
Prison Garb & 
Pussyhats
USING WOMEN’S TRADITIONAL SKILLS TO 
REFRAME SYMBOLIC OPPRESSION



1919	“Prison	Special”	train	tour
In 1919, National Woman’s Party members 
who had been imprisoned after picketing the 
White House went on a national train tour—
the “Prison Special—to tell the story of their 
confinement and generate public support for 
suffrage. 

For the tour, the women stitched replicas of 
the coarse, shapeless, degrading uniforms 
they had been forced to wear while jailed.



2017	Women’s	March
Almost a century later, women knitted 
or crocheted pink “pussyhats” for the 
2017 Women’s March in Washington, 
D.C. and simultaneous marches across 
the country to express their outrage 
over Donald Trump’s vulgar, sexist 
remarks about women’s bodies.



Reworking	symbols
In both 1919 and 2017, feminists used women’s 
traditional domestic skills—sewing, knitting, and 
crocheting—to reclaim and rework symbols of 
sexist oppression as part of media campaigns. 



Background:	The	“Prison	Special”	

Between 1917 and 1919, about 500 suffragists 
were arrested for picketing in front of the White 
House. Although they were on the sidewalk, 
they were charged with “obstructing traffic.”



Background:	The	“Prison	Special”

Many were sent to the Occoquan Workhouse or 
Washington City Jail, where treatment was brutal.



The	“Prison	Special”
• Coast-to-coast train tour
• 26 women stopped in 15 cities
• Called their tour “Democracy 

Limited” and their talks “From 
Prison to People”

• Street theater
• Dramatic readings
• “Women’s Marsellaise”
• Played the comb



The	“Prison	Special”
• Sewed replicas of their prison garb—shapeless 

blue calico wrappers with a washrag at the belt
• Garments had been part of the shame of prison. 

By sewing replicas, they inscribed their own 
symbolic meaning into the costumes. 

• Sewing was “rhetoric based on incongruity,” as 
Katherine Feo Kelly writes



The	Pussyhat	Project
• Co-founders Krista Suh, 

Jayna Zweiman and designer 
Kat Coyle

• Purpose: “to reclaim the term 
as a means of empowerment” 

• “The answer is not to deny 
our femaleness” but to 
“demand fair treatment”

• “Craftivism”  



The	Pussyhat	Project

Pussyhats to make and share



Jan.	21,	2017:	Millions	of	pussyhats



Pussyhats	in	the	news	



Summary	
• In both 1919 and 2017, women subverted symbols of oppression—degrading 

prison clothing and demeaning sexist rhetoric—by using skills traditionally 
gendered female (and thus seen as less valuable) to rework meaning.
• In both eras, women used street theater, with homemade crafts as props 
• In both eras, women relied on the “incongruity” (Feo) of these homemade props, 

so the later term “craftivism” can be applied to the earlier women, too. 



That’s All, Folks!


