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ABSTRACT 
 
 

UNRAVELING MYTHS:  KNITTING AND THE IMPACT OF FEMINISM  
DURING THE 1960S AND 1970S  

 
 

Tobi M. Voigt 
Cooperstown Graduate Program 

2006 
 
This study investigates the impact of the feminist movement on knitting during the 1960s 
and 1970s.  First, a survey of over 250 American women who actively knit during the 
time period provided a wealth of information regarding reasons for knitting and personal 
views on the feminist movement.  Second, a review of popular print literature related to 
knitting, including women’s magazines, yarn company publications, and knitting pattern 
and instruction books, revealed a change in how knitting was promoted. 
  
The survey responses suggest that women who knit in the 1960s and 1970s held a wide 
range of views on the feminist movement.  However, a strong majority of the surveyed 
women did not feel the feminist movement influenced their decision to knit.  Knitting, 
they repeated over and over, was a personal choice, while feminism was a public political 
movement.  Most of the knitters failed to see a correlation between the two.   
 
Regardless of these perceptions, a shift in knitting culture occurred during the 1960s and 
1970s.  Publications that addressed knitting reinvented the craft as an empowering and 
enjoyable pastime.  By the mid-1970s, this new expressive rhetoric had taken a firm hold 
in print literature. 
 
When asked why they knit, most of the surveyed knitters echoed the empowerment 
language of the popular print literature.  However, their personal motivations were more 
varied and diverse than the publications acknowledged.  Women continued to knit during 
the 1960s and 1970s despite the controversy surrounding highly gendered activities; to 
tell them that knitting was wrong because it was oppressive and “woman’s work” was a 
foreign and invalid concept.  Although knitting publications began to acknowledge the 
personal role that knitting played in the lives of American women, they never fully 
captured the diverse range of motivations.  In essence, knitting answered a deeper calling 
that many feminists and the knitting publications overlooked.   
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION:  FEMINISM AND KNITTING 

Historians and crafting enthusiasts often hold the feminist movement responsible 

for a decline in popularity of handicrafts such as knitting, crochet, and embroidery during 

the 1960s and 1970s.  They commonly report that feminists of the 1960s and 1970s, in an 

attempt to break free from oppressive gender roles, largely rejected activities traditionally 

associated with women.  Textile historian Rozsika Parker, in her 1989 book The 

Subversive Stitch, suggested that “embroidery [became] indelibly associated with 

stereotypes of femininity,” and that the “feminists who have scorned embroidery tend to 

blame it for whatever constraint on women’s lives they are committed to combat.” 1  

Parker’s perception was echoed by knitter Debbie Stoller, who stated in her best-selling 

2003 book, Stitch ‘N Bitch:  A Knitter’s Handbook, “With the resurgent women’s 

movement of the 1960s and 1970s, knitting came to be seen, once again, as a symbol of 

woman’s entrapment in the home.”2   

Although some feminist writings of the second half of the twentieth century 

portrayed handicrafts as evidence of oppressive gender stereotyping, the presence of 

crafting in popular print literature suggests that this viewpoint was not universally 

accepted.  During the 1960s and 1970s, publishing houses printed over forty books about 

knitting alone.  Women’s magazines featured knitted designs on their front covers, and 

yarn company patterns and instruction booklets littered department store aisles.  Contrary 

to the feminist criticisms, these publications avidly promoted crafting as the perfect outlet 

for creative self-expression.   

 
1 Rozsika Parker, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine (New York: 
Routledge, Chapman and Hall, Inc., 1989), 2, 6. 
2 Debbie Stoller, Stitch ‘N Bitch: A Knitter’s Handbook (New York: Workman Publishing, 2003), 13.   
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How did women who were knitting at this time perceive the contradictory 

feminist and popular images of their craft?  Survey responses from over 250 American 

women who were actively knitting during the 1960s and 1970s suggest that knitters held 

conflicting opinions about the popularity of knitting.  Their responses provide clues as to 

how the feminist movement and popular print literature influenced their knitting, and 

why they choose to pursue the craft in a period when traditionally feminine activities 

were heavily scrutinized.  

This paper argues that the overwhelming majority of knitters did not associate 

their craft with a political stance either for or against feminism.  On the contrary, they 

continued to knit during the 1960s and 1970s, despite the controversy surrounding 

gendered activities, because they simply enjoyed it.  Although their reasons for knitting 

often mirrored the empowerment rhetoric of the popular print literature, most women 

indicated that knitting answered a deeper calling that many feminists overlooked.   

 

Feminism and Knitting 

When Betty Friedan published her controversial book, The Feminine Mystique, in 

1963, she introduced a new feminist perspective.  In essence, the book questioned the 

traditional gendered sex-roles in which women were expected to engage, and brought to 

the fore the issue of equality between the sexes.  By analyzing the content of women’s 

magazines during the post-war years, Friedan developed a conspiratorial view of the 

domestic role she felt was forced on women.  Unlike her mother’s and grandmother’s 

generations, who fought for the tangible objective of suffrage, Friedan and her followers 
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demanded the eradication of highly gendered sex-roles that limited and oppressed 

women.3  

The core problem, Friedan believed and promoted, was that American women had 

been brainwashed into accepting “that the highest value and the only commitment for 

women is the fulfillment of their own femininity.”4  Further, she felt that society viewed 

a delicate and nurturing feminine character as an innate virtue.  Friedan accused society 

of constructing a feminine ideal which “can find fulfillment only in sexual passivity, male 

domination, and nurturing maternal love.”5   

Emerging feminists who agreed with Freidan’s characterization of the feminine 

mystique began to ask themselves:  do women have to dismiss all activities associated 

with women in order to assert their equality?  Friedan and her followers, who organized 

as the National Organization of Women (NOW) in 1966, worked within the existing 

political and social system to promote female empowerment and equality between the 

sexes.  Radical feminists, who emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s, were often a 

generation younger than Friedan and her contemporaries.  Tired of the rampant sexual 

discrimination they faced in other activist groups such as the Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), these 

younger feminists tended to advocate a complete restructuring of American society.6 

By the late 1960s it became clear that the role women played in American society 

was indeed changing, if slowly.  Despite the fragmentation of their movement, feminists 

 
3 Edward P. Morgan, The 60s Experience: Hard Lessons about Modern America (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1991), 220. 
4 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1963), 43. 
5 Ibid.   
6 Morgan, 221; Winifred Wandersee, On the Move: American Women in the 1970s (Boston: Twayne 
Publishers, 1988), xv. 
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not only had made significant changes in the legal and political arenas, but also in the 

home.7  Job opportunities in traditionally male-dominated fields such as accounting and 

business became available to women, and an increasing number of women left the home 

to pursue careers.  Consequently, housewifery came to be viewed as a conscious choice 

rather than an obligation.    

In an article that traced the evolution of sex-role attitudes among American men 

and women in the 1970s, Andrew Cherlin and Pamela Barnhouse Walters demonstrated 

that gender roles became less demarcated as the decade progressed.8  After analyzing the 

responses to questions such as “Do you approve or disapprove of a married woman 

earning money in business or industry if she has a husband capable of supporting her?” 

and “Do you agree or disagree with this statement:  Women should take care of running 

their homes and leave running the country up to men,” they discovered that white men 

and women increasingly supported women in both careers and politics.9   

Domesticity was a choice that many, but not all, feminists devalued.  A few 

feminist writers felt that women were simply denied the choice to engage in domestic 

activities.  In her 1972 book, A Housewife’s Guide to Women’s Liberation, Elizabeth 

Anticaglia enticed reluctant middle-class suburban women to the movement by stating:  

Equality is, at its very basis, freedom from preconceived attitudes of what 
“femininity” and “masculinity” mean.   For one woman, the new choice may be 
complete domesticity; for others, the choice might be to become a physician or an 
architect, to marry or remain single.   That freedom, that equality, that choice does 
not exist today.   But tomorrow it will.10   

 

 
7 Wandersee, xv. 
8 Andrew Cherlin and Pamela Barnhouse Walters, “Trends in United States Men's and Women's Sex-Role 
Attitudes: 1972 to 1978,” American Sociological Review 46, no.  4 (August 1981): 453-460. 
9 Ibid., 454.   
10 Elizabeth Anticaglia, A Housewife’s Guide to Women’s Liberation (Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1972), 26.   
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Alice S.  Rossi, a professor of sociology and champion for women’s rights, envisioned a 

future where a young girl “will view domestic skills as useful tools to acquire, some of 

which, like fine cooking and needlework, [have] their own intrinsic pleasures but most of 

which are necessary repetitive work best gotten done as quickly and efficiently as 

possible.”11   

Nonetheless, knitting and other domestic activities became entangled in the 

feminists’ war against traditional sex-roles.   Although Anticaglia and Rossi 

acknowledged the importance of handicrafts in a woman’s life, a few feminists advocated 

a clean break from gendered activities.  Instead of viewing them as a vehicle for creative 

self-expression, many feminists saw these home-based and often family-focused 

activities as a manifestation of domestic obligations.  In The Feminine Mystique, Friedan 

asserted, “The amateur dilettante whose own work is not good enough for anyone to want 

to pay or hear or see or read does not gain real status by it in society, or real personal 

identity.”12 Instead, she claimed, “The only kind of work which permits an able 

woman…to achieve identity in society…is the kind that was forbidden by the feminist 

mystique; the lifelong commitment to an art or science, to politics or profession.”13  In 

essence, Friedan and many other feminists believed that a woman could only find her true 

identity by looking outside the home environment.   

In summary, many feminists’ efforts to combat negative sex-role attitudes caused 

them to politicize activities most commonly associated with women, including knitting.  

While some feminists approved of the intrinsic rewards that handicrafts could provide, 

 
11 Alice S.  Rossi, “Visions for the Future,” in The New Feminism in Twentieth-Century America, ed.  June 
Sochen (Lexington, Mass.: D. C.  Heath, 1971), 203. 
12 Friedan, 348.   
13 Ibid.   
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many encouraged women to reject crafting until it could be stripped of its oppressive 

stigma.   

  

Methodology 

Before explaining the structure of the paper in more detail, I feel it is important to 

explain the methodology behind my research, particularly regarding the knitting survey.  

In early summer 2005, I created a 20 question survey for American women born between 

1930 and 1970 who were actively knitting during the 1960s and 1970s.  I hoped the 

survey would provide information on two key interest areas.  First, I wanted to ascertain 

the role knitting played in the lives of American women during the 1960s and 1970s.  

Second, I wanted to know what motivated their knitting.  Specifically, I asked questions 

that could establish whether or not the feminist movement had an impact on their 

decision to knit.  Survey questions included “How did you become interested in 

knitting?,” “How was knitting perceived when you first learned?,” “How did you view 

the women’s liberation movement?,” and “Did the feminist movement impact your 

knitting?  Why or why not?”14  

Once the survey was completed, I looked for the most effective way to solicit a 

response from a broad geographic, socio-economic, and cultural sample.  From the 

beginning I knew that achieving a true probability sample would be cost-prohibitive.  

Instead, I looked at attainable non-probability sampling techniques, namely convenience 

sampling, with the understanding that my sample would contain potential errors and 

biases.  I created a website (www.knittingsurvey.bravehost.com) where I provided 

 
14 A copy of the survey is included in the Appendix.  The original scope of the project included researching 
the impact of both the feminist and the back-to-nature counterculture movements of the 1960s and 1970s. 
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background information on the project, as well as a copy of the survey.  I then posted the 

website address on an internet message board about knitting.  I received an enthusiastic 

response; over 300 knitters from around the world completed my survey.   

American women born between 1930 and 1970 who were actively knitting during 

the 1960s and 1970s contributed 261 surveys.  This core group of responses constitutes 

the bulk of the evidence for this paper.  Although the survey was anonymous, a high 

percentage of respondents provided basic personal information about their date of birth, 

location, and occupation.15  The resulting sample was geographically diverse; women 

responded from thirty-eight states, including Alaska and Hawaii.  The sample was less 

representative ethnically and socio-economically.  Despite the fact that women of many 

different ethnic backgrounds and lifestyles completed the survey, the majority of 

respondents were middle-class, suburban, Caucasian women.  Additionally, over half the 

respondents (180) were born between 1942 and 1956.   

Due to the uncontrolled nature of the survey responses, a key sampling bias 

requires acknowledgment.  Mainly, the survey’s placement on a website, combined with 

my solicitation of responses via the internet, may have resulted in respondent bias.  First, 

the format required respondents to complete and send their surveys via email, fax, or 

mail.  My survey results may be skewed because I received responses only from highly 

motivated individuals.   

Second, by using the internet message board, I largely limited my sample to 

current knitting enthusiasts.  It is probable that their responses have been influenced by 

present-day knitting culture.  In other words, there may be an aspect of presentism in 

 
15 To preserve the anonymity of the survey respondents, all names used throughout this paper have been 
altered or changed from their original.  
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their remembrances of their past.  Word-of-mouth and a newspaper article printed in a 

suburban Michigan newspaper allowed me to collect a few responses from women who 

stopped knitting after the 1960s and 1970s, but the bulk of the women surveyed maintain 

a strong interest in knitting.  Women who lost interest in or stopped knitting during the 

1960s and 1970s, perhaps even due to the feminist movement, are not represented in 

significant number in my sample.16   

Third, by using the internet, I may have created an unintentional economic bias.  

Only knitters who owned or had access to a computer with internet capabilities were able 

to complete the survey.  Although a few respondents printed the survey and gave them to 

friends and family who did not have access to a computer, the large majority of 

respondents submitted their surveys through personal email accounts from home or 

public library computer systems.  

 Overall, I feel that the sample is reliable, and the rich diversity of responses far 

outweighs any potential bias.  The paper is meant to focus on women whose knitting was 

an integral part of their daily lives in the 1960s and 1970s.  Women who picked up 

knitting due to a passing interest or fad, and therefore are the most likely not to knit 

today, would not have met my most basic survey criteria.  Also, much of the early 

feminist literature, including Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, was written for and 

most widely read by Caucasian, middle-class, suburban women.  My survey sample is 

consistent with this audience.    

The survey results provide the main body of evidence for the paper.  When 

compared with the feminist and knitting literature of the 1960s and 1970s, the survey 

 
16 Only thirty percent of respondents indicated that they have knit continuously since the 1960s and 1970.  
Twenty-five percent of the survey respondents noted that they have stopped knitting at least once in the last 
forty years for periods lasting between six months and twenty-five years.   
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responses suggest that the feminist movement’s impact on knitting was not as substantial 

as is often suggested.  To build and support this argument, the paper has been divided 

into three core chapters.  First, it uses the survey responses to illustrate that women who 

knit during the 1960s and 1970s held a wide array of feelings and opinions about the 

feminist movement.  Nonetheless, almost eighty percent denied that the feminist 

movement influenced their decision to knit.  In essence, the survey evidence suggests that 

knitters did not feel that their hobby trapped them within their homes.   

Second, a review of the popular print literature of the 1960s and 1970s documents 

a change in how knitting was promoted.  Yarn manufacturers, popular women’s 

magazines, and knitting instruction books all began to reject the traditional image of 

knitting as a housewifely expression of family devotion.  Instead, the new rhetoric 

endorsed knitting as a personal act of creative expression.   

Third, a comparison of knitting literature’s self-empowerment rhetoric with the 

survey respondents’ motivations for knitting reveals many similarities between the two.  

Both the knitters and the literature portrayed knitting as a relaxing, enjoyable, and 

creative hobby.  However, the comparison also reveals that the women’s responses were 

generally more elaborate and personal than the language of the literature.  The women 

spoke repeatedly of the intrinsic rewards knitting provided them, which suggests that the 

act was more than a subconscious compliance to sexist gender stereotyping.   
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CHAPTER 2:  KNITTERS AND THEIR PERCEPTIONS OF FEMINISM 

Although it is tempting to make sweeping generalizations about how American 

women viewed the feminist movement, evidence from the survey suggests that active 

knitters perceived it in many different ways.  Of 261 respondents, twenty-four (nine 

percent) openly opposed or were turned off by the movement.  Forty-three (sixteen 

percent) admitted they were unaffected or uninterested.  Seventy-two (twenty-eight 

percent) of the women claimed they had been very interested and actively involved in the 

feminist movement.  The large majority of respondents (120 or forty-six percent) stated 

that they were moderately interested or slightly involved1 (Table 2.1).  If the women who 

were opposed to and unaffected by the movement are grouped together, the responses 

create a fairly even distribution:  twenty-five percent were either turned off by or 

uninterested in, forty-six percent were moderately interested in, and twenty-eight percent 

were very interested in the feminist movement.  These statistics suggest that knitters, as a 

group, might not have uniformly supported or opposed the movement.  In other words, 

knitting appears to have attracted a wide array of women with different opinions about 

feminism. 

When asked to explain their views of the feminist movement, the survey 

respondents gave a wide variety of answers.  Some women simply did not understand the 

impetus behind the movement, such as Debbie from Maine who stated, “I was already 

liberated and couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about.  I did what I wanted  

 
1 The one percent not accounted for in these statistics represents three women who declined to indicate their 
involvement in the feminist movement.  Their presence is included in Table 2.1.   
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Table 2.1:  Survey Respondents’ Involvement/Interest in the Feminist 
Movement 
Involvement/Interest # % 
No Answer 3 1% 
Turned Off By 24 9% 
Unaffected/Uninterested 43 16% 
Moderately Interested/Slightly Involved 119 46% 
Very Interested/Involved 72 28% 
 261 100% 
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anyway.”2  Many women who agreed with Debbie’s sentiments credited their mother’s 

and grandmother’s generations for their perspective.  An anonymous woman from Ohio  

joked, “My Nan taught me when I was small, ‘There are only two things in this world 

that a man can do that a woman can’t.  One is be a father, and two is pee around a corner.  

But with a good tail wind she can accomplish that.’”3   

A small group of women felt they were too young during the 1960s and 1970s to 

have been affected by the movement.  Carol from Massachusetts remarked, “As a kid, I 

only saw stuff like that through my parents’ eyes and they seemed to think it was faintly 

ridiculous.”4  Many of these younger respondents expressed feelings of ambiguity or 

confusion regarding the feminist movement.  Susan from California noted:  

[The feminist movement] was all that I knew as a teenager in the late 60’s….My 
mother was a “women’s libber,” as my Dad called her, and she cast off many 
female roles during this time.  I was ready to have equal pay and equal rights as a 
teen and young woman, but also desperately wanted to be a “wife and mommy” 
which my mother vehemently said was “the most horrible thing you can do with 
your life.”5 

 
Much more common were the dilemmas of young women who tried to break free from a 

more conventional home environment, like Ellen from New Jersey: 

I was raised in a very traditional family at a time when women were just exerting 
themselves.  I felt torn in two directions.  I deliberately went to a progressive 
women’s college to be exposed to a different role model – working, professional 
women (my Mom was a stay-at-home Mom.)  I knew I was smart enough to do 
something more with my life than be a secretary or a teacher (my parents’ 
aspirations for me), but I didn’t know what.6 
 

 Overall, the survey respondents’ remembrances about the feminist movement can 

be grouped into three categories:  pro-feminist, ambivalent feminist, and anti-feminist.  

 
2 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
3 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
4 E-mail survey to the author, July 20, 2005. 
5 E-mail survey to the author, July 29, 2005. 
6 E-mail survey to the author, August 16, 2005. 
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Women who believed whole-heartedly in the feminist movement still expressed a wide 

array of diversity in their answers.  A small group of respondents spoke of the feminist 

movement with much fervor and enthusiasm.  Nancy from Illinois made a case for her 

radicalism by stating, “I’m the person Rush Limbaugh has in mind when he refers to a 

Feminazi.”7  Her strong feelings were echoed by Ginny from New Hampshire who 

remarked, “I never wore a bra or shaved – I worked hard to believe that men and women 

were the same and [were] just socialized differently.”8  Other strong believers included 

Patty from New York who asserted, “If you were a woman, you were involved.  It didn’t 

matter whether you wanted to be or not.  Both men and women were affected by the 

ideas.”9 

Many women were affected less by the political agenda of the feminist 

movement, and instead expressed how it encouraged them to face personal problems.  

Valerie from New York remembered, “My mom did not want me to go to college. (She 

expected marriage and grandchildren right away after high school!) The movement 

helped me keep my determination to do so.”10  Lucy from Florida recalled, “When I left 

my first husband I didn’t know a single divorced woman, but reading the first issues of 

MS Magazine gave me the courage to leave him.”11  Betty from Missouri noted, “It was 

important to me because I was one of the earliest groups of women to break into the 

accounting field…and reading about the [feminist] movement and the underlying 

philosophy helped me to stay determined to succeed.”12   

 
7 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
8 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
9 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
10 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
11 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
12 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
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A large majority of the survey respondents expressed feelings of ambivalence 

about and disinterest in the movement.  The response of Jane from Wisconsin summed up 

the dilemma that many women faced: 

I struggled a great deal with it.  On the one hand I sincerely believed in the 
equality of women.  On the other hand, I had been brought up in a traditional 
household, as had my husband.  I wanted to join NOW, but was uncomfortable 
with what I believed was their extremism.  I also knew joining such a movement 
would not be well received by my husband, my father, or my in-laws.  In the end I 
liberated myself through my work.13 
 

Some of the women were offended by many feminists’ radicalism, and as a result, 

refused to personally identify with the movement.  Patty from California remarked, “I 

believe in equality, but I don’t believe in ‘women libbers’ that go to the extreme.”14  Beth 

from Indiana agreed, “I thought their cause was good, but it appeared the women were 

getting really mouthy.”15  Other women viewed the feminist movement with a measure of 

pessimism.  “I was all for equal rights for women, but was doubtful that much would 

change.  Even yet, women with children do the bulk of the housework and child care, no 

matter how ‘liberated’ they are,” claimed Betty from Nebraska.16   

 A few women viewed the feminist movement with a detached interest, like 

Danielle from California who said, “I enjoyed it from afar.  I know I benefited from it.  

However, I am not one to be involved in such things.”17  Another Californian named 

Laura added, “I was busy with my young daughters, was as liberated as I felt I needed to 

 
13 E-mail survey to the author, July 14, 2005. 
14 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
15 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
16 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
17 E-mail survey to the author, July 15, 2005. 
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be, and couldn’t be bothered with all the fuss and activism.  I read about the movement 

from afar, with very mild interest.”18   

 The majority of women who were uncertain about the feminist movement 

acknowledged that it had both strengths and weaknesses.  Gina from New York 

supported equal pay and equal treatment in the workforce, but limited herself to being 

“cautiously enthusiastic” about the movement as a whole.19  An anonymous woman from 

Michigan stated, “While I was a member of NOW at the time, and I supported women’s 

causes like Planned Parenthood, I never considered myself a feminist.  I didn’t believe in 

equality in all issues, like women in combat, women criminals, [and] women in the 

locker rooms of the athletes.”20  Dina from Texas agreed, “I thought that it was an 

important movement for equal rights for women in the work place and legal areas, but I 

[didn’t] agree with most of the rest of it.  I enjoy being a woman, wife, and mother, and I 

enjoy doing ‘wifely’ things.”21  

 While some women acknowledged that feminism had benefits as well as 

drawbacks, about one quarter of the respondents were completely against the movement.  

An anonymous woman from Kentucky thought the movement was “disgusting.  I was so 

VERY OPPOSED to it.”22  Patty from New York remarked, “I hated it.  I never wanted 

to have to go out and work.  I enjoyed being a housewife.”23  Betty from New Jersey 

echoed, “I personally don’t believe in it.  I was a stay at home Mom and never wanted to 

be equal to a man.”24  Others, like Hetty from South Dakota, simply didn’t understand the 

 
18 Survey mailed to the author, August 13, 2005. 
19 E-mail survey to the author, July 17, 2005. 
20 E-mail survey to the author, July 12, 2005. 
21 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
22 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
23 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
24 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
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movement:  “Why on earth would anyone burn a bra?  I had lived in such austere times 

that I didn’t burn anything, particularly not a bra which I needed for support!”25   

 Many women who rejected the feminist movement provided very specific 

reasons.  Sue from California remarked, “I don’t think it ever made sense to me, the 

passion so many women felt.  I did not see any point in bra-burning.  In retrospect, from 

the standpoint of the so-called sexual revolution, I don’t believe it did women any 

favors.”26  Janie from Virginia stated, “I wasn’t that involved in women’s lib because at 

the time it came across more as women were better than men, rather than different but 

equal.”27   

 Some women who expressed disdain for feminism felt that the movement caused 

irreparable damage to American society.  Susan from Pennsylvania asserted: 

Motherhood and homemaking were seriously devalued by the women’s 
movement, which has resulted in a cultural loss at least as great as any gains.  The 
freedom to raise a child in a healthy environment has not been defended nearly as 
vociferously as the freedom to abort it, and this, to me, totally destroys the 
validity of modern feminism.28   

 
Susan’s feelings were echoed by many women who claimed the feminist movement 

evoked feelings of guilt about the choices they had made.  An anonymous woman from 

Colorado remarked, “I think I was brainwashed into feeling guilty [if] I was doing 

something…blatantly ‘housewifely.’  But I still did it, just more covertly.”29  Jane from 

Ohio agreed, “They undermined the role of women and the family, putting themselves up 

as first over all.  They denigrated the good stuff about womanhood and tried to be tough 

 
25 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
26 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
27 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
28 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
29 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
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as men….They looked down on women who chose to be feminine.”30  Suzie from 

Wisconsin “longed for a husband and family to take care of.  A career was far down my 

list of priorities.  Being a stay-at-home mom was looked down upon during those years 

and I often suffered from self esteem problems because I didn’t work outside the 

home.”31 

Overall, the survey responses illustrate that American women who were active 

knitters during the 1960s and 1970s held a wide array of feelings and opinions about the 

feminist movement.  Not unexpectedly, many of the women who continued to knit did 

not identify strongly with the feminist movement.  They were happy as mothers and 

homemakers, and were largely unaffected by feminist suggestions that their hobby 

trapped them in the home.  In some cases, feminism’s devaluation of their life’s choice 

angered these women.  Nonetheless, a surprising number of knitters proudly expressed 

their support and compassion for the feminist movement.  To various degrees, they were 

supportive of feminist actions that would lead to equality between the sexes.   

Regardless of their feelings about the feminist movement, seventy-seven percent 

of the surveyed knitters asserted that feminism had no impact on their decision to knit 

(Table 2.2).  Unlike many feminists, the knitters did not perceive their hobby as a symbol 

of socially constructed gender roles.  Instead, like Debbie from Kentucky, they repeatedly 

asked, “What would feminism have to do with knitting?”32  Dana, a knitter from New 

Jersey, was alarmed by the survey question’s implications: 

Is the thinking that somehow knitting represents the domesticity of woman and 
one must give up knitting to be liberated?  That’s absurd!  It’s like saying that 
wearing a skirt and being pregnant are symbols of oppression.  Women don’t  

 
30 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
31 E-mail survey to the author, July 12, 2005. 
32 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
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Table 2.2:  Impact of the Feminist Movement on Respondents’  
Knitting Practices 
Feminist Movement: # % 
Did Not Influence Knitting 202 77% 
Did Influence Knitting 19 7% 
No Answer 40 16% 
 261 100% 
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acquire ‘equality’ by looking like and behaving like men or by rejecting things 
they enjoy.33 
 

 A number of women acknowledged the traditional view of knitting as a gendered 

activity, but defended their knitting as a personal choice.  Pam, a professor from 

Connecticut, summed up this sentiment very well: 

Every now and then, it crossed my mind that this was a traditional women’s 
activity that looked very domestic and quiet-keeping, but that mood would pass.  I 
was holding my knitting in one hand [while I] pounded the other on the table 
when I led a coup against a department chair in my college.  I think my colleagues 
saw my knitting as more about my having pointed objects in my hands!  I didn’t 
mind that at all.34 
 

Karen from Massachusetts agreed, “I never considered the fact that I love to knit…[as] 

having anything to do with the [feminist] movement.  I can get equal education, 

opportunity, and pay, and still like to do artwork that is considered traditionally 

‘women’s’ work.”35  Kay from South Dakota questioned, “Why would I stop practicing a 

basic useful skill because someone decided it shackles women?  It makes more sense to 

educate people as to how useful and important knitting is.”36 

 Several women denied that knitting was a gendered activity at all.  Carrie from 

Iowa remarked, “I never really viewed knitting as a female thing.  Tying knots with sticks 

does not seem especially passive Susie-homemaker.”37  Kate from Pennsylvania agreed, 

“Knitting is an art form.  To me it has nothing to do with being male or female.”38  A few 

women remarked that they had started knitting before the women’s liberation movement, 

and continued throughout because they enjoyed it.   

 
33 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
34 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
35 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005.  
36 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005.  
37 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
38 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
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Although the majority of respondents stated that their knitting was not influenced 

by feminism, nineteen women felt that the movement either positively or negatively 

affected their hobby.  For some, like Edith from Wisconsin, it meant that they took their 

hobby underground:  “I do remember realizing that knitting had become very 

‘unfashionable.’  But I liked to knit,…although I certainly didn’t go around mentioning it 

as one of my hobbies during law school interviews.”39  Leslie from New Jersey stated, “If 

I was not in the mood to deal with other’s attitudes, I did not bring it out with me.  I did 

not tell prospective employers that I knit.  I do remember that no one could understand 

why I was interested [in knitting] at all.”40   

For others, the feminist movement gave them new options for activity, and the 

free time they would have used for knitting disappeared.  Carol from California could 

have easily spoken for this group of women when she said, “I was too busy with working 

and a career and keeping up the household to have time to knit.  It meant less free time 

and more money, so I just went out and purchased something.”41  For Janice from 

Michigan, feminism influenced her knitting “only in the fact that I went back to school so 

I didn’t have time to knit, but it was the women’s movement that made me want to get 

my college education.”42  Although the feminist movement ended these women’s 

knitting, not one quit because they viewed the hobby as antiquated or sexist.  Instead, it 

simply became less of a priority in a time-constrained life. 

 Lastly, a few women mentioned that the feminist movement actually empowered 

them to knit.  Maggie from Virginia claimed, “I think that it did influence my knitting….I 

 
39 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
40 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
41 Survey mailed to the author, July 20, 2005. 
42 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
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knit because it proved that I could be self sufficient and strong as a woman without a 

man.”43  Mary from New York agreed, “I felt it was an underappreciated aspect of 

women’s culture, so I proudly knitted in public.”44  Many knitters mentioned that the 

feminist movement’s focus on personal choice helped validate their decision to knit.  

Marianna from Illinois noted that feminism “did impact my knitting and my life….I 

changed and didn’t feel that I had to make excuses for my knitting….I became very 

proud of what I made for my family and started telling [people] ‘I made that!’”45 

 The wide variety in the survey responses about the feminist movement suggests 

that knitters of the 1960s and 1970s interpreted societal expectations about femininity in 

many different ways.  Moreover, the majority of respondents did not engage in knitting as 

a way to live up to a gendered stereotype.  Instead, these women considered knitting 

“art,” “useful,” and a “hobby.”  Knitting, they repeated over and over, was a private and 

personal choice, while feminism was a public political movement.   

 Some feminists, including Betty Friedan, thought that the subconscious feminine 

mystique brainwashed these women into believing that crafting and femininity were not 

related.  Friedan believed women engaged in crafting because American culture, 

expressed most potently through the mass media, created that expectation.  Indeed, print 

literature of the 1960s and 1970s was rife with references to knitting.  Women’s 

magazines, crafting books, and yarn company publications and advertisements all seemed 

to promote knitting as an ideal craft for women.  The next chapter explores how these 

print publications promoted knitting, and analyzes how and why their messages changed 

throughout the 1960s and 1970s.   

 
43 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
44 E-mail survey to the author, July 17, 2005. 
45 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
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CHAPTER 3:  POPULAR LITERATURE AND ITS PROMOTION OF KNITTING 

 Throughout the late 1950s and early 1960s, women’s magazines and yarn 

company advertisements promoted handicrafts as a way for women to express love for 

and devotion to their families.  In the September 1962 issue of Woman’s Day magazine, 

an advertisement for Spinnerin yarn asked, “Did you ever have the thrill of creating 

handsome sportswear for the family?  It’s a wonderful feeling!”  Moreover, it was the 

simplest way to “have a well-knit family”1 (Figure 3.1).  The same issue featured an 

advertisement for Coats and Clark’s newest embroidery book, in which a loving husband 

remarked, “Honey, you’re a genius” as he held up his wife’s latest creation.  The text 

reassured women that embroidery was a “sure way to win praise”2 (Figure 3.2).  By the 

middle of the 1960s, a shift in the way these publications promoted needlecrafts, 

including knitting, began to emerge.  Instead of telling women, “he’ll love you more if 

you knit for him,” they began to suggest that the knitter should change her focus to 

herself.3  Popular women’s magazines, yarn company literature, and knitting books from 

the 1960s and 1970s worked to create new enthusiasm for a craft they touted as “an ideal 

medium for self-expression.”4   

Although yarn company publications, women’s magazines, and knitting books 

approached this new attitude from different perspectives, they all used empowerment 

rhetoric to describe knitting.  While a Woman’s Day knitting book from 1976 claimed, 

“Today the endless selection in yarns, in their rainbow of colors and fascinating textures,  

 
1 “How to have a well-knit family,” Spinnerin Yarn Company advertisement, Woman’s Day, September 
1962, 96A.  
2 “Honey, you’re a genius!” Coats and Clark Inc. advertisement, Woman’s Day, September 1962, 34. 
3 Anne L. Macdonald, No Idle Hands: The Social History of American Knitting (New York: Ballantine 
Books, 1988), 322. 
4 Mary Walker Phillips, Creative Knitting: A New Art Form (New York: Van Nostrand Rienhold Company, 
1971), 9.   
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FIGURE 3.1  “How to have a well-knit family,” Spinnerin Yarn 
Company advertisement, Woman’s Day, September 1962, 96A. 
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FIGURE 3.2   “Honey, you’re a genius!” Coats 
and Clark Inc. advertisement, Woman’s Day, 
September 1962, 34. 
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inspire the creative knitter to do her - or his - own thing,” a Bernat yarn company knitting 

booklet promoted the “endless pleasures and rewards you will find in the art of 

knitting.”5  Elizabeth Zimmermann claimed that “knitting soothes the troubled spirit” 

when it is “executed in a relaxed manner, without anxiety, strain, or tension, [and] with 

confidence, inventiveness, pleasure, and ultimate pride,” and Mary Walker Phillips urged 

readers “to see knitting as a fresh experience in creative expression.”6  

 The knitting publications’ reinvention of the craft as an empowering and 

enjoyable pastime coincides with the emergence of the feminist movement.  Although it 

is tempting to credit the feminist movement’s rejection of highly gendered activities with 

the change, it was beyond the scope of this paper to determine a cause-and-effect 

relationship.  Nonetheless, some feminist authors, particularly Betty Friedan, perceived a 

direct relationship between crafting and print literature.  Friedan felt that product 

manufacturers and advertising executives advocated consumerism in order to ease 

housewives’ growing dissatisfaction with their unfulfilling lives.7  She claimed that 

advertisers viewed crafting as an ideal way to attract “active, energetic, intelligent 

…home-oriented modern American women, who have a great unfulfilled need to create, 

to achieve, and realize their own individuality.”8  Friedan saw their promotion of crafting 

as an attempt to keep women in the home. 

 Regardless of the intentions of knitting advertisers and publishers, the survey 

respondents openly admitted that popular print literature influenced their knitting.  They 

 
5 Woman’s Day, eds., The Woman’s Day Book of Knitted Sweaters (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1976), 
11; Claire Matson, ed., The Bernat Book of Complete Knitting (Uxbridge, Mass.: Emile Bernat & Sons Co., 
1976), i. 
6 Elizabeth Zimmermann, Knitting without Tears; Basic Techniques and Easy-To-Follow Directions for 
Garments to Fit All Sizes (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1971), 2; Phillips, Creative Knitting, 9. 
7 Friedan, 208.   
8 Ibid., 222.   
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often cited women’s magazines, yarn company publications, and crafting books as their 

top sources for knitting instructions and patterns.  Although most women (fifty-seven 

percent) reported that they initially learned to knit through one-on-one instruction, 

twenty-eight percent claimed that they used books, such as Elizabeth Zimmermann’s 

Knitting without Tears or Coats and Clark’s Learn How Book, either as a supplement or 

as their primary instruction manual (Table 3.1).  Although they used the knitting books 

for instructions, the women reported that books provided only ten percent of their 

patterns.  By far the most common place to find patterns during the 1960s and 1970s 

were popular women’s magazines.9  Women reported that designs from magazines such 

as Woman’s Day and Family Circle provided thirty-five percent of their patterns.  

Following the magazines closely in popularity were pamphlets and booklets published by 

yarn companies; twenty-seven percent of the respondent’s patterns were free or low-cost 

designs by Coats and Clark, Bernat, and others (Table 3.2).   

Yarn and knitting supply manufacturers, who had traditionally been the biggest 

proponents of the knit-for-family ideal, were among the first to accept the self-

empowerment themes.  Their pattern booklets and how-to publications began to reflect 

the change in focus in the late 1950s.  Coats and Clark Inc., one of the largest yarn and 

thread manufacturers, was a household name among survey respondents.  Many women 

reported that they learned how to knit using its popular 1959 Learn How Book.  In 

addition to knitting, the book taught young readers how to crochet, tat, and embroider. 

One of the earliest proponents of handcrafting for creative expression, the booklet  

 
9 The survey respondents used knitting patterns from the general women’s magazines more often than those 
found in specialized magazines (such as McCall’s Needlework and Crafts or The Workbasket and Home 
Arts Magazine); while thirty-five percent of the women reported that their patterns came from general 
women’s magazines, only nineteen percent reported that their patterns were from specialized magazines. 
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Table 3.1:  Respondents’ Learning Method for 
Knitting—Percentage of Frequency Reported 
Learning Method %     
One-on-one 57% 
Books 28% 
Classes 11% 
Patterns 4% 
 100% 

 

 

Table 3.2:  Knitting Pattern Sources—Percentage of 
Frequency Reported 
Pattern Source % 
Magazines - General Women 35% 
Yarn Company Publications 27% 
Magazines - Crafting 19% 
Books 10% 
Other 6% 
Couldn't Remember 3% 
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exclaimed, “Many happy hours of artistic self-expression and wonderful relaxation will 

be yours when you Learn How.”10   

By the mid-1970s, yarn company publications worked both to inspire customers 

and to help them overcome any hesitation in taking up the craft.  Emblazoned in a bold 

headline across the front page of the Boye Needle Company’s 1975 The “I Taught Myself 

to Knit” Book was the assertion, “Knitting is easier than you think.”  The book, which 

was an advertisement for the company’s knitting needles and accessories, claimed, 

“Knitting is a fantastic way to enrich your leisure moments, be creative, and give joy to 

others.”11  A year later, the Bernat company, one of the largest yarn manufacturers of the 

1960s and 1970s, published one of the most sentimental knitting booklets of the time 

period.  In an introductory letter to The Bernat Book of Complete Knitting, Eleanor 

Bernat exclaimed that “knitting is…one of the arts of life.  And one of its joys.”12  A two-

page essay entitled “From a Tent in Old Arabia:  The Romantic History of Knitting” 

preceded pages of knitting patterns and instructions.13 

While yarn companies used booklets and instruction manuals to promote knitting 

as a form of creative expression, their advertisements in craft and women’s magazines 

attempted to directly shape public opinion about handicrafts.  In 1970 the American 

Thread Company attacked the stereotype that yarn crafts, such as crocheting and knitting, 

were antiquated hobbies for older generations.  In an advertisement in The Workbasket 

and Home Arts Magazine, a popular crafting magazine for housewives, the company 

asked “Who’s Home Crocheting?” (Figure 3.3).  A photograph beneath the caption 

 
10 Coats and Clark Inc., Learn How Book, Book No. 170-B (New York: Coats and Clark Inc., 1959), 2.  
11 Boye Needle Company, The “I Taught Myself to Knit” Book (Freeport, Ill.: Boye Needle Company, 
1975), 1. 
12 Matson, The Bernat Book of Complete Knitting, inside cover.  
13 Ibid., 2-3. 
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featured a backside view of a woman in a rocking chair.  A second photograph, placed to 

the right of the first, showed the front of the rocking chair, where an attractive young 

woman sat with a crocheted afghan in her hand.  The text below the image read, “Yes, 

me.  I’m the uncommon girl.  Granny taught me the stitches…I showed her the styles!  

Dawn Yarn knows that creating is very important to my generation, so they give me the 

selection I need.”  The company’s tagline, featured prominently at the bottom of the 

advertisement stated, “The Uncommon Girl:  We Don’t Underestimate Her.”14  The 

company clearly hoped to appeal to a generation of women who valued individuality and 

self-expression.   

Yarn companies strove to attract a younger, fashion-conscious audience with 

campaigns like “Who’s Home Crocheting?”  Likewise, in a Woman’s Day knitting book 

from 1966, Unger Yarns placed a provocative advertisement for expressive yarns and 

patterns (Figure 3.4).  It featured a photograph of attractive young women in mini skirts, 

hot pants, and sweater dresses crowded on a motor scooter.  The text beneath the image 

read:  “Wild little shapes, untamed color combinations…captured by a brilliant young 

Paris couturiere in a grrreat [sic] new group of knit designs created especially for 

Unger.…And let the men in your life beware!”15  A few pages later in the same knitting 

booklet, Brunswick, a leading yarn and fabric manufacturer, targeted a more mature 

audience by introducing yarn and fabric in matching colors.  The company suggested in 

its tagline that women “KNIT & RELAX.”  It also promoted knitting pattern books for  

 
14 “Who’s Home Crocheting?” American Thread Company advertisement, The Workbasket and Home Arts 
Magazine, September 1970, inside cover.  
15 “Grrrreat!” Unger Yarn Company advertisement, Woman’s Day Knitting Book Number 3 (Greenwich, 
Conn.: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1966), 6. 
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FIGURE 3.3:   “Who’s Home Crocheting?” American Thread 
Company advertisement, The Workbasket and Home Arts 
Magazine, September 1970, inside cover.  
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FIGURE 3.4:   “Grrrreat!” Unger Yarn Company 
advertisement, Woman’s Day Knitting Book Number 
3 (Greenwich, Conn.: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 
1966) 6.  
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“feminine fashions” with such romantic titles as “Fantasies,” “Wonderland,” and “New 

Dreams”16 (Figure 3.5).  Both the Unger and Brunswick advertisements suggested that 

women could create trendy and fashionable clothes, both wild and conservative, by using 

their products. 

 In addition to yarn company booklets and advertisements, popular women’s 

magazines from the 1960s and 1970s provide ample evidence for the new focus on 

creativity in advertising.  Yet unlike the yarn companies, popular women’s magazines 

like Woman’s Day and Family Circle were slow to embrace the change.  Both magazines, 

which were developed for sale only at supermarket newsstands, were intended as “trade 

journals” for homemakers.17  By the late 1960s, their publishers realized they needed to 

increase coverage of intellectual, political, and career-minded topics.  While Woman’s 

Day began running stories with titles such as “Every Woman Can Help a Little to Change 

the World a Lot” and “Should a Woman Make a Will?” it remained a magazine geared 

toward homemakers.18  

Nonetheless, women’s magazines eventually embraced the empowerment rhetoric 

in their promotion of knitting and other handicrafts.  Although they continued to make 

exclamations such as “every stitch is an expression of love…when you make something 

special for baby,” they also acknowledged that women wanted to knit for themselves19 

(Figure 3.6).  The October 1970 issue of Woman’s Day reflected a subtle shift in knitting 

focus.  An article promoted “soft sweaters to knit for rugged outdoorsmen.   

 
16 “Heather plays the Match Game,” Brunswick advertisement, Woman’s Day Knitting Book Number 3 
(Greenwich, Conn.: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1966), 7. 
17 Mary Ellen Zuckerman, A History of Popular Women’s Magazines in the United States, 1792-1995 
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1998), 215. 
18 “Every Woman Can Help A Little to Change the World A Lot,” Woman’s Day, May 1971, 8; “Should a 
Woman Make a Will?” Woman’s Day, March 1970, 14. 
19 “Something Special for Baby.” Woman’s Day, March 1970, 62.  
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FIGURE 3.5   “Heather plays the Match Game,” Brunswick 
advertisement, Woman’s Day Knitting Book Number 3 (Greenwich, 
Conn.: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1966), 7. 
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FIGURE 3.6   “Something Special for Baby,” Woman’s Day, March 
1970, 62. 
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Outdoorswomen too – for these sweaters with their handsome designs can be worn by 

young and old, male or female”20 (Figure 3.7).   

Women’s magazines played a large role in the growing prominence of fad 

knitting during the 1960s and 1970s.  While the 1950s and early 1960s issues of Family 

Circle and Woman’s Day featured sensible suits and cocktail attire, the new patterns of 

the mid-1960s and 1970s emphasized bold designs in outrageous colors.  The July 1971 

issue of Woman’s Day magazine included skimpy knit and crochet patterns for summer, 

including mesh beach cover-ups, shorts, and bikinis.  Created in wild color combinations, 

the completed garments were pictured on young, thin models.  The text announced, 

“Exotica to knit, crochet and wear all summer for lounging around, entertaining, even 

down at the beach!”21 (Figure 3.8).  In the 1960s, women’s magazines pushed knitting 

with mohair and large needles, which helped teenagers and college students create trendy 

clothes in a few hours. 22  In 1968, the woman’s editor of This Week Magazine and the 

Reynolds Yarn Company published The Official Knit-A-Dress-A-Day Knitting Book.  Its 

colorful cover announced, “So fast it’s truly incredible.  Make a dress in only six hours.”  

Claiming to have created the book at the request of two million knitters, the publishers 

acknowledged the knit-quick fad by proclaiming, “instant knitting sweeps the country”23 

(Figure 3.9).  Other publications of the 1970s promoted ponchos and other patterns meant 

to be knitted with natural fibers and colors inspired by the back-to-the-land 

counterculture movement.24   

 
20 “Soft Sweaters to Knit for Rugged Outdoorsmen,” Woman’s Day, October 1970, 32.   
21 “Piggybank Boutique,” Woman’s Day, July 1971, 53. 
22 Macdonald, 331 – 332. 
23 Joan Rattner, The Official Knit-A-Dress-A-Day Knitting Book (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1968), 
front and back covers.  
24 Macdonald, 335. 
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FIGURE 3.7   “Soft Sweaters to Knit for Rugged Outdoorsmen,” Woman’s 
Day, October 1970, 32. 
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FIGURE 3.8   “Piggybank Boutique,” Woman’s Day, July 1971, 53. 
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FIGURE 3.9   Joan Rattner, The Official Knit-A-Dress-A-Day Knitting Book (New 
York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1968), front and back covers. 
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In addition to their regular issues, most women’s magazines also published 

quarterly, semi-annual, or annual issues dedicated to knitting.  The editors often gathered 

patterns from their magazines for many different crafts and published them as 

comprehensive crafting handbooks.  Almost all of the books marketed crafting as a 

medium for artistic expression.  In 1972, the editors of McCall’s Needlework and Crafts 

advertised The McCall’s Book of Handcrafts, which included “pages and pages of the 

most popular handcrafts of today [to] inspire you to turn your own craft into a creative 

art”25 (Figure 3.10).  Likewise, Family Circle published a 240 page crafting tome entitled 

Family Circle Creative Needlepoint in 1978.  The editors proclaimed, “Once again there 

is a great emphasis – both in clothing and home furnishing – on adding the personal touch 

that can only be achieved with creative needlecrafts.”26  

 Knitting books written by women during the 1960s and 1970s also encouraged 

creative expression in home crafting.  Writing in smart, stimulating, and opinionated 

tones, women like Elizabeth Zimmermann, Barbara G. Walker, and Mary Walker Phillips 

revolutionized the perception of knitting.  They promoted experimentation with color, 

texture, and patterns, and pushed knitting as a form of practical artistic expression.27  

Knitting survey respondents used their books then and now, which indicates that they 

remain the most enduring twentieth-century influences on knitting culture today.   

 For Barbara G. Walker, pattern and design were the most accessible ways to 

express creativity through knitted designs.  She spent years searching through the Library  

 

 
25 “The McCall’s Book of Handicrafts,” McCall Pattern Company advertisement, McCall’s How to Knit It! 
(New York: The McCall Pattern Company, 1974), 81. 
26 Family Circle, ed, Family Circle Creative Needlecrafts (New York: Columbia House, 1978), 3.  
27 Macdonald, 335-339; Richard Rutt, A History of Hand Knitting (Loveland, Colo.: Interweave Press, 
1987), 205-206. 
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FIGURE 3.10   “The McCall’s Book of Handicrafts,” McCall Pattern 
Company advertisement, McCall’s How to Knit It! (New York: The McCall 
Pattern Company, 1974), 81. 
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of Congress, collecting historic knitting patterns for four books that she published 

between 1968 and 1973.28  The volumes, called “treasuries,” ranged from 250 to 400 

pages and included samples of nearly every knitting pattern ever published.  Her 1974 

Barbara Walker’s Learn-to-Knit Afghan Book “proceeds on [the] assumption…that the 

beginner needs to be given a chance to learn something about the really exciting part of 

knitting:  the enormous variety of fabric designs that can be made with it.”29  In addition, 

Walker developed mosaic knitting, a new stitching technique that used color and pattern 

in knitted designs, which she debuted in a 1974 book.   

Knitting historian Richard Rutt claimed that Barbara Walker’s knitting 

publications “stimulated wide interest in knitting as a craft in which new things could be 

imagined and achieved.”30  Walker remained enthusiastic and supportive of her 

followers, reminding them that “it’s quite possible to do a lot of knitting without ever 

attaining a true in-depth understanding of the mechanics of the craft.”31  Although she 

was the most traditional of the knitting authors of the 1960s and 1970s, Walker’s 

prominence extends to the present day.  The majority of her books, most recently her four 

treasuries, have been reissued and reprinted, and are used today by new generations of 

knitters.    

 Elizabeth Zimmermann, the author most commonly cited by the survey 

respondents, was the most influential knitter of the twentieth century.  Knitting historian 

Anne Macdonald described Zimmermann as an “intellectually stimulating, delightfully 

amusing and proudly opinionated mentor,” a characterization that was affirmed in many 

 
28 Macdonald, 336. 
29 Barbara G. Walker, Barbara Walker’s Learn-to-Knit Afghan Book (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1974), ix.  
30 Rutt, 205.  
31 Walker, Learn-to-Knit Afghan Book, ix.  
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survey responses.32  Zimmermann, who was born in England in 1910 and immigrated to 

the United States as a girl, was known for the warm and conversational tone of her 

writing.  “Really,” she encouraged her followers, “all you need to become a good knitter 

are wool, needles, hands, and slightly below average intelligence.  Of course, superior 

intelligence, such as yours and mine, is an advantage.”33   

 Zimmermann not only expressed a love for knitting, but also developed a knitting 

philosophy.  “Its main tenets,” she professed, “are enjoyment and satisfaction 

accompanied by thrift, inventiveness, and appearance of industry, and above all, 

resourcefulness.”34  She attracted a strong following of knitters who literally wished to 

knit at her feet.35  Zimmermann took notice, and, at the end of the 1970s, began hosting 

week-long knitting camps near her home in Wisconsin.  One attendee who returned year 

after year remarked, “While I have used my ‘learnings’ from the workshops to enhance 

my own teaching of knitting, my main joy has been the camaraderie and sharing of ideas 

with other expert knitters.”36 

 Zimmermann encouraged her readers to view knitting as a creative outlet.  In 

Knitting without Tears, published in 1971, she exclaimed, “I shall have failed in my 

endeavor if you copy my designs too slavishly; they are intended only as a guide, so be 

your own designer.  No two people knit alike, look alike, think alike; why should their 

projects be alike?”37  Three years later, she dedicated the Knitter’s Almanac “to the 

 
32 Macdonald, 336. 
33 Zimmermann, Knitting without Tears, 11. 
34 Ibid., 44.  
35 Macdonald, 337. 
36 Joan Schrouder, quoted in Macdonald, 338.  
37 Zimmermann, Knitting without Tears, 45. 
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Unsure Knitter, to the Blind Follower, and to all those who do not yet know that they can 

design their own knitting.”38 

 Zimmermann not only knitted clothes and other practical items, but she also 

valued knitting as an art form.  In the Knitter’s Almanac she acknowledged that the 

popular perception of knitting as a practical activity prevented its acceptance as an art: 

Knitting is almost an orphan among accepted crafts, such as potting, weaving, and 
metal-work, and only a few [art and gallery] shows contain knitted pieces.  Too 
long has the word knitting suggested pot-handlers, Girl Scout squares, booties, 
and rather lumpy, if loving, sweaters.…I see no reason why well-designed and 
well-made knitted pieces shouldn’t take their place among other fabrics, and this 
is the end toward which I strive.39 

 
She succeeded in entering several of her knitted designs into art gallery shows, and was 

pleased when she arrived at the openings to find that they had sold.40 

Although Zimmermann suggested that knitting could be a respected art form, 

Mary Walker Phillips took the concept of artistic knitting even further.  Trained as a dyer 

and weaver, Phillips turned to knitting as an adult in 1962.  By 1967 she had published 

her first instruction book, Step-by-Step Knitting:  A Complete Introduction to the Craft of 

Knitting.  In the forward to the book, weaver and designer Jack Lenor Larson claimed 

that Phillips “has taken knitting out of the socks-and-sweater doldrums to prove that knit 

fabric can be a blanket, a pillow, [or] a piece of art….Perhaps more importantly she 

demonstrates that knitting is a creative medium of self expression.”41  The book featured 

knitting instructions as well as a plethora of colorful knitted designs for garments, 

pillows, afghans, rugs, and handbags.  Although she provided her readers with her 

 
38 Elizabeth Zimmermann, Knitter's Almanac (New York: Scribner, 1974), dedication. 
39 Ibid., 39. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Jack Lenor Larson, forward to Step-by-Step Knitting: A Complete Introduction to the Craft of Knitting, 
by Mary Walker Phillips (Racine, WI: Western Publishing Co., 1967), 2. 
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designs, she hoped “you will create your own knitting projects.…You may plan your 

design before you begin or create it as you go along – many knitters prefer the 

latter…because the results are spontaneous and unique.”42 

 By 1971, Phillips had stopped using structured knitting patterns.  That year she 

published her groundbreaking book, Creative Knitting.  In her introduction, she stated: 

The purpose of this book is to evoke in the knitter and other craftsmen an 
awareness of knitting as an independent art style, newly emerged….Most of all, it 
is to ask the knitter to rethink the long accepted convention of developing 
someone else’s designs.43 

 
Creative Knitting featured many photographs of her knitted artwork, primarily her wall 

hangings, which had begun to appear in museums and art galleries (Figure 3.11).  She 

provided her readers with a detailed history of knitting, complete with pictures of 

museum-owned historic knitted objects.  The book also served as a practical instruction 

manual for knitters interested in creating art.  She defined common knitting terms, 

provided a list of equipment needed for tapestry knitting, and addressed the basic stitches 

and finishing techniques.  She also warned her readers about the limitations of traditional 

knitting methods: 

All knitters are familiar with the dos and don’ts which are so rigid a part of 
knitting instruction….Such clamps on originality have not only inhibited the 
growth of knitting as a creative medium but have ignored the curiosity and 
imagination of the individual as well.44 

 
 In the decade between 1965 and 1975, knitting authors made huge strides in the 

development of knitting as a form of creative expression.  While Barbara G. Walker 

promoted creativity through the use of traditional techniques, Mary Walker Phillips  

 
42 Mary Walker Phillips, Step-by-Step Knitting: A Complete Introduction to the Craft of Knitting (Racine, 
Wisc.: Western Publishing Co., 1967), 30. 
43 Phillips, Creative Knitting, 9.  
44 Ibid., 39.  
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FIGURE 3.11   Artistic knitted wall hanging by Mary Walker Phillips, 
Creative Knitting: A New Art Form (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold 
Company, 1971), 39.  
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nearly rejected any form of conventional knitting.  Nonetheless, each author consciously 

strove to promote knitting as a fun, relaxing, and creative form of self-expression.  Unlike 

other publications, which were influenced by consumer advertising motivations, these 

books promoted the powerful folk tradition of the craft.  They were largely successful in 

communicating this belief to their readers.  Survey respondents cited Walker, 

Zimmermann, and Phillips not only as sources for knitting instruction and patterns, but 

also as personal mentors.   

 In the two decades between 1960 and 1980, popular print publications, including 

women’s magazines, yarn company patterns and pamphlets, and knitting books, changed 

how they promoted knitting.  No longer told to knit to win praise from husbands, women 

were encouraged to enjoy the process and product of knitting.  The next chapter uses the 

responses from the survey to explore how knitters may have used these publications, and 

how their personal motivations for knitting both mirrored and differed from the popular 

print literature.
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CHAPTER 4:  KNITTERS AND THEIR MOTIVATIONS FOR KNITTING 

 The knitters provided long lists of pattern sources, including magazine articles, 

yarn company pamphlets, and books, in their survey responses.  While most respondents 

admitted that these publications influenced what and how they knitted, only one third of 

the survey respondents stated that they followed patterns exactly how they were written.  

The remainder of the knitters stated that they modified patterns, or created their own.  

Vikki from Texas explained, “I modify [each pattern] because then it is my creation.”1  

Jean from New Jersey agreed, “Following a pattern exactly feels like one of those paint-

by-number kits; it’s not mine and not very creative.”2  Comments like those made by 

Vikki and Jean suggest that women truly viewed their knitting as a means of creative 

expression.  Overall, the survey respondents’ motivations for knitting often were similar 

to the language of the print literature.  Both the knitters and the literature portrayed 

knitting as an enjoyable and creative hobby, but the survey responses were generally 

more detailed and personal than the advertising language.  Charlotte, a Tennessee knitter, 

provided a host of reasons for knitting that far surpassed those provided by the knitting 

literature:  “Knitting is a very balancing activity – it is calming, contemplative, creative, 

inspiring, and practical; it can also produce gifts of love.”3   

 Although each explanation was individual to its author, survey respondents often 

provided similar reasons for knitting.  When coded and ranked, their responses provide 

an instructive perspective on why women knit during the 1960s and 1970s.  Knitting for 

relaxation topped the list, with forty-four percent of those surveyed noting it in their 

responses.  Thirty-eight percent of the women specifically mentioned knitting for 

 
1 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
2 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
3 E-mail survey to the author, July 14, 2005. 
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enjoyment, while thirty-four percent knit as a means of creative expression.  Rounding 

out the top four answers was knitting for the pleasure of giving gifts, which was reported 

by twenty-three percent of the respondents.  Other popular reasons included a love of the 

fiber, texture, and color of yarn; a feeling of productivity; and an appreciation for 

knitting’s portability.  Five women credited knitting with helping them successfully quit 

smoking (Table 4.1).  A discussion of each of the top four reasons, along with a 

comparison to the knitting literature, is provided below.  

 Knitting for relaxation was the most common motivation cited by survey 

respondents.  They expressed this sentiment with many different words, including 

relaxing, calming, soothing, meditative, comforting, and peaceful.  For some women, 

knitting provided a mechanism for coping with difficult situations.  Jane from 

Connecticut remarked, “Knitting was relaxing and self-esteem enhancing.  I grew up in a 

chaotic household, and knitting…was part of my survival strategy.”4  For many other 

women, knitting was a way to wind down at the end of a stressful day.  Catherine, a 

woman from Alaska, mentioned that life in the sixties and seventies was busy with a 

house full of children.  She remarked, “At quiet times when my children were small, I 

found knitting was very soothing to me….I still use knitting time to plan or escape.”5   

 A small group of women felt that knitting provided an almost meditative 

experience.  One Pennsylvanian reported, “I often like to sit and to think things through, 

and I can get lost in my knitting and just let my thoughts flow along with the yarn.”6  

Kathy from Texas agreed, “Knitting has a calming effect for me.  Many times I have  

 
4 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
5 E-mail survey to the author, July 14, 2005. 
6 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
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Table 4.1:  Respondents’ Reasons for Knitting – Count 
of Times Reported And Percentage of Frequency 
Reason # % 
Relaxing 115 44% 
Enjoyment 100 38% 
Creative 89 34% 
Gifts Give Pleasure 60 23% 
Loves Fiber and Colors 54 21% 
Productive 43 16% 
Dislikes Being Idle 37 14% 
No Answer 16 6% 
Social Outlet 10 4% 
Portable 9 3% 
Therapeutic 8 3% 
Helped Quit Smoking 5 2% 
Traditional 4 2% 
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rocked and knitted my stress away.”7  Similarly, many respondents mentioned the 

soothing effect of repetitive motion.  “I don’t knit necessarily for the finished product.  I 

knit for the sense of rhythm and peace it brings to my life.  Then and now,” noted an 

anonymous woman from Ohio.8  Jane from Delaware captured the essence of the stress-

reducing effect of knitting when she proclaimed, “Knitting is my cigarette, valium, and 

glass of wine rolled into one.”9   

 Almost all the survey respondents mentioned the frantic pace of their lives, either 

as homemakers or as career women.  Free time was at a premium, and they felt that 

knitting provided them the release they needed.  Interestingly, it was the act of knitting 

itself, rather than the promise of a finished garment, that brought the most satisfaction for 

these women.  The concept of knitting for relaxation was absent from most women’s 

magazines and yarn company pamphlets of the 1960s and 1970s.  Of the publications 

reviewed for this paper, only a Brunswick company advertisement and the Coats and 

Clark Learn How Book used the word “relax” in their text.  Of the three individual 

authors who published knitting books, only Elizabeth Zimmermann regularly 

acknowledged that knitting was a relaxing pursuit. 

Although knitting for enjoyment was implied in almost all of the completed 

surveys, it was explicitly mentioned second to relaxation as an important motivation.  

Women considered knitting joyful, pleasurable, satisfying, and gratifying.  Carnie from 

Pennsylvania spoke for countless respondents when she responded simply, “I think that 

my reason was that I loved it.”10  Angela from Ohio remarked, “Knitting brings me a 

 
7 Facsimile transmission of survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
8 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
9 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
10 E-mail survey to the author, August 15, 2005. 
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comfortable pleasure that I cannot get from any other activity.”11  Other women, like 

Jacquelyn from Massachusetts, spoke much more expressively:  “It is my passion….It 

[has] brought boundless joy into my life, and will ease my passing into the next.”12   

Like relaxation, knitting for enjoyment placed the emphasis on the process over 

the product.  Knitting publications of the 1960s and 1970s rarely explicitly promoted 

knitting as a fun and enjoyable pastime, but their advertisements and patterns implicitly 

suggested it.  A 1969 Coats and Clark advertisement for its craft book series suggested 

the enjoyment of crafting with its headline, “They just don’t write books with happier 

endings”13 (Figure 4.1).  The women who completed the survey largely agreed.  Only 

Elizabeth Zimmermann addressed women who did not enjoy the craft.  She resented 

whenever women made “the infuriating remark, ‘I’ve always wanted to knit, but I just 

can’t.’  Pish, my good woman….You just don’t want to knit, so why pretend that you do?  

It’s not compulsory; take up something else.”14   

 Knitting as creative expression, in addition to being the third most popular 

motivation, elicited the most diverse responses.  Although both relaxation and enjoyment 

focused only on the act of knitting, creative expression emphasized both the process and 

the finished product.  For some women, the creative emphasis was on the process.  

Natalie, a woman from New York claimed, “It [was and] is the most accessible form of 

creativity available to a woman.”15  For others, like Ellen from New Jersey,  

 
11 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
12 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
13 “They just don’t write books with happier endings,” Coats and Clark Inc. advertisement, The Workbasket 
and Home Arts Magazine, September 1969, 7. 
14 Zimmermann, Knitting without Tears, 45.  
15 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
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FIGURE 4.1   “They just don’t write books with happier endings,”  
Coats and Clark Inc. advertisement, The Workbasket and Home Arts 
Magazine, September 1969, 7. 
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knitting became a way to exercise their imagination:  “Knitting was the creative side of 

me, an outlet and balance to my working self.”16  Many respondents claimed that knitting 

fulfilled an innate need to be inventive.  A woman from Pennsylvania spoke for many of 

these women when she said, “Somewhere deep down in me is the need to create and 

knitting fulfills most of that need.”17   

Some respondents enjoyed knitting because it allowed them to express their 

uniqueness through the finished product.  “I really liked the idea of not being like 

everyone else, and having hand knitted sweaters, hats, and scarves was one way I could 

be different without being weird,” remarked Mary from New York.18  Cynthia from 

Michigan agreed:  “Something that I [created] made me much happier to have [than 

something store-bought].  Having the ability to personalize my projects meant that only I 

could make them that way.”19   

Knitting for creative expression most clearly mirrors the rhetoric of the popular 

knitting literature.  Authors such as Mary Walker Phillips and Elizabeth Zimmermann 

often spoke of knitting as creative expression, but it was the magazine and yarn 

pamphlets that employed the concept most consistently.  The concept of creativity helped 

these publications focus on both the process and the product; the process became the 

empowering act, while the product was the unique result.  Yarn companies could sell 

more of their product, while women’s publications could bridge the gap between 

productivity and self-expression.  Some companies simply made broad statements such as 

“Wintuk Fashion Yarns.  For the Creative Knitter,” while others, particularly Coats and 

 
16 E-mail survey to the author, August 16, 2005. 
17 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
18 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
19 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
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Clark, informed their customers, “You crochet because you get a big creative charge out 

of it”20 (Figures 4.2 and 4.3).  The April 1971 issue of Woman’s Day fully embraced 

artistic knitting, in the format promoted by Mary Walker Phillips, with an article entitled 

“You Don’t Have to Be an Artist to Knit Wall Hangings in a Palette of Colors”21 (Figure 

4.4). 

 The fourth most popular reason for knitting manifested itself as a love for giving 

handmade gifts.  Of the top four motivations, it was the most product-oriented.  Kathy 

from Texas claimed, “I love the whole concept of taking yarn, whether a ball or skein and 

seeing it become an item, for beauty or warmth, made with love for my family and 

friends.”22  Although the conventional desire to make gifts for loved ones is present, most 

respondents tied their love for creative expression into their gift giving.  Janice from New 

York remarked, “I enjoy making unique items for family and friends.  Anybody can run 

out to Macy’s and buy something but spending hours making something unique for a 

loved one is special.”23  A few knitters extended their love of gift giving to charity 

knitting.  Here creativity took a back seat to convention.  Dana from New York knitted 

simple hats and gloves for charities because “there is always a need even though my 

relatives and I may have more than enough hand knits and afghans.”24   

 Although relaxation, enjoyment, creativity, and gift-giving were the most popular 

motivations cited in the knitting survey, other top responses warrant a brief discussion.  

Twenty-one percent of the women surveyed mentioned how they loved the texture  
 

20 “Wintuk Fashion Yarns.  For the Creative Knitter,” Wintuk Yarns advertisement, The Workbasket and 
Home Arts Magazine, September 1976, 58-59; “Fashion in Wool.  It’s Got Life,” Coats and Clark Inc. 
advertisement, The Workbasket and Home Arts Magazine, September 1971, 15. 
21 “You Don’t Have to Be an Artist to Knit Wall Hangings in a Palette of Colors,” Woman’s Day, April 
1971, 30.  
22 Facsimile to the author, July 8, 2005. 
23 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
24 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
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FIGURE 4.2   “Wintuk Fashion Yarns.  For the Creative Knitter,” Wintuk Yarns 
advertisement, The Workbasket and Home Arts Magazine, September 1976, 58-59.  
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FIGURE 4.3:   “Fashion in Wool.  It’s Got Life,” Coats and Clark Inc. 
advertisement, The Workbasket and Home Arts Magazine, September 
1971, 15. 
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FIGURE 4.4   “You Don’t Have to Be an Artist to Create Knit Wall 
Hangings in a Palette of Colors,” Woman’s Day, April 1971, 30. 
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and colors of different types of yarn.  A Michigan woman claimed, “I am a ‘fiber person.’  

I love to go to yarn shops and just squeeze the yarn.”25  Janie from New York concurred, 

“I enjoy viewing and playing with my yarn collection.  I find the colors and textures of 

my yarn stash, which is stored in an open bookcase, really beautiful.”26   

 Joan from Connecticut, along with sixteen percent of the women surveyed, 

appreciated the productive nature of knitting:  “My first daughter was born in 1969.  At 

the time, I was able to save money by knitting, crocheting and sewing [her] clothes.  I 

was very productive during that time.”27  For fourteen percent of respondents, an 

appreciation for productivity was coupled with a need to stay busy.  Beth from North 

Carolina remarked: 

Time passes much more quickly when the hands are busy.  You would be 
surprised how much you can accomplish while waiting at the doctor’s office, 
watching a Little League or football game, [or] waiting on a child to get out of 
dance class or music lessons.28 

  
Like Beth, three percent of the women, including Gina from New York, appreciated the 

portability of knitting:  “It is a practical art and it is very portable.  And not having a lot 

of time, it is easy to carry around and do a few rows at odd moments of the day.”29  

Lastly, four percent of the respondents testified that knitting was a great way to socialize.  

Diane from Michigan “started a coffee group [where women] brought their creations to 

work on while we drank coffee and shared opinions about family and politics.”30   

 These less-frequently cited motivations for knitting were not largely promoted in 

the knitting literature of the 1960s and 1970s.  The appreciation for the productivity and 

 
25 E-mail survey to the author, July 12, 2005. 
26 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
27 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
28 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
29 E-mail survey to the author, July 17, 2005. 
30 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
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portability of knitting were absent in the knitting literature of the 1960s and 1970s.  These 

two motivations, although meaningful for knitters, were not highly marketable for 

publishers and advertisers who wanted to glamorize the craft.  Knitting as a social 

activity, a popular incentive for knitters of the early twenty-first century, was practically 

unmentioned in knitting publications.31  Only Elizabeth Zimmermann, who organized 

large knitting camps and workshops, ever promoted knitting as a way to interact with 

other women.32 Although rare, a few publications promoted the colors and textures of 

yarn as an incentive.  The Golden Hands Complete Book of Knitting and Crochet, for 

example, remarked, “New dyes, fibers, metallic yarns, mixed yarns and beautiful nubby 

textures all lend themselves well to the fluid, flexible quality of hand knitting.”33  

Nonetheless, a love for fiber was one of many motivations mentioned by the respondents 

that was not often present in knitting publications. 

 Although only four survey respondents specifically stated that a connection to 

American and family heritage motivated their knitting, this sentiment appeared often 

throughout the survey responses.  Some women suggested it when they wrote about how 

they were introduced to knitting.  Others suggested it when they talked about feminism’s 

impact on their knitting.  Still others voluntarily added it as a last thought at the end of 

their surveys.  Regardless of where it was reported, the concept of knitting as a traditional 

activity that bonded women to their ancestors had a powerful hold on many respondents.   

A few women felt that knitting connected them to America’s folk heritage, including 

 
31 Several twenty-first century publications, including Debbie Stoller’s Stitch ‘N’ Bitch: A Knitter’s 
Handbook, provide detail instructions on how to start and host a knitting social group.  Coffee houses, 
community centers, and yarn stores are popular public venues for knitting group meetings.  
32 Macdonald, 337-339. 
33 Golden Hands, The Golden Hands Complete Book of Knitting and Crochet (New York: Random House, 
1973), 8. 
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Trisha from New York who remarked, “I’ve come to appreciate the idea of being 

connected to all of the women who came before me and knitted to clothe and warm their 

families hundreds of years ago.”34  Joanne from Maryland mused, “Knitting makes me 

feel connected in a very special way to the resourceful women who pioneered this 

country and kept themselves and their families warm and protected with scraps of cloth 

and string and needles.”35   

 Other women reported a more immediate connection to their ancestors.  Dana 

from Ohio wrote, “I don’t think my passion for knitting is even about knitting, primarily 

at least.  It’s about connecting with the loving, generous, resourceful, growth-seeking, 

and talented women in my early life and wanting to learn from them and be like them.”36  

Annemarie from Ohio claimed, “My grandmother is now dead, but I feel as if her legacy 

of knitting has been passed down to me and it makes me happy to continue that 

legacy.”37  Jane from Illinois echoed, “After my mother’s death, knitting was a way for 

me to feel closer to her and share one of her interests.”38   

 Several women mentioned that knitting was a practical and traditional skill passed 

down within their families from generation to generation.  Missy from Indiana, who 

learned to knit from her grandmother, recalled: 

It was a gift given from women to girls.  It was practical, yet personal.  After 
growing out of dolls, it was the next step in “girl-dom.” [It was all about] making 
things, learning crafts, exploring different things to do, creating, expressing 
yourself, and really having fun.  Now I look back and see how it was one of many 
steps in learning how to be the person I am.39  

 

 
34 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
35 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
36 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005. 
37 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
38 E-mail survey to the author, August 5, 2005. 
39 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
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Alice from New Jersey reported, “In my culture knitting was one of the skills a girl 

needed as an adult woman.  It was a part of living.”40  Anita from Massachusetts agreed, 

stating that knitting during the 1960s and 1970s “was productive [in] the way women 

have always been productive in New England and [have] been respected for it – knitting, 

drawing water, farming, raising kids, raising sheep – it was all in a day’s work.”41   

The connection to ancestors was not ignored by knitting publications, but it often 

took a backseat to fads and other more directly personal motivations.  In 1961, Woman’s 

Day magazine published a popular series on the history of American needlework.  The 

series, which was called “The Story of American Needlework,” was written by Rose 

Wilder Lane, daughter of famed pioneer Laura Ingalls Wilder.  In a number of essays 

featured over several issues, Lane traced the history of embroidery, knitting, crochet, 

quilting, weaving, cross-stitch, and other traditional needlecrafts.  Her essay on knitting 

featured photographs of historic American knitting displayed in museums across the 

country.  The Woman’s Day needlework department recreated the historical patterns for 

sale to readers.42  In 1963, Woman’s Day compiled all of Lane’s essays into a book.  

Called the Woman’s Day Book of American Needlework, the volume claimed to be “a 

comprehensive history, from colonial times to the present, with 140 full-color 

illustrations and 50 black-and-white drawings, plus step-by-step instructions for every 

type of traditional American needlework.”43  The popularity of Lane’s essays, and later 

her book, suggests that knitters valued the craft’s traditional appeal. 

 
40 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
41 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005. 
42 Rose Wilder Lane, “The Story of American Needlework - #5 Knitting,” Woman’s Day, October 1961, 
106.   
43 Rose Wilder Lane, Woman’s Day Book of American Needlework (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1963), front cover. 
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Although the knitting publications only addressed a handful of knitting 

motivations, a small number of women who responded to the survey acknowledged that 

the literature influenced their craft.  Moreover, many of these women connected the 

empowerment themes of the literature to the feminist movement.  Ellen from New Jersey 

provided a perfect example: 

My knitting changed at the same time I went to college.…I started knitting with 
natural fibers, exploring pattern books from yarn companies, using Vogue 
Knitting magazine patterns, and going for the more ‘designer’ yarns.…In a sense, 
I was rejecting [my mother’s] traditional knitting methods for something more 
modern at the same time I was embracing feminism and independence.44 
 
Alissa from Michigan agreed, stating that the new focus “pushed me into being 

less inhibited in the styles of garments that I made, and [encouraged] my use of color.”45  

An anonymous Michigan woman stated, “We were learning to think for ourselves and to 

question everything, and that carried over to knitting.  I felt freer to experiment with 

design and ideas….I didn’t need a book or a person to give me their approval.”46 

In contrast, several of the women, especially those who began knitting prior to the 

1960s, denied that any popular trend or movement had any influence over their knitting.  

A woman from Pennsylvania asserted, “There is some quirk in my personality that has 

never let me follow any direction to the so-called letter.  I have to create my own way in 

knitting as in life.”47  Eileen from New York remarked, “I started knitting before the 

feminist movement…and knitting was such a part of me I just kept doing it.”48  Janice 

from Massachusetts agreed: 

 
44 E-mail survey to the author, August 16, 2005. 
45 E-mail survey to the author, July 17, 2005. 
46 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
47 E-mail survey to the author, July 11, 2005. 
48 E-mail survey to the author, July 7, 2005.  
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The Feminist Movement, nor any other movement, group, or person could ever 
impact my knitting.  I knit for myself regardless of whatever anyone else would 
think of my pastime.  As a child, I neither cared nor acknowledged anyone saying 
it was for old ladies, or I should find something to do more fitting for my age.49  
 
Regardless of whether or not the knitters acknowledged influences over their 

knitting, they often used empowerment language that was similar to that of the feminist 

movement and the knitting literature.  However, the responses from the surveys coincide 

with the messages in the knitting publications only part of the time.  Overall, the women 

gave much richer and more personal motivations than the publications acknowledged.  

While the literature focused mainly on knitting for enjoyment and creative expression, 

the survey respondents indicated that a host of other motivations, from relaxation to 

productivity, also played a pivotal role in their knitting.  Moreover, the women who 

responded to the knitting survey often did view knitting as a feminine activity.  However, 

instead of allowing the feminist movement to devalue that connection, they cherished it.  

Overall, the knitters’ responses suggest that the knitting publications’ empowerment 

rhetoric merely endorsed a feminine self-expression that women already privately 

recognized. 

 
49 E-mail survey to the author, July 8, 2005.  
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CHAPTER 5:  ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION: 
FEMINISM’S IMPACT ON KNITTING DURING THE 1960S AND 1970S 

Betty Friedan’s conceptualization of the feminine mystique was central to the 

feminist ideology of the 1960s and 1970s.  Her description of this socially constructed 

and sexist characterization of womanhood consisted of two fundamental components.  

First, it claimed that women could “find fulfillment only in sexual passivity, male 

domination, and nurturing maternal love.”1  Second, it was ingrained within the 

subconscious of American culture, and caused women to reject any interests that 

conflicted with the mystique.2  In essence, Friedan believed that the feminine mystique 

was not only repressive, but also inescapable.   

According to Friedan and her followers, the first step to overcoming this gendered 

oppression was to reject any activity traditionally related with women.  In their crusade 

against the feminine mystique, many feminists did not consider whether or not these 

pursuits were worth retaining.  Their solution was to cast aside conventional gender roles, 

and crafting was the perfect target.  Knitting, crochet, quilting, sewing, and embroidery 

all typically had been home crafts.  Historically, they also were linked to the cult of 

domesticity. 

Today, the benefit of hindsight allows historians to reveal the flaws in Betty 

Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique.  “Too angry to be altogether fair,” notes historian 

Glenna Matthews, “she assumed that the housewife role was merely something from 

which women needed to be liberated.”3  Contemporary historians are also beginning to 

acknowledge that American women’s postwar retreat into domesticity was not nearly as 

 
1 Friedan, 43.  
2 Ibid., 68. 
3 Ibid., 218.  
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widespread as Friedan portrayed.  On the contrary, women continued to enter the 

workforce in growing numbers after World War II.  A few historians, including Sandra 

Dijkstra, have proposed that the growing gap between the domestic role women were 

expected to fulfill and the economic role they had began to assume may have lead to the 

1960s feminist revival.4  In addition, notes Joanne Meyerowitz, Friedan’s militant focus 

on the feminine social ideal meant that she unintentionally “reinforced the stereotype that 

portrayed all postwar women as middle-class, domestic, and suburban.” 5  Despite these 

clear contradictions, Friedan’s feminine mystique has developed into an enduring 

(mis)representation of mid-twentieth-century American womanhood.6   

Around the same time that Friedan published The Feminine Mystique, popular 

print literature began to change the way it promoted handicrafts.  Not simply a practical 

and utilitarian craft, knitting became a way to express one’s creative impulses.  Yarn 

company publications, women’s magazines, and instruction and pattern books advocated 

knitting as an enjoyable and rewarding pastime.  Friedan claimed that patriarchal crafting 

manufacturers used the self-empowerment rhetoric to encourage women to stay at home.  

However, as Meyerowitz has demonstrated, mass media has always been “rife with 

contradictions, ambivalence, and competing voices.”7  Not all publications of the 1960s 

and 1970s blatantly supported domesticity and the subjectification of women.  Moreover, 

as the analysis of knitting articles in women’s magazines suggests, conflicting messages 

regarding feminine gender roles were often present.  Meyerowitz’s own review of 
 

4 Sandra Dijkstra, “Simone de Beauvoir and Betty Friedan: The Politics of Omission,” Feminist Studies, 6, 
no. 2. (Summer, 1980): 291. 
5 Joanne Meyerowitz, introduction to “Not June Cleaver”: Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-
1960 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994), 1.   
6 Ibid. 
7 Joanne Meyerowitz, “Beyond the Feminine Mystique: A Reassessment of Postwar Mass Culture, 1946-
1958” in Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar America, 1945 – 1960, ed. Joanne Meyerowitz 
(Philadelpia: Temple University Press, 1994), 231.   
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popular print literature demonstrated that Friedan’s feminine mystique was only one 

interpretation of a vastly diverse postwar print literature.8  

Moreover, Friedan’s feminine mystique provided only one interpretation of 

American knitting in the 1960s and 1970s.  Although knitting has traditionally been 

associated with women, not all Americans—or even all American knitters—shared the 

feminist perspective.  A more complete understanding of the role of handicrafts in the 

1960s and 1970s requires an exploration into other social and political events that may 

have influenced American knitters.  For example, the nostalgia of the American 

bicentennial revived an interest in traditional crafting.  National Council of the Arts 

funding between 1974 and 1976 supported projects that aimed for “the recognition and 

preservation of [American] cultural heritage” and “the acknowledgement of creativity in 

American cultural life today.”9  The funding allowed many institutions, especially living 

history museums, to promote crafting as a time-honored and patriotic activity.  This 

enthusiasm spilled over into popular literature, which provided a plethora of knitting 

patterns in red, white, and blue.  Other social and political movements of the 1960s and 

1970s, particularly the “back-to-the-land” counterculture movement, may have also 

influenced crafting.  As men and women embraced the ideology of self-sufficiency, many 

revived the practice of knitting clothing with natural fibers.10   

The 1960s and 1970s provided American knitters with often conflicting 

perceptions of their hobby.  Historians and crafting enthusiasts who have claimed that the 

feminist movement caused a decline in the popularity of handicrafts during the 1960s and 

 
8 Ibid., 231. 
9 Harold C. Schonberg, “America Will Be Awash With Culture in ’76.” New York Times, 28 April 1974: 
135. 
10 MacDonald, 335. 
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1970s have oversimplified this social complexity.  While textile historian Rozsika Parker 

has argued that embroidery was “indelibly associated with stereotypes of femininity,” 

popular author Debbie Stoller has claimed that knitting became “a symbol of woman’s 

entrapment in the home.”11  Like Betty Friedan and her followers who provided a one-

sided view of womanhood and femininity, these scholars and knitting devotees provide a 

one-sided view of the social history of American knitting.   

Nonetheless, their interpretations of feminism’s influence on knitting are not 

completely without merit.  The knitters who completed the survey expressed strong 

feelings about the feminist movement, both positive and negative.  Nineteen respondents 

felt that feminism had a profound impact on their knitting.  Moreover, the majority of the 

respondents relied heavily on knitting literature, which had begun to promote self-

empowerment at the same time Friedan’s feminism began to gain national attention.  

Either directly or indirectly, the feminist movement appears to have had some influence 

on American knitting. 

However, the surveys also suggest that the overwhelming majority of respondents 

did not knit to fulfill gender role expectations.  Almost eighty percent of respondents 

claimed that the feminist movement had no influence over their knitting.  In their written 

explanations, many women rejected the idea that they knit simply because it was 

expected of them, or because they were manipulated into thinking it was the only 

appropriate means for feminine self-expression.  They repeatedly asserted that they knit 

of their own free choice because they enjoyed it.  Furthermore, their surveys included an 

array of knitting motivations that far exceeded what knitting publications offered.  

 
11 Parker, 2; Stoller, 13.   
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Instead of being banished because it was a feminine tradition, the respondents felt 

knitting was something to preserve.  It was an activity that bound many knitters to their 

ancestors, and helped others connect with American history in general.  Very few of the 

survey respondents, both those for and against the feminist movement, could comprehend 

how this tradition was sexist.    

The evidence gathered for this thesis, which serves as an exploration into the 

impact of feminism on knitting, suggests that the feminist movement may have had some 

influence on knitting culture during the 1960s and 1970s.  However, the survey results 

also suggest that this influence was mixed, at best.  With the majority of respondents 

failing to see any connection between feminism and knitting, it may be argued that 

knitters viewed their craft mainly as a personal experience insulated from external 

influences.   
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APPENDIX:  THE KNITTING SURVEY 

How did you become interested in knitting? 
 
What made you decide to learn to knit? 
 
What year did you start knitting?  
 
Who, if any, were the people who most influenced your decision to learn to knit? 
 
How was knitting perceived when you first learned?  Was it popular, or unfashionable? 
 
How did you learn to knit? (For example, from a person, a book, classes, etc.) 
 
How effective do you feel that learning method was? 
 
During the 1960s and 1970s, where and when did you do most your knitting? 
 
Are you still a knitter?  
 
If yes, why have you continued to knit? 
 
Are you more likely to: 
A. follow a pattern exactly 
B. modify with your own ideas 
Why? 
 
When you were first learning to knit, where did you get most of your patterns? (Please 
give specific names of books, magazines, stores, etc. if possible.) 
 
Do you have, or have you ever had a knitting "mentor?"  If yes, who were they and why 
did/do you admire them? 
 
How did you view the women's liberation movement? 
 
Thinking back to the women's liberation movement, would you have considered yourself: 
A. opposed to and/or turned off by    
B. unaffected or uninterested 
C. moderately interested or slightly involved 
D. very involved and/or engaged 
 
Did the feminist movement impact your knitting?  Why or why not? 
 
How did you view the counter-culture/activist movement? 
 
Thinking back to the counter-culture movement, would you have considered yourself: 
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A. opposed to and/or turned off by    
B. unaffected or uninterested 
C. moderately interested or slightly involved 
D. very involved and/or engaged 
 
Did the counter-culture/activist movement impact your knitting?  Why or why not?  
 
Is there anything else you can recall about your reasons for knitting in the 1960s and 
1970s that you would like to share? 
 
Generic personal information: 
 
Year of birth:  
 
Home state:  
 
Occupation (then and now):  
 
May I contact you with additional questions? If so, please provide your name and the best 
way to contact you. (email, phone, etc.) 
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