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Introduction

During 2020-2021, Norfolk Libraries delivered 
an online exhibition and events programme 
inspired by Unfinished Business: The Fight 
for Women’s Rights, in partnership with 
the British Library. This project revealed 
material in Norfolk Heritage Centre’s 
collection about local campaigns over 
the past fifty years demanding an end to 
violence against women, including material 
about the establishment of Leeway, the UK’s 
second ever women’s refuge, and first-hand 
accounts of the Reclaim the Night movement 
in Norwich. Reports of domestic abuse and 
street harassment increased significantly 
during the Coronavirus pandemic, proving 
again that this fight has not yet been won. 
Finding ways for people to understand and 
think about violence against women and girls 
(VAWG) is currently vitally important, and 
libraries can play an important role.
 A group of women met in-person at Norwich 
Millennium Library and via Zoom during 
October 2021 to work with local artist Connie 
Flynn to make a protest banner demanding a 
stop to violence against women. 
One of the aims of the Stitching Our Stories 
banner-making project was for the women 
involved to feel supported, to connect with 
each other, connect with culture, heritage 
and art, and feel that they are part of a 
shared women’s history. Textiles have always 
been a way for women to build community, 
collaborate and mark their existence in stitch. 

This banner will tour Norfolk Libraries as 
a public proclamation of solidarity and 
collective strength, and a focal point for 
discussion and information.

Rachel Ridealgh, Community Librarian for Local Studies, 
Norfolk Library and Information Service



The creation of textiles to support protest 
belongs to a rich history of stitching as a 
powerful tool for constructing alternative 
discourses. From protest banners to 
community quilts and knitted jumpers, textiles 
can be an immensely powerful way to shape 
identity, build community and prompt social 
and political action. 

Working with textiles through crafts such as 
sewing, knitting and quilting has long been 
a significant part of women’s lives. Whether 
creating for their family needs, their livelihood 
or for the fulfilment of the expectations placed 
upon them, women’s history and textile 
history are historically intertwined. 

When it comes to standing up against 
authority for something you believe in —
perhaps against the police, a domineering 
male relative or a disagreeable boss at 
work — many people do not feel safe 
communicating their feelings directly. Whilst 
textile practices retain obvious practical 
purposes, marginalised groups have also 
learnt to use textiles to covertly express these 
more radical sentiments. Protest banners 
provide a space for people to communicate 
these ideas whilst coming together in the 
process.
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“What does it mean to imagine the sewing 
needle as a dangerous tool and to envision 
female collective textile making as a process 
that might upend conventions, threaten state 
structures, or wreak political havoc?” 
Julia Bryan-Wilson in Fray: Art and Textile Politics (2017)

Textiles as Protest

Laura Moseley, Common Threads Press



Julia Bryan-Wilson in Fray: Art and Textile Politics (2017)



Protest Banners

Throughout history, protest banners have 
been the efforts of communities who have 
come together to support each other in their 
experiences of injustice. For women and 
those of marginalised genders, this part of 
protesting is particularly important. Finding 
others who have fought the same battles as 
you can provide comfort, relief and practical 
resources. 

“One of the most vital ways we sustain 
ourselves is by building communities 
of resistance, places where we know we 
are not alone.”

Carrying textile banners at protests is 
believed to have originated from the Trade 
Union Movement of the 1830s. When the 
Suffrage movement took to the streets nearly 
100 years later, they looked to these textiles 
for inspiration. Whilst Trade Union banners 
were predominantly produced commercially 
by George Tuthill’s banner-making business 
in Buckinghamshire, the Suffragettes decided 
to take up their own needles and thread — 
stitching their banners at home. 

By June of 1908, 13,000 Suffragettes marched 
under their own handmade banners. From 
artists and shop assistants to factory workers, 
each trade had their own hand-crafted protest 
banner that communicated their demands 
whilst visually uniting their cause with the 
other women present. Aware of the symbolism 
of using a traditionally ‘feminine’ craft to 
communicate anti-establishment sentiments, 
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“One of the most vital ways we sustain 
ourselves is by building communities 
of resistance, places where we know we 
are not alone.”
Bell Hooks in Yearning: Race, Gender and 
Cultural Politics (2014)



these protest banners showed that textiles 
could also connote power, strength and 
resilience. 

The legacy of these Suffrage protest banners 
can be clearly identified in the early 1980s, as 
women picked up the needle and thread once 
again to campaign and protest. 

In 1979, the rural space of Greenham Common 
was transformed into a base for 96 Cruise 
missiles in response to the Soviet SS20 
missiles. Outraged by the violent threat of 
nuclear conflict, a group of women set up 
the Greenham Common Peace Camp. 
This protest community ran for over 20 years, 
with thousands of women protesting the UK’s 
nuclear weapons agenda in all its forms. 

The women made protest banners from the 
very outset — using discarded materials 
like old bedsheets, felt-tip pens and 
bamboo canes. These resourceful protestors 
recognised the history of protest banners in 
women-led campaigns, and took inspiration 
from their predecessors in this work. 
This history has been brilliantly researched 
and documented in Charlotte Dew’s 2021 
book Women for Peace: Banners from 
Greenham Common. 

More recently, we’ve seen protest banners 
taken up by those searching for a voice 
amidst political turmoil. In 2020, artist Aram 
Han Sifuentes began workshops to provide a 
communal space for people to learn the craft 
skills required to make protest banners. 



Bell Hooks in Yearning: Race, Gender and 
Cultural Politics (2014)



The workshops offered opportunities for 
people to support each other — creating 
community through talking, sharing and 
stitching ideas onto fabric. 
Beyond the workshops, the banners are 
also available to borrow through the Protest 
Banner Lending Library; this way, their history 
is varied, diverse and infinite.  

In the face of injustice, protest banners are 
an act of hope. Stitched with the stories, 
ideologies and ambitions of those who 
create them, they have been held high above 
those fighting for what they believe in. With 
their bright colours, bold text and historical 
symbols, protest banners have become a rich 
resource for us to learn about who paved the 
way for our world today.
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“Cloth can be celebratory, bringing colour 
and conversation to projects where there is a 
common goal, and offers ways to share skills 
and an end outcome.” 
Claire Wellesley-Smith in Resilient Stitch: Wellbeing and 
Connection in Textile Art (2021)

Laura Moseley, Common Threads Press



About Connie Flynn 

Local textile artist Connie Flynn led the 
creation of the protest banner. 

Connie’s multi-skilled textile practice 
has evolved through experimenting and 
combining traditional techniques and 
modern practices. 

She works with hand-felting, weaving, 
knitting, textile sculpture, and surface effects 
including hand stitching. 
The chosen processes often represent social 
and cultural concepts in a textile history 
framework, crossing cultural and contextual 
boundaries between traditional craft and 
contemporary art. 

Connie has exhibited widely since 1992 in a 
variety of gallery and museum contexts, both 
nationally and internationally.





From an Artist’s Perspective 
 
From an artist’s perspective, it is not always 
about the planned project but the unplanned 
developments during a project. 

Stitching Our Stories has brought together 
new partnerships and connections, as well 
as new beginnings. Many participants had 
not met each other before gathering to sew, 
although a couple realised they knew each 
from many years ago. During the workshops, 
some women have chosen to share very 
personal experiences, while others used the 
space to sit quietly and stitch. The room has 
been filled with the creative commitment and 
collective aim to be part of a unifying project.
 
I am filled with joy when individuals are 
inspired, whether it is asking me about 
different stitches, showing me a new 
embroidery book or buying materials to make 
their own banner. I hope that the Stitching 
Our Stories textile banner with the flowers, 
candles and quotes becomes a visual shout 
and quiet whisper for peace and hope in the 
future. Thank you to all who have made it 
happen - keep stitching!
                                                                                                                               

Connie Flynn, Textile Artist



The Banner
 
Motifs
The Stitching Our Stories banner motifs were 
formed from early discussions between Rachel 
Ridealgh and Connie Flynn. They agreed on 
flowers and candles as they are often brought 
and left at vigils.
 
Pansy
The Pansy was a symbol used by the 
Suffragettes, it can be seen on many items 
including textiles and jewellery. The Pansy 
makes connections with the Women’s Suffrage 
Movement where women made sacrifices in 
the fight for freedom and equality.
 
African Violet
The second flower chosen is the African 
Violet, found in Tanzania. It is a very sensitive 
plant that needs certain care. As a flower 
symbolic of survival and care, the makers felt 
it would be a good fit for this project.
 
Candles
Once the project workshops began it was 
felt that there was a need for the women to 
represent their experiences and thoughts on 
the banner. The white candles were used as a 
way of making a statement, sharing a thought 
or sending a message.
 
Chosen Colours
The banner colours are similar to the 
Suffragette’s palette - purple for freedom, 
white being purity and green as hope. The 
tones chosen for this banner have a more 
contemporary feel.
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See the banner at: norfolkheritagecentre.wordpress.com/
stitching-our-stories or scan the QR code





“My message is ‘Kind Hands’ because it 
should be that simple.”
 
“As a domestic violence survivor I felt it was 
very important to attend something like this. 
Making something tangible felt empowering.”
 
“I felt part of something - a group, 
women, history.”

“I chose two texts for my candle. I chose 
the first text (Here’s to Strong Women, May 
we know them, May we be them, May we 
raise them) because I thought the wording 
summed up everything in 3 sentences about 
the importance of being a woman and 
standing up for yourself in a world that is still 
predominantly controlled by men.

I also chose the second text because I still feel 
that as a woman it is still difficult to speak up 
about women’s rights/inequalities without 
fearing a backlash of defensive dialogue and 
when we do we are called Feminists. 
If we don’t continue to move forward to 
attain equality then we can still expect to 
be treated as ‘Doormats.”

“I took part in the project as a means of 
connecting with other women and learning 
new skills and also as a therapeutic way 
of dealing with being a recent victim of 
harassment and at times feeling let down by 
police during the prosecution process.”

From the Makers 
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Participant Feedback, Stitching Our Stories at Norwich 
Millenium Library (October 2021)




