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DIALOGICAL BODIES: EVERYTHING AND 
EVERYBODY AS MATERIAL
— RICARDA BIGOLIN, CHET BUGTER, JAN 
TEPE, HANKA VAN DER VOET, CLEMENS 
THORNQUIST AND DANIËLLE BRUGGEMAN
AbstractAbstract

‘Dialogical Bodies: Everything and Every-
body as Material’ explores how artistic 
research in the field of fashion (design) 
practice can negotiate the relationship 
between bodies and materials. It explores 
what bodies and materials are—and could 
be(come)—in fashion design and practice. 
In doing so, it focuses on different kinds 
of fashion matter and materiality, includ-
ing the physical materiality of dressed 
bodies and identities, to highlight fashion’s 

sensorial, embodied and affective poten-
tial. Through artistic and creative practice 
research, it underlines the experiential 
dimensions of fashion, fashion design and 
fashion practice, opening up alternative 
ways of making, designing and engaging 
with fashion.

KEYWORDS: BODIES, FASHION MATTER, 
MATERIALITY, EMBODIED EXPERIENCES, 
FASHION DESIGN, FASHION PRACTICE

This special issue of APRIA Journal explores 
what bodies and materials are—and could 
be(come)—in fashion design and practice. It 
focuses on different kinds of fashion matter and 
materiality, including the physical material-
ity of dressed bodies and identities, to highlight 
fashion’s sensorial, embodied and affective 
potential. Through artistic and creative prac-
tice research, it underlines the experiential 
dimensions of fashion, fashion design and fash-
ion practice, opening up alternative ways of 
making, designing and engaging with fashion. 

In doing so, our aim is to reveal the capacities 
and agencies of (living) matter in fashion prac-
tice, unlocking novel ways of thinking, being, 
wearing and designing with matter, including 
more-than-human matter. Material garments, 
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here, are not final products, but serve as objects 
of dialogue and conversation, pieces to collec-
tively think through, re-imagine and co-author 
new narratives and practices of what fashion 
is or could be. Participatory acts of making 
and wearing become practices of (un)learn-
ing and help open up new meanings, ways of 
living, as well as alternative approaches to fash-
ion practice.

The issue is born out of the conference 
‘Dialogical Bodies: Everything and Everybody 
as Material,’ held in April 2024, which explored 
how artistic research in the field of fashion 
(design) practice can negotiate the relationship 
between bodies and materials within differ-
ent socio-cultural and ecological systems. 
Organised by the Swedish School of Textiles, 
RMIT University, and ArtEZ University of the 
Arts, the conference addressed the shift in 
practice research to be more attentive to how 
these provocations of creative practice sur-
face key political and societal issues, and how 
these research methods offer potential in real 
life impact. Eight contributions from the con-
ference were selected for publication in this 
special issue of APRIA. 

The first suggests a speculative design 
framework of ‘interspecies mothering,’ which 
emerged from Elín Margot Armansdottir’s care-
based practice with SCOBY (Symbiotic Culture 
of Bacteria and Yeast). Through fermentation 
workshops and adoption rituals of microbial 
‘daughters,’ Armansdottir reimagines pro-
duction as an ecology of mutual care between 
human and more-than-human bodies. Her work 

— Ricarda Bigolin, Chet Bugter, Jan Tepe, Hanka  
van der Voet, Clemens Thornquist and Daniëlle Bruggeman
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challenges anthropocentric paradigms by situ-
ating fashion materials as living collaborators, 
offering a poetic and scientific redefinition 
of the designer as caretaker, co-creator and 
holobiont.

In the second contribution, Hannah 
Berry, Juliana Luna Mora and Vanessa Duque 
Camacho transform yoga-like movement 
and AI-guided voice into a reflective practice 
on fashion’s sensory, ethical, and emotional 
dimensions. Participants were invited to feel, 
question and laugh through embodied aware-
ness of their clothing and its material histories. 
The intervention critiques fashion’s visual 
dominance and fast-paced, market-driven 
demands by cultivating introspection, humour 
and somatic connection, proposing an embod-
ied, affective mode of fashion knowledge that 
foregrounds care, criticality and collective 
reflection.

The third contribution asks how meaning 
can be designed into garments and whether 
dialogue itself can become design material. 
Kasia Zofia Gorniak invited people in partic-
ipatory workshops to write and draw directly 
on second-hand garments, transforming 
shirts into canvases for collective reflection 
on clothing’s emotional and social meaning. 
By translating participants’ handwritten 
reflections into creative matter, she proposes 
an alternative approach to fashion design 
grounded in empathy, emotional durability and 
co-authored narratives where conversation 
becomes both process and product.

— Ricarda Bigolin, Chet Bugter, Jan Tepe, Hanka  
van der Voet, Clemens Thornquist and Daniëlle Bruggeman
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Kristi Kuusk and Hsuan-Hsiu Hung explore 
how somatic design and e-textiles can foster 
embodied care and relational awareness 
through Moving Awareables in the fourth con-
tribution. Developed in collaboration between a 
design researcher and a movement artist, their 
iterative textile prototypes engage the body 
through vibration, touch and movement. The 
research foregrounds sensorial clothing as an 
active co-creator of experience, revealing how 
tactile artefacts can support self-reflection, 
mental well-being and sustainable relation-
ships with materials and bodies. It proposes a 
model of design as embodied care that is respon-
sive, reflective and deeply material.

For the fifth contribution, Remie Cibis 
rewrites Vogue Australia’s ‘Code New’ into a crit-
ical meditation on agency, fashion imagery and 
wearing-as-collage by reimagining the format 
of a commercial trend report through collagic 
reflection. Emerging from the ‘Collaged Clothes’ 
workshop, the piece blurs boundaries between 
fashion media, design and personal expression, 
proposing that the act of wearing itself is a cre-
ative and subversive form of collage. Through 
this playful yet incisive textual remix, Cibis 
foregrounds how everyday wearers re-code 
fashion imagery and meaning, remaking 
representation through embodied, partici-
patory acts.

Sabine Lettmann, Beth White and Zoë 
Hillyard present a pedagogical and sensory 
intervention in the sixth contribution that 
repositions human waste streams, such as hair 
and nails, as regenerative textile feedstock. 

— Ricarda Bigolin, Chet Bugter, Jan Tepe, Hanka  
van der Voet, Clemens Thornquist and Daniëlle Bruggeman
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Situated within their ‘Constructive Disruption’ 
framework, the project invites audiences to 
see, touch and reflect on alternative material 
systems that challenge extractive industrial 
logics. By weaving sensory experience with 
educational reflection, the authors call for an 
earth-centred design curriculum that redefines 
the relationship between body, material, and eco-
logical systems, proposing ‘business as unusual’ 
as a model for transformative fashion learning.

In the seventh contribution, Santiago Útima 
Loaiza revisits Colombia’s tailoring traditions 
through performative research, applying inter-
twined lenses of memory, craft and neoliberal 
transformation. Drawing from his family’s 
fashion house archive, Útima Loaiza contrasts 
artisanal garment-making with mass produc-
tion, revealing how economic liberalisation 
reshaped personal and collective identities. 
The performance, ‘Puntadas por pulgada: 
Taller,’ stitches together nostalgia and critique, 
transforming sewing into an act of temporal 
dialogue: between generations, between hand 
and machine, between the past and the glo-
balised present of fashion production.

For the eighth and final contribution, 
Timo Rissanen examines how masculinities 
are constructed, performed and diversified 
within the subcultural world of leather culture 
via autoethnographic exploration. Through 
personal narrative and a gender-bending photo-
shoot, Rissanen reflects on the legacy of Tom of 
Finland and the evolving inclusivity of leather 
communities by intertwining self-reflection, 
queer history and intersectional critique, 

— Ricarda Bigolin, Chet Bugter, Jan Tepe, Hanka  
van der Voet, Clemens Thornquist and Daniëlle Bruggeman
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calling for plural and fluid understandings of 
gender and identity. The piece situates leather 
as both material and metaphor—a surface for 
negotiating power, pleasure and belonging.

— Ricarda Bigolin, Chet Bugter, Jan Tepe, Hanka  
van der Voet, Clemens Thornquist and Daniëlle Bruggeman



APRIA #08 March 2026

9 APRIA.07.08.A1

RICARDA BIGOLIN 

Ricarda Bigolin is a practice-based 
researcher and educator and the Associate 
Dean of Fashion and Textiles Design at 
RMIT University. Her research explores 
critical tactics and interventions to 
challenge how fashion is produced, used 
and consumed. This extends to practice, 
arts-based and material methods, critical 
tactics of wearing and performing to 
reveal relationships between fashion, 
value and use. Current research 
investigates alternate historical clothing 
practices in Australia offering insight 
into material circularity, product use 
and performance as part of the project 
Wear out Fashion. Her research and 
practice work as part of D&K has won 
international awards and acquisitive 
prizes and Ricarda maintains ongoing 
teaching and research collaborations with 
education and industry partners worldwide.

CHET BUGTER

Chet Bugter utters a cry of resistance 
against a fashion system which denies the 
power and importance of the body at its 
centre. He moves within this system as an 
artistic and embodied researcher, writer 
and educator.  Through (participatory) 
performance, written and visual essays, 
manifestos and film, Chet proposes new 
perspectives on the fashion system and 
sets out to making this system more 
embodied, diverse, and inclusive. 

JAN TEPE

Jan Tepe is a Senior Lecturer and 
researcher in Design at the Swedish 
School of Textiles – University of Borås. 
Holding a PhD in Fine Arts in Design, his 
practice-led research is situated at the 
intersections of fashion design, human-
computer interactions (HCI), and media 
arts. Informed by theory and concepts 
commonly acknowledged within HCI and 
new materialism, he develops methods 
for engaging with entangled and dynamic 
material systems along a digital-physical 
spectrum that unfold in their function 
and relations through performance-
based configurations involving the 
human body, textiles, and space. He is 
involved in research projects focusing on 
developing digital and AI-driven design 

processes in collaboration with Swedish 
industry partners and is a member of 
international networks to advance digital 
transformations in fashion. Alongside his 
research practice, he is the programme 
coordinator for the BFA Fashion Design 
programme at the Swedish School of 
Textiles and lectures on both BFA and 
MFA levels on digital design practices 
in the fashion and textile field.

HANKA VAN DER VOET

Hanka van der Voet works as a researcher, 
writer, publisher and educator in the 
field of fashion. Her main focus is 
fashion media and fashion language, 
and the power structures involved. Van 
der Voet is founder and editor-in-chief 
of the magazine Press & Fold | Notes 
on making and doing fashion, where she 
collaboratively explores alternative 
fashion forms and narratives. The magazine 
provides a platform for critical fashion 
practitioners who actively seek out the 
cracks and fissures in the current fashion 
system to propose new opportunities for 
making and doing fashion. She is also a 
founding member of Warehouse, a collective 
consisting of Elisa van Joolen, Femke 
de Vries and Hanka van der Voet, which 
aims to provide a platform for critical 
fashion practitioners through organising 
expert meetings, reading groups and 
exhibitions among other things. Van 
der Voet is senior lecturer on the MA 
Fashion Strategy at ArtEZ University 
of the Arts, Arnhem, and a researcher 
at the ArtEZ Fashion Professorship.

CLEMENS THORNQUIST

Clemens Thornquist is Professor in 
Fashion Design at The Swedish School of 
Textiles, University of Borås, Sweden. 
His research spans fashion, art and 
philosophy with the aim to develop 
design foundations through experimental 
research. The main focus of the research 
is on the methodological developments 
and explorations of foundational 
definitions at the intersection 
between body, dress and space.

— Ricarda Bigolin, Chet Bugter, Jan Tepe, Hanka  
van der Voet, Clemens Thornquist and Daniëlle Bruggeman
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DANIËLLE BRUGGEMAN

Daniëlle Bruggeman is a cultural 
theorist and Professor of Fashion at 
ArtEZ University of the Arts in Arnhem, 
the Netherlands. She also teaches at 
the MA Critical Fashion Practices at 
ArtEZ. Bruggeman holds a PhD in Cultural 
Studies and has published on topics like 
the fluid, performative and embodied 
dimensions of identity, and fashion 
as a new materialist aesthetics. Her 
current research focuses on alternative 
systemic approaches, an emerging practice-
based critical fashion discourse, and 
thinking through the issues of human 
agency and material agency from a post-
anthropocentric perspective. In 2024 she 
was also appointed Professor by special 
appointment Fashion & Sustainability 
at Radboud University in Nijmegen.

— Ricarda Bigolin, Chet Bugter, Jan Tepe, Hanka  
van der Voet, Clemens Thornquist and Daniëlle Bruggeman
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INTERSPECIES MOTHERING
 —  ELÍN MARGOT ARMANSDOTTIR
AbstractAbstract

In recent years, Kombucha fermenta-
tion has gained popularity in the design 
world — not as a drink but as a process to 
produce SCOBY (Symbiotic Culture of Bac-
teria and Yeast), a biofilm potentially usable 
as fabric or ‘vegan leather.’11 This process, 
which is rather fast, needs little resources, 
which challenges conventional fabric man-
ufacturing. SCOBY seems like a perfect 
solution to the fashion industry’s environ-
mental and ethical challenges,22 but could 
it be more? 

This article draws upon my creative 
practice, in which I cultivate and engage 
with SCOBY as part of an exploration of 
care-based production systems, interspe-
cies relationships and a plural notion of self. 
Through this work, I introduce the concept 
of ‘Interspecies Mothering,’ which emerges 
from my direct experience in nurturing 
SCOBY. The aim of this article is to bridge 
theoretical insights with the tangible pro-
cesses of SCOBY cultivation, proposing a 
framework for reimagining production sys-
tems as care-centred networks.

KEYWORDS: CARE, RESEARCH-CREATION, 
MORE-THAN-HUMAN, BIOMATERIAL, 
SPECULATIVE DESIGN

Cells from my body, bacteria from my body, 
yeast from my body.
When inside human-me, we are one body.

Having evolved alongside the human spe-
cies, most of the microorganisms that live 
in and on us are helping us to keep healthy, 
just as our well-being promotes theirs.33 The 
collective genome, or metagenome, of the 
enteric microbiota contains over 100 times 
the number of genes in the human genome, 
and there are approximately 10-fold more 

genes in each of our microbiomes than in 
each of us.44 Our microbiome is somehow 
even more unique than our DNA sequence. 
We are not a single being but are, in fact, a 
holobiont, an assemblage composed of innu-
merable beings that Donna Haraway defines 
as holoents.55 Multiple holoents are the 
active agents composing a holobiont. 

Fermentation is used as a transforma-
tion process that requires the action and 
co-operation of different species. It acknowl-
edges and nurtures microorganisms 
because in order to transform raw ingre-
dients like sugar into desired meals or 
drinks, it is necessary to create a favour-
able environment for microorganisms to 
thrive in. When the human holobiont cooks 
(and especially when it uses fermentation 
techniques), it transmits a part of its micro-
biome to the food. Some bacteria and yeast 
from the human caretaker will leave the 
body-environment and thrive within the 
new colony-environment and vice-versa. 
The symbiotic colony of bacteria and yeast 
is intrinsically related to its caretaker and, 
like DNA, it passes down its specific traits.66 

As essential, and perhaps the most sig-
nificant, part of my work centres around a 
workshop. Its description begins as follows: 

‘I invite you to take part in an interspecies 
relationship. I invite you to become the 
Mother of my more-than-human daughters 
[...]’ and continues with similar information 
to what has been outlined above. While 
seemingly provocative and playful, treating 
the subject of adoption lightly, the underly-
ing premise is profoundly serious. In order 
to create another colony or a new kombu-
cha or different type of bacterial cellulose, 
pieces of a ‘mother’ SCOBY are clipped and 
introduced to a new environment. The 
clipped bit becomes a ‘daughter’ that in time 
will grow and will be able to engender its 
own ‘daughters,’ always keeping traces of 
its original ‘mother.’ SCOBY is the acronym 
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for ‘Symbiotic Culture of Bacteria and Yeast.’ 
It designates a cluster of microorganisms 
brought together by mutual beneficence 
from their metabolic activity also known 
as fermentation.77 It is important to specify 
that the terminology ‘mother’ and ‘daugh-
ter’ is not coined by me but originates from 
the established language used in kombucha 
production; it is also used by the scientific 
community.88 When I teach another human 
how to make bacterial cellulose and give 
them the essentials to start their own, what 
we are in fact doing is facilitating the birth 
of a new SCOBY. This part of the process is 
underscored during the workshop through 
the props used, such as medically graded 
instruments and the final adoption certif-
icate that each participant must sign that 
commits them to taking good care of their 
new daughter. 

Through playful references to West-
ern human systems surrounding the birth 
of another human, the workshop gently 
invites participants to adopt the idea of 
being the mother of other living beings 
that would otherwise have been consid-
ered inanimate products. The terminology 
employed, aspects of the process and even 
the skin-like material reinforce the like-
ness to human bodies and social structure 
and calls for an alternative model of pro-
duction of kombucha or SCOBY. In return, it 
could transform our ways to relate to our-
selves and one another.

Outside of human-me, in artificial wombs they 
become their own body.

Microorganisms consume carbohydrates 
such as sugar for their survival, while at the 
same time releasing organic acids, alcohols 
and gases. These byproducts are consumed 
by other microorganisms, which in turn 
release substances such as bacterial cel-
lulose that are useful to humans.99 In the 
case of SCOBY, yeast, often saccharomyces 
cerevisiae, acetic acid bacteria (AAB) and 
humans live in symbiosis. When introduced 
to a sweet liquid, yeast will consume simple 
sugars and produce ethanol and carbon 
dioxide. The cohabiting AAB then utilise the 

oxygen present in the environment to oxi-
dise the ethanol into acetic acid. In addition, 
the ethanol produced by yeast stimulates 
the bacterial cellulose-synthase mecha-
nism to produce a visible film on the surface 
of the liquid.1010 This film is a protective 
barrier that shields the underlying liquid 
from external contaminants while still 
allowing AAB to access oxygen.1111 Porous, it 
behaves like a skin, maintaining an optimal 
intra-environment for the SCOBY.  
Haraway writes:

Critters interpenetrate one another, 
loop around and through one another, 
eat each another, get indigestion, and 
partially digest and partially assimi-
late one another, and thereby establish 
sympoietic arrangements that are oth-
erwise known as cells, organisms, and 
ecological assemblages.1212

For human perception, only what has a defi-
nite beginning and end—borders, skins—is 
one. Often, only the film of bacterial cellu-
lose is referred to as the ‘mother SCOBY’ as 
it is the only tangible manifestation of the 
actual ‘mother SCOBY’ or mother holobiont. 
To be able to see all the holoents composing 
a SCOBY, one would need a microscope, and 
through this microscopic lens, one would 
see the burgeoning, multispecies happen-
ings making the tangible body of bacterial 
cellulose commonly referred to as ‘mother 
SCOBY.’ However, the overall liquid is the 
SCOBY and all the different bacteria and 
yeast present in and on the jar are the 
SCOBY. All the bacteria and yeast present 
on my skin might become the SCOBY, and 
the bacteria and yeast present in the SCOBY 
might become part of my microbiome — so 
part of me. SCOBY, as Haraway’s quote 
points out, challenges the notion of single 
permeable self. SCOBY is an assemblage, a 
composite composed of many things, very 
similar to our bodies. If we were to look at 
my body through the microscopic lens, then 
we would see the burgeoning, multispecies 
happenings making the tangible body, or me.

The relationship between the micro-
organisms within a SCOBY is symbiotic, 
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though the term ‘symbiosis’ encompasses 
a range of interactions, from mutualistic to 
commensal to parasitic. In the case of the 
SCOBY, yeast and AAB engage in a commen-
sal relationship; AAB benefit more directly 
from the yeast’s metabolic byproducts, but 
yeast is not harmed by this interaction.1313 
The human caretaker also benefits from 
this relationship by obtaining a fermented 
product, such as bacterial cellulose, and is 
vital because they provide the necessary 
nutrients and environment for the SCOBY 
to thrive. The human caretaker engages in a 
mutualistic symbiosis. Despite its essential 
participation, the human caretaker has not 
been included in this symbiotic culture it is 
SCOBY (Symbiotic Culture of Bacteria and 
Yeast), not SCOBYH (Symbiotic Culture of 
Bacteria, Yeast and Humans). 

For the purpose of keeping this arti-
cle short, I will not delve into why humans 
tend to extract themselves from natural 
happenings. Writers like Bruno Latour1414 
or Timothy Morton1515 have written great 
accounts of why the binary construct 
between nature and culture is so damag-
ing for our planet. Instead, I will argue why 
the human holoent, the human caretaker, 
should be included in the nomination of 
the symbiotic cultures and why I think that 
this ecological assemblage can be consid-
ered a holobiont. 

In her work, Lynn Margulis chal-
lenges traditional evolutionary theory 
by highlighting the role of symbiosis in 
evolution. She argues that cooperation 
between different species drives major 
evolutionary changes, rather than com-
petition and random mutations alone.1616 
For example, ancient symbiotic events 
led to the development of eukaryotic cells, 
where once-independent bacteria became 
essential components like mitochon-
dria. She even describes this as a form of 
neo-Lamarckianism, where organisms 
acquire whole sets of genes from their sym-
biotic partners, rather than inheriting 
traits in a gradual, mutation-based process. 
Through symbiogenesis, entire organisms 
merge to form new, more complex life forms. 
But when does a holobiont become a holoent, 

and when does the long-lasting relation-
ship between different species create a new 
lifeform? 

The creation of a new SCOBY, or engen-
dering a ‘daughter,’ is a process that can 
be compared to biological inheritance. As 
mentioned above, a piece of the mother 
is clipped and some of the liquid is back-
slopped (poured into a new jar with the 
clipped bit) in order to create a daughter. 
The daughter is then a sort of clone of its 
mother that will inherently bear her char-
acteristics. Yet, the specific composition 
of microorganisms within a SCOBY is also 
influenced by the environment in which it 
is cultivated, meaning that each daughter 
SCOBY will in time become unique.1717 Some 
of the microorganisms in the air where the 
new daughter is kept will infiltrate and 
change the original composition from the 
mother. More importantly for this article, 
microorganisms from the human care-
taker’s skin and breath will also integrate 
into the daughter SCOBY, becoming part of 
its unique microbial composition. When 
participants in my workshop adopt one of 
my daughters, it initially retains micro
organisms from both its mother and from 
me. Over time, however, it acquires micro-
bial traits from its new caretaker, gradually 
becoming microbially related to them. This 
process can be likened to the transmission 
of traits within human social structures, 
where offspring inherit genetic material 
from their parents but also develop dis-
tinct characteristics influenced by their 
environment. 

A long-lasting relationship between 
different species creates a new life form 
through the process of symbiogenesis1818 
when the partnership becomes so integral 
that the organisms function as a single, 
unified entity. First, there is integration at 
the genetic level, where symbiotic partners 
exchange or integrate genetic material, 
resulting in the inheritance of new traits or 
capabilities that neither species possessed 
individually. For example, the ability to 
produce bacterial cellulose is something 
humans cannot achieve on their own. Addi-
tionally, reproductive integration is needed, 
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which occurs when the symbiotic relation-
ship is passed down through generations. 
This often results in the merged organisms 
reproducing as a single new entity, as seen 
when the SCOBY mother transmits its 
characteristics to its daughters. Finally, per-
manent dependence, where the organisms 
become so intertwined that they rely on 
each other for survival, making independ-
ent life impossible. This is evident in the 
relationship between yeast and Acetic Acid 
Bacteria (AAB), though the same may not 
necessarily apply to the human caretaker 
involved in such systems.

The main obstacle to SCOBYH is the 
fact that the human agent can leave the 
relationship. They do not depend on yeast 
and AAB for their survival. The Interspe-
cies Mothering concept falls short when it 
comes to addressing the biological aspect 
of SCOBY today. This aspect relies on the 
significance of dependence. Most of the 
microorganisms in our guts are vital for 
us to digest certain food, for example, or to 
absorb vital nutrients that we cannot break 
down on our own. In turn, our bodies are 
vital for them as an environment to live 
within. We could argue that we could skip 
eating those foods, but how much can we 
skip? How about vegetables, beans and fruits, 
can we skip them? How about materials like 
silk, wool or cotton? We can probably avoid 
those and only use an artificial material 
like polyester. But then again, what actually 
is polyester unless it is derived from petro-
leum, which is itself a fossilised organic 
material made of zooplankton and algae 
(microorganisms!). I have a hard time believ-
ing that we could solely survive on rocks. 
Why go to such lengths when it is sufficient 
to recognise our interdependence with 
other species, and why not, then, consider 
those ecological assemblages as holobiont, 
as part or extension of ourselves. I am the 
sheep whose wool covers my body. I am the 
bread I ate while writing this paragraph. I 
am the SCOBYH on my shelves. Even if it 
is not vital for me today, given the enthusi-
asm of the fashion world for the material it 
creates, I might find myself dependent on it 
tomorrow. 

Interdependence is not only biolog-
ical or even natural. It is also systematic 
and artificial. My well-being also depends 
on ideological ethics, hoping that other 
humans will respect commonly agreed 
morals toward what is considered my 
freedom and my rights. It depends on the 
healthcare system — on how long it will take 
me to see a doctor and access medicine if I 
get infected by parasitic microorganisms, 
for example. It depends on the people close 
to me, how they care for me and how I 
care for them.

 

Figure 1. I care for them, feed them, protect 
them, feel them grow.

In a SCOBYH, I suggest that the human 
caretaker is not merely an external opera-
tor but an integral part of a broader familial 
network. The caretaker needs to provide a 
favourable environment and regularly ‘feed’ 
the SCOBYH for it to be healthy,1919 suggesting 
that the caretaker bears the responsibility 
of the SCOBYH’s well-being. SCOBYHs are 
threatened by numerous scourges, poi-
soned by garlic or metal, infection by enemy 
microorganisms or starvation through 
carelessness. ‘Abuse and neglect are, by 
definition, the opposites of nurturance and 
care.’2020 The human caretaker is not physio-
logically dependent on the SCOBYH for its 
survival; however, the human caretaker is 
responsible for the SCOBYH’s well-being. 
They bear a potential moral responsibility 
towards the yeast and bacteria they use to 
create bacterial cellulose. A few SCOBYH are 
now waiting on my shelves for me to feed 
them and they have been already waiting 
for a few weeks already at the time of writ-
ing. Knowing about them, writing about my 
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responsibility toward them is not enough 
for me to take action. Most of us know that 
cheap wool probably comes from animals 
that are treated poorly, but knowing is no 
longer enough. A more radical change needs 
to happen.

Tronto gives a generic definition of care 
that attempts to encompass all the shapes 
that care can take. She describes care as:

‘[...] a species activity that includes 
everything that we do to maintain, continue, 
and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in 
it as well as possible. That world includes 
our bodies, our selves, and our environment, 
all of which we seek to interweave in a com-
plex, life-sustaining web.’2121

Tronto’s definition of care also 
acknowledges that it is an across species 
practice. It is not solely a human activity but 
a species activity, indicating that other-than 
humans also practice care. Furthermore, 
Tronto highlights the interconnection and 
interdependence aspect of care, weaving 
several worlds together. This definition 
challenges the anthropocentric view that 
caregiving is an exclusively human activity, 
opening new possibilities for understand-
ing how care and responsibility might be 
distributed across species.

According to this definition, activities 
with the purpose of maintaining, contin-
uing or repairing ‘our world’ are defined as 
care. The actions involved in maintaining 
the SCOBYH — continuing or repairing 
the symbiogenesis — are acts of care. This 
stands in contrast to, and even challenges, 
the prevailing direction of most research 
and projects surrounding SCOBYH, which 
focus on scaling up bacterial cellulose 
production by replicating exploitative 
industrial models.

At the beginning of her book, Tronto 
declares that:

‘[...] care requires that one start from 
the standpoint of the one needing care 
or attention. It requires that we meet 
the other morally, adopt that person’s, or 
group’s, perspective and look at the world in 
those terms.’2222 

While it might be impossible to think 
like a Symbiotic Culture of Yeast and 

Bacteria, one might as well try. The human 
concept of well-being might not be per-
ceived the same way by a SCOBY, and what 
is essential for a good human life does not 
necessarily apply to yeast and bacteria. 
However, all living creatures seem to pos-
sess a drive to live and reproduce. Therefore, 
caring for a SCOBY starts with supporting 
those fundamentals — helping it thrive, live 
longer and reproduce. 

For the exhibition Fallandi trjám liggur 
margt á hjarta (Yes, a falling tree makes a 
sound (and it has a lot to say)),2323 I created a 
speculative nursery/kitchen for a SCOBYH. 
The first attempt at the work was to design 
objects that meet the SCOBYH’s needs. 
Drawing on both theory and my personal 
experimental knowledge of kombucha and 
bacterial cellulose making, I set out to meet 
the SCOBYH’s basic needs: a container that 
could hold liquid and protect against con-
taminating agents (flies); an opening that 
would allow the air circulate freely; and 
access points for feeding and manual inter-
action when necessary. It could not be made 
of metal. It became quickly evident that I 
was redesigning existing bioreactors and 
that the traditional mason jar was already 
a great tool. The challenge was in how to 
communicate the human-microorganisms 
symbiosis, the notion of plural self, more-
than-human kinship and finally care. 

The biological and familial metaphors 
of ‘mother/daughter’ inspired me to create 
hybrid objects, drawing from the familiar 
setting of the kitchen and the contrasting 
environment of the nursery. The latter one 
is originally a space designed for young 
children, animals or plants to be taken care 
of until they reach a certain level of inde-
pendence. It is a place associated with care 
practice — the materials, soft colours and 
shape fit the conventional visual archetype 
we imagine a nursery to be. The objects 
still respond to the needs of SCOBYH, but 
they embody a different underlying ide-
ology. I wanted it to feel like an organ or 
set of organs that belong to a body, maybe 
mine, maybe yours. It needed to be big, not 
something you can forget in a cupboard, 
but instead excessive in scale, allowing the 
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human body to navigate within it. Instead 
of the microorganisms slipping into our 
humongous (for them) body, it would be 
the human care-taker entering theirs. The 
objects and installation ask the audience 
to think about considering SCOBYH as our 
kin — as our actual mothers and daugh-
ters — and pose this question: why would we 
ever keep them in a mason jar?

When interviewed for the book Radical 
Matter: Rethinking Materials for a Sustain-
able Future, Maurizio Montalti explains 
that living materials are more unpredict-
able than static matter. Even though his 
company is also focusing on scaling-up 
production, he recognises that we need to 
question ‘[...] this attitude that everything 
has to be perfect, which is fundamentally 
unnatural.’2424 He highlights the need to 
engage with microorganisms and work with 
their capacity, even if it requires adjusting 
our expectations about materials. I would 
add that we need to reconsider the tools and 
machinery we use with living organisms to 
make materials and take into account their 
needs. Moreover, we need to imbue those 
tools and machines with a human sense 
of care, so that the behaviour of the human 
caretaker naturally follows suit.

The language and metaphors sur-
rounding the production of SCOBYHs are 
imbued with deep symbolic resonance, 
drawing upon the language of human 
relationships and kinship. Terms such 
as ‘mother’ and ‘daughter’ are not merely 
functional descriptions within the pro-
duction of bacterial cellulose; they evoke 
a powerful imagery that connects the 
biological processes of microorganisms to 
human experiences of care, inheritance and 
social bonding. Care-based production asks 
for more. 

They are part of human-me that become their 
more-than-human-me selves. 

What if you could shed parts of your skin’s 
outer layer and instead of leaving it behind 
on the floor, you introduced it to a culture 
medium and it continued to grow on its own. 
So much so that you could actually make 
things with it — materials, objects, clothes, 
more skins, more extensions of one’s self. 
Perhaps contrasting with what has been 
written so far, I believe that one would not 
hesitate to commercialise products of one’s 
self. The commercialisation of bodies, parts 
of bodies and extension of bodies is not a 

Figure 2. Speculative nursery/kitchen presented 
at the gallery Kling & Bang, Reykjavík, 2021.
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new practice. Think about hair toenails left 
in the bathtub drain, hair that we leave at 
the hairdresser, which is sometimes given 
away or even sold. The bacteria and yeast 
in a SCOBYH, even if they come from the 
human body, remain holoents in this sym-
biogenesis; they are distinct bodies whose 
collective entity form one larger body or 
holobiont. While there is no question about 
your right to sell your hair, there is a much 
bigger ethical problem when you sell some-
one else’s. All holoents need to be given 
agency in the care-based production system. 
We are one in the network we form, but 
we are still separate beings with separate 
feelings, desires and needs. The ‘mother/
daughter’ terminology and kinship aspect 
of the network makes sense and is vital for 
a care-based approach. One needs to be alert 
to the other’s well-being. 

When we make something like pol-
yester, the process is clean, precise and 
detached. The material is inert, manufac-
tured in environments designed to keep 
everything sterile and controlled. But mate-
rial derived from living organisms invites 
a different dynamic. Wool, for instance, 
comes from sheep, animals that commu-
nicate their well-being in clear ways. They 
bleat in pain if mishandled, they grow 
anxious when hungry or cold. Bacteria and 
yeast in a SCOBYH communicate, though 
their language is more subtle; shifting 
smells, colours or textures can signal when 
something in their environment is wrong.

Care-based production calls for a dif-
ferent mindset. It requires us to tune into 
these signals, to notice when the SCOBY 
begins to smell vinegary, indicating that it 
needs more sugar, or when a sheep’s wool 
feels coarse, suggesting that it may not be 
receiving proper nutrition. This attune-
ment to living systems asks us to mother, 
rather than to dominate or control. The 
SCOBY that grows on our shelves may be 
a byproduct of our environment, shaped 
by our microbiome, but it becomes its own 
being. It takes on an agency separate from 
us, a unique life with its own needs. The 
relationship is not one of ownership but 
of care, a mutual exchange in which the 

human caretaker has to involve both mind 
and body in the process.

The act of creating bacterial cellu-
lose, of tending to a SCOBYH, is inherently 
embodied. It engages the body and the 
senses, demanding that we smell, feel and 
even hear the subtle signals from the mate-
rials we are working with. This is not an 
abstract or distant process but something 
that requires us to be present. The nurs-
ery/kitchen for the Kling & Bang gallery 
needed to be big so that the signals the 
SCOBYH transmitted, however small, could 
not be ignored. This dramatic scaling-up 
of a microscopic process allows for both 
holoents to ‘hear’ one another and interact 
accordingly. The transparency of the glass 
used and the porous characteristic of the 
containers allow the human eye to see and 
the human nose to smell, and therefore 
notice, changes. Facilitating inter-species 
attunement is an essential design principle 
for the making of tools and systems within a 
care-based production approach.

To redesign production systems based 
on care, we need to shift from systems that 
rely on detachment to ones that require 
active, embodied participation. María Puig 
de la Bellacasa emphasises in her book 
Matters of Care that ‘[...] a politics of care 
engages much more than a moral stance; it 
involves affective, ethical, and hands-on 
agencies of practical and material conse-
quence.’2525 Therefore, these systems would 
not only focus on efficiency or scale but 
also on how they feel to create, how they 
engage the body and emotions. The tools 
and infrastructure we use would need 
to reflect and enhance this. Rather than 
machines designed to control and sanitise, 
these systems might resemble environ-
ments that support growth and change, 
spaces where the human body and senses 
are fully engaged in the creation process. 
Tools and infrastructure could borrow from 
well-established care practices: self-care, 
nursing, mothering, etc. They would use 
technology not just to monitor and maintain 
the holoent in its production but to care for 
all the participants in the holobionts. The 
outcomes of such systems would embody 
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and express the multi-layered nature of 
care and being — material traces of shared 
agency and interdependence. Such models 
would prioritise listening to the materials, 
allowing for the unpredictable nature of 
living systems. It challenges the separation 
between maker and material, encourag-
ing a partnership that is rooted in care 
and respect for the agency of all involved, 
whether they are human, animal, plants or 
microbial.

They are my daughters. I am their mother.
I care for them. I am mothering them. And then 
I’ll eat them.

Interspecies mothering becomes a more 
fluid and inclusive concept of kinship 
and creation-with, encompassing a wider 
array of life forms that are interconnected 
through processes of co-evolution and 
mutual care-based ways of interacting. This 
reimagining of kinship has the potential to 
reshape our understanding of what it means 
to make with other beings, encouraging a 
more holistic and integrated approach to 
production that recognises the interdepend-
ence of all life forms.

While Tronto’s notion that care is 
a species activity which interweaves 
bodies, selves, and environments is foun-
dational to understanding the ethics 

of production,2626 her position that care 
cannot occur in a work of art overlooks 
the profound, embodied interactions that 
the action of creating often demands. The 
act of tending to living materials, such as 
SCOBYH, challenges this boundary. Care 
should be an integral part of the work of cre-
ation — not restricted to human-to-human 
or human-to-microorganisms interactions 
but encompassing all the relations between 
every holoent involved in the holobiont or 
creative network.

Additionally, current discussions on 
care or animal ethics often avoid discuss-
ing death, decay or failure, but their natural 
concept is integral to any living system. 
Instead of viewing these processes as inter-
ruptions or failures in production, we must 
acknowledge them as natural, cyclical 
events in the network of relationships in 
a holobiont. Death and decomposition are 
integral aspects of fermentation, SCOBYH 
creation, and the lifecycle of the materials 
we nurture. Rather than hiding these real-
ities, we should embrace them, allowing 
death and decay to shape the aesthetics and 
ethics of care-based production.

This approach not only redefines our 
relationship to materials and production 
but also has the potential to transform how 
we understand mothering within human 
social structures. Just as a human caretaker 

Figure 3. Speculative action of creating in 
a care-based production model.
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nurtures a SCOBYH with attentive care, 
acknowledging its agency and needs, we 
might begin to rethink human kinship and 
parenthood as interdependent networks 
grounded in mutual care and attentiveness, 
rather than hierarchical dominance. In this 
broader understanding of mothering, the 
act of creation and care goes beyond biology 
and includes the nurturing of diverse forms 
of life. Together, they contribute to an inter-
connected, holistic system of co-existence.
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FEELING MOVED: 
A CRITICAL MEDITATION ON FASHION AS  
EMBODIED SENSORY KNOWLEDGE 
 —  HANNAH BERRY, JULIANA LUNA MORA AND  
VANESSA DUQUE CAMACHO
AbstractAbstract

The fashion industry is accelerating at an 
unprecedented pace, driven by neoliberal 
consumption and production methods, 
which often leads to the exploitation of 
people and the planet. Western-centric par-
adigms function and thrive through a visual 
dominance framework that drives fast 
fashion and mass consumption. In response 
to these harsh realities, Moving Garments 
Meditations provides a counter-narrative 
emphasising emotional durability and sen-
sory connection by using somaesthetics, 
humour and introspective practices, such 
as yoga and meditation as artistic prac-
tice research tools, to pause and critically 
reflect on these issues. This paper demon-
strates how embodied practices can foster 
deeper personal connection with clothing 
and have the potential to inspire more 
sustainable and ethical consumption and 
production practices at individual, collec-
tive and industry levels. ‘Feeling Moved: A 
Critical Meditation on Fashion as Embod-
ied Sensory Knowledge’ contributes to the 
discourse on fashion’s practices of care by 
highlighting the sensory, emotional and 
introspective dialogue between the fash-
ion industry, our bodies and the natural 
and built environments that fashion read-
ily exploits.

KEYWORDS: EMBODIED MEDITATION, CRITICAL 
FASHION, SOMAESTHETICS, HUMOUR, 
EMOTIONAL DURABILITY

InIntroductiontroduction
‘Moving Garments Meditations: Exercises 
for Reimagining Fashion Through Sound 
and Touch’ is a creative practice project 
presented for the first time at the Dialog-
ical Bodies Conference at The Swedish 
School of Textiles in Borås in 2024. At this 
conference, sixteen participants, includ-
ing fashion design students and lecturers, 
artists and academics, engaged in a 30-min-
ute-long participatory performance in 
which they were encouraged to actively 
reflect on the Western-centric fashion 
industry through an embodied meditation 
practice, similar to a yoga class. The session 
consisted of a sequence of rhythmic and 
precise body and breath instructions guided 
by the voice of an artificial intelligence 
(AI) model emulating Gwyneth Paltrow, a 
Hollywood actress and lifestyle influencer 
known as a symbol of wellness in Western 
popular culture. Her voice was accessible as 
voiceover technology through an AI text-to-
speech application,11 prompting participants 
to develop a relationship with their bodies 
through i) the slow and sensory exploration 
of the haptic differences noticed on their 
garments and ii) intimate and collective 
provocations on the different environmen-
tal and social issues that underpin fast 
fashion supply chains, gendered labour 
and material lifecycles. The choreography 
of Moving Garments Meditation, designed 
by the project’s research lead (also a yoga 
and meditation teacher), ensured consist-
ency and accuracy with the energetic and 
somatic guidelines of the practice of yoga. 
The script, written by the research team and 
read by AI Gwyneth Paltrow using a text-to-
speech app, followed the narrative arc of a 
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yoga class; however, it also explored critical 
themes and common narratives of fast fash-
ion and neoliberal culture. The session was 
documented through video and photogra-
phy, and once the moving meditation was 
finished, participants were invited to write 
down their reflections of the experience in 
quiet contemplation. 

Historically, fashion, driven by con-
sumer capitalism, has been built upon 
exploitation, racism and imperialism.22 
Moving Garments Meditations develops 
a counter-narrative on the relationship 
between mass-produced garments, bodies 
and the environment. It moves away from 
the visually dominant discourse of fash-
ion, which generally conceals exploitative 
and harmful neoliberal means of produc-
tion, toward an expanded understanding 
of fashion as an embodied practice of care.33 
Practising care allows us to move beyond 
neoliberal authoritarianism to ‘a new pol-
itics, where care is central at every level.’44 
This is key to promoting more ethical 
engagement and understanding of the fash-
ion industry’s complexities.

This creative work uses a mixed artis-
tic practice methods approach, grounded in 
embodied knowledge and somaesthetics,55 
emotional durability66 and humour,77 allow-
ing for meaning to move between body and 
mind, for thinking to transform into feel-
ing. Embodied practices such as yoga have 
the potential to challenge Western-centric 
paradigms that often separate personal 
consumption from the global ecosystem in 
which we exist by positioning the body as 
an interconnected agent of change. There 
is extensive scientific research that evi-
dences the benefits of yoga and meditation 
on psychological and physical wellbeing.88 
Laughter is an emotional experience that 
connects people and can reduce negative 
emotions.99 Humour can be used as a ‘form of 
resistance that decentres power and upsets 
the status quo in a disguised or seemingly 
benign manner.’1010 And somaesthetics takes 
the material body seriously as a valuable 
dimension of human experience and knowl-
edge through the engagement of perception, 
consciousness and feeling.1111

The meditation text was projected 
onto a wall, and the audio guided by AI 
Gwyneth Paltrow allowed participants to 
follow instructions by actively listening 
and/or reading. By removing the image of 
fashion and focusing on the body’s intimate, 
tangible and intangible relationship with 
garments and materials, participants were 
able to foster new meaningful sensory con-
nections and emotional durability through 
the intimate dialogue between the wearer 
and its garments in everyday contexts. 
Throughout the practice, participants were 
asked to reflect upon and physically move 
and breathe through the inequalities, injus-
tices and concealed means of production of 
fashion, questioning their individual and 
collective agency. This can be noted in the 
following edited excerpts of the meditation’s 
script in conversation with participants’ 
post-performance written reflections:

Welcome to Moving Garments Medita-
tions: Exercises for Reimagining Fashion 
Through Sound and Touch. I am an AI-gen-
erated Gwyneth Paltrow and will be your 
guide for the next twenty minutes... 

‘Laughing at “Gwenyth [sic].”’
‘Laugh at AI instructions.’
‘Funny... which is unusual for yoga practice.’
‘I like the humour.’

Please stand in a comfortable position. We 
will begin by closing our eyes, standing in 
mountain pose, opening our feet hip width 
apart, and grounding through the four cor-
ners of the feet.

Lift through the crown of your head to 
find length through your spine. With arms 
gently resting by your side and palms facing 
forward, roll your shoulders back a couple 
of times, releasing tension through the 
upper back...

‘Not dressed for yoga.’
‘I felt comfortable, tired but relaxed sometimes 
insecure, not knowing what to do but then just 
relaxing was the best option.’

... Soften your face, soften the shoulders 
away from your ears, and allow yourself to 

Hannah Berry, Juliana Luna Mora 
and Vanessa Duque Camacho



APRIA #08

24

March 2026

APRIA.07.08.A3

relax into your body. Bring your attention to 
your breath, breathing in and out through 
the nose. 

... Inhale, lift your arms up to shoulder 
height and stretch your arms forward.

Exhale, soften the shoulders away from 
your ears.

Inhale, turn the palms up towards the 
sky as if you were holding a pile of textiles. 

Exhale, hold this pose and keep the 
wrists straight. Imagine that the pile of tex-
tiles is growing.

Slowly feel the weight increase, the 
textiles feeling heavier and heavier against 
your palms. 

Inhale, rotate your palms down 
towards the floor. Exhale, let the pile go. 
Bring your arms by your side. 

Inhale, gently reach your arms all the 
way up over your head. 

Exhale, release them by your side.
Inhale, cross your arms and bring your 

hands to opposite elbows...

Figure 1. Participants standing in front of a 
text projection and feeling the sensations in 
their elbows. Photo from author’s personal col-
lection. Moving Garments Meditations at the 
Dialogical Bodies Conference, Borås, 2024.

... Exhale, feel your hands against your 
jumper’s fabric. Gently massage your elbows 
with your hands. Can you feel the friction 
of the fabric’s fibres against the skin of 
your elbow?
Take a deep inhale through the nose and feel 
the subtle friction of your elbow skin touch-
ing the material. 

Long, soft exhale. Can you notice how 
much space exists between your elbow and 
the sleeve’s fabric?... 

... Take a moment here as you continue to 
gently glide your fingertips across and along 
your elbows. Bring your attention to the 
space between your fingertips skin, your 
elbow’s skin, and the fabric’s skin. Can you 
feel, listen and touch the subtle changes in 
their surfaces? 

Can you notice their differences? Can 
you feel your fingertips adapting to the 
fabric? Can you feel the fabric adapting to 
your elbow? Stretching its fibres, thinning, 
breathing, opening and closing as it moulds 
to your elbow’s shape. 

Notice if you are touching the fabric or 
if the fabric is touching you. Feel the inti-
mate relationship between your elbow and 
the fabric that covers it — the warmth of 
their skins, the sharing of space...

‘Body felt warm, nice room, wondering what 
the “audience” were there for.’

Figure 2. Eight participants standing holding 
their arms towards the sky. Photo from author’s 
personal collection. Moving Garments Medi-
tations at the Dialogical Bodies Conference, 
Borås, 2024.

... Keeping your eyes closed, bring your 
attention to your breath. 

Notice that the breath travels all the 
way up to your fingertips on the inhale. 

Feel the breath travel down your arms 
on the exhale. 

Inhale, bring your attention to the 
blood flow down your arms. 
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Exhale, do you feel your shoulders 
getting tired? Do you feel numbness and 
discomfort? A feeling of weakness and 
instability in the arms? 

Take your time to slowly release the 
arms all the way down. Allow this sensation 
to gradually fade away... 

‘Being led by AI with its glitches and issues 
gave the practice a lightness and a bit of 
humour that may not have been possible if led 
by a person.’

... Keep your eyes closed. Do you feel numb 
when you make, produce, consume and 
wear fashion? 

Focus on the painful sensation that lingers 
in your elbow as a reminder of how we are 
connected, resulting from a series of choices 
and relationships in the rush of wearing, 
making, consuming and producing fashion...

 
Gently bring your hands to the floor or to 
your shins and bend your knees as much as 
you need to...

... Take a deep, long inhale as you continue to 
gently rub your toes. 

Soft exhale and feel the textures of 
your socks in friction with your feet. 

Open your eyes.
Take a moment here. Notice the dif-

ferent fibres of your socks, feel the fibres 
through your fingertips...

Figure 3. Participants are in a forward fold 
position exploring their big toes as activation 
sites for deep reflection on the materiality 
of their socks and who made them. Photo from 
author’s personal collection. Moving Garments 
Meditations at the Dialogical Bodies Conference, 
Borås, 2024.

... Close your eyes as you come back to 
your breath. 

Inhale through the nose. Do you know 
what your socks are made of? 

Exhale through the nose. Can you tell if 
they are a cotton-polyester blend? Are they 
Merino wool? Acrylic? Alpaca? Nylon? Span-
dex? Bamboo? 

Inhale, halfway lift, lift your chest, 
hands to thighs or shins. 

Exhale, forward fold your hands to the 
floor, bend your knees if you need. Can you 
feel the different textures and fibres from 
your socks? 

Inhale, are they soft? 
Exhale, are they silky?...  

‘Socks is good thing to mention ’cause even 
conscious consumer (like me) don’t know 
where to get good ones.’
‘Socks make the body feel smooth, the hand 
glides, but skin creates resistance.’
‘I felt a deep sensation between the body and 
the fibres of my clothing.’
‘I’m aware of how the garment mutes the pro-
prioceptive sense.’

... Inhale to rise, slowly stacking up your 
spine. Reach your arms towards the sky, 
straighten your legs, exhale, bend your 
knees forward, and fold your hands to the 
floor or to your shins.
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Inhale halfway, lift, exhale, refold and bend 
through the knees as much as you need. 

Soften in this pose. 
Notice the subtle differences as the 

fibres get smaller and smaller and smaller to 
your touch. Can you notice the microfibers 
in your socks? Can you notice the microplas-
tics from the elastane in your socks?... 

‘Fashion in this moment is limited to smell 
choice of material and sensory qualities of gar-
ment that gives me comfort and becomes kind 
of invisible to the user.’

... Inhale, rise to stand, reach your arms 
to the sky, active through the fingertips, 
exhale, chair pose, bend your knees as you 
move your hips back like you were sitting 
on a chair. 

Figure 4. Participants in chair pose reaching 
their arms towards the sky, imagining where the 
microfibres from their socks have travelled. 
Photo from author’s personal collection. Moving 
Garments Meditations at the Dialogical Bodies 
Conference, Borås, 2024.

... Listen closely to the sounds around you. 
Listen closely to the sounds inside you. 
Can you hear your heartbeat? Can you hear 
your breath travelling in and out your nose? 
Down your spine, down your legs, all the way 
down to your feet and your big toes?... 

... Can you hear the microplastics from 
your socks? 

Exhale, re-fold, listen to the microplas-
tics from your socks. 

Take a moment here. Can you feel them 
as they are released into the air, entering 

your body through your nose? Can you feel 
them brushing gently against the hairs 
inside your nostrils?...

... Inhale, return to the chair pose, bend your 
knees, and raise your arms. Feel the cold air 
filled with microplastics go in your nose. 

Exhale, forward fold, hands to the floor, 
and feel the warm breath as you release 
all the air. 

Inhale, back to chair pose, arms up or to 
prayer position. 

Stay here for the exhale.
Sit deeper in your chair, feeling the 

microplastics from your socks release 
into the environment, accumulating in 
the bodies of the people around you and 
travelling to nearby cities, forests, rivers 
and lakes. 

Deep breath in...

‘The exercise made me super aware of the 
uncomfortable dimensions of the garments I’m 
currently wearing.’
‘It felt very vivid and as if I could feel them 
enter through my nose.’
‘I found this very disturbing!’

... Exhale, forward fold, hands to the floor, 
feel the microplastics accumulating in mul-
tiple bodies of water and wildlife...

‘The movement and questions about my per-
ception of smell, sensation touch and political 
aspects related to it (polluted particles) made 
me even more aware of choices I make every 
day as a maker, a designer, a human.’

... Inhale, keeping your eyes closed, and 
slowly rise up, stacking vertebrae by ver-
tebrae into standing; the neck comes last. 
Bring your arms by your side as you roll 
your shoulders back a few times, soften-
ing through your face and softening your 
shoulders away from your ears. Feel your 
body supported by your feet, balanced and 
anchored to the ground. 

How does this make you feel? Does it 
make you feel angry? Sad? 

Hopeless? Does it make you feel guilty? 
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Take a long, deep breath, filling your 
whole body with air.

Big exhale, sighing it all out.
Release all negative individual feelings 

of shame, guilt and fear. 
Come back to your natural breath...

‘Even though I do this very often it is inter-
esting to breathe things in and out making it 
much more close and visual.’

... Step your feet wide apart, three to four feet 
in parallel, toes slightly facing inwards. 

Bring your attention to the memory 
of when you last bought socks. Did you buy 
them at a global, fast-fashion corporation 
such as H&M, Adidas, Nike, or New Balance? 
Did you buy a pack of seven pairs for the 
price of one? How much did you spend?

Open your eyes to place your left hand 
underneath your head... 

‘I felt moments of “good” fashion citizen as well, 
knowing my garments and buying patterns.’ 

... Inhale, twisting from your torso, reach 
your right arm to the sky. How transparent 
do you think these corporations are with 
their supply chains?

How responsible are they for the 
levels of toxic chemicals being released 
into the air? 

Release your right hand to the ground 
and bring it underneath your head.

Inhale, reach your left arm to the sky.
Exhale, how responsible are they 

for the microplastics released into the 
sweatshops where your socks were manu-
factured? How responsible are they for the 
levels of toxic chemicals entering the lungs 
of the women who work here?...

‘It makes me think about the really shallow 
relationship we have with materials.’

... Release both hands to the mat, bend 
through your knees, and bring your hips to 
the floor.

Sit on the floor, closing your eyes and bring-
ing your feet together in a diamond shape, 
opening through the knees and the hips. 

Keeping your eyes closed, gently 
remove your socks, one by one, gently 
removing your feelings of anger, guilt 
and despair.

Put them to the side and return to your 
big toes using only your index fingers.

Take a moment here to come back to 
the present moment. 

Take a deep inhale, glide your fin-
gertips through your toenails, feeling the 
smooth texture of your nails, your nail 
polish, or the subtle chips of your two-
month-old pedicure...

Figure 5. Participants sitting on the floor, 
reconnecting with their bare big toe after 
removing their socks, and their frustra-
tion towards global corporations. Photo from 
author’s personal collection. Moving Garments 
Meditations at the Dialogical Bodies Conference, 
Borås, 2024.

 
Bring your attention to the last time that 
you visited a nail salon. 

Can you remember the women who 
carefully trimmed, polished, buffed and 
shaped your toenails? Can you remember 
their names, what they looked like, what 
you spoke about? Can you remember the 
nail salon’s atmosphere, the scents coming 
from the fumes, the nail polishes, the flame 
retardants, and the harmful chemicals 
inhaled by your underpaid nail technician? 
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Take a moment to reflect on the long 
hours of low pay, few or no breaks, no bene-
fits, and a lack of proper protection from the 
hazardous chemicals your nail technician 
endures...

‘An oscillation between the body, feeling calm, 
and a repellent sense of harm being con-
stantly caused.’

... Come back to your breath. 

Inhale, leading with the chest, bend your 
body forward bringing your head as close 
to your feet as possible. Exhale, take in the 
scents coming from your big toes.

Inhale, smell the wool, cotton or poly-
ester blend from your socks still lingering 
on your skin. 

Exhale, can you smell your sweat? 
Deep inhale, can you smell the 

nail polish? 
Soft exhale, can you smell the nail 

polish remover? The foot and heel balm? The 
moisturising foot therapy cream? The sugar 
scrub exfoliant? 

Can you smell your skincare regime?...

‘The context cues kept bringing the 
quiet HORROR!’

Inhale, lift your chest and head up, hands to 
knees, straighten through the arms, and roll 
your shoulders back.

Exhale, lead with an open chest, for-
ward fold. Head to your feet, release all the 
air out. Release all negative feelings, release 
the hard truths of neoliberalism.

Inhale, come back to the gentle strok-
ing of your fingers against your toes, glide 
your fingertips along, around and across 
your big toes. Feel the hair on its shaft; the 
underneath creases where the toe meets the 
foot. Feel the immensity of its landscapes, 
the moulded shape it has taken after your 
favourite shoes. Feel your feet, keeping you 
connected to the earth, grounding, balanc-
ing, and anchoring you.

Take your time to gently come to lay on 
your back...

Figure 6. Participants lying on the floor, 
breathing deeply as they notice the smells of 
the room and imagine the microfibres from their 
socks travelling into their lungs. Photo from 
author’s personal collection. Moving Garments 
Meditations at the Dialogical Bodies Conference, 
Borås, 2024.

... Come back to your breath.

Take a deep inhale through your nose, sof-
tening your body against the floor.

Long exhale as you release the tension 
through your body 

Deep inhale. What can you smell? 
Are there any body odours lingering 

in the air? Is your scent embodied in the 
clothes you are wearing? Do you think other 
people can smell you? Can you notice other 
people’s scents?

Keeping your eyes closed, notice the 
different fabrics you are wearing against 
the floor. You might also notice the differ-
ent scents they have absorbed. Notice your 
sweat, captured in the fibres that have been 
held hostage through washing. 

Take a deep inhale, fill your lungs with 
air. Gently run your hands over the surface 
you are lying on. 

Long exhale. Can you feel the 
microfiber dust from everyone’s socks 
sprinkled over the ground? 

Inhale, imagine these microfibres 
being sucked through your airways, tum-
bling down the back of your throat.  
Exhale, imagine they have reached their 
resting place in your lungs, where they will 
stay forever and ever, and ever...

‘I could feel them enter through my nose.’
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... Continue with this breathing.
Notice the weight of your body heavy 

against the surface below. Are there any gaps 
between your body and the floor? Feel your 
body melting into the floor, filling the gaps 
like water from an iceberg seeping into the 
ocean under the hot sun. 

Inhale, feel your sweat, your tears, your 
moisturiser expelling from your pores, melt-
ing into the ground below you.

Soft exhale, completely melt into the 
ground. Imagine yourself washing your 
clothing. Imagine the microfibres shedding 
into the waterways, spreading into the envi-
ronment, and circling back into your body 
with every breath. 

Inhale as you feel your skin begin to 
shed from your body and fuse into the sur-
face below you, unable to escape. 

Exhale, bring your hands to rest on 
your stomach. If you can, move them under 
your clothing to rest on your belly button. 

Inhale as you circle your fingertips 
around, inside, across and along your 
belly button.

Exhale, what does it feel like? 
Inhale, can you feel the presence of any 

tiny hairs? 

... Inhale as you feel the fabric that sits 
between your belly and your fingers. 

Exhale, what does it feel like? How does 
it feel different to your belly button skin? 

Start to pinch the fabric. Can you hear 
it? What does it sound like? How many kilo-
grams of material was extracted from the 
earth to make the fabric? How much her-
bicide and pesticide were sprayed onto the 
growing fibres? Choking farmers, disrupting 
micro-communities, and exposing ecosys-
tems to toxic materials during the process...

... Exhale as you notice how this makes you 
feel. How many hundreds of litres of water 
and chemicals have run through the fibres? 
How many hands do you think this garment 
has passed through before it got to you? 
How would you feel if you were processed 
across the other side of the world, meeting 
hundreds of people only fleetingly? One 
of ten thousand replicas. Transported to 

hang in a shop, tried on by multiple people, 
stretched over bodies, dropped onto floors, 
and wedged back onto racks with your rep-
licas. Purchased to be worn without being 
truly understood, without awareness of the 
skill and craft involved in production and 
manufacturing...

‘It is different to reflect through this many-me-
dium, directly reflecting/touching your own 
garments. It is less abstract, more personal.’

... Inhale. What will you do once you no 
longer wear this garment? 

Exhale. Why would you no longer wear 
this garment? 

Notice how you are feeling as you rest 
in this pose, nothing to do, nowhere to go, 
like the piles of fashion that are clogging 
landfill sites. 

 
Imagine your belly button melting through 
your clothing, extruding through the weave 
or knit like millions of worms. What does 
this sound like? Like a stampede of feet 
toward a sale rack? Your clothes are com-
pletely saturated, and you no longer exist as 
a human being. 
All that remains are your clothes draped 
over the floor. 

Empty.
Alone.
Imagine looking down at them 

from above.
What do you notice? Can you see the 

elements of wear on your clothes? Will they 
be worn again? Your body without your 
body? Your material body? 

Open your eyes...’

‘It was so nice to move my body... thank you!’
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Figure 7. Participants reflecting and docu-
menting their embodied meditation experience. 
Photo from author’s personal collection. Moving 
Garments Meditations at the Dialogical Bodies 
Conference, Borås, 2024.

ConclusionConclusion
‘I think it could be an effective way to make 
people think about clothing industry, issues, 
embodied and in a “relaxed” situation rather 
than being lectured to.’
‘It would be amazing if these kind of guided 
meditations were used in offices, schools, 
hospitals.’

Moving Garments Meditations engaged par-
ticipants with the broader political and 
environmental issues interconnected with 
wearing, purchasing and producing fashion. 

This was done through a novel artistic 
research methodology grounded in somaes-
thetics, humour and embodied practices, 
such as yoga and meditation. As noted in 
the written reflections, moving, breathing 
and feeling through the critical fashion 
industry issues allows for more meaningful 
connections and a deeper appreciation of 
the relationship between bodies, materials 
and the natural and built environments. As 
such, this creative work holds the potential 
to shift individual and collective patterns 
of consumption, foster emotional durability 
and inspire more mindful and responsible 
ways of engaging with the clothes we wear 
every day. Through future iterations of 
this project, we aim to promote emotional 
durability through embodied practices 
to achieve long-term social and environ-
mental well-being because somaesthetics 
engages with not only the body’s rhythms 
and playfulness but also meaning-mak-
ing processes, social values, self-care and 
empathy with others.1212 It must also be 
acknowledged that the participants’ expe-
riences of Moving Garments Meditations 
are intrinsically personal and subjective. 
Therefore, the project would benefit from 
further testing to evaluate its long-term 
impact on individuals or whether the prac-
tice is fostering a temporary sense of relief.
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WHAT MAKES CLOTHES MEANINGFUL TO 
YOU? 
CONVERSATIONS ABOUT CLOTHES, ON CLOTHES, 
AS A TOOL FOR MEANING CREATION IN FASHION 
DESIGN
 —  KASIA ZOFIA GORNIAK
AbstractAbstract

As the functional necessity for new clothing 
decreases, or even disappears completely, 
there is a need for experimentation with 
alternative ways of instilling meaning and 
purpose in fashion design. The workshop 
series ‘What Makes Clothes Meaningful 
to You?’, which was part of my doctoral 
research ‘Dialogical Narratives as Method 
and Matter for Meaning Creation in Fash-
ion Design Practice,’ aims to generate 
intimate and critical discussions around 
clothing and fashion design, production, 
acquisition, use and disposal. Subsequently, 
participants’ hand-written and drawn 
insights on the use phase of clothes will be 
translated into matter for meaning creation 
in the design phase. The research draws 
from and builds on existing garment-wearer 
attachment theories through practice.

KEYWORDS: MEANING CREATION, DIALOGUE, 
COLLECTIVE, PARTICIPATORY FASHION 
DESIGN, EMOTIONAL DURABILITY

 ‘What Makes Clothes Meaningful to You?’ 
is an on-going workshop series carried out 
as part of my practice-led doctoral research, 

‘Dialogical Narratives as Method and Matter 
for Meaning Creation in Fashion Design 
Practice.’ The workshops invite reflective 
responses and discussions from partici-
pants on personal meanings, experiences 
and challenges related to clothes, through 
writing and drawing, on the surfaces of 
some actual clothes. The first round of five 
workshops took place from January to May 

Figure 1. Participant at Workshop #4, 
Dialogical Bodies conference, 2024.
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2024, with workshop number four taking 
place at the Dialogical Bodies conference.11 

My research is situated in the fields of 
expanded and sustainable fashion design. 
It aims to generate findings around mean-
ing creation to support transitions towards 
greater garment-wearer attachment and 
longevity. My main research question is: 
how can meaning be designed into gar-
ments? And more specifically, how can 
dialogical narratives be utilised to create 
a meaningful fashion design process and 
outcomes? 

Most clothing produced industrially 
today lacks emotional meaning or purpose. 
Given the existing and projected negative 
impacts of the industry on the world’s 
resources,22 as well as the excessive amount 
of clothing already in existence, stronger 
justification is needed to produce anything 
more. Aesthetic novelty or even utility 

are no longer reason enough. While tech-
nologies, infrastructure and policies are 
emerging that will help steer future gar-
ment design and manufacturing towards 
de-growth, longevity and circularity, these 
alone will not necessarily solve the prob-
lem. According to Hall, Hasling and Ræbild,33 
designers lack ‘knowledge and know-how’ 
around consumers’ perspectives. Sakaue, 
Mizuno and Tsuda44 suggest that ‘the design 
of consumer-inclusive experiences are 
needed to develop models that challenge the 
fashion system paradigm.’ I argue that par-
ticipatory practice that involves wearers in 
the research and design stages can lead to a 
better understanding of how to navigate and 
account for their tendencies and aid in posi-
tive shifts in both the design and use phases. 

My research attempts to reassess what 
actually makes clothes worth producing 
through the development of an experiential, 
participatory design process. The task of 
designing meaning into garments is diffi-
cult to undertake, as, ultimately, meaning 
is something that is ascribed by the wear-
er.55 Collecting insights from individuals 
about their emotional connection to their 
clothes is well established in design and 
anthropological fields, often framed under 
user studies or wardrobe studies. Falck 
Øien66 defines both the mode of acquisi-
tion and the aftercare of garments as the 
main generators of meaning, while Kohtala, 
Hyysalo and Whalen77 link the de-commod-
ification of market goods to an increase in 
their meaning, as their status shifts from 
good to possession. Errázuriz and Müller88 
define sixteen attributes that describe 
their study’s six hundred participants’ most 
cherished garments. The design attribute, 

‘associated with the shape, colour, details of 
clothing, patterns or motifs, etc.,’ occurred 
most frequently, across 47.1% of responses. 
Neto and Ferreira99 speculate about the 
creation of emotional durability being in 
wearers’ abilities to treat their garments as 
they would treat friends. 

I am building on these theories and 
studies in practice, with the main dif-
ference being that I am also treating the 
generated insights as creative or artistic 

Figure 2. Detail, contribution 
from Workshop #4, Dialogical 
Bodies conference, 2024. 

Detail, contributions from Workshops 
#2, POUSH art centre & #4, Dialogical 
Bodies conference, 2024.
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design matter, that is, visual or tactile 
content which can be fed through a design 
process. This way there is the possibility 
for meaning and purpose to emerge hand-
in-hand with design and form, all rooted in 
and created through collective social expe-
riences. The act of having a conversation 
can be a vulnerable position to put oneself 
in.1010 The workshop series explores if the 
emotional weight of a conversation can be 
transferred into a garment, instilling a new 
kind of meaning or purpose. 

The premise of the workshops is 
to gather participants and facilitate 
hand-written and/or drawn dialogues, based 
around pre-formed prompts, on the surfaces 
of some second-hand shirts. The prompts 
include, for example: 

What makes clothes meaning-
ful to you? 
Describe a garment you don’t like but 
still wear. Why don’t you like it, and 
why do you still wear it? 
If you were a piece of clothing, describe 
what you would be like.
If you could promote something on this 
shirt, what would it be? 

Participants begin by reading through 
these and any contributions from previ-
ous workshops before proceeding to add 
their own. They can try on the shirts and 
move around the space to free up the flow of 
thought. They can rotate from shirt to shirt, 
or focus on just one. They can also leave 
their own questions, enabling dialogues 
between participants across different work-
shops. At the end of each workshop, a short 
collective reading session takes place, in 
which some of the newly generated input 
is shared aloud. The exercise aims to give 
participants pause to reflect on what makes 
clothes meaningful to them — why they hold 
on to certain things, dispose of others, wear 
some things more than others and acquire 
certain things in the first place. It also 
opens up discussions about the positives 
and negatives of the current state of cloth-
ing and fashion in general. Each iteration 
differs slightly, depending on the setting 
and on what did or did not work in the 
preceding workshop.

The workshop method allows me to 
engage in a personal way with many voices, 
rather than deep diving into a single per-
son’s point-of-view or those of a select few. 
Inviting participants to write and draw on 
a garment surface is a way to record and 
preserve meaning from a dynamic social 
experience in a tangible way. The garment 
as a canvas also acts as an additional trig-
ger for responses. Button-up shirts were 

Figure 3. Participants at Workshop #4, 
Dialogical Bodies conference, 2024.

Figure 4. Detail, contributions from 
Workshops #2, POUSH art centre, 
#3, OsloMet & #4, Dialogical 
Bodies conference, 2024. 
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chosen for the first round of workshops for 
purely functional reasons; their flat, woven 
structure is easier to write on than a knitted 
one, and the ‘menswear’ cut means larger, 
uninterrupted surface areas to write on. I 
consider everything that occurs within the 
workshops as data, alongside the accumu-
lated layers of content on the surfaces of 
the shirts.

I am analysing the data through two 
lenses: experience-oriented and design-ori-
ented. The experiential lens focuses on 
developing the workshopping method as 
mutually fulfilling and beneficial for par-
ticipants and facilitator. Some participants 
have described the experience as meditative 
or therapeutic; they enjoy the shared silence 
that comes when communicating through 
writing or drawing rather than talking. The 
design lens focuses on the viability of the 
workshops as a meaningful fashion design 
process which can generate meaningful 
design outcomes. 

The content from workshops one to four 
has been transcribed, and eight categories 
emerged from an initial thematic analysis: 

1 ‘If There Were No Others’ 
Descriptions of dressing habits for 
the home in comparison to dressing 
for public or social spheres. It also 
includes ways participants imagine 
they would dress if they were the last 
person on Earth. 
 
2 ‘Sinon Rien Ne Compte’ (Otherwise 
Nothing Matters) 
The importance or lack of importance 
of discussing the meaning of clothes 
and fashion against the backdrop the 
world’s vast issues. 
 
3 ‘Underwear Which Was Made 
of Holes’ 

Figure 5. Participants at Workshop #4, 
Dialogical Bodies conference, 2024.

Figure 7. Detail, contribution 
from Workshop #4, Dialogical 
Bodies conference, 2024. 

Figure 8. Participant at Workshop #4, 
Dialogical Bodies conference, 2024.

Figure 6. Participants at Workshop #4, 
Dialogical Bodies conference, 2024.
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Descriptions or drawings of garments 
participants have given away or 
thrown away. 
 
4 ‘Clothes Mean Stains’ 
Meanings of clothes. 
 
5 ‘Fashion Is What Other People Do’
Meanings of fashion. 
 
6 ‘Would I Be a Base Layer, Always 
Covered Up?’ 
What participants imagine themselves 
to be like if they were a garment. 
 
7 ‘It Smells Like My Nana’ 
Narratives on inherited clothes. 
 
8 ‘I Don’t Own an Iron. I Use the Heat 
From My Body.’ 
Descriptions from the use phase of 
clothes, including care and repair.

The first round of workshops took 
place mainly in academic, artistic or design-
related settings, as these offered a safe space 
to test out and refine the method, albeit with 
a limitation on the quantity and diversity 
of participants. A second round of work-
shops is scheduled to take place during 2025, 
narrowing in scope to build on the eight 
categories but broadening and diversifying 
in participant demographics and settings. 
Following this, I plan to develop of a series 
of design artefacts which test the use of the 
data in practice. Each artefact will repre-
sent one of the eight categories. For example, 
the ‘If There Were No Others’ artefact will be 
designed based on the accumulated insights 
on dressing for the home rather than dress-
ing public or social spheres and tbe ways 
participants imagine they would dress if 
they were the last person on Earth. The 
materiality of the artefact would reflect the 
findings in its cut, fit and in the textile tech-
niques used. The handwritten and drawn 
markings could be incorporated in some 
cases as artworks in the artefacts, through, 
for example, jacquard or embroidery. With 
this series, I can then pose the question, are 
these clothes meaningful? Are these worthy 
of being produced today? 

At this early stage, I can speculate that 
working with a methodology that combines 
participatory design and user studies may 
offer a new way to create meaning in fash-
ion practice, positively impacting emotional 
durability and garment-wearer attachment. 
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WEARABLES: 
ENHANCING RELATIONAL AWARENESS WITH 
MULTI-SENSORIAL TEXTILES
 —  KRISTI KUUSK, HSUAN-HSIU HUNG
AbstractAbstract

This paper explores how to design for 
embodied care through somatic interac-
tions with multi-sensorial textile wearables. 
It investigates how interactive textile arte-
facts can nurture relational awareness and 
enhance sensorimotor engagement, foster-
ing physical and mental well-being.

Using a Research Through Design 
approach, the study involved collaboration 
between a design researcher and a move-
ment artist and iterative engagements 
with participants. Through three design 
iterations, a series of soft, close-to-body 
prototypes were developed to support 
micro-movements, sensations and emotions 
through touch.

Findings suggest that these artefacts 
function as active agents co-creating expe-
riences with the wearer. This research 
contributes to the understanding of senso-
rial clothing by highlighting its potential to 
promote care, connection and sustainable 
design practices.

KEYWORDS: SENSORIAL DESIGN, E-TEXTILES, 
MOVEMENT ART, SOMA DESIGN

InIntroductiontroduction
With challenges like isolation (exacerbated 
by COVID-19), global conflicts and crises 
of humanity, mental health has become 
increasingly more important. Preventing 
mental health issues is a priority set by the 
European Commission,11 which bases its 
work on mental health on international 
policy frameworks, such as the UN Sustain-
able Goals22 and the nine voluntary global 
targets to be attained by 2025.33 

Contemplative movement practices 
are a way of becoming aware of one’s present 
experience through bodily sensations in 
conscious movement, a practice of moving 
consciously with interoceptive informa-
tion. They offer agency for choice and affect 
change, which is foundational to a person’s 
sense of well-being.44 Movement-based con-
templative practices have been shown to 
elicit measurable changes in physiological 
stress parameters, cognitive and physical 
functioning, and emotional states experi-
enced in healthy individuals.55

From a phenomenological perspective, 
humans create meaning for themselves and 
the world through movement and embodied 
experience.66 Sheets-Johnstone suggests 
that enhancing kinaesthetic awareness 
can deepen one’s sense of self.77 In the design 
field, engaging with unfamiliar interac-
tions with environments88 or unhabitual 
movements99 has been explored to heighten 
bodily awareness and sensitivity to physical 
experiences.

This project explores the multi-
sensorial affordances of materials, 
particularly e-textiles, in the context of the 
movement to support mental well-being. 
Building on the extensive and evolving 
knowledge of Soma design,1010 which empha-
sises first-person perspectives in research 
and design,1111 the study investigates how 
embodied interactions1212 can inform the 
iterative development of design artefacts. 

The research followed a continuous 
loop of embodied practice, design, and 
reflection between a movement artist 
and a designer-researcher. This multi-
disciplinary approach examined the 
role of a movement artist using touch in 
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enhancing self-awareness, emphasising 
first-person, lived experiences in the pro-
cess of Research Through Design. Sensorial 
artefacts Moving Awareables explores how 
to design interactive textiles that can 
deepen our connection to self, providing 
an innovative tool for nurturing embodied 
awareness and care through multi-senso-
rial artefacts. Expanding on the notion of 
sensorial clothing,1313 the project aims to 
develop multi-sensorial artefacts that foster 
self-awareness and relational awareness. 
The design research addresses how to design 
tactile, multi-sensorial artefacts that could 
foster moments of reflection and self-care, 
responding to modern life’s mental and 
physical tensions. 

DESIGNING EMBODIED CARE: 
MOVING AWAREABLES

In the context of designing the Moving 
Awareables, embodied care points to the 
ability of self-regulation triggered by touch 
sensations. At the beginning of the process, 
the design researcher and the movement 
artist explored their surroundings for daily 
tactile experiences, things they touched. 
They reflected on how the objects felt on 

their bodies and what sensations they 
invited. The impressions of the movement 
artist led the team to look deeper into the 
shape and function of a blanket — what it 
offers to the body and the wearer. This explo-
ration gave a design input for the design 
researcher to create an artefact for upper-
body comfort. Throughout the process, 
the prototypes were evaluated and devel-
oped further through a design approach 
that relied on contemplative movement 
practices.1414

EVOLUTION OF THE PROTOTYPES
The first prototype of Moving Awareables 
was a wearable form with twelve vibrating 
motors on a felt surface. It could be placed on 
the upper back and shoulder and fit various 
body types. The second prototype aimed to 
bring the vibration sensation closer to the 
body. An elastic material wrapped the felt 
module close to the wearer’s upper back and 
shoulder area. In addition, the team created 
a set of soft textile tubes made of the same 
elastic textile material. The movement 
artist had been playing around with one of 
the tubes while the design researcher was 
stitching the primary wearable, and the 

Figure 1. Movement artist moving with the final 
artefacts. Photo: Mari Rostfeldt.
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team realised that those additions could 
help to intensify the otherwise relatively 
mild vibration sensation on the body and 
direct it to more specific locations on each 
body. While using the second prototype, the 
movement artist felt restrained by the upper 
body wearable, and the team chose to con-
tinue with the tubes only. The third and last 
iteration of the prototype consisted of soft 
tubes of various textile surfaces and fillings. 
Half of the tubes had electronics to enhance 
the interaction beyond normal textile and 
movement properties. The material charac-
teristics of the Moving Awareables invite the 
wearer to touch, bend, wrap, shake, hold and 
squeeze the Awareables, making exploratory 
movements that expand their kinaesthetic 
awareness to enhance the experience of 
the self.1515

Moving Awareables is a set of artefacts 
worn around the body. The artefacts have 
different surfaces, inviting a diverse range 
of tactile experiences when touched or 
placed in contact with the body. They also 
hide electronically enhanced interactive 
properties that the wearer can discover 
when moving or resting with the artefacts. 
Moving Awareables aims to nurture the 
embodied awareness of the wearer. Using 
elements of somatic design, they invite for 
physical movement and emotional engage-
ment. Moving Awareables offers a moment 
of care and reflection for the person inter-
acting with it through investigating the 
meeting of materials, body and touch. 

SOMA DESIGN INFORMING THE 
DESIGN PROCESS

The design process used the somatic expe-
rience as a playground to explore feelings of 
rest and ease by investigating the felt senses 
of the body and the associated emotions and 
spontaneous movements while interacting 
with materials. Between body and material, 
they explored contacts that bring embodied 
self-awareness. This touch enables slowing 
down for sensing and feeling and touch with 
materials that invite spontaneous move-
ment of care. 

The movement artist’s bodily expe-
rience and articulation helped shape the 
form of the second prototype. For example, 
the impulse to lean against the embedded 
motors to feel the buzzing sensations more 
and the desire to free the arms outside the 
wrapping shape of the second prototype led 
the team to design the third prototype.

The third prototype’s surface materi-
als were smooth, soft or furry. They invited 
gentle touch and provoked feelings of 
calm or rest. The embedded motors inside 
the tube-shaped prototype invited move-
ments of play and stillness for listening 
and holding. The team explored embod-
ied interactions,1616 with materials as a 
design resource.

INVOLVING PARTICIPANTS
In addition to the exchange between the 
design researcher and the movement artist 
investigating her somatic experience, par-
ticipants were invited to engage with the 
study in its different stages. At the begin-
ning of the process, the movement artist 
drew inspiration from offering touch to 
people and hearing about their somatic 
experiences. Later, different participants 
were invited to freely play with the proto-
types and engage in guided sessions with 
Moving Awareables.

The combined embodied experience of 
the participants, the movement artist, and 
the design researcher guided the develop-
ment of the prototypes during the research 
process. Moving between the first-, second-, 
and third-person perspectives in design 

Figure 2. First prototype: vibration motors imi-
tating movement on the body, placed on felt.
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and research1717 allowed the team to envi-
sion, try and validate the idea of enhancing 
relational awareness with multi-sensorial 
textiles in the context of various body and 
mind experiences. Building on somatic 
and embodied experiences, Moving Aware-
ables invites embodied care through touch 
and movement.

DISCUSSION
Designing for embodied care through 
somatic interactions with multi-sensorial 
textile wearables requires attention to how 
the body engages with materials. Through 
developing Moving Awareables, we found 
that in order to encourage self-awareness 
and foster a sense of well-being, we had to 
create textile artefacts that invited touch 
and responded to it in some way. This estab-
lished a reciprocal relationship between the 
person and the material artefact. 

First, the materials we chose were soft, 
warm and flexible. We hoped they would 
support the sense of comfort and care. The 
invited participants intuitively wished 
to bring the artefacts close to their bodies, 
wrapping them around the neck or strok-
ing them with hands to feel their textures. 
We found that these textures encouraged 
gentle, instinctive movements, allowing the 
wearer to relax physically. By focusing on 
these subtle micro-movements, designers 
can offer moments of pause and reflection, 
where the body intuitively responds to the 
tactile stimuli. The sensation of touch was 

central to this project. Experimenting with 
different textile surfaces and the sensations 
created by small vibrating motors embedded 
in the wearables helped us to add a surprise 
element to the traditional material. We 
saw that with this combination of familiar 
textile softness and unexpected interac-
tivity users connected with their bodies 
and became aware of subtle physical sensa-
tions. This heightened awareness extended 
beyond the physical, allowing the wearers 
to access and acknowledge their inner expe-
riences, such as thoughts, emotions, and 
memories. For example, when interacting 
with one of the wearables, one of the partici-
pants shared that it reminded her of resting 
next to her partner on the couch, their 
bodies only touching in small areas but feel-
ing the presence of another body brought a 
lot of comfort. 

Next, the mentioned emotional 
responses created an interaction beyond 
the physical body. We saw that when the 
people came into contact with the material, 
their sensory experience invited a deeper, 
more mindful engagement, bringing aware-
ness to feelings and emotions that might 
otherwise go unnoticed. The research team 
found that the Moving Awareables’ ability 
to evoke somatic experiences and the body-
mind responses to tactile stimulations 
led to a shift in perception. They were no 
longer seen as objects but as active partici-
pants in shaping the user’s experience. The 
researchers began to view the Awareables 
as ‘non-human bodies’ that co-designed the 

Figure 3. Movement artist moving and being 
moved by the final artefacts. Photo: Mari 
Rostfeldt.
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experience with the wearers. This perspec-
tive was further reinforced by participant 
feedback, with some people feeling a strong 
sense of connection and reluctance to sepa-
rate from their chosen Awareable by the end 
of the session. 

Finally, our aim was to create a 
dynamic, two-way interaction allowing the 
body to move and be moved by the wear-
able. We found that through embedded 
sensors and responsive textiles, the mate-
rials can invite specific movements — such 
as stretching or shifting posture — that 
enhance comfort and contribute to physi-
cal and emotional well-being. The Moving 
Awareables invited users to explore move-
ment in response to the tactile sensations 
they experienced. The wearables’ design 
encouraged bending, wrapping, holding 
and squeezing, which expanded the users’ 
kinaesthetic awareness and deepened their 
experience of self. The gentle vibrations and 
soft textures often triggered micro-move-
ments and reflexes, leading to more 
extensive movements and postures that 
provided comfort and relaxation. In this 
way, users were actively moving and being 
moved by the Moving Awareables.

The paper illustrates how multisen-
sorial artefacts could be active agents 
that engage with the wearer, shaping and 
enhancing their experiences. This research 
expands the understanding of sensorial 
clothing1818 by demonstrating how such 
garments can encourage emotional and 

physical well-being,1919 ultimately promot-
ing care and connection on both personal 
and societal levels. Additionally, the study 
underscores the potential of sensorial 
clothing for enhancing embodied experi-
ences2020 in fashion. Through these insights, 
the research highlights the transformative 
role of clothing beyond aesthetics, position-
ing it as a medium for care.

CONCLUSION
In summary, the Moving Awareables pro-
ject highlights the potential for wearable 
technology to transcend its functional role 
and become a medium for embodied care 
through multi-sensorial interactions. By 
focusing on materiality, emotional engage-
ment and reciprocal interaction, these 
wearables foster deep connections with 
oneself and others. This research demon-
strates how the design of soft, close-to-body 
artefacts can evoke care, awareness and 
connection in both individual and rela-
tional settings. Ultimately, the project 
suggests that embodied interactions facil-
itated by these artefacts can significantly 
reshape our relationships with ourselves 
and our surroundings, promoting emotional 
and physical well-being. These findings 
underscore the importance of considering 
care and relational awareness as central 
elements in the future development of wear-
able technologies.
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CONSTRUCTIVE DISRUPTION 1.0: 
A SENSORY INTERVENTION TO EXPLORE FASH-
ION FUTURING. THE ROLE OF HUMAN WASTE 
STREAMS FOR ALTERNATIVE TEXTILE MATERIAL 
FEEDSTOCK
 —  SABINE LETTMANN, BETH WHITE AND ZOË 
HILLYARD 
AbstractAbstract

Many design curricula fail to embed 
humans sufficiently within Earth’s sys-
tems, resulting in education that does not 
reflect ecological worldviews. This paper 
reflects on a sensory intervention presented 
at the Dialogical Bodies conference in April 
2024, which explored Nurture, the founda-
tional layer of Constructive Disruption, an 
Earth-centred curriculum framework pub-
lished by the authors. Exploring the nexus 
between human waste streams (hair and 
nails) as an abundant matter different to 
common textile fibres and design practice, 
we observed and captured the audience’s 
wide sensory engagement with the artefacts 
presented and the conversations gener-
ated. This contextualised a subsequent 
reflective discussion between the authors 
in relation to their own experiences of 
working with these materials. The findings 
reveal a range of aesthetic, cultural and 
ethical challenges and opportunities for 
stakeholders such as educators, designers 
and end users in embracing these materials 
as alternative textile material feedstock for 
regenerative design.

KEYWORDS: EARTH-CENTRED CURRICULUM, 
REGENERATIVE DESIGN, HUMAN WASTE 
STREAMS, MORE-THAN-HUMAN PERSPECTIVES, 
MATERIAL ENCOUNTERS.

THE NEED FOR A CHANGE IN HOW 
WE EDUCATE FASHION AND 
TEXTILES DESIGN

The ideological separation of humans from 
nature in Western-centric societies has 
resulted in our understanding of humans as 
superior to nature, and in nature becoming 
a simple resource linked but not limited to 
the many practices in the fashion industry.11 
Derived from a worldview that promotes 
the neoliberal goal of economic growth, this 
stands in contrast to an ecological world-
view, which instead values the ‘unity of 
human beings with all other living beings’ 
as an expression of balanced ‘human rights 
and the rights of nature.’22 Despite the dras-
tic increase in environmental and societal 
challenges faced by humans and the planet, 
the recognition of our human position in 
alignment with Earth’s systems is cur-
rently lacking in many curricula. And while 
there are individual movements emerging 
to embed alternative practices into design 
courses, their underpinning pedagogical 
structures often represent an ‘education 
of disengagement, or in error’ as Tony Fry 
argues.33 Given that six of the nine plan-
etary boundaries have been crossed, as 
highlighted in the first Planetary Health 
Check recently conducted by the Potsdam 
Institute for Climate Impact Research, the 
imperative for radically shifting the role of 
universities is now framed by the urgency 
of ecological survival.44 Therefore, acknowl-
edging the tremendous and fundamental 
shift that is needed to provide a flexible 
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and future-oriented learning environment 
cannot be achieved with either small adjust-
ments or with ‘business as usual.’55 

In response, the curriculum frame-
work Constructive Disruption (fig. 1), 
developed and disseminated by us in 
2021 and 2023, proposes a constructive 
yet disruptive approach to dismantling 
existing course structures by providing 
an Earth-centred experience that allows 
students to engage with more-than-human 
interactions. It offers new value systems 
in tune with seasonal cycles that reflect 
changing societal needs.66 Moreover, it 
anchors institutionalised learning at 
higher education level within a real world 
and is not created as a distinct entity sepa-
rate to the real world that only begins after 
graduation and therefore is discussed as 

‘unworldliness.’77

Figure 1. Constructive Disruption curriculum 
framework (diagram by the authors, 2021).

In this paper, we focus on Constructive Dis-
ruption 1.0: A Sensory Intervention to Explore 
Fashion Futuring developed for the Dia-
logical Bodies conference at The Swedish 
School of Fashion and Textiles in Borås in 
April 2024. It is titled 1:0 because of its focus 
on the first transformative layer of the cur-
riculum framework. At its core sits Nurture, 
which aims to develop and investigate the 

foundational phases of all living systems’ 
wellbeing and existence: Soil, Seed, Bloom, 
Harvest, Use and Compost. These six key 
stages of life inform how fashion and tex-
tile design can be un- and re-learned when 
nature becomes the role model. Nurture 
offers a non-hierarchical fashion narrative 
that does not distinguish between humans, 
plants or animals as natural raw material 
resources. To understand the potential of 
existing yet unidentified, and therefore 
underutilised, raw material streams, the 
Constructive Disruption 1.0 intervention  
(fig. 2) sought to explore the legitimisation of 
matter becoming material through the lens 
of practice, experience and culture shift. 

Figure 2. Sensory intervention display (photo-
graph by the authors, 2024).

Moving beyond perceptions of what is 
commonly evaluated as a suitable and 
socially accepted fashion material requires 
a transformation of mental models, which 
currently contribute to hindering an identi-
fication of what could be. In developing the 
intervention, donated nails and hair were 
transformed through grinding and blending 
with other bio substances to achieve new 
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physical properties shaping an alternative 
design culture. Traditional textile meth-
ods were experimentally combined with 
science-based approaches to generate new 
material concepts for lace, knitted and fur-
like fabrics (fig. 3). 

These were complemented by abstract 
pieces to embody the stages of Nurture, such 
as audio sequences reflecting value assigned 
to a living raw material; nutrients that 
nourish human systems; and a ‘Hair and 
Nail Donor Card’ (fig. 4) proposing a mecha-
nism for individuals to donate their human 
waste streams, blurring the boundaries 
between body and material.

Figure 4. Hair and nail donor card (photographs 
by the authors, 2024).

Thierry et al. discuss the necessity to shift 
away from ‘business as usual’ to achieve 
transformative change in educational 
settings. As stakeholders in instigating 

‘business as unusual,’ educators hold a sig-
nificant role in supporting this seismic 
change.88 Coming together for the confer-
ence, we saw an opportunity to explore 

educators’ openness to business as unusual 
through a curated intervention. It invited 
the audience to investigate sensory expe-
riences of seeing, listening, touching and 
smelling that aimed to confront, to open a 
dialogue and to challenge existing under-
standings of material as a starting point for 
the consideration of a potentially regenera-
tive alternative for fashion design.

In the following, new and established 
literature contextualises the rationale for 
proposing new material feedstock which 
inevitably requires new ways of being in the 
[fashion] world and developing new [fash-
ion] worldviews, which is the foundation for 
regenerative design, as Wahl argues.99 In this 
context, sensory experiences are discussed 
below through the lens of Western and 
Indigenous practices to explore their role 
in ways of knowing and design education. 
Following this, we reflect on Constructive 
Disruption 1.0, observing the audiences’ 
interaction with the artefacts as well as 
capturing our own experiences and per-
ceptions of hair and nail waste streams to 
discuss its impacts on our individual prac-
tice as designers and educators.

Figure 3. Biomaterial and human waste stream 
materials (photographs by the authors, 2024).
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THE NEED FOR ENGAGING WITH 
NEW MATERIAL FEEDSTOCK

The fashion industry’s constantly growing 
fibre production, 124 million tonnes in 2023, 
is highly dependent on specific fibres such 
as polyester as well as other synthetics and 
man-made materials.1010 These materials 
are commonly used in education where 
the focus is often on aesthetics instead of 
systems — a design education that there-
fore represents ‘unworldly’ realities.1111 This 
demands a rethink of material feedstock 
choices not only for the industry but also for 
education. As the market share of textile-
to-textile recycled fibres has decreased 
from 7.9% in 2022 to 7.7% in 2023 and the 
infrastructure to close material loops is 
widely lacking, finding alternative biomass 
feedstock that can be sourced and processed 
locally is high on the agenda of textile inno-
vators across the world.1212 

This is complemented by our deep 
concern related to the increasingly linear 
patterns of oversupply and overconsump-
tion, both of which have a significant impact 
on material extraction, circulation and 
inevitable (non-)progression into new mate-
rial systems. In opposition to the extractive 
practices of the fashion industry aligned 
with economic growth, Fritz Schumacher 
advocated for small scale economies, which, 
alongside cherishing smallness, can also 
comprise regional fibre systems as pro-
moted by organisations like Fibershed to 

‘build soil and protect the health of our bio-
sphere.’1313 As stakeholders of the educational 
system, by not distinguishing between nat-
ural, animal or human material resources, 
we must imagine how working with abun-
dant material resources such as hair and 
nails might challenge our perception of 
potentially relevant matter when, accord-
ing to von Busch, they become relational to 

‘human agency and intentions.’1414 
To support this transition, under-

standing how experience and senses can 
inform human perception is a key element 
in facilitating design agency and intention. 
The connection between mind and body 
are central to educational experiences and 
reflect the students’ and educators’ ‘mode 

of being in the world.’1515 Being multidimen-
sional, experiences include to position the 
self in relation to objects to make sense 
of the world that is, which is additionally 
informed by one’s behaviours, interests 
and values.1616 In a modernist-colonialist 
logic, beliefs are based on a single world 
and universal solutions.1717 This contrasts 
Indigenous societies, where the intrinsic 
connection between Earth and sky, air 
and water, plants and animals, as well as 
humans to spirits forms the complexity of 
their cosmological worldviews.1818 As noted 
in context of Australian Indigenous com-
munities, their ‘methods of knowing focus 
on bodily sensory connections to transmit 
ideas and values inherent to culture.’1919 And 
while humans share the same basic sensory 
capacities, these are culturally understood 
in different ways, aligned with customs and 
traditions as well as values and practices 
including gender, class and ethnicity. 

Expanding on this, to make sense of 
a world that could be, encounters with hair 
and nail matter for design ‘offer scope for 
[...] expansion of the horizons of being an 
embodied self in the world.’2020 Such mindset 
shifting processes express what is evalu-
ated as a fundamental unity of the body and 
the world.2121 This way of being with the world 
illuminates the pathway for addressing the 
prevailing disconnect between humans and 
nature to enable more sustainable lifestyles 
and recognise the mutual roles of humans 
and nature for survival.2222 

Our positionality as white, female, 
middle-class academics in the Global North 
places us in between envisioning how the 
design education paradigm could change 
to reflect pluralistic worldviews and our 
awareness that we do not hold the knowl-
edge that emerges from lived Indigenous 
experience and other peoples’ perception 
of hair and nails. The way new material 
understanding emerges and finds cultural 
acceptance will determine the future 
ecological and societal development and 
subsequent impact of fashion and textile 
education.
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METHODOLOGY
This research represents reflective prac-
tice, a method to ‘absorb, apply and think’ 
about everyday activities — in this case, our 
practice as educators.2323 In preparation for 
our conference contribution, we developed 
a series of artefacts made from collected 
hair and nail waste. Our aim was to explore 
how our experience of an abundant matter 
different to common textile fibres might 
be affected through experimenting with 
hair and nails. Emerging from these prac-
tice-based sensual experiences, we designed 
an intervention to counter more traditional 
conference presentations such as talks or 
posters. Instead, we focused on using senses 
to engage with human waste streams in 
alignment with Todd et al., who understand 
the connection of body and mind as central 
to educational experiences.2424 We sought to 
create encounters which could expand our 
audience’s horizons with regards to their 

relation to materials and to understand in 
reverse how our curriculum development 
can evolve based on our peers’ engagement.2525 

The attending group of 25–30 academ-
ics and students were invited to engage with 
the artefacts through touching, smelling, 
seeing, and listening to instigate multidi-
mensional experiences. Accompanying 
conversations followed an organic dynamic 
to capture the audience’s experience in a 
natural free flowing format. Additionally, 
participants contributed to Threads of 
Thought (fig. 5), which provided a tactile 
and sensory method of responding to five 
pre-defined questions to document their age, 
location, values and material preferences. 
Some of the responses are included within 
the discussion below. 

Figure 5. Threads of Thought (photograph by the authors, 2024). 
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Findings from Threads of Thought reflected 
fifteen responses from diverse age groups 
with Gen X and Gen Y comprising 12 par-
ticipants (23–54 years). Two were above 55 
and one below 22 years old. Thirteen partic-
ipants indicated they live in Cities, another 
two live Off Grid. Asked about the value they 
relate most to, Compassion received three, 
Inner Harmony two, Kinship Societies four, 
Ecological Equilibrium one and Pluriverse 
two answers. We selected these values to 
understand whether there was a connection 
between living environments and ecologi-
cally linked values and preferred material 
sources. The latter received one reply each 
for Mixed, Synthetic and Mineral sources, 
two for Animal and ten for Plant fibre 
sources. Asked how they felt about human 
material waste streams, one was Disgusted, 
two felt Ambivalent, six Inspired and another 
six Intrigued. Interestingly, nine out of ten 
participants with a preference for plant 
material sources plus one other who pre-
ferred mixed fibres related positively to 
human waste streams.

Both our observation and Threads 
of Thought enabled us to reflect on the 
audience’s responses from engaging with 
the sensorial experience. Results might 
be influenced by their greater awareness 
for the need to change, a higher openness 
for innovative material streams as well as 
already visible responses and thus might 
entail biased homogeneity. 

Following the conference, we discussed 
how the shift in education we advocate for 
effects being stakeholders of business as 
unusual.2626 As the phenomenological element 
of this study, we sought to construct knowl-
edge through the interpretation of our own 
experiences with using human waste in 
our creative practice.2727 This documented 
conversation was partly edited and restruc-
tured for clarity. 

PERSPECTIVES ON HAIR AND 
NAILS AS MATERIAL FEEDSTOCK:  
A CONVERSATION

What is emerging from the need to edu-
cate students for ecological survival is an 

engagement with alternative material 
streams too.2828 Subsequently, they stimulate 
our senses in many ways, from tactility to 
scents, potentially challenging our cul-
turally developed perception of fashion 
appropriate materials, inviting us to review 
our and nature’s mutual roles for survival.2929

Bett White [BW]: What was your experience 
of working with material derived from 
human waste?

Zoë Hillyard [ZH]: For the biomaterial appli-
cations I used my own hair, my family’s, 
and hair that I collected from hairdress-
ers. There wasn’t a difference for me 
when working with those sources (fig. 6). 
There’s definitely a disconnect, though, 
between when things are attached and 
not attached to your body.

Figure 6. Hair and nail vessels (photograph by 
the authors, 2024).

Sabine Lettmann [SL]: I’m probably quite 
the opposite although I’m curious about 
these resources and how they translate 
into becoming material. I’m fine with 
your hair and nails, but that’s because 
we’ve got a deep connection with each 
other. As soon as I don’t know the person 
it makes me cringe.

BW: Would you wear an item of clothing 
that was made from hair because it would 
most likely come from more than one 
individual?

SL: Ideally, I would need a clear disconnect 
between what I envision the source to be 
and the final product.

BW: If hair is embedded into the material, 
or it looks similar to existing materials, 
individuals would become familiar with 
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the material as opposed to considering 
it as a human waste stream. This might 
also help the two out of fifteen who felt 
ambivalent about human waste streams.

ZH: To integrate these new materials into 
wider production streams, maybe it’s 
materials that you can’t obviously see 
the hair or nails that should be produced 
first (fig. 7)? And then gradually intro-
duce materials where they are more 
apparent, filtering it into a wider kind of 
acceptance. 

Figure 7. Woven textile (photograph by the 
authors, 2024).

BW: Do we have time for people to adopt it 
slowly, to become accustomed to alterna-
tive materials?

ZH: Well, this comes back to the idea of 
abundance or scarcity. We’re still awash 
with materials that are more accepted, 
less confrontational. Circumstances 
might have to become less comfortable 
for new materials to be adopted. Maybe 
we’ve got to explore ways to really make 
these desirable, so we overcome our aver-
sion to the origins of the materials.

BW: But should we be designing products for 
desirability, rather than necessity? 

ZH: There is still a long way to go before 
people are only owning things that 
they need.

BW: Yes, but we need to pick up the pace in 
terms of transitioning to these alterna-
tive materials and shifting mindsets. 

SL: We know about the links between the 
fashion industry and climate breakdown, 
yet fibre production still increases year 

by year. I think the cultural shift that 
needs to happen is so tremendous. We 
need to aim high, but changing mindsets 
is a slow process because it’s entangled 
into so many different layers of beliefs or 
value systems that we can only adjust if 
the alternative is desirable.

ZH: This is where education is fundamental, 
because it’s making sure we’re moving 
things as quickly as is feasibly possible. 
People tend to stay with what’s known, 
familiar and easy, yet brave difficult 
choices are needed. We recognise how 
strongly aesthetics are influencing us in 
relation to our perceptions. 

BW: Is that where our so-called lower senses, 
including life, balance, movement and 
touch, comes in?

SL: I think so. We learn through experience; 
we need to understand with our whole 
body. Senses can help to trigger an inter-
est as much as a counter reaction. That’s 
where they can help us to understand 
what we are doing and who we are, even 
though maybe an initial response is a 
challenging one. 

BW: I agree and by stimulating multiple 
senses through the intervention includ-
ing audio, visual, scent and touch with 
sight and sound we were able to reinforce 
each sensation allowing participants 
to engage with one another, creating an 
integrated web of experiences rather 
than a singular interaction. 

ZH: If we can bring all the senses together 
to build positive stories around these 
materials, it will hopefully drive mindset 
change and fuel societal transformation.

The different emotional and physical expe-
riences revealed the need to educate about 
handling materials for the future with 
regards to their properties and application 
opportunities. But more so, design processes 
that utilise materials derived from human 
waste streams might challenge the designer 
as well as a potential user beyond under-
standing the need for change. 
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DEVELOPING NEW MATERIAL 
RELATIONSHIPS

The abundance of human waste streams 
can complement regional fibre systems 
helping to mitigate current extractive and 
linear practices.3030 While cutting hair and 
nails is part of humans’ regular activities, 
feeding them into fashion cycles might pro-
pose challenges to donating what forms part 
of our identity. A new kind of relationship 
between humans and fashion materials 
will need to be developed. 

ZH: Twelve out of fifteen participants felt 
they were either Inspired or Intrigued 
by human waste streams. What did you 
think of their reaction to being asked to 
donate nails and hair?

SL: Some participants said, ‘I’m not going to 
do this,’ while others were open to using 
the hairbrush after someone else. I think 
there are different levels of openness, or 
levels of curiosity that drives people to 
touch an artefact that might be initially 
perceived as awkward or to participate in 
donating (fig. 8). 

Figure 8. Audience donating nail clippings 
(photographs by the authors, 2024).

ZH: With the woven fabric, the hair is on the 
surface and so is touched when picked 
up. Within the biomaterials, the hair 
is encased. However, people were more 
willing to touch the woven piece. It is a 
more traditional fabric, so maybe less 
controversial.

BW: I also noticed that when people were 
donating hair, some participants were 
ambivalent and wanted to just run their 
hands through their hair and donate 
what had naturally come loose, rather 
than using the brush. Now, obviously 
there’s certain reasons why they might 
not want to use the brush after some-
body else. 

ZH: Was it your hair as well as donated hair 
in the woven piece? 

BW: Just my hair. Towards the end of the 
piece, I incorporated some donated hair. 
I didn’t feel that I was working with a 
material derived from human waste, it 
felt very similar to using existing fibres. 

ZH: When you collected the donated hair, 
did you meet the people that it had 
come from? 

BW: It was a waste product brushed from 
the floor of the hairdresser. It’s interest-
ing to consider at what point something 
becomes waste, as hair is so closely tied to 
our identity. For some people more than 
others and for different cultures more 
than others.

ZH: I met the person whose hair I collected 
from the hairdressers, so there was more 
of a story linked to that material for me. 

BW: Do you think it impacted on what 
you created? 

ZH: Not specifically, as I’m mostly intrigued 
by the potential of the material prop-
erties. The piece where I stitched into a 
biomaterial to make hairy loops, that was 
about the potential of different shrink-
ages. The hair that was being stitched 
into that biomaterial was yours, Sabine, 
you had cut a very long strand out for 
me (fig. 9). When you look at that piece, 
knowing that it is your hair, does that 
help, or not?
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Figure 9. Biomaterial sample with hair (photo-
graph by the authors, 2024).

SL: I am all in for natural resources, which 
was also highlighted by twelve respond-
ents, but I need to recondition myself 
and accept hair as a legitimate matter. 
It’s a process of engaging with our inter-
vention, then stepping back to reflect 
how would I, as an educator, be able to 
encourage my students in working with 
hair? We’re having to unlearn our rela-
tionships with materials and what has 
socially been acceptable. 

BW: In our upbringing, we are being told 
‘that’s gross, that you shouldn’t touch, 
that’s unhygienic, that’s unhealthy, 
that’s too intimate or personal.’ Different 
cultures have different associations with 
hair. In Western culture, we are really 
conditioned and accustomed to discard 
it as waste rather than reuse it. We need 
to start investigating how we could use 
these waste streams, only one respond-
ent evaluated human waste streams as 
disgusting!

ZH: Think about how developed the beauty 
industry is: there’s a lot of expectation 
on our hair being clean and being looked 
after. So, we should have a positive rela-
tionship, and yet we’ve still got these 
real deep-rooted hang-ups about these 
materials. Do you think nails are more 
disgusting than hair?

BW: I’m very uncomfortable with nails, but 
when we grind them down and dry them 
in the dehydrator, we have created a new 
substance or a potential material source. 

SL: It’s interesting how we experience 
children’s fingernails or toenails as less 
disgusting than adults’ nails. At some 
point, this starts to switch.

ZH: I think it’s something about the colour, 
because maybe we expect nails to be 
white, and clearly, they’re not. This has 
associations with hygiene and nutri-
tion. There were discussions in Borås 
about whether fingernails were okay, but 
toenails were a step too far. So, what is 
acceptable or not has got lots of subtleties. 

SL: The same applies to hair. We had conver-
sations with individuals about whether 
head hair is acceptable and pubic hair 
isn’t, although essentially, the substance 
is the same. It’s just our association, and 
the handling of it. 

ZH: Similar materials have a long history of 
use — horsehair for upholstery, or keratin 
from hooves was used in glues.

BW: It’s also based on hierarchy. When we 
think of multi-species, it is okay to use 
waste materials from animals, but when 
it comes to using human waste, humans 
feel superior.

Working with human waste streams as a 
legitimate matter can create a different 
relationship between product design and 
use. Our responsibility and opportunity 
to create greater mindfulness within our 
student cohorts can help shape a new iden-
tity around waste to balance the ‘unity of 
human beings with all other living beings.’3131 
For curricula development, the educational 
model must be driven by more-than-human 
perspectives, where humans become an ally 
to nature.3232

ALIGNING ETHICS WITH HUMAN 
MATERIAL FEEDSTOCK

While the ethical perspective of fashion 
is currently predominantly aligned with 
working conditions across the value chain, 
introducing material feedstock from 
human waste streams comes with the 
requirement to reassess what is ethically 
acceptable or not. 

SL: Working with human hair and nails 
comes with quite particular opportuni-
ties to collect DNA. We need to review our 
design ethics too? 
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ZH: I suppose it’s the nature of identity 
and individualism that humans have 
developed to protect the idea of the indi-
vidual self.

BW: But we need to think of a more-than-hu-
man perspective.

ZH: It’s maybe the fear of losing control over 
your identity as a human.

SL: The historical context of taking people’s 
hair for the sake of domination is quite a 
relevant one to discuss when we explore 
what kind of biomass feedstock we can 
utilise as a replacement for existing 
material streams.

ZH: The whole idea of hair as identity and 
pride is quite a powerful part of this. The 
dehumanising aspect of shaving some-
one’s head or depriving them of that 
form of self-expression is caught up in 
people’s relationship to hair. As a waste 
stream, hair has got maybe the greater 
potential in many ways, for design and 
communication.

To lower hierarchies between humans and 
nature therefore demands applying a dif-
ferent metric to discussing ethical value 
chains. One in which humans are not seen 
as superior to other resources, one that is 
multidimensional and based on holistic, 
cosmological worldviews.3333 The foundation 
for the curriculum model must take the 
cultural discourse of socially critical knowl-
edge and new ways of being ethical into 
consideration.3434 

ConclusionConclusion
This research is contextualised by the 
fashion and textile design curriculum 
framework Constructive Disruption. Mir-
roring the first layer of the framework, the 
intervention presented in Borås served 
as a research method utilising sensorial 
artefacts as a means of understanding 
individuals’ acceptance and aversions to 
materials derived from human hair and 
nail waste. In understanding the signif-
icance of our role as educators through 
providing business as unusual rather than 
making small adjustments only, it feeds into 
a curriculum that explores radical world-
views and more-than-human practices and 
beliefs.3535 

Our observations highlighted the need 
to expand our horizon as educators and 
practitioners to reflect an ‘embodied self in 
the world’ encompassing the acceptance of 
new material feedstock.3636 Related to cur-
riculum development, findings emphasised 
our responsibility to instigate greater mind-
fulness to create new identities around and 
with human waste streams. Human waste 
streams as a legitimate matter might create 
a different relationship between design and 
product use aiming to unify more-than-hu-
man beings by diminishing the common 
dualistic worldview of Western societies 
that separates nature and humans.3737 

The Thread of Thoughts method pro-
vided further evidence of how individuals 
were inspired and intrigued when engaging 
with alternative matter highlighting poten-
tial challenges for integrating this into 
design practice. Participants’ openness but 
also their preference for natural material 
feedstock offered an outlook into the oppor-
tunities to educate for alternative material 
futures. However, the different emotional 
and physical experiences also revealed the 
need to learn about handling materials from 
human waste streams with regards to their 
properties and potential applications. This 
includes considering their influence on the 
design process challenging the designer and 
the user with regards to expectations on 
aesthetics, tactility and knowledge about 
material origin alike. 

Centred around an emerging cultural 
discourse of socially critical knowledge, 
an exploration of new worldviews and 
new ways of being, Constructive Disruption 
supports the emergence of alternative 
design practices that extend beyond 
modern knowledge and the modern mind.3838 
Common to Indigenous cosmological world-
views and underpinned by culturally and 
traditionally informed ways of sensing, 
approaches to human waste streams there-
fore inform our understanding of the world 
that is but furthermore one that could be.3939 
One where our perception of material aligns 
with holistic worldviews that acknowl-
edge humans’ interconnectedness with all 
living beings.4040
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PUNTADAS POR PULGADA: TALLER
 —  SANTIAGO ÚTIMA LOAIZA
AbstractAbstract

This paper explores the transformation 
of garment production in Manizales and 
Medellín, Colombia, through a personal 
and creative lens. Grounded in the family 
archive and personal experiences, the study 
examines the impact of economic liberali-
sation policies introduced in the nineties on 
traditional craftsmanship, highlighting the 
tensions between nostalgia for traditional 
bespoke garment making and the progress 
of mass production. The creative practice 
research compares artisanal and serial pro-
duction models, focusing on the alienation 
of workers and the decline of tailoring tra-
ditions. The work also reflects on memory, 
craft and the symbolic role of sewing in pre-
serving personal and collective histories. 
Ultimately, this research offers a critical 
perspective on how neoliberal economic 
shifts reshaped the garment industry, 
culminating in a participatory perfor-
mance — Puntadas por pulgada: Taller — that 
explores these dynamics. 

KEYWORDS: PERFORMANCE, GARMENT 
PRODUCTION, ECONOMIC LIBERALISATION, 
FAMILY ARCHIVE, FASHION DESIGN.

1. In1. Introductiontroduction
I am obsessed with the passage of time. I feel 
nostalgic about both myself and my mother, 
particularly for the childhood memories 
surrounding her fashion house. I long to 
return to that time, yet I feel frustrated 
by the present we’ve had to adapt to. As a 
fashion designer, I’ve inherited my moth-
er’s passion for tailored garment making. 
Unknowingly, I have translated her designs 
into my own, and I possess the same skill 
for crafting a dress, jacket or coat. Unexpect-
edly, we both share a deep yearning for the 
traditional systems of garment production, 
which were sidelined by the transformation 
of the fashion industry in Manizales and 
Medellín, Colombia. 

The economic liberalisation promoted by 
César Gaviria’s government opened  
Colombia to textiles and garments produced 
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in Asian countries, such as India and China. 
As a consequence, this created a need within 
the national industry to lower production 
costs by adopting precarious, outsourced 
and deregulated labour practices in the gar-
ment sector. 

It was between the late 1990s and the 
end of the 2010s that small enterprises, like 
my mother’s, began to face crises due to 
the drastic changes the sector underwent 
within the framework of global capital. 
Competing with imported products from 
Asia and brands from transnational mass-
production companies forced my mother 
to transition towards a more cost-effective 
supply chain. This inevitably meant aban-
doning the tradition of the style of garments 
she had once made because she had to adopt 
mass-production processes, entering a 
marketplace where competition was driven 
by price. 

This research critically examines how 
neoliberal economic policies have reshaped 
traditional craftsmanship, exploring the 
intersections of personal memory and the 
transformation of garment production. By 
adopting a practice-based perspective, I 
reflect on the impact of these shifts through 
performative means.

1.1 Nostalgia an1.1 Nostalgia and Progressd Progress
It is important to define, within the con-
text of this work, the concepts of nostalgia 
and progress. Svetlana Boym describes 
nostalgia as a longing for an idealised 
past, distinguishing between restorative 
nostalgia, which seeks to reconstruct a 
lost past, and reflective nostalgia, which 
recognises the impossibility of return and 
instead critically explores the experience 
of time and memory.11 In this sense, my 
nostalgia does not attempt to restore some-
thing completely lost or absent but instead 
engages with fragments of the past as a way 
of understanding their transformation. 
However, this act of remembering is not 
passive; rather, it leads me to question the 
very nature of those memories and how they 
have evolved over time.

Fred Davis notes that nostalgia carries 
an emotional duality, oscillating between 

happiness and sadness. While it is often 
described as a bittersweet experience, this 
sadness does not overwhelm but rather 
heightens the sense of recaptured joy or 
contentment.22 In my own experience, nos-
talgia brings both joy and an awareness of 
the unattainability of the past. This fluctu-
ation, rather than being paralysing, allows 
me to recognise and appreciate history 
in its proper context, honour my family’s 
tradition, and simultaneously engage in a 
process of critical reflection on its legacy.

Progress is approached as a broadly 
accepted advancement, yet one that 
simultaneously warrants critique. While 
technological progress is often framed as 
a pathway to improved living conditions, 
it is necessary to acknowledge that its 
implementation has frequently prioritised 
efficiency and economic expansion at the 
expense of craftsmanship and human 
agency. It is through technological advance-
ment that certain crafts, processes and 
techniques, which were unable to adapt to 
evolving trends, have disappeared over time. 

This transformation aligns with 
Giorgio Agamben’s distinction between 
poiesis — the act of making — and praxis — an 
approach to action detached from material 
production. As industrialisation and tech-
nological innovation advanced, emphasis 
shifted away from hands-on craftsmanship 
(poiesis) towards fragmented and auto-
mated production processes, where workers 
became increasingly disconnected from 
the full cycle of garment-making, further 
contributing to the erosion of traditional 
knowledge. Meanwhile, praxis became more 
dominant, with designers and production 
managers operating from a strategic and 
administrative distance rather than engag-
ing with the material act of making.33

The relationship between nostalgia 
and progress could be framed by the word 
retrotraer (to go back), which the Royal 
Spanish Academy defines as ‘returning to 
a past time as a reference or starting point 
for a narrative.’44 This concept resonates 
with my constant search through the past: 
I move backwards, gathering memories 
that propel me forward, like a kind of time 



Figure 2. The privacy and exclusivity 
of the fashion house in the Belén 
neighbourhood in Manizales are evident.

Figure 3. The accessible nature 
of the store in a shopping 
mall in Pereira is clear.
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travel, a meeting of my childhood self and 
my adult self.

This tension between nostalgia and 
progress is also reflected in the contrast 
between Manizales and Medellín. These 
two cities are mentioned in this work 
because Manizales symbolises tradition; 
it is a mid-sized city historically focused 
on commerce, allowing a slower pace of life. 
Medellín, by contrast, represents indus-
trial development, being the second most 
important city in Colombia and historically 
centred on production. Many garments 
imported from Asia began to be sold in Man-
izales, which prompted my mother to seek 
alternatives in production and commerce, 
eventually leading her to fully relocate to 
Medellín. Although this move promised 
greater success for her business, it almost 
completely erased our past. 

1.2 Creative Practice Research 1.2 Creative Practice Research 
ObjectivesObjectives

The primary objective was to identify the 
key elements in the transformation of gar-
ment production processes between 1990 
and 2020, in order to capture the tensions 
between nostalgia and progress through 
the development of a series of artworks. 
This involved appropriating my family 
archive, considering its context, my memo-
ries and the information gathered from the 
region. The process was structured around 
three aspects.

Firstly, it explores how my mother’s 
company, Creaciones Patricia, significantly 
reduced the production of bespoke garments 
and implemented a standardised sizing 
system. The business focus shifted from a 
house in a residential area of Manizales to 
several commercial stores in other cities, 
particularly Medellín. It was therefore 
important to acknowledge the interaction 
between my mother and her clients, in order 
to identify its influence on the technical 
development of the garments. This reveals 
the differences in the transition from per-
sonalisation to standardisation, in relation 
to the traditional production rituals that 
were excluded from the new processes. This 
aspect is referred to as: ‘The origin of dia-
logues’ through introspection. 

Secondly, the research addresses how 
the garment production processes became 
fragmented; practice of having the same 
worker make a garment from start to finish 
was abandoned. It thus becomes relevant 
to compare artisanal production models 
with mass production models of clothing. 
This highlights the differences between 
craftsmanship and labour force, as well as 
between workshops and assembly lines, 
within the framework of neoliberal work 
rhythms. This aspect is termed ‘production 
as dialogue,’ which guides the actions to be 
performed.

Thirdly, the research findings are 
addressed by exploring creative possibili-
ties. An autobiographical visual narrative 
is constructed from fragments of memory. 
This culminates in Puntadas por pulgada: 
Taller, in which I reflect through perfor-
mance on the passage of time, the rhythms 
of production, and the symbolic value and 



Figure 4. My mother and her employees 
working, as they did every day. 
You can see that each employee is 
responsible for a single garment. 

Figure 5. The employees sewing in an 
assembly line process. You can see how 
the fabric pieces pile up, indicating 
that the garments are reproduced 
and the operations are repeated.

Figure 6. Tailored garments featured 
details that required greater precision 
in pattern-making, with darts and 
essential cuts to achieve the silhouette.

APRIA #08

75

March 2026

APRIA.07.08.A8

 —  Santiago Útima Loaiza

evocative power of photographs, objects and 
documents, using sewing as a means to nar-
rate the craft. This aspect is referred to as 

‘memory as dialogue,’ illustrating the devel-
opment and outcome of the performance.

2. The Origin of2. The Origin of Dialogues Dialogues
My mother began offering her dressmaking 
services door-to-door, visiting clients in 
their homes. She later set up her workshop 
at home, and eventually, the workshop 
evolved into a fashion house in Manizales, 
specialising in bespoke women’s tailoring 
and some made-to-measure evening gowns. 
With the shift in feminine aesthetics 
during the era of economic liberalisation, 
she decided to launch a youthful brand with 

standardised sizing in Medellín. However, 
this gradually overshadowed her traditional 
work, and even then, it wasn’t enough to face 
the new challenges of the industry, as mass 
fashion quickly took over. 

The entrepreneurial spirit behind the 
business was rooted in technical expertise, 
including pattern drafting, sewing, work-
shop management and teaching. These 
experiences cultivated a deep awareness of 
the production process. While my mother 
lacked a strong business acumen, she had 
an empathetic attitude towards her work-
ers. Nevertheless, she attempted to adapt 
her company’s production processes with-
out compromising her principles. Perhaps 
she wasn’t fully aware of how the capitalist 
system influenced her decisions. As a result, 
the tradition of the making ritual faded, 
altering the dynamics of interaction with 
her clients. Over time, the made-to-measure 
service was discouraged, and it remained 



Figure 7. A dress made of knitted 
fabric, which represented how the 
types of fabric also changed during 
the shift in production models, and 
also the pattern-making method.
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only for special orders from friends or cli-
ents who had been with her for many years.

Evidence of the personalised ser-
vice — where clients had the chance to 
interact with the person making the prod-
uct, seeing how it was crafted up close, and 
getting to know a little about the person 
and their craft — still remains. The process, 
the time it took and the implications can 
still be found in the notebook where my 
mother kept and updated each of her clients’ 
measurements. 

These transformations in garment produc-
tion not only altered the technical processes 
but also reshaped the dynamics of interac-
tion between artisans and their clients. As 
the made-to-measure service diminished, 
the connection between the maker and 
the wearer gradually faded, giving way to 
impersonal and standardised production 
models. This shift highlights the broader 
consequences of economic liberalisation, 

where traditional craftsmanship struggles 
to maintain its place within an increasingly 
industrialised and profit-driven system.

3. Production a3. Production as Dialogues Dialogue
What has been presented so far leads to a 
comparison between artisanal production 
models and mass-production models. This 
comparison explores the experiences of 
a tailor or dressmaker versus an assem-
bly line worker, as well as the contrast 
between craftsmanship and labour in their 
respective processes. It also examines the 
conditions of the workshop versus the fac-
tory, acknowledging that these production 
models are shaped by socio-economic and 
cultural phenomena, which drove the trans-
formation of the garment industry.

The discussion will initially focus on 
the context of Medellín, where the most 
critical changes in production systems 
occurred. By contrast, the context of  
Manizales has already been addressed, 
much of which can be understood through 
the visual records included in this research. 
These materials — ranging from photo-
graphs to archival documents — document 
key aspects of the transformation in 
garment production: the shift from a per-
sonalised, client-focused fashion house to a 
more standardised retail setting; the tran-
sition from artisanal, small-scale tailoring 
to serial production in assembly lines; and 
the evolving aesthetics in branding and 
garment construction. These records, along-
side the examination of my family archive, 
offer direct insight into how industriali-
sation reshaped both production methods 
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and the relationships between makers and 
their craft.

The references cited throughout this 
text highlight the global issues of indus-
trialisation, particularly in relation to its 
impact on labour structures, craftsman-
ship and production models. While Gartner 
Vinasco and Camacho Reyes examine 
these transformations within the specific 
context of Medellín, Singer and Mumford 
provide a broader perspective on the effects 
of industrialisation and mechanisation 
on labour and production systems. These 
perspectives frame the analysis in this cre-
ative practice research, which explores such 
transformations through an examination 
of my family archive.

33.1 Context.1 Context
The fashion system in Medellín was organ-
ised and rapidly expanded, solidifying its 
productivity from the 1950s and eventually 
evolving into what can now be considered 
a fashion industry with a global language. 
This trend has become evident over the past 
twenty years, as the economic liberalisation 
initiated by César Gaviria’s government 
led national brands to strengthen their 
production systems and strategies in order 
to compete with imported products. From 
the 1990s to the present, the involvement of 
Inexmoda has been crucial in the process of 
industrial transformation. This institution 
emerged as an organisational response to 
tackle the economic crisis of that decade, 
proposing ‘[...] a strategy framed within 
the globalisation of a liberal development 
model [...].’55

As a result, the power given by tech-
nical expertise once held by tailors and 
dressmakers gradually shifted to the indus-
trialists. With the financial means to invest 
in machinery and facilities, the business 
magnates replaced the artisans, meeting the 
population’s clothing demands faster and 
at a lower cost. Many artisans were forced 
to join factories as workers, thereby losing 
control over their time, means of produc-
tion and creativity. In Las confesiones de las 
confecciones, Camacho explores the impli-
cations that globalisation, neoliberalism 

and technical changes, as well as new 
business organisation paradigms, have on 
production units and their workers. This 
research delves into how globally oriented 
economic policies have contributed to pre-
carious working conditions of factories in 
Medellín.66

3.2 Work Rhythms in the 3.2 Work Rhythms in the 
NeoliberalNeoliberal Framework Framework

It is important to clarify that the difference 
between artisanal and serial production 
is not strictly limited to the fact that the 
former is done manually, and the latter is 
industrial. The distinction also lies in the 
fact that artisanal production, regardless of 
the use of machinery, is a complete process 
carried out by a single person — the artisan. 
In contrast, serial production splits the 
process among several individuals — work-
ers — each assigned a specific task that must 
be repeated continuously.

Based on this difference between arti-
sanal and serial production, it is essential 
to address the concept of alienated labour 
that Marx developed in his writings. Under 
conditions of alienated work, workers must 
produce objects over which they have no 
control, as these belong to their employers, 
who sell them to increase their wealth and 
power. Thus, workers become alienated 
from the products of their labour. They 
are further alienated from their activity, 
because they have sold their working time 
to capitalists who control them, forcing 
them to work long hours performing repet-
itive and mechanical tasks. As they can no 
longer produce freely according to their 
imagination, workers are alienated from 
their human essence, which triggers a sense 
of discomfort and dissatisfaction because 
they cannot complete the full cycle of mate-
rial transformation that allows them to feel 
ownership of their work.77

Similarly, in connection with the 
concept of alienation, the chapter ‘From 
Craftsmanship to Mechanical Art’ in Lewis 
Mumford’s Arte y técnica (Art and Tech-
nique) mentions that the artisan ‘[...] took 
the necessary time for their work, obey-
ing the rhythm of their own body, resting 
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when fatigued, reflecting and projecting as 
they advanced in their work, lingering on 
the parts that most interested them [...].’88 
However, with industrialisation, ‘[...] men 
become mechanised, transformed into 
mechanical, uniform, and replaceable parts, 
or else they learn to carry out standardised 
and repeatable acts with precision [...].’99 In 
this way, the body becomes instrumental in 
serial production, and the process is broken 
down into fragmented operations, exclud-
ing a significant part of human personality 
from the technique: its imprint.

3.3 From Production Shifts to 3.3 From Production Shifts to 
Embodied Embodied ExperienceExperience

The concepts developed above are reflected 
in the performance Puntadas por pulgada: 
Taller when I lose control over what I am 
sewing. Initially, I decide what and how to 
sew, but as the participants intervene, I lose 
autonomy — they place various elements 
on the table for me to sew, and they also 
instruct me on how to do it. This is where I 
begin to embody the physical and emotional 
experience of a worker. I lose decision-mak-
ing power, my rhythm becomes disrupted, 
and thus, both the workshop and the factory 
are subverted as they coexist in ambiguity. I 
become mechanised through the interven-
tion of others, generating tension between 
nostalgia and progress, and in that tension, 
I revisit sewing as an unrepeatable experi-
ence of time. 

4. Memory a4. Memory as Dialogues Dialogue
Despite how intrusive the intervention 
of others may feel in the performance, my 
memory begins to be reconstructed through 
a dialogue that shifts from the personal to 
the collective. The fragments of the family 
archive (particularly the photos) act as 
ruins. The thread of nostalgia ties them 
together, ultimately leaving everything sub-
ject to chance and imperfection, as evidence 
of the unfinished. 

In Álbum de familia, Silva presents the 
necessary conditions for the existence of 
an album, conditions that I adopt to recon-
struct a timeline. These conditions are: the 
family as the represented subject, the photo 

as the visual medium of record, and the 
album as the archival technique. The com-
bination of these three conditions creates 
the possibility of narration — in this case, 
family stories based on moments deemed 
worthy of being archived as images. How-
ever, it must be noted that the memory of 
the album also relates to forgetting, as it 
does not store every life event, ‘only those 
that passed through the selective process 
over time.’1010 

This is why Silva asserts that ‘the 
archive is a way of classifying, and it is 
through its technique that it produces a 

Figure 8, 9, 10.
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visible order, after the time when the photos 
were collected.’1111 In this way, I appropriate 
the family album’s archival system as a 
means of spontaneously or intentionally 
reconstructing the significant moments 
of life history centred around my mother’s 
fashion house.

In this effort to complete our history, 
the performance also incorporated ele-
ments beyond photographs: documents, 
press clippings, catalogues, pages from dia-
ries and notebooks, among others. These 
provide additional context or offer more 
information about the photos. Further-
more, when Silva defines different types of 
albums, he mentions one he calls the Busi-
ness Owner album, which combines work 
and personal elements, thus recreating 
parallel stories where family life intersects 
with business life. 

4.1 Construction of the 4.1 Construction of the 
Autobiographical VisualAutobiographical Visual Narrative Narrative

Starting from the idea of the family album 
as a system or archival method, it becomes 
necessary to refer to sources that discuss 
the construction of visual autobiographies, 
bearing in mind that what the album ulti-
mately narrates is life itself, and that within 
it, various people, events, and situations 
converge through images.

Although my work is not conceived 
as a diary nor does it adopt its methods, I 
find Catalina Cortés’ approach to compos-
ing a diary through her works particularly 
important. Her method resonates with the 
logic of a family album, even though apply-
ing that logic is not its primary purpose, 
similar to what I did in my performance. 
Cortés speaks of ‘[...] an intuitive assemblage 
of images and memories through temporal 
layers [...],’1212 a poetic juxtaposition of time 
where the diary, as a narrative and visual 
practice, allows for the creation of an image 
by collecting and assembling other images. 
This juxtaposition links connected and 
disconnected biographies, creating a family 
biography that ties into the story of the 
broader context, thus also becoming a nar-
rative about memory.

For Cortés Severino, the creation of 
new images takes place ‘amidst memories, 
forgetfulness, and fantasies,’ eventually 
becoming a way to ‘heal and deal with tem-
poral and spatial distances, as well as a way 
to live amid that fragmentation.’1313 I believe 
the question she posed during her work 
process also found its way into mine: how do 
we make visible the absences and silences 
that shape the present? How can we reveal 
and expose memories amid their disconti-
nuities and ambiguities? To address these 
questions, I turned to the writings of art 
historian and critic Anna Maria Guasch, 
who has focused much of her research on 
archives, memory and contemporary art. 
Guasch makes a statement that I consider 
a guiding principle for reaffirming the rea-
sons why I approach the archive and create 
from and with it:

‘[...] what connects written autobiog-
raphy (the written self) and the visual self 
(the photographic, cinematic self) is the 
desire for trace, for inscription on a lasting 
medium, and the desire to build series over 
time. They also share a desire to recover 
and construct the gaze of the other upon 
oneself.’1414

For this reason, I needed sewing in 
my creative process as a form of trace and 
inscription. The mediums were fabrics, gar-
ments either made or yet to be made, and the 
archive itself, all coming together to create 
a timeline. This timeline, constructed from 
the fragments of memory, seeks to recover 
moments where the self — both past and 
present — reflect upon and constitute each 
other through introspection. 

4.2 Sewing as Metaphorical and 4.2 Sewing as Metaphorical and 
PoeticPoetic Narration Narration

Sewing is metaphorically seen as a possibil-
ity to repair beyond the functional. The act 
of stitching speaks to the desire to correct 
a situation or emotion. Stitches can be con-
sidered a symbolic gesture, ensuring that 
things do not come undone, do not separate, 
or do not break again. There is a desire on 
my part to reconstruct the past as a way to 
reclaim traditional production dynamics. 
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At the end of the performance, the con-
struct of a lifeline emerges through sewing, 
containing the most cherished memories, 
passing before the audience like a chronol-
ogy that alludes to an assembly line. The 
workshop transforms into a small-scale fac-
tory, reaching an intimate connection with 
the participants, while the objects related to 
the workshop are subverted within the logic 
of serial production. This is why the materi-
alisation in this performance is approached 
as a possibility for reflective thinking, 
accepting it as an unfinished dialogue 

suspended in time by questioning conven-
tional methods of fashion creation. 

5. 5. ConclusionConclusion
One of the greatest achievements in cre-
ating this performance was the ability to 
detach from the garment as the primary 
focus. This allowed me to delve deeper into 
an element as seemingly simple as thread: 
its relationship with fabric and other mate-
rials through the sewing machine, giving 
the work a meaning tied to key factors 
such as rhythm, time, and duration, while 
recognising that the body in the industry 
becomes a resource. The chance that I expe-
rienced helped me appreciate the value of 
not having complete control over the pro-
cess. The sensation of incompleteness, of 
reaching only part of the process, and the 
visibility of imperfection were embraced 
throughout the performance. 

The installation served as a medium 
that evoked garment production spaces, 
thus transcending mere technical explo-
ration and positioning the work in an 
ambiguous space between the factory and 
the workshop, drawing on their echoes. 
Through the arrangement of specific ele-
ments, I was able to create an image that told 
a story without words, acknowledging the 
value of the symbolic. The same occurred 
with the family archive as it appeared 
throughout the work, recognising that 
sewing not only gives me the power or the 
ability to create but also to reflect. 

This is why I defend the technique as 
knowledge that granted tailors and dress-
makers a special power: the ability to create 
personalised garments without sacrificing 
quality. From their home workshops, they 
served people, their advertising was word 
of mouth in the local community, and they 
earned their reputation through technical 
diligence, charging a fair price that allowed 
them to sustain themselves while offering 
this type of experience to ordinary people. 
This reflection suggested that the perfor-
mance I developed should focus on the 
process of connecting with the audience, 
thereby fostering an exchange of actions 
through sewing. In this way, the act of 

Figure 11. In the front photo 
was my mother; I cut her out. In 
the back photo, I remained.

Figure 12.

Figure 13.
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making becomes an act of reconstruction of 
my family bond, where the dialogue of pro-
duction and the dialogue of memory coexist.

The performance revealed an even 
greater achievement: transcending the auto-
biographical or self-referential nature of the 
work. This allowed the audience to connect 
emotionally, as they recognised that what 
they saw also related to something about 
themselves or a member of their families. 
By intertwining personal history with 
broader socio-economic changes, this work 
not only offers an autobiographical reflec-
tion but also raises questions about how 
traditional craftsmanship can be reclaimed 
and reinterpreted within contemporary 
production frameworks. Future research 
might explore how these dialogues between 
past and present continue to evolve in 
response to globalisation, and how perform-
ative and creative practices can contribute 
to sustaining craft knowledge in the face of 
industrialisation and economic shifts.
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Figure 14. This is the workshop of The Swedish School of Textiles. This is where the 
performance took place, and its appearance closely resembles that of a factory. By 
setting some artifacts as though in a workshop, the ambiguity between both workspaces 
was created.

http://www.santiagoutima.com
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GEAR MAKETH THE LEATHERMAN? 
A PERSPECTIVE ON LEATHER CULTURES AND 
MASCULINITIES
 —  TIMO RISSANEN
AbstractAbstract

This article explores masculinities within 
leatherculture through an autoeth-
nographic approach. This includes a 
discussion of a photoshoot titled What 
Makes a Leatherman?, created in collabo-
ration with photographer Thomas Evans, 
to problematise and play with notions of 
gender within leatherculture. The article 
pays tribute to the critical importance of 
Tom of Finland’s work to leatherculture, 
while acknowledging valid critiques of 
the artist’s work. In addition to autoeth-
nography, it draws from research on 
leatherculture, acknowledging that such 
scholarship is scarce and precarious. The 
article underscores the importance of sto-
rytelling from within the community and 
suggests some paths for future research, 
including leather’s intersections with cul-
tures of sustainability. It concludes with 
a call to embrace the diversity and fluid-
ity of leather identities, demanding unity 
and openness.

KEYWORDS: LEATHERCULTURE, LEATHER, 
MASCULINITIES, GENDER
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‘No, I have no regrets. I will die from this disease 
that I may have caught in a place like the Slot. 
It will consume me. Unfortunate, maybe. But I 
have no regrets. I loved my world.’

From an essay by leatherman Geoff 
Mains,11 written shortly before he died from 
AIDS in 1989.

InIntroductiontroduction
This article examines notions of mas-
culinity among leathermen through an 
autoethnographic approach: I am a leath-
erman. A selective review of literature is 
followed by a discussion of What Makes 
a Leatherman?, a gender-bending leather 
photoshoot I did with New York-based 
photographer Thomas Evans in October 
2023. The photographs were presented 
and discussed in a workshop at the Dialog-
ical Bodies conference in Borås, Sweden, 
in April 2024. The workshop discussion, 
which ranged from construction of gender 
to issues of voice and power within subcul-
tures, guides the thinking in this article. 
The article contributes to decades of frag-
mented scholarship on leatherculture by 
leatherfolk at a moment when that culture 
is increasingly divergent, acknowledging 
that it does so from a white and privileged 
position. The article concludes by point-
ing to potential research paths within 
leatherculture. 
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BackgroundBackground
Touko Laaksonen, also known as the artist 
Tom of Finland, died in November 1991. 
Until his death, his work was not widely 
known in his native Finland outside of the 
gay community. Suddenly Finnish news-
papers were flooded with his art. I was a 
wide-eyed sixteen-year-old and saw in his 
artworks men who were deliriously happy 
with being gay. Living in a quiet Finnish 
country town, I wanted to find these men 
and inhabit their world. In the three dec-
ades since, I have found many of them, and 
I cherish the world I am now a part of. Yet, 
it is a world that on occasions struggles to 
accommodate genderqueer leathermen like 
me — and even more so many others who 
do not fit the narrow physical ideals of the 
visual iconography of leatherculture. This 
paper argues that to thrive, leatherculture 
(or perhaps more accurately the plural, 
leathercultures) should embrace diversity 
and its own, queer contradictions. 

LeatLeathercultureherculture
Although fetish is probably as old as human 
culture: adorning ourselves in leather goes 
back to the dawn of humanity. However, 
leatherculture as we recognise it today 
emerged after the Second World War.22 Leath-
erfolk (1991), edited by leatherman Mark 
Thompson33 and comprising essays from 
diverse leatherfolk, provides an excellent 
insight into the emergence of leatherculture 
in the US. Disillusioned, disenfranchised 
veterans made up the core group of the first 
generations of leathermen. As essays in 
Leatherfolk vividly demonstrate, BDSM was 
inseparable from leatherculture in the early 
decades, unlike in today’s divergent leath-
ercultures. Equally embedded was a kind of 
uncompromising masculinity: hard, hairy, 
muscular. Laaksonen was one of a handful 
of gay artists shaping the culture from its 
earliest days. That form — the artworks of 
Tom of Finland — can rightly be critiqued 
today as narrow. 

	 Hunter Scott productively prob-
lematises Tom’s work in the context of 
intersectional queer politics, while noting 
that we should simultaneously ‘insist 

on our rights to joy and solidarity.’44 Scott 
demands that Tom’s work not be sanitised 
from its fascist origins because such erasure 
ultimately harms all of us by reinforcing 
structures of normativity. A critique like 
Scott’s does not invalidate the pleasure 
and affirmation many leathermen, me 
included, receive from Tom’s work. Instead, 
it potentially opens his work up to a broader 
range of queer folk, including leathermen 
who may have previously felt alienated 
by it. Leatherculture today is wonderfully 
diverse. On social media, I am connected to 
a geographically and culturally divergent 
leather community ranging from Japan to 
Indonesia to Sri Lanka to Guyana to Ecuador. 
It is beyond the scope of the present study 
to investigate if and how leatherculture 
permeates non-Western cultures as a col-
onising entity, or if and how it is ‘absorbed’ 
without an asymmetry of power and cul-
tural hegemony. Applying Arturo Escobar’s 
concept of pluriversality55 into such an 
investigation could be a future project to 
better understand how leathercultures 
emerge, exist and commingle across diverse 
worldviews. The fetish for leather tran-
scends cultures, languages and worldviews: 
people from vastly different backgrounds 
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have a reason for an immediate bond and 
subcultural connection. I have come to love 
my global siblinghood deeply. 

MasMasculinitiesculinities
Despite some media discourse suggesting 
otherwise through (deliberate) misinter-
pretations of ‘toxic masculinity,’ there is 
nothing inherently wrong with masculinity. 
Problems can arise when notions of mas-
culinity become narrow and singular, and 
when masculinity is overtly associated with 
aggression, force, brutality: a hardness. And 
yet suggestions of a ‘soft’ masculinity are 
often mocked in memes harking back to a 
time when men allegedly were men. The fear 
of softness can become pathological. In my 
worldview, masculinity and femininity, and 
more broadly gender, exist on a non-binary, 
non-linear multidimensional spectrum. 
Humanity has a long history when it comes 
to accepting and honouring the diversity of 
gender beyond the binary construct of male/
female. The colonialist attempts to erase 

this diversity are futile because gender is 
inherently biologically diverse and often 
fluid. In Evolution’s Rainbow (2004), biolo-
gist and trans woman Joan Roughgarden 
provides a rich account of the diversity 
and fluidity of gender across animals, the 
kingdom of life that we humans are part of. 
The book is a liberating read: diversity and 
fluidity are inherent to any notions of ‘bio-
logical’ gender. 

Leatherculture emerged at a time and 
in a context — the US and Europe in the 
1940s and 1950s — where binary gender 
roles were fixed to an extreme extent. 
This has likely shaped ideas of masculin-
ity among leathermen. Yet even BLUF, a 
leather organisation at the traditional end 
of leathermen’s organisations, has advo-
cated for self-identification for many years: 
if you identify as a man, you are a man, and 
you are welcome to join the organisation.66 
This is important to acknowledge at a time 
when the hashtag #gaynotqueer is gaining 
traction, concurrent with the emergence 
of trans-exclusionary organisations like 
the LGB Alliance and increasingly hostile 
anti-trans legislation in the US and else-
where. In my home of Warrang/Sydney, 
almost all events for leathermen are inclu-
sive of people who identify as men. It does 
not mean our work in this regard is done. 
One of the competitors for a leather title in 
Sydney in 2024 identified as non-binary 
and became a target of online trolling ahead 
of the competition. Commendably, the com-
munity dealt with the incident decisively 
and swiftly in support of the competitor. 
Van Doorn notes77 the long histories of trans 
men and trans-masculine folk within leath-
erculture, including as bootblacks, who 
clean, maintain and repair boots and other 
leather items at events. Ideas of masculini-
ties within our communities have perhaps 
always been more diverse and fluid than we 
acknowledge. 

Figure 2. What Makes a Leatherman?  
Timo Rissanen photographed by Thomas Evans.  
Hair and makeup by Wesley.
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Whose Voice? SituatinWhose Voice? Situating Leather g Leather   
CultureCulture Discourse Discourse

At Dialogical Bodies, a workshop par-
ticipant — who was, notably, not from 
leatherculture — stressed the importance 
of protecting the subculture: it should not 
be accessible to everyone. The subsequent 
discussion on whether it was even appro-
priate for me to discuss the culture with 
people not belonging to it was tender and 
generous. Discourse on a subculture needs 
to acknowledge whether the voice comes 
from within or outside of the subculture. 
Why? By definition, a subculture is in a 
subservient, even antagonistic, position 
to the dominant culture surrounding 
it. Locating the voice acknowledges its 
inherent power and agency as much as 
its limitations. For example, the previous 
reflections on masculinities in this paper 
are coloured by my own genderqueer iden-
tity. I am a privileged, white cisgender man, 
yet sometimes my geared-up expression as a 
leatherman includes elements traditionally 
considered ‘feminine.’ The connection for 
me is to do with BDSM rather than drag or 

transvestism: high-heeled shoes and tightly 
laced corsets are primarily a pain kink 
for me. Managing the self-inflicted, slowly 
accumulating pain that heels and corset 
wreak requires a particular focus that rein-
forces and amplifies the dominant side of 
my sexual identity. Both heels and corsets 
have an appearance that we understand 
as ‘feminine,’ yet I would not describe the 
sensations they create for me as feminine. 
Heels force one to walk in a somewhat ‘femi-
nine’ way, perhaps, but what matters to me is 
that within half an hour a persistent, slowly 
increasing pain sets in. Meanwhile, a corset 
severely restricts the way the torso moves 
and affects how one breathes. Both restric-
tions can be interpreted as one becoming 
an object, a notion also sometimes viewed 
as ‘feminine,’ yet I don’t see it that way. The 
brutal pain of heels and the relentless con-
striction of a corset with steel bones, both 
self-inflicted, bring out my unrelenting 
dominant side. I am in control of my pain, 
and I will be in control of yours. 

Why share this, a facet of sexuality 
and sexual behaviour, in a professional 
context? In addition to unapologetically 
jettisoning any shame I previously carried 
relating to my sexuality, it has taken me a 
long time to realise that we cannot leave the 

Figure 3. What Makes a Leatherman?  
Timo Rissanen photographed by Thomas Evans.  
Hair and makeup by Wesley.
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telling of our stories, whether with words, 
images or our bodies, to people outside of our 
communities. They are our stories to tell, 
about ourselves, for ourselves. This paper 
is in part a response to the call by Wagner 
for the ‘recentering of subjectivity within 
queer historiography led by queer-identified 
scholars.’88 I first read the passage on leath-
ermen in groundbreaking fashion theorist 
Valerie Steele’s seminal book Fetish (1996) 
as a fashion student more than 25 years ago. 
Rereading it now as a leatherman feels like 
politely listening to a tourist account of a 
place and a people Steele didn’t quite try to 
understand. Steele’s sources on leather are 
mostly secondary, some of which are texts 
by leathermen while others are not. Oddly, 
Steele cites the British fashion writer Colin 
McDowell — instead of speaking with a 
leatherman, for example — who claims that 
the origin of leather’s appeal lies in the fact 
that ‘the unaroused male penis [is] pink and 
pathetic.’99 According to McDowell leather 
reasserts masculine virility. A leather 
jacket ‘disguises’ the body’s ‘inadequacies,’ 

‘but it also functions as an icon of butch, 

raunchy, even brutal, masculinity — and raw 
power.’1010 Brutal masculinity. Yes, we leath-
ermen can look brutally masculine and be 
brutally masculine, but I argue we are not 
only that. In my experience, we leathermen 
are also loving, tender, funny, and yes, soft. 
Softness does not in any way compromise 
our masculinity. In fact, it can amplify it. 
This critique does not mean people from 
outside the leather community, including 
Steele, cannot write about us. When doing 
so, please speak to us and ask us how accu-
rately your writing reflects who we are. 
Positive examples of leather scholarship by 

‘outsiders’ already exist: Van Doorn1111 is not 
a leatherman yet his careful engagement 
with his research subjects is embodied in 
the writing cited throughout this article. 

A single voice from within a commu-
nity does not represent that community: 
leatherfolk and leathermen are not a mon-
olith. As a leatherman, I do not speak on 
behalf of all my fellow leathermen. Here, I 
point to authors in the field, in addition to 
those already mentioned. Urban Aboriginals 
(1984) by the late Geoff Mains remains a pio-
neering text by a leatherman. Mains held 
a doctorate in biochemistry but relished 
in broad scholarship that intersected with 
his life in leather. For Urban Aboriginals, he 

Figure 4. What Makes a Leatherman?  
Timo Rissanen photographed by Thomas Evans.  
Hair and makeup by Wesley.



APRIA #08

88

March 2026

APRIA.07.08.A9

 —  Timo Rissanen

drew from diverse sources on physiology 
and psychology to build understanding of 
BDSM within leatherculture. Shortly before 
dying from AIDS in 1989, Mains wrote an 
essay for Leatherfolk, a love letter to us; a 
quote from that essay opened this arti-
cle. Urban Aboriginals remains a gift and a 
blueprint to leathermen scholars: Mains 
was unapologetic about who he was as a 
leatherman while critical, thorough and 
imaginative in his scholarship. This paper 
does not attempt to build a comprehensive 
review of scholarship on leatherculture 
by leatherfolk, but I acknowledge here two 
other scholars. I welcome communica-
tions regarding others. Andrew Childs is a 
geographer from within the leather com-
munity exploring notions of masculinity 
and place.1212 Kyle Kingsbury is a leatherman 
scholar who has written a history of leather 
at Pride events.1313 I should note I am aware of 
the two authors being leathermen because 
they explicitly state so in their texts; this is 
partly why I do, too. 

Collaboration with ThCollaboration with Thomas Evansomas Evans
As Tom of Finland’s work shows, visual sto-
rytelling is vital to subcultures in creating, 
maintaining and evolving the visible facets 
of subcultural identities. The notions of 

‘soft masculinity’ discussed above informed 
the photoshoot with photographer Thomas 
Evans. Evans has had a long career in pho-
tographing a diversity of gender expressions. 
His ongoing series, Femme the Man, explores 
this in depth. Conventionally ‘mascu-
line’ men — muscular, hairy — are made up, 
laced in corsets, donning wigs, and posing 

‘effeminately.’ The work may be initially 
disorienting but ultimately it is alluring. 
Rather than diminished, the masculinity of 
the men in the series is amplified: perhaps it 
takes a ‘real’ man to sit in hair and makeup 
for two hours, to put on a corset, and to walk 
around in heels. These acts are physically 
uncomfortable and potentially psycholog-
ically confronting: it requires a strength of 
character to undergo this transformation 
and to allow another document it. The vul-
nerability one needs to participate in such a 
shoot requires a robust sense of self. 

A recent event inspired the shoot. In June 
2022, my husband and I attended a fetish 
dance party in Sydney. I wore a leather jock, 
a bulldog harness, Muir cap or a cover, and 
stilettos with fishnet stockings. It is worth 
acknowledging here that a Muir cap is an 
object with deep traditions and beliefs: it 
often signifies dominance within the com-
munity. Within parts of the community 
referred to as Old Guard, the right to wear 
it is earned. On the dance floor, another 
leatherman in a Muir cap looked me in the 
eye, raised his index finger, and shook it 
side to side in disapproval. The same night, 
my husband in leather and sporting fierce 
eyeshadow was told by another leatherman: 

‘Men don’t wear makeup.’ After an hour we 
left. It is thankfully my sole negative expe-
rience in person, yet it hurt at the time as 
this was a community I had only recently 
begun to reconnect with. Maybe I didn’t 
belong after all? That uncertainty contin-
ues to shape me. In leather, I modulate my 
body postures more than I do out of leather. 
I mostly don’t cross my legs when sitting. 
I avoid ‘effeminate’ hand and arm move-
ments. I lower my voice when I speak. Why 
do I care so much about appearing mascu-
line? At times, I fear that my presentation in 
heels and a corset may be seen as a mockery, 

Figure 5. What Makes a Leatherman?  
Timo Rissanen photographed by Thomas Evans.  
Hair and makeup by Wesley.
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as disrespectful; I certainly felt it that night. 
Yet, no aspect of what I wore was acciden-
tal. I have always endeavoured to learn as 
much about the leather traditions as possi-
ble, so that I understand when I break with 
tradition, for reasons that are valid to me. I 
always strive for respect, though I know I 
may not always be perceived as respectful. 
Thinking back to that evening, I wish I’d 
had the confidence to engage the leather-
man in conversation: how did I offend him 
so much that he would wag his finger at me? 

The photoshoot with Thomas Evans 
is a playful yet serious exploration of what 
it means to be a leatherman when the con-
struction of gender — what it means to be a 
man — is deliberately and humorously dest-
abilised. We began the shoot with a classic 
Tom of Finland biker look, one I wear some-
what regularly: quilted jeans and jacket, 
shirt with tie, boots, gloves and a Muir 
cap. Look by look, I took on more feminine 
elements, from a corset to hosiery to heels. 
Halfway through the day, I shaved my beard 
off and spent two hours having my face 
made up in drag by Wesley, a brilliant New 

York drag queen. We did some photos with 
just a wig cap and the shoot culminated me 
donning a platinum Marilyn wig. Getting 
cat-called while near-naked on a Brook-
lyn rooftop was unexpected. Reflecting on 
the shoot reminds me of some of my queer 
heroes who were not afraid of humorous 
play with gender: Andy Warhol in Marilyn 
drag and a moustached Freddie Mercury in 
drag for the video of ‘I Want to Break Free.’ 
Yes, gender is a very serious matter and yet 
we can play with it. I hope this ‘serious play-
fulness’ comes through in our shoot.

Discussion and Discussion and ConclusionConclusion
This paper concludes with a consideration 
of opportunities for future research regard-
ing leatherculture, by people within it. As 
this paper has indicated, scholarly voices 
from the community are still scarce but not 
non-existent. While excessive subjectiv-
ity may be a risk, scholarship from within 
leather communities should be encour-
aged. Our cultures and communities are 
often precarious and somewhat invisible to 
mainstream discourse, yet even as a subcul-
ture within a highly heterogeneous sexual 
minority, leatherculture is worthy of study 
and documentation, especially for future 
generation of leatherfolk. Our histories 

Figure 6. What Makes a Leatherman?  
Timo Rissanen photographed by Thomas Evans.  
Hair and makeup by Wesley.
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have at times been deliberately erased, and 
our cultures seriously destabilised by the 
HIV/AIDS crisis in the 1980s and 1990s. We 
ought to tell our stories about ourselves for 
us and for future generations of leatherfolk.

Some readers likely know me as a fash-
ion and sustainability scholar; it has been 
my work for two decades. I do not intend to 
keep these streams of scholarship entirely 
separate in my future work. Within fashion 
and sustainability research, leather raises 
many valid questions about animal welfare, 
our relationships with the more-than-hu-
man more broadly, and about the use of toxic 
tanning chemicals in leather production, 
and more. When discussed inseparably 
from leatherculture, the questions are 
productively problematised. For example, 
as Van Doorn discusses,1414 there exists a 
deep culture of care and maintenance of 
leather within the community. At many 
leather events, bootblacks are present and 
they will clean and condition any leather 
item requiring care, in addition to cleaning 
and polishing boots. The lifespan of many 
items is thus extended to years, sometimes 
decades. Furthermore, there are long-estab-
lished traditions of passing items on from 
one member of the community to the other; 
this sharing economy existed before the 
term did. It seems that there is rich ground 
to explore the notion of emotionally dura-
ble design1515 beyond individual products in 
the context of a specific material culture 
that includes fetishising a material. Such 
research would not be a silver bullet to give 
leather the moniker of ‘sustainable,’ but 
the approach would shed light on the grey 
areas within a topic that is often presented 
in bluntly black and white terms. Two dec-
ades working in fashion and sustainability 
research has taught me that often the great-
est insights reside in those grey areas. The 
current overproduction and overconsump-
tion of fashion by an industry hellbent on 
growth even at the risk of our own annihi-
lation could perhaps learn something from 
fetishising a material and the cultures of 
care and reciprocity around that material.

Just as Geoff Mains proclaimed his 
love for this world in the quote at the start 
of this article, I love the world I inhabit. Yet 

leather is contentious in many contexts. As 
Kingsbury discusses,1616 the debate continues 
within LGBTQIA+ communities: does kink, 
and alongside it leather, belong at Pride? My 
response to the debate continues to be turn-
ing up to Pride marches in leather. We may 
not fit comfortably within the wider LGBT-
QIA+ communities, but we are an integral 
part of them. And we are less monolithic 
than our physical appearance sometimes 
suggests. More than thirty years ago in 
closing his essay ‘Black Leather Wings’ for 
Leatherfolk, Mark Thompson1717 pondered on 
his existence as both a leatherman and a 
radical faerie: 

‘Somehow, I reflected, definitions of 
leather and faerie would never be quite the 
same. The fusion of the two had produced a 
third, and possibly unknown, quantity. What-
ever it was, whatever it would grow to be, it 
had created a state of satisfaction I had never 
felt before. It was here that one journey ended 
and — by crossing time and cultures — another 
would begin.’

In trying to make sense of two sub-
cultural identities that seemed at odds, 
Thompson reminds us that a ‘leatherman’ 
is not some fixed, immutable entity. Three 
decades later Scott echoes Thompson: ‘we 
cannot be fixed: we embrace fluidity.’1818 
Our humanity — ourselves as constantly 
evolving biological, spiritual and social 
entities — means that we are forever in 
flux, responding to and commingling with 
the world around us. Over dinner, a friend 
recently said: ‘Aren’t we all non-binary?’ Of 
course, they are right: when we ditch the 
binary thinking about gender, we all emerge 
as non-binary, even when many of us, myself 
included, continue identifying as men. Yet 
the statement is liberatory: gender identity 
becomes a personal creation, which it argu-
ably has always been anyway. Even when we 
have tried to be ‘men’ or ‘women,’ none of us 
have ended up exactly alike. How dreadfully 
boring would that have been anyway? 

My call to my fellow leathermen is 
for us to continue exercising care and love 
for our community and its diversity. This 
applies especially when we encounter 
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a member who we might not yet fully 
understand. Simply trust that they know 
themselves better than we ever can. There 
is ample prejudice coming our way from out-
side the community for us to inflict it upon 
ourselves. We must stand united in all our 
differences. Our diversity is our strength, 
one of the greatest gifts. 
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