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ABSTRACT

Original Article

The Needle Era" is a study that explores the journey of hand embroidery—an art that originated in ancient civilizations
and has now re-emerged as a powerful medium of expression in the modern world. This abstract provides a compact
yet rich summary of the paper’s purpose, approach, and significance.

1. Purpose of the Study The primary goal is to examine how traditional hand embroidery has adapted and survived in

contemporary society. It questions:
e Why embroidery is relevant today?

e How it has evolved from being a domestic craft to a form of political, artistic, and sustainable expression?
This research emphasizes that hand embroidery is not a “lost art,” but one that is gaining renewed relevance in the 21st

century.

2. Scope and Focus The study bridges past and present, analyzing:
e Historical importance of embroidery in various cultures

e Its decline during industrialization

e lItsresurgence in fashion, slow living movements, mental health practices, and activism
It pays close attention to its cultural symbolism, gender narratives, and socio-economic impact (especially in countries

like India).
3. Methodology Overview The research draws upon:

e Case studies of embroidery in fashion and activism

e Interviews and works of modern designers and artisans
e Literature reviews from art history, gender studies, and craft theory
e  Online platforms (like Instagram) that showcase modern embroidery trends
4. Key Argument The paper argues that we are currently living in “The Needle Era”—a time where embroidery has

become more than decoration. It is:

e Therapeutic (used in mental health and mindfulness)

e Activist (used for feminist and political expression)

e Sustainable (aligned with slow fashion and environmental consciousness)
5. Significance This research is important for scholars, designers, artists, and cultural historians because it:
e Challenges the idea that hand embroidery is outdated
o Highlights its modern power as a tool of storytelling, empowerment, and resistance
e Encourages support for artisan revival and ethical fashion.
Keywords: Needle Era, hand embroidery, scholars, designers, artists, cultural historians

INTRODUCTION

In an age dominated by automation, digital
technology, and mass production, the quiet, deliberate
act of hand embroidery may seem like a relic of the
past. Yet, this ancient textile art is not only surviving
but thriving—redefined by a new generation of artists,
designers, and cultural thinkers. The Needle Era refers
to this renewed appreciation and revival of hand

embroidery in contemporary society, where tradition
and innovation are seamlessly stitched together. Hand
embroidery has existed for millennia, with early
traces found in ancient Egypt, China, India, and
Mesopotamia. It has long served not just decorative
purposes but also cultural, social, and even spiritual
functions—embodying identity, storytelling, and
craftsmanship. Historically practiced in homes, royal
courts, and religious centers, embroidery once

Relevant conflicts of interest/financial disclosures: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any
commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

(&}

e, |NTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH AND TECHNOLOGY

s

16| Page



Muskan Harit, Int. J. Sci. R. Tech., 2025 2(7), 16-22 |Research

symbolized prestige and artistic excellence. However,
with the onset of the Industrial Revolution and the
mechanization of textile production, embroidery lost
its prominence and was often relegated to a feminine,
domestic craft. In recent years, however, embroidery
has re-emerged with new meaning and purpose. No
longer confined to heritage or hobby, it now intersects
with fashion, sustainability, therapy, feminism, and
activism. It is being reimagined by luxury fashion
houses and grassroots artisans alike. This introduction
sets the foundation for exploring embroidery's
transformation—how it has moved from being a
marginalized practice to a contemporary art form with
cultural and political power. By understanding this
shift, we can better appreciate the significance of The
Needle Era and what it reveals about our evolving
relationship with time, labor, identity, and art in the
21st century.

Historical Background of Embroidery

Embroidery is one of the oldest known forms of
decorative art, with origins that trace back thousands
of years across civilizations. Archaeological findings
suggest that as early as 30,000 BCE, humans were
decorating their garments with stitches made using
bone needles and dyed threads. As societies evolved,
so did embroidery—developing distinct regional
identities and cultural meanings in different parts of
the world. In ancient Egypt, embroidery was used to
decorate linen garments and ritual cloths, often
featuring symbolic motifs like the lotus flower and the
Eye of Horus. In China, embroidery reached high
levels of artistic sophistication during the Tang and
Song dynasties, with techniques like su embroidery
and xiang embroidery showcasing nature, mythology,
and calligraphy in thread. Indian embroidery, known
for its diversity, includes regional forms like zardozi
(metallic threadwork used in Mughal courts), phulkari
from Punjab, and kantha from Bengal, each carrying
deep cultural and symbolic significance. Throughout
history, embroidery has served as a medium for
communication, social status, and personal
expression. In medieval Europe, embroidered
tapestries narrated religious and historical tales, while
in Islamic cultures, geometric and floral embroidery
adorned everything from robes to architecture. In
Japan, sashiko began as a practical method of
reinforcing clothing and later became a refined
minimalist art. The social role of embroidery has also
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been complex. In many cultures, it was a skill passed
down through generations of women, symbolizing
virtue, patience, and domestic responsibility.
Embroidery was used to prepare dowries, mark family
lineage, and even act as a silent language of love or
resistance. While it empowered women by giving
them a creative outlet, it was often confined to the
private or domestic sphere and excluded from
recognition as “high art.” The Industrial Revolution
brought profound changes. Mechanized embroidery
machines reduced the need for handwork, making
embroidered goods more accessible but undermining
the artisanal labor behind them. As embroidery
became commercialized, the perception of it as an art
form began to fade, and it was often dismissed as a
hobby or “women’s work.” Despite these challenges,
embroidery endured—aquietly surviving through
community traditions, religious practices, and folk art.
Today, with growing interest in handmade, slow, and
sustainable practices, the historical value of
embroidery is being rediscovered and reinterpreted in
powerful new ways. Understanding its rich past is
essential to appreciating the significance of its current
revival in The Needle Era.

Decline and Industrial Shift

The decline of hand embroidery as a mainstream art
and craft practice was closely tied to the sweeping
changes brought about by the Industrial Revolution
during the 18th and 19th centuries. What had once
been a labor-intensive, highly prized form of artistic
and cultural expression was suddenly faced with
mechanization, mass production, and shifting socio-
economic dynamics.

Mechanization of Textile Production

With the invention of embroidery machines,
particularly the Schiffli embroidery machine in the
mid-1800s, textile industries could replicate intricate
designs at a fraction of the time and cost it took skilled
artisans to produce them by hand. What was once
exclusive to royal courts, temples, or affluent families
became more widely available to the middle class
through  mass-produced garments and home
furnishings. While this democratized access to
decorative fabric, it also devalued the labor, precision,
and uniqueness of hand embroidery.
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Factory-made embroidery significantly reduced
demand for skilled hand workers. Artisans, especially
in regions like South Asia and Eastern Europe, began
to lose their livelihoods as local crafts were replaced
by cheap machine-made imitations. Hand embroidery
came to be viewed as inefficient and impractical in an
increasingly industrial and profit-driven economy.

Gendered Perceptions and Domestic Confinement

During this period, embroidery also became
increasingly gendered and marginalized. In Western
societies, it was associated with women's domestic
roles—an activity deemed suitable for housewives
and young girls as a way to cultivate patience,
modesty, and discipline. The artistic value of
embroidery diminished, and it was rarely seen in the
same light as painting or sculpture, despite requiring
high levels of creativity and technical skill. This
marginalization was further reinforced by the
Victorian ideal of “accomplished women,” where
embroidery was a virtue but not a vocation. It became
a form of unpaid domestic labor and was no longer
recognized as a viable professional or artistic pursuit.

Cultural Displacement and Colonial Impact

Colonialism also played a role in displacing
indigenous embroidery practices. Colonizing powers
often introduced Western techniques and aesthetic
preferences, disrupting local traditions. In countries
like India, colonial rule led to the commercialization
and exportation of embroidery for foreign markets,
reducing it from a cultural expression to a commodity.

Embroidery as a Hobby, Not a Profession

By the mid-20th century, embroidery had largely
become a hobby in many parts of the world. It was
taught in schools as part of home economics, often
stripped of its cultural and artistic context. The loss of
its public, professional identity further distanced
embroidery from the realm of contemporary art and
design. Despite this long phase of decline, hand
embroidery did not disappear. It remained quietly
present in folk traditions, religious textiles, and the
hands of women across generations. The seeds of
revival were planted during this time, which would
later bloom in response to growing dissatisfaction
with industrial homogeneity and a renewed interest in
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craftsmanship and authenticity—setting the stage for
The Needle Era.

The Revival of Hand Embroidery

After facing centuries of marginalization, hand
embroidery is witnessing a powerful and purposeful
revival in the modern era. What was once confined to
domestic spaces and seen as outdated is now being
redefined as a dynamic medium of cultural identity,
artistic expression, ethical production, and personal
healing. This revival has been catalyzed by shifting
values in design, fashion, and society that increasingly
favor authenticity, sustainability, and emotional
connection over mass-produced uniformity.

Fashion Industry Resurgence

One of the most visible stages for the revival of hand
embroidery is the global fashion industry. Luxury
fashion houses such as Dior, Chanel, and Rahul
Mishra have brought hand embroidery back to the
forefront by showcasing it as haute couture. These
designers recognize that the unique texture,
irregularity, and craftsmanship of handwork cannot be
replicated by machines. Indian embroidery traditions
like zardozi, chikankari, aari, and mirror work are
now being celebrated on international runways.
Designers use these techniques not just as
embellishment but as storytelling tools—blending
age-old motifs with contemporary cuts and
silhouettes. In doing so, embroidery is elevated from
decoration to narrative.

Slow Fashion and Sustainability

The global shift toward slow fashion has been
instrumental in embroidery’s comeback. Consumers
are becoming more conscious of their buying choices,
questioning fast fashion’s environmental and ethical
toll. Hand embroidery—because of its labor-
intensive, time-consuming nature—embodies the
values of patience, care, and durability. Handmade
embroidery pieces are now seen as investment pieces
that carry meaning, heritage, and human touch. They
resist throwaway culture and instead promote
longevity, creativity, and individuality. In a world
increasingly dominated by machines and synthetic
materials, embroidery’s tactile and time-bound nature
offers a sense of realness and rootedness.
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Artisan Empowerment and Economic Revival

In many regions, especially in South Asia, Latin
America, and Africa, the embroidery revival is closely
linked to the empowerment of rural artisans—many
of whom are women. NGOs, fair-trade organizations,
and ethical fashion brands have created platforms that
connect these artisans to global markets, offering fair
wages, Vvisibility, and respect for their skills.
Organizations such as SEWA, Dastkar, and Fabindia
in India are helping revive dying crafts by supporting
training, entrepreneurship, and collaborations. These
efforts not only sustain cultural heritage but also
provide economic independence to marginalized
communities.

Embroidery as Art and Activism

Embroidery is also being reclaimed as a powerful tool
for feminist, political, and social expression. The so-
called “subversive stitch” transforms a traditionally
domestic and feminine medium into one of resistance.
Acrtists now use embroidery to address themes such as
identity, race, gender, climate change, and grief. For
example, movements like Craftivism (craft +
activism) led by artists such as Sarah Corbett use
embroidered messages as quiet but impactful political
statements. This revival proves that embroidery is not
passive; it can protest, comfort, and challenge societal
norms—thread by thread.

Mental Health, Mindfulness, and Therapy

In today’s high-stress digital age, embroidery is being
embraced as a form of meditation and healing. The
slow, repetitive action of stitching is proven to reduce
anxiety, improve focus, and promote mindfulness.
Many people turn to embroidery as a form of
journaling, self-expression, or emotional
processing—especially during the COVID-19
pandemic. Therapists and community wellness
programs have also introduced embroidery as a
therapeutic craft that helps individuals reconnect with
their bodies, thoughts, and emotions in a tactile and
reflective way.

Conclusion to The Section

The revival of hand embroidery is not merely
nostalgic—it is radical. It is a deliberate return to

1@, INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH AND TECHNDLOGY
-

slowness, skill, and sensitivity in a world defined by
speed and sameness. Through fashion, activism,
therapy, and sustainability, embroidery is reclaiming
its rightful place as an art of the present as much as of
the past. The needle, once a quiet domestic tool, is
now an instrument of beauty, power, and
transformation—marking the beginning of what we
now call The Needle Era.

Case Studies

To better understand how hand embroidery is thriving
in contemporary settings, this section examines select
case studies from around the world. These examples
demonstrate how embroidery is not only surviving but
actively contributing to fashion innovation, social
activism, artisan empowerment, and cultural
continuity.

India: Craft Meets Couture — Rahul Mishra

Rahul Mishra, an Indian fashion designer and the first
to win the prestigious International Woolmark Prize,
has played a major role in redefining the status of hand
embroidery in global haute couture. His collections
are deeply rooted in Indian craft traditions,
particularly aari, zardozi, and chikankari embroidery
techniques, executed by rural artisans in small
villages. Mishra’s work champions the idea of
“mindful luxury”—a concept where fashion is not
only exquisite but also ethical. By employing
hundreds of skilled artisans and giving them credit as
co-creators, Mishra reimagines embroidery as a
bridge between village craft and global design. His
approach proves that ancient techniques can thrive in
elite markets without being diluted, as long as
authenticity and innovation are balanced. “When we
empower the hand, we empower the heart.” — Rahul
Mishra

United Kingdom: Embroidery as Activism -
Craftivist Collective

In the UK, Sarah Corbett, founder of the Craftivist
Collective, uses embroidery as a tool for quiet
activism. Her philosophy revolves around the idea
that slow, thoughtful, hand-stitched messages can
create deeper conversations than loud protests. Her
embroidered pieces—mini banners, patches, or
handkerchiefs—are often placed in public spaces to
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provoke reflection and empathy. Unlike mass-
produced protest materials, Corbett’s work
emphasizes personal engagement and emotional
honesty. Her practice transforms embroidery from
passive ornamentation to a powerful political tool—
proving that threads can carry not just beauty but
belief.

Japan: Sashiko and Sustainable Minimalism

In Japan, the ancient practice of Sashiko—which
means “little stabs”—originated as a method to
reinforce worn fabric, primarily used by farmers and
laborers. Today, sashiko is being revived not only as
a traditional embroidery style but as a philosophy of
sustainable living and minimalism. Contemporary
Japanese designers and eco-conscious makers have
adapted sashiko into a fashion-forward technique
used in visible mending, slow fashion, and minimalist
interiors. The stitches, once functional, are now seen
as beautiful and symbolic—representing care,
continuity, and imperfection. The revival of sashiko
aligns perfectly with modern values like wabi-sabi,
zero-waste design, and heritage preservation.

Mexico: Cultural Storytelling Through Thread —
Tenango Embroidery

In the Mexican state of Hidalgo, the indigenous Otomi
people practice a vibrant embroidery tradition known
as Tenango. These designs feature fantastical animals,
floral motifs, and geometric shapes, each with deep
symbolic and mythological roots. Today, Tenango
embroidery has gained global recognition through
home décor, fashion, and accessories. However, this
fame comes with challenges: mass-produced
imitations threaten to undermine the cultural integrity
and economic value of the original work. Local
cooperatives and artisan groups are working to protect
intellectual property rights and promote fair trade,
ensuring that embroidery remains an act of
storytelling, identity, and livelihood.

United States: Embroidery as Feminist Expression
— Contemporary Fiber Artists

In the U.S., modern fiber artists like Jenny Hart,
Michelle Kingdom, and Danielle Clough use
embroidery to explore themes of femininity, trauma,
memory, and identity. Their work often subverts
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traditional motifs, incorporating surrealism, pop
culture, or deeply personal narratives. Through
gallery exhibitions and digital platforms like
Instagram, these artists are redefining embroidery as
fine art rather than craft. They stitch on
unconventional  surfaces—photographs, ~ mesh,
plastic—and use bold colors and layered textures to
challenge conventional boundaries. Their work
revives embroidery as a medium that is intellectually
rich, emotionally vulnerable, and politically potent.

Conclusion to the Section

These case studies from diverse cultural contexts
illustrate the versatility and resilience of hand
embroidery in the 21st century. Whether on the
runway, the street, or the protest banner, embroidery
continues to evolve as a medium of connection,
empowerment, and meaning. Each thread carries
more than decoration—it carries history, labor,
resistance, and hope. Together, these stories affirm
that The Needle Era is not a passing trend but a global
movement that revalues the handmade in a machine-
made world.

Challenges in the Modern Context

While hand embroidery has experienced a remarkable
revival and is increasingly embraced across fashion,
art, and activism, it still faces a complex array of
challenges in the modern world. These issues concern
the sustainability of the craft itself, the wellbeing and
recognition of artisans, and the tensions between
tradition and commercialization. For  hand
embroidery to truly flourish in The Needle Era, these
challenges must be acknowledged and addressed with
intention and care.

Skill Transmission and Artisan Attrition

One of the most urgent challenges is the loss of
traditional knowledge. As younger generations move
toward digital and urban professions, fewer
individuals are choosing to learn or carry forward
their ancestral craft skills. In many rural regions,
especially in India, Southeast Asia, and parts of
Africa, aging artisans continue to work without
apprentices or successors. Moreover, the labor-
intensive nature of hand embroidery, combined with
limited financial incentives, discourages youth from
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pursuing it as a viable career. Without structured
efforts for training, documentation, and education,
many embroidery techniques risk becoming extinct.

Underpayment and Exploitation

Despite embroidery's growing presence in high-end
markets, artisans often remain invisible and
underpaid. Global brands that promote handcrafted
collections frequently outsource production to regions
with minimal labor protections, offering meager
compensation for work that is both physically taxing
and highly skilled. Middlemen and manufacturers can
exploit rural artisans, leading to wage disparities, lack
of recognition, and poor working conditions. In some
cases, entire communities depend on embroidery for
survival, yet have no bargaining power in how their
work is priced or credited.

Appropriation Without Acknowledgment

The popularity of ethnic and folk embroidery in global
fashion has given rise to a problematic trend of
cultural appropriation. Designers and fast-fashion
companies often reproduce traditional motifs without
understanding or respecting their cultural context,
symbolism, or origin. This not only strips embroidery
of its meaning but also deprives the original
communities of economic benefits and cultural
ownership. For example, indigenous patterns from
Mexico, Palestine, or India are frequently copied and
sold without attribution or fair compensation.

Commercialization vs. Authenticity

As embroidery becomes a desirable design element in
commercial markets, there is a risk of it being reduced
to surface decoration, disconnected from its deeper
cultural or emotional  significance.  Over-
commercialization can lead to mass production of
“handmade-inspired” goods that imitate the
appearance of hand embroidery without the ethics or
craftsmanship behind it. This creates confusion in the
market and undermines the value of genuine hand-
stitched work. The challenge lies in preserving the
soul of embroidery while allowing it to evolve in
dialogue with modern tastes and consumer demands.

Time, Cost, and Consumer Mindset
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In a fast-paced consumer culture, the slow nature of
embroidery is both its strength and its struggle.
Handmade pieces take time, patience, and higher
costs—all of which can be at odds with mass-market
expectations of instant availability and low prices.
Consumers must be educated to value quality over
guantity, and to see embroidery not just as a product
but as a process, a narrative, and a labor of love.
Without this mindset shift, artisans may be pressured
to speed up production, lowering both quality and
sustainability.

Conclusion to the Section

The challenges facing hand embroidery today are
deeply interconnected—combining  economic,
cultural, ethical, and generational issues. Addressing
them requires collaborative solutions involving
designers, educators, policy-makers, consumers, and
artisans themselves. Protecting embroidery in The
Needle Era is not only about preserving a craft, but
about honoring the people, stories, and traditions
behind every stitch.

CONCLUSION

Hand embroidery, once considered a relic of the past,
has found new life in the contemporary world. The
Needle Era symbolizes this transformation—a time
where the slow, tactile, and expressive qualities of
embroidery respond powerfully to the fast, digital,
and often impersonal rhythm of modern life. This
research has traced embroidery's journey from ancient
civilizations and royal courts to modern fashion
runways, art galleries, activist circles, and therapeutic
spaces. What makes this revival extraordinary is not
just the aesthetic appeal of embroidery, but the values
it embodies—patience, storytelling, sustainability,
empowerment, and resistance. In an era obsessed with
speed and efficiency, embroidery offers a counter-
narrative: one of care over convenience, craft over
consumption, and meaning over mass production.
Yet, as this ancient art reclaims its space in the
modern world, it is also confronted with critical
challenges—exploitation ~ of artisans,  cultural
appropriation, lack of skill transmission, and
commercialization that threatens authenticity. For The
Needle Era to be truly transformative and sustainable,
efforts must be made to respect the roots of
embroidery, recognize the labor behind every stitch,
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and ensure that artisans are not just workers—but
storytellers, entrepreneurs, and cultural custodians. In
conclusion, hand embroidery today is more than a
technique; it is a living language—one that continues
to stitch together the past, present, and future.
Whether on fabric, in protest, or through therapy, the
needle remains a powerful tool—quiet yet resilient,
humble yet revolutionary. The Needle Era is not the
end of tradition, but a bold new chapter in its ongoing
evolution.
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