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For centuries,
embroidery was
dismissed as mere
women’'s work—a

pastime of passive
hands, a marker of
domestic virtue, and a
craft unworthy of
serious artistic or
intellectual

consideration. Yet in
1984, Rozsika Parker
turned this assumption
on its head with her
groundbreaking book,
The Subversive Stitch:
Embroidery and the
Making of the
Feminine. Parker did
not simply argue that
embroidery deserved


https://www.strongadvocates.com/

more respect; she
demonstrated that the
very act of stitching
was a site of profound
ideological struggle.
Her work revealed how
embroidery was used
to construct and
enforce modern
notions of femininity,
while simultaneously
showing how women
subverted those very
expectations through
their needlework. This
article explores the
enduring  significance
of The Subversive
Stitch Embroidery
And Making Of
Feminine Rozsika
Parker, examining its
core arguments,
historical context, and
lasting impact on art
history, feminism, and
craft studies.

Who Was

Rozsika
Parker? A
Brief
Intellectu
al
Biograph
y

Rozsika Parker
(1945-2010) was a
British psychotherapist,

art historian, and
feminist writer. Her
intellectual journey

was deeply rooted in
the second-wave
feminist movement,
which sought to
recover women’s
histories and challenge
patriarchal structures
across every domain of
life. Parker co-founded
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the feminist art
collective Spare Rib
and wrote extensively
on art, gender, and
psychoanalysis.

However, it is The
Subversive Stitch for
which she is best
remembered. In this
work, Parker brought
together her expertise
in art history, her
feminist sensibilities,
and her understanding
of psychoanalytic
theory to produce a
text that remains as
relevant today as it
was nearly four
decades ago.
Understanding the
background of The
Subversive Stitch
Embroidery And
Making Of Feminine
Rozsika Parker
requires appreciating
that Parker was not
merely cataloguing
stitches; she was
dissecting the very
fabric of gender

construction.

The Core
Thesis:
Embroide
ry as a
Tool for
Making
the
Feminine

At the heart of The
Subversive Stitch is a
deceptively simple
argument: embroidery
played a crucial role in
the historical
construction of
femininity. Parker
traces how, from the
late Middle Ages
onward, embroidery
became increasingly



associated with women
and, more importantly,
with specific feminine
virtues—modesty,
patience, obedience,
and domesticity.
Needlework was
presented as a natural
expression of womanly
nature, a wholesome
activity that kept
women occupied,
virtuous, and under
supervision. Yet Parker
shows that this
association was far
from natural; it was
carefully manufactured
through conduct books,
educational treatises,
and economic changes
that confined women
to the private sphere.

Embroidery, Parker
argues, became a
medium through which
femininity was both
taught and judged. A
well-stitched sampler
was proof of a girl’s
moral education;
elaborate needlework

signified a woman’s
refinement and
domestic competence.
However, Parker
refuses to see women
as mere victims of this
ideology. She
complicates the
narrative by exploring
how women used
embroidery as a space
for creativity,
resistance, and even
political commentary.
This
duality—embroidery as
oppression and
embroidery as
expression—is the
subversive thread that
runs throughout the
book. Thus, The
Subversive Stitch
Embroidery And
Making Of Feminine
Rozsika Parker is not
a simple tale of
victimhood but a
nuanced analysis of
power, agency, and the
spaces in between.
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Historical
Context:
From
Medieval
Workshop
s to
Victorian
Parlours

Parker begins her
historical sweep in the
medieval period, when
embroidery was a
respected, often
professional craft
practiced by both men
and women. She
documents the decline
in status of embroidery
as it became feminised
from the sixteenth
century onward. The

Reformation, the rise
of capitalism, and the
ideology of separate
spheres all contributed
to embroidery’s
relegation to the
domestic realm. By the
Victorian era,
embroidery was firmly
entrenched as a
marker of feminine
virtue, and its practice
was central to the
upbringing of middle-
class girls. Samplers, in
particular, were used
to teach literacy,
numeracy, and moral
lessons alongside
stitching skills. The
book provides detailed
analysis of these
artifacts, reading them
as texts that reveal the
expectations placed
upon women of
different classes and
eras.

Parker also examines
the economic
dimensions of
embroidery. While



wealthy women
embroidered for
leisure, working-class

women often
embroidered for
wages, their labour
exploited in

sweatshops and at
home. The ideology of
embroidery as a
leisurely, virtuous
pursuit thus obscured
the harsh economic
realities faced by many
women. By juxtaposing
the decorative
embroidery of the
bourgeoisie with the
piecework of the poor,
Parker exposes class
tensions within the
history of the craft.
This layered analysis
makes The
Subversive Stitch
Embroidery And
Making Of Feminine
Rozsika Parker a vital
resource for
understanding how
gender and class
intersected to shape

women’s lives.

The
Subversiv
e
Potential:
Women's
Resistanc
e
Through
the
Needle

One of the most
compelling aspects of
Parker's work is her
exploration of how
women turned
embroidery into a tool
of protest. She
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examines suffragette
banners stitched with
political slogans, quilts
that encoded
messages for the
Underground Railroad,
and samplers that
contained hidden
critiques of patriarchy.
Even when working
within the confines of
acceptable feminine
behaviour, women
found ways to express
dissent, preserve
family histories, and
maintain bonds of
solidarity. Parker
argues that embroidery
allowed women to
carve out a space of
autonomy in a world
that otherwise denied
them voice and
agency.

For instance, Parker
discusses the work of
Mary Linwood, a
celebrated
embroiderer of the
eighteenth century
who achieved fame

and financial
independence through
her needlework. She
also analyzes the
Bayeux Tapestry,
challenging the
assumption that it was
stitched by women and
exploring what its
creation reveals about
gender roles in
medieval society. By
recovering these
stories, Parker
demonstrates that
embroidery was never
a simple tool of
patriarchy; it was a

contested terrain
where women
negotiated power,
identity, and
resistance. This

nuanced perspective is
what sets The
Subversive Stitch
Embroidery And
Making Of Feminine
Rozsika Parker apart
from earlier, more one-
dimensional accounts
of women’s crafts.



Impact
and
Legacy:
Transfor
ming Art
History
and Craft
Studies

Upon its publication,
The Subversive Stitch
was hailed as a
landmark work. It
helped to legitimate
the study of
embroidery within art
history and feminist
scholarship,

challenging the
hierarchy that elevated
painting and sculpture
above the decorative

arts. Parker’s
insistence that
embroidery could be
read as a text—dense
with meaning,
ideology, and
subversion—opened up
new methodologies for

analyzing visual
culture. Her work
influenced a

generation of scholars,
curators, and artists
who began to take
needlework seriously
as a medium of artistic
expression and political
critique.

Today, the legacy of
The Subversive
Stitch Embroidery
And Making Of
Feminine Rozsika

Parker is evident
across multiple
disciplines. In art
history, Parker is

credited with helping
to dismantle the canon
and expand the
boundaries of what
counts as art. In craft
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studies, her work is
foundational for
understanding the
politics of making. In
contemporary art
practice, numerous
artists—from Tracey
Emin to Ghada
Amer—have used
embroidery and
textiles to explore
themes of gender,
memory, and
resistance, drawing
directly on Parker’s
insights. The book
remains required
reading in courses on
feminist theory,
material culture, and
art history.

Contemp
orary
Relevanc

e: Why
Parker’s
Work
Matters
Now

In an era of renewed
feminist activism, the
#MeToo movement,
and ongoing debates
about gender roles,
The Subversive Stitch
feels more relevant
than wever. The
craftivism

movement—which
combines craft and
activism—owes a clear
debt to Parker’s ideas.
Contemporary stitchers
use embroidery to
protest political
oppression, reclaim
forgotten histories, and
build communities of
care and resistance.



Online platforms like

Instagram have
enabled a new
generation of

embroiderers to share
their work and connect
with a global audience,
fulfilling Parker’s vision
of needlework as a
medium of
communication and
critique.

Moreover, Parker’s
analysis of how
femininity is
constructed through
everyday practices

remains urgently
relevant. While the
specific  forms may

have changed, the
mechanisms that link
women’s worth to their
domestic skills,
appearance, and
nurturing capacities
persist. By
understanding the
history of embroidery,
we gain insight into the
broader processes that
shape gender identity
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and inequality. The
Subversive Stitch
Embroidery And
Making Of Feminine
Rozsika Parker thus
offers not only a
historical account but
also a critical toolkit for
understanding the
present.

Criticisms
and
Contradic
tions:
Engaging
with the
Text
Seriously

No work of scholarship
is beyond critique, and
The Subversive Stitch
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has its limitations.
Some critics have
noted that Parker’s
focus on Western
European embroidery
leaves out non-
Western traditions and
the global contexts of
textile production.
Others have argued
that her psychoanalytic

framework, while
illuminating,
sometimes
overreaches in its
interpretation of
individual

embroiderers’

intentions. Additionally,
the book’s focus on
gender sometimes
sidelines other axes of
identity such as race,
sexuality, and empire.
Parker herself
acknowledged some of
these limitations and
later work by other
scholars has expanded
upon her foundations.
Nevertheless, these
critigues do not
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diminish the book’s
importance; they
rather underscore its
generative power—it
has sparked decades of
productive debate and
further research.

Practical
Takeawa
ys for
Readers
and
Makers

For those new to The
Subversive Stitch
Embroidery And
Making Of Feminine
Rozsika Parker, the
book offers a
transformative way of
looking at embroidered
objects. It teaches
readers to ask critical



questions: Who made

this? Under what
conditions? What
meanings were

stitched into it? How
might it have been a
site of conformity or
resistance? For
contemporary

embroiderers, Parker’'s
work validates the
political and expressive
potential of their craft.
It encourages makers
to see their stitching

not as trivial
ornamentation but as a
meaningful act of

communication
embedded in a long
history of women'’s
creative and political
labour.

Conclusio
n

Rozsika Parker’'s The
Subversive Stitch
remains an
indispensable text for
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anyone interested in
the intersections of
gender, art, and
culture. By showing
how embroidery was
used to construct
femininity and how
women used it to push
back against those

constructions, Parker
gave UuS a new
language for

understanding the
politics of craft. Her
work honours the
countless women
whose stitched
creations have been
overlooked, dismissed,
or simply lost to
history. It reminds us
that the personal is
political, that the
domestic is historical,
and that even the most
delicate thread can
carry the weight of
resistance. As we
continue to grapple
with questions of
gender inequality,
creative expression,
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and the politics of
making, the insights of
The Subversive
Stitch Embroidery
And Making Of
Feminine Rozsika
Parker will remain an

essential guide. In
every stitch, there is a
story waiting to be
told—and Parker
taught us how to read
it.
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