, suggesting a more 
horizontal dynamic. With this in mind, I have chosen to adopt the term when referring to group of women I worked with 
at Barefoot College.
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dialogue constitutes relational, reciprocal and intersubjective processes, acting in a 

complementary dynamic. It can support the autonomy of art to question social and 

relational structures and to explore differences while it nurtures the participatory 

competences of participants and provide answerability to relationships between 

subjects. (p. 157) 

Participation must be self-determined, this is to say, each participant decides the conditions of their 

own social commitment to the process. Koh elaborates,  

Self-determined participation is taken on through voluntary action, driven by curiosity 

to find out more or to gain knowledge that can advance one’s interests, in processes 

where they can participate in the decision-making and acquire ownership and agency. 

Although it is hard or even impossible to exclude human affinities and goodwill as 

motivation for participation, care has to be taken that the participants are not merely led 

or instructed by the artist in the process. (p. 68) 

Koh continues by describing how “much of a person’s values and behaviours are deeply ingrained 

culturally and are governed not by rationality alone but just as much by emotional connections” (p. 

158). By working within the context of performances in the everyday, Koh expects that ALPP may 

allow for each participant’s embedded subjectivity to encounter spontaneity in the self 

and others which then becomes an affirmative performance of the subjectivity. 

Repeatedly enacted performances in the everyday can enable participants to rehearse 

and evolve new roles and identities, thus gain confidence and certainty of possible new 

roles and identities. (p. 159) 

 At Barefoot College, each of our performances of everyday subjectivities were already 

disrupted by the context of travel that all co-participants underwent to arrive at the present time and 

place. Therefore, the transformations that myself and the women experienced during the project 

were not caused only by the making, but rather the making allowed us to reflect on the experience 

(namely of travelling far from our homes, learning so many new things) and share our perspectives.  

 Koh (2016) describes how he initiates a project by introducing himself as a member of the 

group. He answers questions the co-participants might have about his intentions but aims not to 

influence the direction of the project. I have always found this a great challenge in community 

collaborations: we are socialized to look for an authority figure for guidance, and adults especially 
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often limit our own creative capacities to what we already know. I have found it helpful, as Koh 

(2016) describes within his own process, to begin by posing general questions pertaining to the 

lived experiences of each co-participant. The dialogue that develops from these general questions 

can lead down innumerable paths of inquiry and creative exploration.  

 In the foreword of Jay Koh’s Art-led Participatory Process (2016), his thesis supervisor 

Grant Kester suggests that Koh’s guidelines for art-led participatory process start with “conceptual, 

political and affective mapping” (p. 4) that provides a framework for deconstructing power between 

facilitator and participant. This mindfulness is crucial, because, as Kester (2016) highlights,  

 Simply learning how a given site is structured, who speaks and who remains silent, 

what is left unsaid or unexpressed, and what norms, constraints or protocols govern the 

act of self-expression requires a highly focused form of attention, as well as an 

awareness of the ways in which the artist’s own presence diminishes, enhances or 

transforms these norms and constraints. (p. 4) 

 Koh (2016) proposes a dialogical art practice that goes beyond the creation of an artful 

object waiting to be received by some future audience. For our own collaboration, specifically, 

while the creation of a collective artful object is one outcome, my approach is more concerned with 

the process of collaborative making. This was interesting, because most of the women had 

developed strong craft skills that they had previously used to develop objects which were both 

beautiful and functional. Several women indicated that their six months at Barefoot College had 

been a time of rest and play: for the first time in their lives, they had food and shelter provided to 

them, they were able to spend their days learning, exploring, playing, instead of attending to daily 

chores. Within a space where our needs were met, a playful space permitted us to try making in a 

different way, to use techniques we knew in ways that did not necessarily take up a familiar form or 

function. So many of the programs at Barefoot College provide skills that can be directly applied 

upon return to their communities, but this collaborative art project pushed the boundaries of what it 

might look like to develop adult imagination, creative capacities, agency and dialogue amongst the 

group.  

	 Kester (2016) contextualizes how this type of artist-participant collaboration leads to 

dialogical art projects that are defined by four key parameters. The first limitation for any project is 

the physical location in which it takes place. Such sites are defined by geography, as well as cultural 

and political situations. Secondly, dialogical projects are affected by the personal dynamics and the 

relationships nurtured between the artist facilitator and participants. Thirdly, the projects often 
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either arise out of a site of tension or reveal a problematic that had not necessarily been identified at 

the outset through the process. Sometimes this problematic is sparked by the introduction of the 

artist into a new space. Lastly, the projects are always determined by some form of temporal 

dynamic.  

 In preparing this research-creation project, I considered these parameters, especially the 

understanding of a site of tension as a rich with creative possibility. The physical site of Barefoot 

College provided certain limitations and opportunities. As mentioned above, because myself and the 

co-participants had left our daily existences to come to this site, our time for collaborating on this 

project was fluid and flexible. Instead of establishing a fixed schedule for art-making, we took up 

our making spontaneously whenever time became available. When a “Let Me Show You” moment 

began to emerge, I would do a loop around the dormitories to invite anyone and everyone who was 

interested to join us. This provided us with a unique opportunity to work within the ephemeral. 

 However, the location also provided certain limitations. The women were very interested in 

learning local traditional dyeing techniques that they saw in many of the textiles in the artisan shop 

on campus. We tried to organize a field trip to the nearby village of Bagru, where centuries-old 

mud-resist and natural dyeing techniques persist to this day, but the logistics proved too 

complicated. Furthermore, while I travelled to a nearby city on several occasions to acquire 

materials, it was sometimes challenging to find materials that resembled those that the women were 

used to working with in their own homes. However, this also became an opportunity, as the women 

began collecting discarded plastic waste from the sides of the road and from a nearby construction 

site. Our making became an ecological process of cleaning litter from the landscape and upcycling  9

it into beautiful creations. 

 In addition, throughout the entire process, I was aware of how my role, as a white artist from 

the Global North, could be a site of tension. I anticipated the challenge underlying my position in 

relation to Barefoot College staff and the students. I would be an artist facilitator and embedded 

researcher invited by Barefoot College, but I interested in working with the solar engineering 

students on a project that would suit our own interests and needs, whether or not it met the 

expectations of Barefoot College staff.  

 Koh (2016) stresses that time is especially significant in this process. It is important that the 

process allows for time to build trust amongst co-participants. At ALPP’s core, “encounters and 

events should be carried out freely and reciprocally by co-participants, where the construction of 

  Upcycling refers to a process in which a material is transformed in a way that increases its value, as opposed to 9

recycling, which does not necessitate added value. 
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meaning is ongoing and unfinishable (i.e. can be continued indefinitely)” (p. 19-20). He continues, 

“ALPP are also aimed at generating the imagining of possibilities, opening up alternatives for 

sustainability, and developing possible certainties for continuity” (p. 30). While impressive, such an 

expectation also poses a challenges especially for artist-facilitators hoping to explore ALPP while 

working within the constraints of grant funding or academic schedules. In most circumstances, an 

artist may strive to work at the community’s pace (which may mean extending timelines) and hope 

that the group dynamic initiated for realizing a particular project might continue after its 

completion. In our case at Barefoot College, it was impossible for the project to be truly 

unfinishable, as we were working within an limited context that had a scheduled ending, when co-

participants would return to their home places, unlikely to ever see one another again. 

 While reading about Jay Koh’s (2016) participatory process, I found that many of his 

intentions and values reflected my own approach to community work. His work gave me a language 

to articulate many of the ways I intuitively worked and helped to develop my pedagogical practice 

more intentionally. However, I hesitated at some of the constraints imposed by ALPP, and wondered 

how likely these specific conditions manifest, really. I therefore sought out another community 

practitioner whose practice was more open to working within whatever conditions we might find 

ourselves working. 
 

Emergent Strategy 

 In Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, Changing Worlds, community organizer, writer and 

facilitation trainer, adrienne maree brown (2017) shares her lived and learned experiences working 

with the idea of emergence in facilitating group work for social change. She says, “emergence 

emphasizes critical connections over critical mass, building authentic relationships, listening with 

all the senses of the body and the mind” (p. 3). She writes, 

 but emergence notices the way small actions and connections create complex systems, 
patterns that become ecosystems and societies. Emergence is our inheritance as a part of 
this universe; it is how we change. Emergent strategy is how we intentionally change in 
ways that grow our capacity to embody the just and liberated worlds we long for. (p. 3)  

She describes how emergence occurs from the intersection of a multitude of simple interactions. In 

this context, maree brown (2017) is interested in exploring how emergent strategy helps us to 

escape from a prescribed colonial imagination that she says, “gives us borders, gives us superiority, 

gives us race as an indicator of capability. I often feel I am trapped inside someone else’s 

imagination, and I must engage my own imagination in order to break free” (p. 18). 
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 While Koh (2016) hesitates to claim the role of facilitator, maree brown (2017) explores 

how facilitators can play a key role in creating space for emergence. She argues that “at its most 

fundamental, facilitation is the art of making things easy, making it easier for humans to work 

together and get things done” (p. 30). Beyond this, she also believes that “there is a conversation in 

the room that only these people at this moment can have” (p. 41). It is the task of a facilitator 

practicing emergent strategy to find this conversation. This conversation can open up possibilities 

for collective learning. She suggests that “in a non-linear process, everything is part of the learning, 

every step. That includes constructive criticism, it is a part of the feedback loop — experiment, 

gather feedback, experiment again. This is how we learn” (p. 106). 

 I encountered this book after having submitted my thesis proposal, but contents spoke to the 

process on which I was embarking, to explore participatory process and collaborative facilitation 

skills that suit my own practice. In reading Emergent Strategy (maree brown, 2017), I found a 

spiritual grounding for the facilitation skills I hoped to develop through this collaborative creation-

as-research project. Several of maree brown’s practices helped inform my own process throughout 

the research phase of this thesis project, which I will describe at greater length along with the 

research-creation process in Chapter 6. 
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(Chapter 5) Literature Review 

 This research-creation inquiry exists at a crossroads of several main themes and as such the 

following is a literature review of key practitioners in three main themes: textile arts as social text, 

ephemeral communities in textile practice and place-making through socially-engaged art. The 

literature provides a container for understanding the creation of collaborative quilts and tapestries as 

social texts and subversive acts that allow citizens to name the world as they see it, adding multiple 

narratives and complexity to collective identities of people and place. Furthermore, the literature 

considers how the creation of a collective textile can create space for place-making and/or the 

fostering of deep relationships and community-building through creative making, storytelling and 

skill-share in various ephemeral contexts. 

Textile Arts as Social Text 

 The creation of textiles have always been social and collaborative practices, and therefore 

the medium translates naturally into socially-engaged arts projects. During the creation process of 

this research inquiry, we began by exploring appliqué techniques (similar to quilting traditions) and 

embroidery as part of our collective map making, as well as basket weaving (with various materials 

including palm, plastic, straw, and fabric). As time went on, we also shared weaving techniques on 

several collapsible frame-looms , a variety of spinning techniques (drop-spindle and charkha) and 10

natural dyes. Each of these techniques reflected the different cultures represented in our group. The 

following section outlines how a variety of such textile traditions can act as social texts, embodying 

storytelling (and stories of space and place, in particular) in ancient and contemporary traditions 

around the world.  

 Traditional quilts hold stories in the choice of fabric, stitch, and design, in the symbols and 

images represented through textiles. These creative decisions along with the stories shared 

throughout the process of creation contribute to the power of the quilt as a social text (Adams, 2002; 

Ball, 2012; Clover, 2007; MacDowell, 2000). “Quilts relate human experience bursting with ideas, 

dreams, knowledge, courage, and ingenuity, not to mention thrift, adaptability, and stoic 

resilience” (Arnett et. al., 2002, p. 41). Traditionally, patchworks were collaboratively pieced or 

quilted at quilting bees or during more informal gatherings, where women would gather and share 

  One of these frame-looms was brought with me from Canada. After seeing the wide interest in using this 10

frame, I brought it to the wood shop on campus and had them replicate it. This frame then became one of the favourite 
pass-times, as we wove “Walking Maps” with scraps of found materials, which I mentioned briefly in the introduction. 
Examples of this frame and the weavings we produced with this are found in Appendix 5.
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stories as they worked (MacDowell, 2000).  

 Contemporarily, quilts, with their balance of aesthetics, practicality and social history, have 

been used as models for socially-engaged arts practices. The Northern Dreams Quilt Project, a 

community quilt project facilitated by Darlene Clover (2007) with Myth and Mirrors Community 

Arts in Sudbury, Ontario, 

was conceived as a feminist response to a healthy suspicion around newly initiated 

government–public consultations on northern development ... The quilt project created 

an alternative space where women’s voices could become an integral, yet creative part 

of the public discourse about the future of northern Ontario. Quilting, a traditional 

women’s art, was chosen as the medium, building on the thriving quilting guilds 

throughout the North. (p. 516) 

Through a series of workshops, women gathered to discuss their experiences and wishes and 

translated these conversations into patches for six community quilts. These quilts were then 

unveiled, and have since been permanently installed in a municipal government building (Clover, 

2007). This project created space for marginalized women to imagine, and then to articulate and 

visualize their experiences and hopes for future development in a social text that could then be 

shared with their neighbours and government representatives.  

 While quilts are beginning to be accepted in Western academic discourse as (social text) as 

well as a research tool (Clover, 2007; Lawton, 2010; MacDowell, 2000), or even as a research 

methodology (Ball, 2012), other forms of textile arts are equally valid sources of feminist, 

Indigenous and marginalized epistemologies (Callañaupa Alvarez, 2007 & 2017; Hunter, 2019; 

McKeating, 2012; Miller, 2012; Yuko, 2013). Hand-stitched textiles and embroidery can be read as 

“a form of handwriting delineating the domestic, the social and the political” (Millar, 2012, p. 12). 

This handwriting is used in traditions around the world to tell unique stories of people and place. 

The Hmong people in China used embroidery to decorate their clothing as well as to document 

stories of forced displacement and migration, leaving hidden traces of their language and culture for 

future generations (Hunter, 2019; Millar, 2012; Yuko, 2013). In Chile, arpilleras, patchwork 

tapestries made using burlap, were used to share stories of violence and survival with the outside 

world during the Pinochet regime (Adams, 2002; Hunter, 2019; Miller, 2012). In the Andes, natural 

dyes and hand woven motifs unique to each village or region served to pass down Quechuan 

traditions and folklore from generation to generation (Callañaupa Alvarez, 2007 & 2017). In the 

Kutch region of western India, “reading of the embroidery is not through the stitch type but through 
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symbolic motifs with significant meaning. Specific to each community, the motifs are traditionally 

formed from an ingenious vocabulary of stitches” (McKeating, 2012, p. 70).  

 In some of above cases, subversive stitches, to borrow a term of art historian Roszika Parker 

(2010), were used to tell stories from the margins, stories of resilience and survival in the face of 

oppression: 

And it is a powerful mark: one that has been used on many occasions for resistance, for  

covert communication, acknowledging those things which cannot be spoken so that 

others would know; moving from the hidden to the public. (Millar, 2012, p.13) 

In each of these cases, the textile motifs can be read as a text, communicating stories of the maker. 

The hand embroidery serves as a “witness to culture, society and time” (Millar, 2012, p. 12). In a 

very literal sense, as textile artist and Professor and Director of the International Textile Research 

Centre at UCA Farnham, Lesley Millar (2012) notes, the thread and fabric of a hand-made textile 

literally hold DNA traces of the stitcher, leaving an archeological record of their existence.  

 Since textiles and hand stitches can be found in some shape or form in every culture on 

earth, it serves as a point of intercultural connection (Belcher, 2012; Yuko, 2013). As I witnessed at 

the Tinkuy 2017: Gathering of Textile Arts in Cusco, Peru, artists and artisans who could not 

communicate with one another through written or spoken word, from across Latin America and 

Europe, as well as Afghanistan, India and Laos came to know one another through reading each 

other’s handiworkBecause stitches are often unique to a region, but also intimately inspired by 

nature and place, their text maps otherwise hidden experiences of a landscape encountered.  

 Because of Rajasthan’s rich textile culture, as well as the unique textile traditions of each of 

the women’s countries of origins, I expected that a similar communication-through-textiles to occur 

throughout this project at Barefoot College. One of the purposes of this research-creation was to 

consider the extent to which dialogue is possible in this context, at this time and with these 

particular co-participants. Through email and Skype communications with Stella Morielli, she 

shared that some of the 2018-2019 cohort have already showed interest in learning new textile 

techniques that they are observing in one another’s clothing. This research-creation project aimed to 

provide a framework for this type of skill-share and capacity building, while sharing stories of 

home-places through stitches. 
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Ephemeral Communities in Textile Practice 

 This final section of literature highlights community-centred textile practices and projects 

that have effectively initiated or strengthened relationships between people and/or place in an 

ephemeral context. While textile practices have also contributed to long lasting community 

development and traditions as described in the previous section, here, I am interested in the 

possibility of stitching community and place in the ephemeral. That is to say, the bringing together a 

group of people around the realization of textile collaboration; a community of people that gathers 

with a shared intention, in a specific temporal or geographic space which is not meant to endure 

indefinitely. In using the term “ephemeral” I do not intend to undercut the sustained impact of these 

projects, which has endured and continues to influence and inspire as the years pass. In this context, 

‘ephemeral’ does not carry the connotation it does in performance studies, of “disappear[ing] as it is 

created” (Ayerbe, 2018). 

 Time-limited, intention-centred projects might involve an artist inviting neighbours who 

lived in proximity to one another but who had not necessarily collaborated as a group, as Julie 

Crawshaw and Melanos Gkartzios’ (2016), Jay Koh (2016) and Lynn Setterington (2018; Belcher, 

2012) have described. Or, these projects may also bring together two or more established 

communities or groups of people which would have not otherwise necessarily interacted for a short 

period of time, which can result in an expanded sense of the world, as Lawton (2010) suggests was 

the case when her art education university students collaborated on a community quilt with folks of 

the Urban Ministry Center interfaith homeless shelter in Charlotte, North Carolina. Lawton 

describes how, although their engagement was limited by the timeline of their school term, this 

collaboration led to mutual learning between the two groups. She concludes that  

as facilitators of learning, our role as educators and researchers is to find the connecting 

threads within these narratives and weave them into a common language shared and 

appreciated by several generations of community, spanning a variety of settings, 

cultures, genders and socio-economic strata.” (p. 11) 

 In Threads of Life: A History of the World Through the Eye of a Needle, Clare Hunter 

(2019), a community-based textile artist from Scotland, recounts textile histories and contemporary 

needlework projects from around the world. In her book, she discusses several collaborative 

projects that have brought together ephemeral communities of people. Two of these projects in 

particular, the Ribbon and the AIDS quilt, brought together large groups of people from across the 

United States, and the world, who had never met before, with the shared intention of gathering in 
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protest and/or as a memorial. While these projects each had different impacts over time, the 

intention was to realize a large-scale public installation for a specific time, before collaborators 

returned to their own home places. 

 In 1985, Justine Merritt, a retired school teacher, started the Ribbon, a textile protest for 

peace and to remember the 40th anniversary of the nuclear bombing of Hiroshima, bringing 

together 20,000 people in Washington, D.C. (Hunter, 2019). She began by inviting her friends and 

neighbours, and then an ever expanding network, to each decorate a fabric panel (measuring 

36”x18” or in some cases longer) that would be brought together as a peace ribbon, which would be 

wrapped around the Pentagon in a mass demonstration. Hunter describes how 

In interviews … women told of how they found the process of making a Ribbon panel 

reflective, how it allowed time to think about the consequences of an escalation in 

nuclear power. Moreover, they said, working from home meant that their sewing of a 

panel triggered family discussions on the nuclear question or, if part of a community 

group, debate on the issue. (p. 140) 

This indicates two different but equally important processes of creation that can be explored by 

textile making: the quiet reflective time provided by making alone at home, or the lively discussion 

that can arise from a gathering of makers. In this case, both spaces lead to a cross-pollination of 

Figure 8: A 150ft panel of tulips sent from the Netherlands. Image: Michelmariesimone, 
Wikimedia Commons (2014)
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ideas as the makers were invited to think and discuss the impacts of nuclear weapons on a personal 

and global scale. At times, Hunter suggests “the sewing itself is less important than the thought and 

the time it represents” (p. 142). 

 The panels also acted as a social text as they presented two scripts in their embroidered and 

appliquéd images: a message for the public, but also, secret meanings presented by their choices of 

motifs and colours that were recognizable only by other makers. Hunter (2019) argues that “this 

intensified the impact of the Ribbon, making the private translatable to a wider public and 

reconnecting makers emotionally through what they had sewed” (pp. 140-141). While the project 

received little media attention at the time, it served to bring together an ephemeral community - a 

mass of strangers connected to one another by their stitches - to occupy and transform a public 

space, even just for a day.  

 In 1987, another group of activists gathered in Washington, D.C. for the installation of 

nearly 2,000 three-foot-by-six-foot panels (the size of a burial plot), each one commemorating a life 

lost to AIDS (Hunter, 2019). Hunter explains how the NAMES Memorial quilt, also known simply 

as the AIDS quilt, was conceived of several years earlier by Cleve Jones, a gay rights activist, and 

brought together folks, predominately men who had little experience with textiles. “Unaware of 

Figure 9: The AIDS Quilt seen in front of the Washington Memorial.  
Image: National Institutes of Health. (2011)
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needlework conventions, the makers of many panels were liberated from their constraints and 

became experimental, finding imaginative ways to encapsulate a person’s life in fabric” (p. 152). 

This quilt created an ephemeral community, in the sense that it brought together potentially isolated 

pockets of people together in a common time and place for an act of collective mourning. While 

participants are forever tied to one another through their participation, and their gathering together 

likely resulted in lasting impacts on their own lives as they moved forward, the community itself 

existed in a specific layer of time. Further, it challenged the anonymity of the passed by inviting the 

public to kneel to examine each panel in order to learn more about each individual. The AIDS quilt 

is often cited as paving the way for a return to social justice-minded quilting projects that would 

follow in the coming decades (Hunter, 2019; Lawton, 2010). 

 Hunter (2019) also explores the post-war context informed community-based arts practices 

in Britain, leading to projects that “were devised to restore a more positive community memory” (p. 

172) and “where the divisions between art forms and between amateur and professional works were 

purposefully blurred” (p. 173), called “cultural democracy” (p. 173). Hunter describes one of her 

own community collaborations, an embroidered banner making project, Pictures of Leith, which she 

developed in 1988 in collaboration with the Buchanan Street Housing Association. The project 

brought together all sorts of characters from the neighbourhood, including some who had never held 

a needle and thread to “piece together a local sense of identity” (p. 177). Hunter recalls how during 

the workshops, women skilled at needlework shared their skills with others, and “these women 

discovered a community value that boosted their social confidence and connected them … to a 

community they thought had no time for them” (p. 179). 

  Similar to Lynn Setterington’s project in Hulme (Belcher, 2012; Setterington, 2018), the 

physical proximity created between unlikely neighbours during the creative workshops fostered a 

sense of “camaraderie … [and] affection even” (Hunter, 2019, p. 179). While Hunter collaborated 

with a community partner whose members met before and after the textile collaboration, her project 

invited other members of the public to join the group for the duration of the project. 

 These projects all describe textiles as a medium for forging community ties in ephemeral or 

temporary contexts. In exploring these projects through a temporal lens, I seek a deeper 

understanding of how sustained impact and relationships can be forged even in transient, fleeting 

spaces. This has helped me to situate the significance of our collaboration at Barefoot College, as 

our making founded a strong sense of community and deep relationships amongst our group, even 

for a relatively brief period of time. While our collaboration did, in a way, ask sustained 

engagement of all collaborators (in that we came together on an almost daily basis), it was also 
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fleeting in the sense that on one hand, co-participants were only asked to engage as much or for as 

long as they found meaningful to them, and on another hand, we all knew the fixed date when we 

would leave this community of choice. This time-limited community deeply impacted each of our 

lived experiences during our stay in Tilonia, Rajasthan, and will continue to as we returned home 

with traces of one another: memories, lessons, and stories that we continue to carry with us. 

However, our time of fostering community ties together has come to an end, and it is unlikely for us 

all to ever be present altogether in the same time and place again. It is for this reason I have chosen 

to describe this community as “ephemeral”. We left our collective map tapestry at Barefoot College, 

as a way to share these traces of shared moments and encounters with future cohorts, visitors and 

staff. This map, which will be described in the following chapter, can be understood as contributing 

to the social fabric and the ever unfolding making of that place.  

Place-Making through Socially-Engaged Art

 In Lure of the Local, Lucy Lippard (1997) considers how place-based art contributes to our 

regional identities. Lippard (1997) explores how traditions of landscape art painted romantic, 

pristine vistas often void of human trace. More recently, a resurgence of place-based artwork has 

encouraged artists to consider the impact of art on a community’s identity, going so far as to literally 

collaborate with the place or the community (Belcher, 2012; Crawshaw and Gkartzios, 2016; 

Hunter, 2019; Lawton, 2010; Setterington, 2018). Lippard (1997) sees artists as “visionaries” who 

are able to imagine and articulate alternative ways of being, especially in place. She writes, 

As envisionairies, artists should be able to provide a way to work against the dominant 

culture’s rapacious view of nature, reinstate the mythical cultural dimensions of 

“public” experience, and at the same time become conscious of the ideological 

relationships and historical constrictions of place. (p. 19) 

Specifically, Lippard seeks to answer the question “how can artists offer back places to the people 

who can no longer see them, and/or the few who are still looking around?” (p. 292).  

Lippard (1997) considers the responsibility of artists whose work deals with place to 

contribute to the public narrative and to restore context and connection to our deracinated 

communities. Community artists act as facilitators, helping local stories to emerge rather than 

offering expressions or impressions of place. Such artworks  
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might reinforce or broader a sense of community, raise consciousness, recall history, 

decorate or inspire, help make the non superficial aspects of their sites visible. Above all 

they would be responsive to what happens around them — affirming the good and 

criticizing the bad.” (Lippard, 1997, p. 291) 

Because of this, people who are working with community and/or place-based arts do well to be 

mindful of the pedagogy that is inherently tied to works of art that appear in the public sphere and 

make an effort to create spaces for collaborative art that encourages imagination and engaged 

citizenship.  

 Lippard (1997) offers guidelines for how artists can mindfully take up a “place ethic”, this 

means (public) art would be:  

specific enough to engage people through lived experience, and/or to say something 

about this place as it was, as it is now, as it could be; collaborative in the sense that it 

would at least seek information, advice or feedback from the community; generous and 

open-ended enough to be accessible to a diversity of people; appealing enough to 

engage, catch the eye, and be memorable, either visually or emotionally; simple and 

familiar (as in it shouldn’t be confusing); layered, complex and unfamiliar enough to 

hold people’s attention and offer deeper experiences and references; evocative enough 

for people to be able to relate to their own lived experiences; proactive and critical 

enough to make people think about issues beyond the scope of the work, to call into 

question the superficial assumptions about place, its history, and its use. (pp. 286-7)  

These guidelines for place-ethic, set in the context of a socially-engaged artful collaboration, offers 

a sort of protocol for how the art-making can collaborate and engage citizens to make-place in a 

pedagogical and connected way that leads to consciousness raising, and becoming, together. It Is a 

protocol that provides a guideline for establishing the framework of mapmaking, so that it remains 

specific, collaborative, generous, and open-ended enough to continue to engage 

 Textile practices are perhaps particularly well suited for this type of land-based practice. On 

her website, Sewing Matters, Clare Hunter (2020) writes,  

The cloth we stitch on is called the ground. It is harvested from nature, spun from the 

fibres of plants and the coats of animals, dyed in the colours of the earth. Its spirit and 

the spirit of all those involved in its transformation - harvester, spinner, weaver, dyer, 

stitcher - lie caught within it. And when we embroider our natural world: - stitch our 
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flowers, the leaves of trees, the wings of birds - sew them not just to celebrate their 

beauty but to transport their energy into our own lives. (Place: para 1) 

 In her book, Clare Hunter (2019) argues that the act of stitching can be a subversive and 

grassroots method of tracking and mapping personal and collective histories in place. Hunter (2019) 

explains how in many cultures, textile practices are bound to  

the belief that needlework, pieces made at a particular time by a specific person in a 

place long ago, is a freeze frame of the time when it was made. It is part of a personal 

memoir. 

 Cloth holds on to its material memory … In many cultures, the persistence of old 

cloth, stitched by others, endows it with greater value. Conserved within it is the 

passage of time, harbouring the spirit of those who created, wore and handled it. (pp. 

86-87) 

Throughout the book, Hunter continues to explore how textiles connect individuals and 

communities to place, and it some cases can act as a tool for forging a newfound or revived sense of 

place. 

 Hunter describes one particularly dynamic textile project in which singer and story gatherer 

Alison McMorland travelled to Mull, an island off the coast of Scotland, to collect oral histories of 

the islands’ oldest residents. Sharing their “tales of mischief and misadventure … rekindled their 

sense of community worth” (Hunter, 2019, p. 183). Kate Downie, an Edinburgh-based artist, 

transformed these stories into a painting. Hunter describes how Downie’s painting practice “chart[s] 

what land clings on to and what discards it, its blight and blossoming” (p. 184). While it is unclear 

whether Downie actually travelled to Mull, her land-based practice enabled her to interpret oral 

history into image.  

 As the collaboration continued, 

Hebridean spinner, weaver and dyer Flora McDonald then worked with local school 

children to transpose Kate’s design into wool and fabric dyed by the flora of Mull. They 

scavenged the moors and shorelines, the meadows and rock crags to prise the island’s 

colour palette from its natural home … As the colours of Mull oozed from flower and 

leaf through chopping, crushing, boiling and simmering, Flora named the rainbow 

carpet that lay beneath the children’s feet: yellow pimpernel, ragged robin, oceanic 

lichen, wood sorrel, meadow sweet. Their pigments had yielded a rag bag of home. 

(Hunter, 2019, p. 184) 
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These fibres were then sent to Glasgow, where they were pieced together by “experienced stitchers” 

in a textile version of Downie’s painting. “The wall hanging returned to Mull, a map of sorts, 

charting an island’s landscape through its human history, telling tales of a lived land in the hues of 

natural materiality” (Hunter, 2019, p.184). 

 This project takes stories and memories of place set in a by-gone era, and then invites youth 

to interact with both with these oral histories and with their landscape by collecting dyestuffs that 

would then be used to visually and texturally communicate them in a wall hanging. While I wonder 

why it the textile was not assembled within the community of Mull itself, the fact that it was 

assembled in the city also invites city-folk from Edinburgh and Glasgow to interact with the stories 

and colours of a rural people and place that they might not have otherwise heard. This is interesting, 

because as Hunter (2019) suggests, the devastating impact of land clearances in Scotland is a 

common history for most folk, resulting in the mass urban migration (and emigration to North 

America), large scale development of the highlands and also a lost sense of place. Bringing these 

Figure 10: The textile wallhanging result of the collaboration with residents of Mull, Alison 
McMorland, Kate Downie, Flora MacDonald and experienced stitchers from Glasgow.  

Image: Hunter, C. (2020)
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oral histories to the hands of urban stitchers, then, possibly results in a restored relationship to 

place. 
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(Chapter 6) The Process 

Preparedness: Getting to Know a Place and a Community 

 As indicated earlier, throughout 2018, Stella Morielli and I began discussing the possibilities 

of bringing a participatory art project to the Barefoot College campus through emails and Skype 

meetings. In particular, Stella was interested in exploring the women’s experiences of travel and 

being away from home. Barefoot College staff knew this is an important and impactful aspect of the 

educational experience, but it had not yet been explored at depth. Stella shared that she has been 

thinking about working on a mapping project with the solar engineering students for some time, but 

until then had not found the time to develop a project.  

 We discussed the emotional trajectory of the solar engineering educational program, notably 

the expected periods of adjustment, culture shock, homesickness that often occur in the beginning 

of the students’ six-month stay. Acknowledging that each cohort of students would have different 

experiences, we decided together that it would be best to propose an extracurricular project to take 

place just after the halfway point of their study program, after the steep learning curve of the solar 

program evens out. Additionally, the slow, tactile process of textile creation lays a groundwork for a 

space where students have room to process their individual and collective experiences thus far, as 

was the case in several projects described in the literature review (Adams, 2002; Belcher, 2012; 

Clover, 2007; Hunter, 2019; Millar, 2012; Miller, 2012; Setterington, 2018). In our conversations 

beforehand, Stella and I agreed that the project would be emergent: we would not determine the 

exact schedule or expectations of the creative collaboration. Instead, the project would be designed 

by and with the women, and would be shaped by unknown circumstances we might find ourselves 

in. 

 Further, Stella suggested that there were several departments at Barefoot College that might 

be interested in participating to some degree in the project. She expressed a hope that the project 

might bridge these departments. Stella put me in touch with members of Enriche team; Juhi, the 

director of Artisanal Industries; and the current solar engineering volunteers, Kathleen and Paula, to 

see how we might be able to make connections between all of these programs. After some initial 

communication, everyone agreed that the project was interesting but it seemed unfeasible to make 

detailed plans through email, and so we agreed to meet to discuss the possibility of building bridges 

once I arrived on campus. 

 In January 2019, I travelled New Delhi by plane, and then by train to Pushkar, a village two 

hours from Barefoot College where I spent several days getting over jet lag and adjusting to the 
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climate. In Pushkar, I met with a dozen staff and volunteers of the Barefoot team, including several 

volunteers and coordinators with whom I had been in communication through e-mail. This helped 

ease my arrival in Rajasthan, as I was not overwhelmed by meeting so many people all at once. A 

few days later, I was joined in Pushkar by another graduate student who was pursuing their research 

at Barefoot College in a different department during the same time. We then travelled by taxi to 

Barefoot College campus in Tilonia together . 11

 We arrived on the new campus to meet Stella Morielli in person and proceeded to the old 

campus where the solar engineering dormitory is located. It was a hot and surprisingly quiet Sunday 

afternoon. There were no classes on the weekends: several students had set up a make-shift church 

service, while others did chores or were relaxing. In the courtyard of the dormitories, I saw several 

women sitting in the sun weaving with reclaimed plastic strips. Nearby, I noticed a stack of tiles 

strapped together with the same plastic strips. I introduced myself and asked to sit with them and 

they handed me some plastic strips and started teaching me how to build a basket. 

 In the following days, I met with Kathleen Fox, the volunteer (now employee) of Barefoot 

College responsible for coordinating the schedule for the solar engineering students. She had been 

with the cohort for their entire stay to that point and had established trust with the students. She had 

told the students a little bit about my project before I had arrived. She had a list of all the students 

who had showed some interest (everyone, apparently), and some of their skills and experiences. 

Together, Kathleen and I looked at the regularly scheduled classes to see where we might find time 

for creative workshops. The students had solar classes Monday to Friday, with the exception of 

Tuesday and Thursday mornings, when they either had a workshop with the Enriche program or 

  In my proposal, I had anticipated concerns relating to my position as an embedded researcher, and whether this 11

would blur the lines of my independence or my affiliation to Barefoot College, and how this would impact my dynamic 
with co-participants. Because I arrived at the same time as another graduate student, I believe this helped clarify our 
unique and fluid positions, somewhere between researcher and volunteer.  
 As well, upon arriving I learned that the environment at Barefoot College was more nuanced than a staff-
volunteer-student divide. The campus’ ecosystem is in fact made up of international staff, some who live on campus 
full-time and some who travel to-and from; Indian staff, some who were born and raised in Tilonia and/or on the college 
campus and some of whom were from different states of India, most of whom had university educations; Indian 
students, some from the local village, others who travelled to Tilonia as Barefoot interns who were developing research 
projects directed by Barefoot College, others still who came as graduate students who were pursuing their own research 
goals that involved Barefoot College in many different ways; there were volunteers, long-term and short-term, some 
from India and some from abroad, all with a variety of interests, skills, and motivations; and finally there was the 
international cohort of women (Solar Mamas) that stayed on campus for the six-month solar engineering program and a 
smaller cohort of Indian women (Sahelis) that came various regions of India for several weeks at a time. As well, there 
were constantly visitors coming for a day or two to learn about the NGO. 
 Because of this complex environment of people constantly coming and going, and the fact that there are often 
embedded researchers spending time at Barefoot College for a variety of projects, I found it both easier and more 
difficult to connect with the community. I was no longer concerned with being confused as a staff of Barefoot College, 
however it sometimes made it difficult to understand who I needed to contact in the organization for certain questions. I 
also found it difficult to understand who I was to report back to, since the two main “supervisors”/partners of my 
research project were often off campus due to unforeseeable events.
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time off. The students were already divided into four groups of 13-15 individuals, divided by 

country and language. Two groups would go to the Enriche workshops on Tuesday and the other 

two on Thursday, so it made sense, logistically, to invite one of the two groups to participate in a 

creative workshop on alternating weeks so that I would have a group of 10 or so co-participants at a 

time, and the women would still have some time off for their own needs. However, I was also 

interested in allowing students from each of those four groups to intermix  and so I decided to hold 12

less structured making workshops on Sunday afternoons for anyone who wanted to come for as 

long as they wanted. It was at this point that a new research question started to emerge: “how can 

collective (textile) making serve to strengthen ties and encourage place-making in an ephemeral 

community context?” As I describe the process of the work, the answer to that question is revealed, 

and I will summarize my findings and reflections at the end of this chapter. 

 I spoke with Juhi over the phone to see if there were any unused scraps of materials that we 

could use, and went to the nearby city of Kishangarh on several occasions to purchase other 

materials (beads, embroidery threads, etc.) that we would use. Juhi gave us access to a studio in the 

crafts department with a pedal sewing machine and some bags of scrap fabric. The studio, while 

still on campus, was a short walk away from where the Solar dormitory, mess hall and classes, and 

so it provided for a kind of “outing” for the students. We met together at 10 am and walked to the 

studio together. The studio space was in the crafts department building, where the local village 

artisans worked, and so although it was not a planned part of the workshop, it gave the women an 

opportunity to interact with the local artisans in a way I do not believe they had previously .  13

 And so, after a week of getting to know the place and the community, planning a rough 

timeline and schedule for workshops and preparing a space and the materials, I felt as ready as I 

could be to launch into the workshop phase.  

Addressing the Ethics 

 As per the procedures outlined in my proposal, I presented the idea of a participatory art 

project to the cohort, and all 58 participants showed interest in the project. With the script pre-

  For example, since there were 13 students from Botswana, and one of the small groups was made up entirely 12

of this group. While these women came from different regions within Botswana, my project was interested in creating 
an opening for collaborative making across difference, and so I was interested in inviting these women to work with 
women from other countries as well.

  During several of the workshops, some of the Solar students snuck out to observe and learn appliqué and 13

embroidery techniques from the local artisans. 
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approved by the Concordia ethics committee, I explained that I was a student from a University in 

Canada, and that I would be documenting the project through photo and video. I explained that 

everyone was welcome to participate for as long as they liked, and they could change their minds at 

anytime. A few women did not want their pictures taken, and so I made an effort to keep them out 

of the frame. After the fact, I went through the photos to make sure I had not captured their likeness 

accidentally in group shots. Some of the women requested to have their photos shared with them, 

and I sent them digital copies through WhatsApp. 

 In smaller groups I sat with the women to ask them about their skills regarding textiles, and 

if there was anything in particular that they would like to learn or share. I had prepared consent 

forms in English, Spanish, and French, three languages that I speak and that the majority of the 

cohort also spoke . Of the 58 students, 35 spoke English, 7 spoke French, and 4 spoke Spanish. 14

There were also 7 women from Indonesia who spoke several indigenous Indonesian dialects but 

who all spoke Indonesian, 3 Portuguese speakers from Brazil, 2 Amharic speakers from Ethiopia, 

and 1 Koshur speaker from Kashmir.  I was able to explain the project to these women and invite 

them to participate through translators . From the outset, it was decided with my thesis committee 15

that the project should be open to all the women to whatever degree of interest they had, but that 

they would not be considered in the data sets and their likeness would not be published as part of 

the research creation project unless they so chose. In this way, I hoped that to avoid coercing 

participation. It was also made clear to them that their participation was in no way required by 

Barefoot College. 

  I would like to address the complexities of these common, colonial tongues. These co-participants also spoke 14

numerous indigenous languages from their home-places, though they were fluent and comfortable in these colonial 
languages as well. While at Barefoot College the students were often grouped by their country of origin, but this did not 
necessarily consider the nuance and diversity that exists within every region, especially in the case that state borders 
have been imposed by colonial powers and do not reflect traditional geographies of indigenous ethnic groups.  
 For example, of the 3 women from Nigeria each represented a different ethnic group. In fact, one woman from 
Cameroon identified as the same ethnic group as one of the Nigerian students and was more comfortable speaking in 
English although she came from a predominately francophone nation-state and spoke French as well. Of the four 
Mexican students, one came from the district of Puebla and spoke only Spanish while the three others, from the 
mountains of Veracruz, shared their mother tongue Náhuatl, and spoke Spanish as a second language.  
 Throughout our collective making, it became clear that even within these small country groups, the scripts and 
cultural codes were not necessarily uniform. At first, for logistical reasons that I have explored at greater length, we 
initially organized the groups based on countries. Later, the co-participants began to self-organize differently in some 
cases.

 Two of the Indonesian students spoke English fluently and were willing to translate to Indonesian; Mila Maia, 15

a Brazilian graduate student/embedded researcher and volunteer offered to translate to Portugese for the women from 
Brazil; Megha Jain, another graduate student/embedded researcher and volunteer from Rajasthan helped me to translate 
to Hindi which was similar enough to Koshur to pose an invitation but not to a great amount of detail (because of this I 
did not feel confident in being able to assure consent and will not be publishing photos of the Kashmiri student although 
she enthusiastically participated in the entire project); finally, Addis Habtsh, a personal friend living in Doha, Qatar, 
originally from Addis Ababa, Ethiopia helped me translate to Amharic through several FaceTime calls, which I will 
describe again in greater depth later in this paper.



48

 The consent form focused on issues of representation: whether the co-participants would 

like their names, likeness, or artful contribution published, in written, photo or video 

documentation, or not. The personal details they shared about their lives and home-places are not 

considered as data for the purposes of this research-creation project. The co-participants are women 

from rural villages in the Global South, and while I am honoured to have been welcomed into their 

lives and their stories, as a privileged (and white) scholar from the Global North, I am not interested 

in collecting or exploiting their personal stories for academic purposes. 

 Although in the beginning all 58 students showed interest (most of which attended the first 

few workshops), in the end, 23 women continued to participate to varying degrees and agreed to 

have their participation included in my thesis research. Before leaving Barefoot College, I revisited 

the consent forms  with each co-participant to confirm whether their answers regarding 16

representation had changed or not. Others did contribute to the collective tapestry but did not want 

to be included in this thesis research. In these pages I have respected their wishes, and I will not 

speak about their participation in detail nor show their likeness in any photographic documentation. 

Translating Invitations 

 As mentioned previously, many of the women learned to communicate between one another 

through gesture and expression during their time at Barefoot College. We integrated these 

communication techniques into the participatory workshops. There was often a translator present or 

very nearby to mediate invitations and concerns, and if not, we could easily find a translator later in 

the day.  

 In the beginning of the project, I tried to convey an invitation to participate to the two 

women from Ethiopia through gestures and broken language. I thought that since I was unable to 

find a translator, I would just not include their participation as part of my thesis research. They 

came to the first workshops but it was clear that they did not really understand the intention. They 

sat on the edges and observed but did not participate. In general, these two women stayed to 

themselves more than most of the other Solar students. In their rooms, we realized they were 

secretly weaving baskets with plastic garbage and grass from a nearby field, and the other women 

became very interested in their activities. There was some concern between different volunteers and 

we were unclear on whether the Ethiopian women in fact wanted to be teaching their basket 

weaving or not. We tried on several occasions to ask, and each of us interpreted a different answer. I 

  The consent forms and certificate of ethics approval can be found in Appendix 1.16
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was especially concerned that these women might feel that their personal privacy was being 

violated, or that they might in fact really appreciate being able to connect to the other women 

through teaching them a skill.  

 Finally, I decided to call a friend and colleague of mine, Addis Habtsh, who is originally 

from Addis Ababa, Ethiopia now living in Doha, Qatar. I called her and explained the situation, 

asking if she would mind joining me in a FaceTime call with these women so we could 

communicate. One evening, the three of us sat down around my smartphone and Addis introduced 

herself through the screen. Faces lit up and both women started speaking very quickly at the same 

time into the phone. That first phone call lasted several hours, late into the night, as they spoke to 

Addis in Amharic, waiting patiently for her to translate into English to me, and then for me to 

respond to Addis in English for her to relay back to them. They had many questions and concerns 

that we prioritized before I finally was able to ask about the basket weaving, and explain to them 

the collective tapestry project. They explained to me that they were not expert basket makers but 

that in Ethiopia everyone makes these baskets for themselves to use in their homes, but that they 

were very happy to teach what they knew to others. They were also glad to understand finally what 

we were working on, and they happily agreed to participate. They also confirmed that they would 

like to have their names published as part of the project, and that they were happy to have their 

photo taken.  

 We had several FaceTime calls with Addis during my stay at Barefoot College, including a 

couple of evenings before I finally returned to Canada, during which I was able to thank these 

women for their generosity and say final goodbyes. While it was not ideal, I was grateful to have 

found a way to communicate with these women beyond gestures. Addis’s translation confirmed that 

most of what we had understood through gestures and broken language had been correct (to an 

astonishing degree) but it facilitated the women’s integration into the group. They of course were 

able to teach basket weaving to the other women without language through demonstration, but we 

were able to confirm that they were, in fact, happy to share this skill with others. Likewise, I was 

able to convey to them the intricacies of our collective project, and know without a doubt the degree 

to which they wanted to participate was voluntary and not forced or coerced. The collective project 

was much richer for their participation, and almost all 56 of their classmates tried their hand at 

weaving Ethiopian baskets during this time, many of them returning home with a small basket as a 

memento. As always in community work, we make do with the tools in our toolbox, and I am very 

grateful to have had the network and the technology at hand to communicate with these women. 
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The Map 

 During the first workshops with each small group, I brought paper and pencil crayons, and 

asked the women to draw images of their home places. Some of them picked up the coloured 

pencils eagerly and started sketching plants and animals and houses. Some were more skeptical. 

Others assigned someone else to draw for them, providing descriptions in words to the designated 

‘artist’ in their sub-group.  

 I anticipated that a workshop exploring memory of place through drawing might be 

challenging or uncomfortable for a group of adults. Through my previous community-engaged arts 

practice, I have learned how as adults, we hesitate or avoid participation in activities that we are not 

already “good” at. Initially, many of the women expressed that they “did not know how to draw”. I 

hoped that this activity might provide a departure point for us to expand our creative imagination 

beyond the skills that each of us were already familiar and experienced with and to begin to move 

into a space for working with ideas and themes differently through an unfamiliar medium.  

 After an hour or so of drawing, we shared our images with one another. Some women drew 

familiar flora or fauna from their home places, others drew coat of arms or flags from their 

Figure 11: An image from the initial workshop where co-participants drew images representing 
their countries of origins, including flora, fauna and other images of “home”. These drawings 

were shared with the group to visually communicate ideas of place to one another. More images 
from this workshop are included in Appendix 2.  

Image: K. Niedermayer, 2019.
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countries. This activity allowed us to begin articulating differences and similarities between our 

home places and helped us move into a space of creative play. With time, hesitation and discomfort 

melted away and laughter filled the space. This suggests to me that because the women were trusted 

and reassured that they did in fact know what they were doing (or even if they did not, it did not 

matter for our intentions and purposes), they began to trust themselves and their abilities. 

 For the next workshop, I laid out a large piece of blue fabric in the middle of the room, and 

proposed this as our canvas, for which we could design a textile artwork that we would make all 

together. We started to imagine what kind of artwork we wanted to make. Many of the women liked 

the idea of making an artwork that represented the village of Tilonia, where Barefoot College was 

located. They expressed a desire to explore the geography of Tilonia in a map because they were 

also from villages and expressed a sense of connection through this theme of a rural locale. Most of 

the women, however, were interested in representing their own home places. The artwork would be 

left at Barefoot College after they returned home, and it would be a way for them to leave a trace of 

themselves for future cohorts.  

 The idea of representing a world map was planted in their minds, I think, by a map 

displayed in the solar school. The map represented cohorts past with little lightbulbs that lit up to 

show where there were solar schools, and where past students had come from. It showed, in a way, 

Figure 12: Several of the women examining a map of the world, embedded with solar powered 
lightbulbs to highlight countries that have been represented by past cohorts of solar engineering 

students at Barefoot College. Image: K. Niedermayer, 2019.
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how these women shared a link with places far away that they had never imagined before. In 

different moments, the students would gather around that map to see where they were from in 

relation to their classmates, to see if their country was already lit up (meaning students from their 

country had already attended in previous years) or if they were the first from their country (some 

imagined proudly how a new lightbulb would be added to the map).  

 In following workshops, the women started to imagine how they would represent their 

countries on a world map. Some sketched out their design before starting, some worked with other 

women from their country to make a collective piece and consulted together before starting, some 

traced out the shape of their country while others made shapes from memory. Some decided to use 

skills they already had (crochet, embroidery, thread-sculpture) but challenged themselves to use that 

skill in a different way (figuring out how to build irregular shapes that would represent regions or 

borderlines of their homelands) while others decided to explore new media (crochet, paint, 

embroidery) that they learned from one another. 

 As Lynn Setterington noticed during her community mapping project (Belcher, 2012; 

Setterington, 2018), the map served as a prompt for sharing stories of place as well as the skills and 

techniques we carried with us. A vast ocean blue sheet served as the ground, to borrow a phrase 

from Clare Hunter (2020)—for us to stitch representations of our homelands to, in an image that 

evoked a world map, that evoked a world map, even if it was not, geographically speaking, 

necessarily accurate. In the end, 12 countries were represented (some of them twice, as I will 

describe below). While the women were invited to work on their pieces during group workshops, 

some preferred to work on their own in private. After several weeks, the core group of co-

participants came together to stitch all of the individual pieces to this fabric ground. 

 Each piece was not necessarily stitched to scale, as I had left each woman to map their home 

place at their own discretion. Because of the demographic of this particular cohort, there were many 

more patches from parts of Africa than other parts of the world. We added pieces of orange fabric to 

represent the larger landmasses and continents in order to give a geographical context to each 

country. These imprecise, orange representations morphed to fit around the more detailed maps of 

home countries. 

 The fact that our finished map tapestry only vaguely resembled the map hanging in the solar 

school was peculiar to some of the women. Some scrunched their noses and pointed out that Benin 

is not actually the same size as Cameroon; Uganda and Kenya should not be placed so close to the 

rest of the West African countries; why are there two representations of Nigeria and two of 
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Ethiopia ? Others were more open to the abstract form of the map from the beginning, but after 17

gathering together around the finished piece everyone seemed pleased with it. The map was hung as 

the background for the graduation ceremony in March, 2019, and continues to hang in a common 

room on campus. In the end, the tapestry itself provided the departure point for the research-

creation. While embarking on the making of this collective tapestry, the process allowed us to start 

finding “Let Me Show You” moments and exploring the skill-share that would become the focus of 

the research. 

 

The “Let Me Show You” Moments 

 The “Let Me Show You” moments were impromptu moments of teaching and learning that 

revealed themselves when the women noticed one another interacting with a certain tool or 

material, and took the opportunity to show off their abilities and teach us a new skill. Some of these 

  The reason for including two representations of Nigeria and Ethiopia was simple. Some of the women were 17

fine collaborating with the other women from their country. However, the women from Nigeria and Ethiopia each 
offered their own piece, and not wanting to turn away any participation, we included all of them.

Figure 13: The finished textile map hanging temporarily in a common room on campus. More 
photos documenting the map tapestry have been included in Appendix 3.  

Image: Niedermayer, K. (2019)
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moments lead to an invitation to lead a workshop, or to share the skill again in another moment. I 

would like to take the space to show three examples of “Let Me Show You” moments. 

1) Weaving Palm Belts  

 By coincidence, one of the earliest making projects that started on the first day I arrived on 

campus: the solar students took up basket weaving with grey plastic strips that they found 

discarded from a construction site nearby. The several of the Indonesian women started weaving 

baskets, and soon many of their classmates were asking to learn. This exchange began outside 

of the scope of our participatory project, but became integrated into the workshops we 

developed.  

 One evening, two of the women from Veracruz mentioned to me that the style of the basket 

weave resembled the traditional belts they wear, which are woven from palm leaves. Long ago, 

every woman would weave her own palm belt, thick and sturdy, to secure their skirts and to 

support the very fine back-strap woven belts that they would layer overtop. The fine woven 

belts took a very long time to make, and so each woman would put a lot of care into these belts, 

whereas the palm belts would be replaced every month or so. Now, they no longer make their 

own palm belts, but purchase them from an artisan in the village.  

 The women from Veracruz asked me to tell this to the women from Indonesia, so I translated 

their story from Spanish to English to one of the Indonesian students who translated again into 

Indonesian for one of the weavers to understand as we showed them the two styles of belts. The 

Indonesian weaver, in turn, was enthusiastic about learning something new and said that she 

would try to figure out how to weave the belt.  

 The next morning before breakfast, the Indonesian woman showed up with half of a belt 

woven (from the same plastic strips as we did not have access to palm leaves). Later that day, 

the Mexican women sat with the Indonesian women to learn how to weave the belts. Soon, a 

group had gathered around them, to learn from observation. A woven piece representing this 

exchange was later added to our collective tapestry.  

 This moment was one of many where the “Let Me Show You” moment was sparked by a 

cultural exchange between two or more women that allowed them to share a part of their home 

places while learning from each other and developing new skills together. This exchange may 

have happened regardless of our collective making, or the participatory nature of our making 

workshops may have helped create a space for this exchange to grow beyond one student 
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wondering to themselves towards an invitation to learn together and try something new. In the 

case highlighted above, my role in this exchange was merely to act as translator between two 

collaborators. 

2) Spinning Cotton: 

 While walking on campus one day, I spotted something that looked like burst cotton pods 

hanging from a nearby tree. Pulling the fluff from the tree, I deduced that it must be in fact some 

type of wild cotton shrub. I collected some and later pulled out the drop spindles I had brought 

with me from home.  

 I am not masterful with the drop spindle in any way. I am more comfortable and experienced 

with a spinning wheel, but I had brought these tools because they are portable, and I suspected 

that some of the women might be familiar with how to use them. My clumsiness with the drop 

spindle was not aided by the fact that the cotton fluff was unprocessed in any way and my strand 

often broke.  

 Seeing my clumsy work, some of the women came to sit and inquire as to what I was doing. 

One of the women from Mexico recognized the drop spindle from Peru, and remarked that she 

spun wool often at home. She did not recognize the white fluff with seeds in it though. She took 

Figure 14: The sample belt, woven with recycled plastic strips found on campus. 
Image: K. Niedermayer, 2019.
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Figure 16: A solar student from Mexico spinning cotton with the bottom-weighted drop 
spindle. In this photo you can also see the double layered belts described in the previous 

section: the top belt a colourful and finely woven wool belt, with the palm belt peaking out 
from underneath. Image: K. Niedermayer, 2019.

Figure 16: Two different styles of drop spindles: top weighted (made by a friend in Canada) 
and bottom weighted (from Cusco district, Peru), and wild cotton that was foraged on campus. 

Image: K. Niedermayer, 2019.
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up another spindle and started trying to spin the cotton. The work was slow and frustrating but 

we did not quit.  

 An intern from a North Eastern district of India saw us spinning the cotton and said that they 

had  noticed many other cotton trees around campus. They were also interested in learning how 

to transform the cotton, so the next day we went to collect more cotton fluff and brought it to the 

open workshop time.  

 At this workshop, the two Ethiopian women noticed us spinning cotton and their eyes lit up. 

They took apart one of my drop spindles and with some scrap wire from their solar class, 

fashioned a new style of drop spindle. Soon they were spinning very quickly and gracefully, 

passing the newly fashioned drop spindle around the circle as other women tried it out.  

 I brought this drop spindle to the wood shop and with the help of another graduate student/

researcher who was working with this department, we asked if they would be able to carve us 

pieces to build more drop spindles for the group. This became a favourite past time during our 

creative workshops. The women from Ethiopia, Mexico and Kashmir taught each other their 

styles of using the drop spindle, and taught women from other countries. Spinning became an 

Figure 17: A solar student from Ethiopia teaching a Barefoot College intern how to 
spin a fine cotton strand using a top-weighted spindle that was made with the help of 

the Barefoot College wood shop. 
Image: K. Niedermayer, 2019.
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opportunity for us to share the different types of fibres and materials from our home places 

(cotton, wool, alpaca, leather, palm, or industrially produced clothing). Many of the women 

crocheted but did not know how the yarn they used was made. Using some tablets from the 

computer lab, we looked up YouTube videos of different styles of spinning from around the 

world.  

 Some of the Indian interns came to learn how to spin from the women, and so the teaching/

learning exchange extended beyond the co-participants of these workshops to the interns and the 

wood shop artisans as well. This “Let Me Show You” moment was extended again when a 

visitor from Japan, Haru, came to Barefoot College for three days. During Haru’s stay, we 

coordinated a workshop where he presented a collapsable bamboo charkha  which he had 18

invented . We set up the workshop in the middle of the solar school one afternoon, and it was 19

attended by most of the 58 Solar students, as well as many Saheli students and some staff of the 

  A charkha is a traditional type of hand-crank spinning wheel used across India. The charkha became a symbol 18

of independence when Gandhi invited citizens to turn away from purchasing fabrics woven in British controlled 
factories and return to their traditional fibres (Yuko, 2013). While at Barefoot College, I learned that many young 
Indians still learn how to use a charkha in school, even in the big cities.

  Haru invented this design after learning how to use an Indian charkha, and so he calls his spinning wheel a 19

charkha as well, even though it is quite different from traditional Indian box charkhas. He adapted his design to use 
bamboo materials which have a meaningful history in Japan, which which is also grown quickly and widely throughout 
the world. His intention is to publish the design as an open source document so that it can be shared widely.

Figure 18: A student from Ethiopia using one of Haru’s collapsable bamboo charkhas. 
Image: K. Niedermayer, 2019.
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college. The workshop was translated into Spanish, French, Hindi, Portuguese, and Indonesian.  

 Haru had brought four of these collapsable spinning wheels, as well as some processed 

cotton and wool. After his initial presentation, participants took turns strapping the charkha to 

their legs and spinning some cotton. Many of the women took up this spinning wheel very 

quickly, and in fact, some of the women who had showed no interest in the drop spindles later 

shared with us that this charkha resembled spinning wheels that they use at home. Other women 

tried the charkha and then decided that they preferred the drop spindles. Some of these women 

went to retrieve our homemade drop spindles and showed Haru how to use them. We brought 

more of our own cotton, and the women who were not using the charkhas or the spindles in that 

moment helped to collectively pick the seeds from the cotton fluff. In a moment, the workshop 

turned from a visiting researcher presenting his invention to a collective moment of sharing 

where the participants were all learners and teachers simultaneously.  

3) Making Colour: 

 Many of the women had expressed an interest in learning how to make natural dyes. With 

some of the staff at Barefoot, we discussed the possibility of leading an excursion to the nearby 

village of Bagru where artisans have upheld a centuries old natural dying tradition, or else of 

bringing a local artisan in to lead a workshop. Because of circumstances outside of our control, 

none of these possibilities ended up working out. I started to discuss the possibilities of 

collecting onion skins from the kitchen to make a dye pot over a campfire behind the dormitory, 

when some of the women from Uganda suggested that they could show us how to make a dye 

pot with some natural dye they had brought from home. To our surprise, all this time they had a 

treasure from home stashed away in their suitcases.  

 One morning, a small group of us gathered around a large pot of boiling water balanced 

carefully above a fire in a gravel yard behind the dormitory. Five women from Uganda 

introduced us to the plant dye, shared some stories of where it came from and how it was used. 

They poured the deep green dyestuff into the pot and it turned a bright fuchsia colour as soon as 

it touched the water, to our surprise.  

 Up until this time, the women from Uganda had showed a lot of interest in learning from 

others. During one of the workshops when we were talking about textile traditions from around 

the world, they had said they did not think they had a strong textile tradition from their home 

places. But during this colour workshop, we learned that they used this plant to dye palm leaves 
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Figure 19: The dried dyestuff from Uganda. 
Image: K. Niedermayer, 2019.

Figure 20: The rich colour of the palms, extracted from the dyestuff after cooking for some 
time over a fire. They were left to dry in the sun for the entire day before being braided using a 

Ugandan technique. Image: K. Niedermayer, 2019.
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which would then be braided in a variety of different ways. These long braids are then be sewn 

together to construct small coin purses or larger bags.  

 In following workshops, the women from Uganda taught us how to make these braids with 

palm leaves that we found nearby. They were shorter and thinner than the palm trees used by the 

women from Indonesia and Mexico, but similar to the palm trees of Uganda. This led us to a 

conversation on the similarities and differences between plants from our home places. The 

women from Uganda shared with me afterwards that they were surprised to see that their 

classmates were interested in learning this skill. They also shared that after leading the natural 

dye workshop, they started thinking more about the colours they make in their country. Some 

students had asked them questions that they did not know the answers to: for example, they had 

purchased the dyestuff from the market in their village, and they knew the name of the plant , 20

but they did not know how to pick the plant and make the dyestuff. Two of the women told me 

they were interested in learning more about the natural dye plants in their country when they 

returned home. They saw greater value in this craft from sharing it with others. 
 

  The names of the plants were common to their regions, but unfortunately we were not able to translate these 20

names into English or Latin in order to identify them to the group.

Figure 21: An example of the braided palm technique, using pieces of dyed palm. 
Image: K. Niedermayer, 2019.
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Trust the People, and the People Become Trustworthy 

 So, what made these moments, when the co-participants stepped into a brief leadership or 

teacher role, happen? As we built trust amongst the group, it seems that individuals became more 

comfortable within the group. In turn they began to develop a sense of value in their own skills and 

knowledge, which they saw as valuable contributions to the community’s knowledge and collective 

making. I believe that this is partially related to the phenomena that adrienne maree brown names 

“trust the people, and the people become trustworthy” (2017). I also believe that these moments 

were supported another aspect of emergent strategy, by what I will call a sort of pedagogy of 

noticing . By observing and leaning in to small interactions that occur within a group of co-21

participants, those small interactions gained a deep significance. To enact a pedagogy of noticing is 

to practice constant, intuitive openness to everyday interactions, which, upon observation, can be 

transformed into important moments of teaching/learning. I witnessed some incredible educational 

moments happening outside of the workshops, in brief strands of curiosity or in passing 

commentaries. Our project became to pick up these strands of wonder, that might otherwise have 

passed by unnoticed, and to carve out time to dig deeper. We co-developed workshops, which were 

informal but intentional moments for sharing knowledge and skill, in an attempt to re-create 

spontaneous moments of learning that had happened in a smaller group, and share this with the 

larger community. As we went, we added tokens of the workshops to the collective tapestry. 

 In Emergent Strategy, adrienne maree brown (2017) explores the role that facilitators can 

play in collaborative projects that aim to reflect values of social justice and/or liberation theory. 

Facilitators aim to make group work easy, and one of the central practices for facilitators practicing 

emergent strategy is cultivating trust: 
  

 One of the primary principles of emergent strategy is trusting the people. The flip of 

Lao Tzu’s wisdom is: if you trust the people, they become trustworthy. Trust is a seed 

that grows with attention and space. The facilitator can be a gardener, or the sun, the 

water. 

  I am using this term, pedagogy of noticing, to describe an intentional practice of active observation and/or 21

listening. After some research, I have not found this term in existing literature, although Rooney and Boud (2019) 
propose a pedagogy for professional noticing (as in teaching higher education students to hone noticing skills in future 
professions such as nursing). In their article, Rooney and Boud (2019) suggest that “developing a capacity for noticing 
is under conceptualized and underdeveloped” (Abstract). They discuss three aspects of noticing: noticing in context, 
noticing of significance, and noticing learning (Rooney and Boud, 2019) that are similar in some ways, however more 
formalized for an institutional context than the intuitive and emergent practice of noticing that I mean here.
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  Often, facilitators seem to do the opposite of this. We sit with the organizers of a 

gathering and try to figure out ahead of time every single necessary conversation we 

want to see happen, and then create an agenda that imposes our priorities, or the 

organizers’ priorities, on the people who we have invited to gather, ostensibly because 

we care about what they think, or about what they are doing.  

  Then, a few hours or days into the gathering, we are harried and desperate because 

the people have realized what we are up to, or simply aren’t feeling heard, and/or we 

have missed something crucial that is at the center of the gathering. There emerges a 

sense of facilitators and participants working against each other, instead of everyone 

working in collaboration to meet goals. (pp. 214-215)  

In order to encourage trust amongst participants, maree brown (2017) has developed nine core 

practices: goal setting; invite the right people; individual participation articulation; a living agenda; 

listen with love!; know when to say yes and when to say no; don’t hover!; what you gonna do? Of 

these, I have found the first four particularly intuitive to my facilitation and pedagogical 

inclinations. During this art-led participatory project, I tried to put more intention and attention into 

these practices. I would like to take the time to dive deeper into these four practices and their 

relevancy to this project in particular. 

 First, a facilitator is tasked with establishing common goals and intentions. maree brown 

proposes that in any given group of people, there is always at least one conversation that only these 

people in this specific moment in time could have. The goal of a facilitator practicing emergent 

strategy is to locate that conversation and delve deeper. Likewise, goal setting with participants is 

key, the goal becomes “the north star and the way to assess satisfaction” for any given collaboration 

or conversation (p. 215). Often times, the goal involves building or strengthening relationships in a 

group in order to grow members’ “resilience and capacity to move together” (p. 216). 

 For my thesis project, I had established a loose goal with Barefoot College of making a 

collaborative textile artwork, but it was important to spend time with the women in order to set 

more specific goals that would help us realize a piece whose making would be meaningful to us. In 

small groups, we discussed what kinds of materials or skills the women would like to work with, 

and especially what skills they would like to learn or teach to one another. Then, with their interests 

and skills in mind, we established a flexible schedule for workshops that fit around their regular 

educational programming.  



64

 Further, the program of skill-share and “Let Me Show You” moments that we experienced 

were entirely unique to this group. In particular, the exchange between the Mexican women and the 

Indonesian weavers over collectively learning belt weaving could have only happened in this group. 

Further, our exploration of spinning cotton was enriched the fact that the group included women 

five countries  who had different spinning knowledge, and then again when Haru visited us from 22

Japan with his bamboo charkha. These moments of exchange were encouraged by the group 

dynamic these women built and shared with one another, and it is clear that while this project could 

be recreated with future cohorts easily enough, the results would be entirely dependent on the 

unique dynamics. In fact, similar interactions have probably occurred with each and every cohort 

and will continue to happen.  

 What was unique this time was the care and intention we collectively put into delving 

deeper. In my role as facilitator, I fostered a pedagogy of noticing that I think helped this. Also, 

because we created a collective textile that included pieces of home-places, but also tokens of these 

skill-shares, Barefoot College also now has an artwork that made tangible these learning moments 

(as well as a number of photographs and videos) which would have otherwise gone unnoticed. It is 

remarkable that, alongside all the programmed curriculum provided through Solar Training and 

Enriche’s workshops, the women also carved out space for knowledge exchange between one 

another. I believe travelling to such a multicultural campus is a valuable aspect of the Barefoot 

experience. Enriche leads a workshop on “building confidence” for the women, but it is in the 

everyday learning and teaching endeavours that they undertake with one another outside of the 

classroom that confidence is really nourished.  

 The second practice maree brown (2017) proposes is to invite the right people. She suggests 

these prompting questions as guides: “Who is directly impacted by this issue?”; “Who is doing 

compelling work on this issue?”; and “Who can move this work forward?” (p. 216). It is important 

to invite people who can accept or commit to the goal or process, not necessarily “easy” people, as 

“conflict and difference are often an important part of advancing the work” (p. 216). 

 At Barefoot College, we had a unique situation, as the pool of potential co-participants that 

were invited were not hand-picked or chosen by myself, the researcher, or the community partner, 

but joined because of their interest in the project itself. The potential participants had been selected 

as students for the Solar Training program by ground partners and regional coordinators, who 

considered which women would be likely to thrive at Barefoot College and who had strong ties to 

  Mexico, Indonesia, Kashmir, Ethiopia, and Canada22
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their communities back home . So, in this case, the challenge was not to invite the right people, but 23

to invite a project that fit the people. Likewise, to maintain an open invitation so that all participants 

knew that they could join or leave at any time in the process. 

 Thirdly, maree brown describes how emergent strategy facilitators aim to find “individual 

participant articulation” (p. 217). In any given group, there exist language barriers, both literal and 

cultural, which can cause confusion in group dynamics. By leaning into this space of difference, and 

giving folks the room to share what they would like to discuss or prioritize, we can start to grow 

“the common tongue of participants” (p. 217).  

 At Barefoot College, this task was especially interesting, as the collaborators were women 

from different countries around the world, with wildly different cultural scripts and references, 

experiences and passions. Our common tongue evolved from the common experience of uprooting 

ourselves from our home places to travel to this rural setting in Rajasthan, India. For the women, 

they shared the experience of coming to Rajasthan with a particular goal of learning solar 

engineering, and the expectation that when they returned home to their villages and families their 

lives would be significantly changed in a yet unknowable way. Throughout the project several of 

them expressed that, for the first time in their lives, they were able to commit their days to learning, 

thinking and playing, as they were unburdened with the tasks of collecting firewood, cooking and 

tending house (as well as the farm, in many cases). So while their linguistic, cultural and religious 

references were different, many of their experiences of homesickness and exploration overlapped. 

We used textiles and gestures to share our stories across language barriers, through materials, 

techniques and artefact. 

 Each cohort at Barefoot College is made up of different students with their own unique 

experiences but also vastly different demographics in terms of shared (or not) language and cultural 

scripts. In this group, our collective learning was facilitated in part by the fact that many of the 

women spoke English. In turn, it became a challenge to ensure that the women who did not speak 

English were not left out of the conversations. Because we had the great fortune of having 

translators present for most of the women (and FaceTime conversations to catch up after the fact 

with the two women from Ethiopia), we were able to take the time to mediate between languages. 

In the moment though, the women developed common expressions that they could communicate 

beyond language barriers. 

  Ties to the community are crucial to ensure that the women will be supported during their six month absence 23

(the village collectively cares for her family, her home, and her responsibilities, including perhaps her farmlands) and 
then for her to integrate her new knowledge and skills upon her return.  
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 In the end, a majority of the women who did not speak English continued to participate in 

our collective making and the workshops through the entire duration, while many of the women 

who spoke English slowly dropped away from the project. I cannot say why they stopped coming, 

but I suspect that the women who continued valued and appreciated the connections they were 

building outside of their small language groups after six months of mainly communicating with the 

same few others who shared their same language.  

 Fourth, “develop a spacious, adaptable agenda so the participants can shape the 

meeting” (maree brown, 2017, p. 217). This was a requirement of the project just because of the 

nature of how logistics worked on the ground and the nature of Barefoot College. Although we 

planned the workshops for Tuesday/Thursday mornings and Sunday afternoons, it was impossible 

to really know what would happen during the week. Sometimes a guest would come and class 

would be scheduled, or a shipment of components was late and class was cancelled. Each morning, 

we would decide if we would set up a workshop space or not depending on how the school schedule 

changed. 

 But more importantly, other than the first two workshops which I planned in order to pose 

the invitation and create an opening for imagination and relationship building, the workshops that 

followed were entirely planned by the women and their interests. Because we were in the very 

unique situation at Barefoot College of existing within a small geographical space all together, it 

was very easy to organize impromptu workshops. Some women would gather with an intention, and 

I would go around between the dormitory, the school building and the mess hall to invite everyone 

to come. This would not have been possible in the same way if we were living in a city or town 

where invitations need to be scheduled and planned ahead of time. 



67

(Chapter 7) Contribution to Knowledge 

 Historians, (human and feminist) geographers, and community organizers have long 

remarked the absence of women’s presence on the map (Bliss, 2018; Clover, 2007; Goeman, 2013; 

Holder, 2018; Tyner, 1987; van den Hoonaard, 2013). Critics argue that maps would look totally 

different if they included women’s knowledge (Bliss, 2018; Holder, 2018). This, in turn, could lead 

to a better understanding of how to meet the needs of rural communities, and especially of rural 

women and their families, around the world. While the map that we stitched during this research-

creation project does not necessarily guide us towards a better understanding of women’s needs in 

rural development, it does still communicate women’s unique experiences of place. It is evocative 

of the creative and playful possibilities that arise when women are invited to make with the 

intention of sharing stories with an intimate audience of folks from elsewhere. In a way, these were  

women invited to become ambassadors of their home place and their culture: their craft skills, 

which in some cases seemed commonplace before, something that either everyone already knew or 

that no one would be interested in learning, became valued and interesting in this unique cross-

cultural space. Some indicated renewed interest in exploring their craft or medium upon returning 

home thanks to curiosities piqued by questions from their co-participants.


	 If I consider this participatory collaboration through the lens of Indigenous epistemologies 

discussed early in these pages, it is hard for me to imagine the impact this research might have for 

the next seven generations. The specific context of our coming together provided so many unique 

opportunities and limitations, in some ways it is difficult to imagine replicating or applying what we 

learned and practiced together in any other context. For several months, our collaboration and our 

bodies occupied a geographical place that exists in different layers of time for each individual who 

passes through it. The relationships that we forged together built a community that endured in the 

real for only a brief period of time, to be replaced, perhaps, by another in our absence. The dynamic 

that we had in person has been disrupted by our departure, but the relationships continue to unfold 

and transform as we return home with traces of one another. It is significant that we took up the 

opportunity to practice reciprocity and openness in these relationships, to learn from one another 

and to teach one another while we had the chance.  

 Over the course of the making of a textile map, and in particular with the emergence of 

many “Let Me Show You” moments, insights to Research Question 1 (how can collective textile 

making and dialogic processes serve to strengthen ties and encourage place-making in an ephemeral 

community context?) began to come together. We learned how sharing textile skills allowed the 



68

women to share parts of their own traditions with one another. They began to gather more often in 

the courtyard or common room instead of staying in their private rooms, which contributed to the 

sense of community that emerged. It became clear that although the primary goal of these students 

was to learn to build, install and maintain solar panels, they were eager to learn as much as they 

could from one another as well. The textile making in particular, provided a means of connecting 

with others outside of their small language groups. As they learned and practiced new skills, they 

settled into a slow pace of keen observation and getting to know one another. Upon their return 

home, they inevitably carried traces of these relationships with them, as well as the memories of the 

attitude that facilitated them. 

 The co-participants were able to contribute to the place-making of that campus through their 

presence in the courtyard, which transformed the space. Their making attracted the attention not 

only of their cohort but also of the local staff and the Saheli students. They contributed to place-

making during their brief stay in this place by collecting plastic waste from the landscape and 

transforming it through artistic practice. Further, in sharing their skills and their resourcefulness 

with the extended community at Barefoot College (with interns, staff from the wood working shop 

and artisanal development), they left traces of their presence in that place which will continue to 

linger long after they have left. 

 Answering Research Question 2 (Why does this type of deep connection and engagement 

with the ephemeral, matter?) leads me to consider the core experience of this international solar 

engineering program, which invites women to leave their home places to study for six-months. The 

infrastructure of Barefoot College provided a unique scaffolding for ephemeral encounters. By 

leaving behind their everyday performances to exist within this new space for a fixed period of 

time, all of the students were invited to re-imagine their possible futures upon returning home. 

Without access to familiar types of palm leaf or raffia, plastic refuse became a site of creative 

adaptation. The making we practiced together throughout this research-creation made space that 

permitted and, even more, expanded imagination. Similar to the work they put in to bring solar 

power back to their home villages, our creative work allowed them to return with these new 

possibilities for imagination and experiences of a unique kind of pedagogical space as well. 

 I believe, in the end, that we did find the “conversation”, as adrienne maree brown (2017) 

suggests, that only this group of women at this moment in time could have had. In each of the 

following cohorts of students at Barefoot College, there will be different “Let Me Show You” 

moments that could arise. It is unlikely that future cohorts will collaborate to unearth forgotten 

techniques for weaving palm belts. They may collect cotton pods and learn how certain fibres or 
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spinning tools and techniques can tell them about their home place and the home places of others, 

but the exact intersection of Mexican, Ethiopian, Kashmiri, Indian and even briefly Japanese 

techniques are unlikely to come together in this place again. And what are the chances of future 

students packing dried dye stuffs in their packs? Each woman who participated in the knowledge-

sharing that I witnessed was telling a deeply personal story. Their knowledges colliding with one 

another created a site, that, like the map we created, references an embodied presence of elsewhere 

rather than spatial relationships. 

 In my past experiences of working with community and travelling to new places, I was able 

to experience a slow immersion into that community and place in order for collaborations and 

relationships to begin to take shape. As a settler from Treaty 4 and 6 Territories, now living in 

Tiohtiá:ke on Haudenosaune traditional lands, I am especially conscious that my community-based 

practice should strive for reciprocity and the founding of genuine trust and relationships, which 

takes time. In the case of this research-creation, I was concerned about the potential power 

dynamics between myself, as a white woman from the Global North, working with rural, 

Indigenous women. I was aware and nervous that this project could not allow for the slow 

immersion and relationship-building I am used to, due to the fixed timeline. Instead, leaning into the 

short, into the spontaneous, gave birth to something new—the portability of the ephemeral. Like the 

portability of a drop spindle, it functioned to democratize knowledges. This allowed for timescales 

to overlap, as we engaged in slow, analogue practices during a fairly short period of time. As 

collaborators, we began to hone a practice of listening to and learning from one another that 

transcended linguistic, cultural and personal  barriers and expanded individual understandings of the 

world.   

 Central to Barefoot College ’s mandate is a principle of deep listening. In order to fight 

poverty globally and empower rural women locally, Barefoot goes first to these women to ask how 

their needs might be met. This research-creation proposes that this ethic may be enriched by 

engaging in a form of tactile storytelling that transcends spoken language. The research-creation 

engaged the co-participants’ base knowledges in order to claim a space for the students to reflect on 

their experiences — their travel, cultural and geographic encounters — and the education that 

they’ve received, both in and out of the classrooms on the Barefoot College campus. My 

contribution to the collaboration, as a facilitator, was to locate the conversations that only this 

specific grouping of individuals could have, in some cases by literally translating and in others by 

honing a pedagogy of noticing to an engagement within this brief time scale. 
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 Although this research was conducted at Barefoot College independent of the school’s own 

mandate and goals, the encounters that have been documented as part of this collaborative art 

project contribute to a more nuanced understanding of the constantly unfolding cross-cultural space 

that exists on Barefoot College’s campus. This environment has been designed to provide a space 

where rural women might come together to learn about engineering, appropriate technology and 

entrepreneurship from Barefoot teachers. Through this research-creation, I and my co-participants 

have seen that this campus is also uniquely suited for the development of a program which 

encourages these women to recognize or more deeply understand that they already carry with them 

many important capabilities, knowledges and skills, and how they themselves might become the 

teachers. Further, I’ve seen that this educational experience and release of imagination is 

encouraged greatly by an invitation to leave the everyday and inhabit the ephemeral for a while.  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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1) Consent Forms and Ethics Approval 

Consent form in English: 
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Consent form in French: 
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Consent form in Spanish: 
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Certificate of Ethics approval: 

 

 
 

CERTIFICATION OF ETHICAL ACCEPTABILITY 

FOR RESEARCH INVOLVING HUMAN SUBJECTS  

 

  

Name of Applicant: Kay Niedermayer 

Department: Faculty of Fine Arts\Art Education 

Agency: N/A 

Title of Project: Stitching Stories of Place with Barefoot College: A 
Research-creation Inquiry 

Certification Number: 30010716 
 

 Valid From:   January 25, 2019       To:   January 24, 2020  

The members of the University Human Research Ethics Committee have 
examined the application for a grant to support the above-named project, and 
consider the experimental procedures, as outlined by the applicant, to be 
acceptable on ethical grounds for research involving human subjects.  

 

__________________________________________________________ 

Dr. Shannon Hebblethwaite, Vice Chair, University Human Research Ethics 
Committee 
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Appendix 2) Drawing Workshop 

Some of the drawings from the first workshop. I asked everyone to think of images that represent their home,  
animals, plants, or other symbols that we could later use to make our textile map. Some women thought very 
locally, drawing their houses and farms, while others thought of national symbols, like flags, coat of arms or 
national fauna and/or flora.  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Appendix 3) Textile Map 

Some of the co-participants were skilled at crochet and wondered if it would be possible to crochet 
a form that would resemble to borders of their nations. After some trial and error, they developed a 
sense of freeform design and expanded their expectations of how this medium could be used. 
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Some co-participants worked with mediums that were familiar to their base-knowledges. This map 
of Uganda included some pieces of braided palm that were made during a “Let Me Show You” 
workshop: 
 

Others opted to play with new mediums. For example, the women from Ethiopia were skilled at 
many crafts. They waited to make their patch, observing others use of embroidery or appliqué. 
Instead, they decided to use paint and stamps on canvas: 
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Some co-participants worked together quite literally. This coat of arms of Nigeria was drawn by one 
woman, and embroidered by another: 
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A close up of the map of Mexico, which included some creative bobble and twist techniques that the 
women from Veracruz use in their artisanal creations: 

The map of Kenya which depicts different natural landmarks, including the Victoria Falls: 
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Some details of the Indonesian islands, complete with some appliqué’d fish stamps which we made 
with traditional Rajasthani wood blocks. I brought these stamps with me from Pushkar, Rajasthan. 
One day, some of the women were asking about the motifs in local fabric, which led to a 
spontaneous workshop using the wood blocks and paint, since we did not have access to the mud-
resist material that these blocks are usually used with. 
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A group came together when it was time to assemble all the pieces on the ground fabric: 
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Appendix 4) More “Let Me Show You” Moments 

One of the students from Indonesia shows others how to weave baskets. Typically these baskets are 
woven with a particular type of palm leaf, but the women improvised with these plastic strips they 
found at a nearby construction site.  

Many women from other countries remarked that they had seen similar styles of baskets in their 
own countries, but did not know how they were made. This began a lively conversation sharing 
about each of their different home places. 
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One of the first “Let Me Show You” Moments, when a woman from Indonesia taught a woman 
from Mexico how to weave her traditional palm belt, using plastic straps found on a nearby 
construction site. Other women from Uganda, Nigeria, and Cameroon started to gather. 
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This Ethiopian basket weaving technique became another favourite skill-share that almost everyone 
from the cohort took up at one point or another. In Ethiopia, these baskets woven with straw and a 
raffia-type of grass which is dyed different colours. The baskets are used for storing and serving 
food. Here, the women adapted by using strips from woven plastic bags which were found 
discarded on nearby construction sites. 
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After the natural dye workshop, the women from Uganda showed off their colourfully stained 
hands: 

Another style of braided palm leaf:  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Appendix 5: “Walking Weavings” 

 After initial conversations with volunteer Kathleen Fox, it became clear that while the 
women did not necessarily have an understanding of “art” or “creativity” in a typical sense, they 
were clearly very creative.  
 One day, I brought out my frame loom to work on a couple of walking weavings while 
others wove baskets. It didn’t take long for them to ask me what I was doing. Through one of the 
Indonesian students who translated between myself, in English, and the rest of the Indonesian 
weavers, I described how this is a practice that I undertake in new places as a way to become 
familiar with the place and its materials. Unsurprisingly, they asked me “What is it used for?” And I 
replied, “I hang it on my wall, as a way to remember the places I’ve been.”  
 I was not sure if these ideas would translate. While the women were also weaving with 
reclaimed plastic, the scraps of debris I was weaving with were much more worn, covered in dirt 
from the side of the path.  
 They asked if they could give it a try, and soon we were passing the loom from person-to-
person, indicating the under, over, motion. In the coming days almost all the women took their turn 
with the looms, and soon others were collecting scraps of fabric and plastic from the ground during 
their walks to contribute to the small weavings. 
 I asked the wood shop to replicate them so we would have more to go around. One woman 
took a frame home with her, and the others were left at Barefoot College for future cohorts. The 
artisans at the wood shop also considered making them for sale, marketing them as a toy for 
teaching children to weave. 
 Here are a couple of pictures of the Walking Weavings we made together: 
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Appendix 6: Personal Creative Responses  

At the recommendation of my committee, I also undertook a personal creative practice while at 
Barefoot College and upon my return.  

This began with two small Walking Weavings which I wove from debris, natural and artificial, that I 
found along the path between the old and new campuses: 
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When we started the map making workshops, as a way of coming to understand this place, I 
decided to weave a map of Rajasthan using similar materials. After weaving this map, the frame 
looms became a favourite tool during our creative workshops, and so I left it for use by the 
collective. 
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Before leaving Barefoot College, I exchanged the single ply cotton yarn that I had spun on a drop 
spindle with the women from Ethiopia and Mexico. Upon returning home, I spun a ply of my own 
yarn with one of theirs. In a way it metaphorically embodies the moments and stories we shared as 
our lives became intertwined for a short time at Barefoot College: 


I used this cotton in the weft of a map I wove of a satellite image of the landscape surrounding the 
village of Tilonia, and Barefoot College campus using the Jacquard loom in the Milieux Textiles 
and Materiality Cluster. The main fabric was woven using a thinner cotton yarn, which I disrupted 
sporadically with the hand-spun cotton yarn, to illustrate how our presence at Barefoot College has 
become a part of the fabric of that place:


