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1. Introduction

In 19th century China, many communities were constructed around a patriarchal system. Women were forbidden
from receiving education. Based on this situation, ancient Chinese women created a secret language only used by
women—"Nv Shu" (Researchers have not yet determined the exact time of creation). These women expressed and
recorded this language through chanting and crafting etc. This self-awareness was transmitted to other women in
the family. Furthermore, they built a collective “craft artistic practice” to communicate and share their collective
consciousnesses.

Artist Sarah Corbett is the founder of Craftivist Collective who uses craftivism and activism to engage people
with social justice issues in a humble way. Present their thoughts through non-confrontational handmade products.
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It shows that the real way to change in life is not to dwell on the past. It needs to think seriously about the present
problems and change thinking and planning for a better life in the future. In this project, which is not as procedural
and rigorous as the "Marks & Spencer" gentle protest project, there is no single goal as everyone has different ex-
periences and views of the world, so the definition and content of a "dream™ will vary. Corbett uses a suitable me-
dium, neurological and psychological theories integrated into a minor art community, but the content of the produc-
tion is creativity. However, this project inspires the idea of craft making. Moreover, artistic practice is not just su-
perficial, but the creation is a process that helps people relax and gives them the time and space to think deeply
about the realities they want to solve and pursue a better life in the future (Corbett, S., 2022). The gentle protest
brings artistic practice into people's daily life. This can demonstrate that ‘minor’ art communities can be
"down-to-earth" and substantially solve problems and heal people's minds and bodies (Corbett, S., 2018). In this
essay, it will argue that the concept of “Craftivism” is similar to the practice and philosophy of women in the tradi-
tional Chinese culture of “Nv shu”, the female secret script.

Both Corbett and “Nv Shu” present the content and manipulation of the practice allow for the continuous inte-
gration of multiple individual ideas into unified collective productivity and power. This also demonstrates the abil-
ity of small art organizations to be more vocal about marginalized people and organizations in contemporary art
practice and more aware of contemporary social issues. By exploring Sarah Corbett's case of gentle protest, | sug-
gest that it is also possible to draw inspiration from the traditional culture of “Nv Shu” as a creative and inherited
expression of femininity in contemporary art practice, showing women's self-awareness and collective conscious-
ness, and their gentle yet resilient strength.

The primary source of the reference is Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of 'minor literature (Deleuze & Guattari,
1986), drawn from the article "Towards a Minor Art Practice’ by Simon O’Sullivan (O’Sullivan, S., 2005). They
define minor literature through three main characteristics: the deterritorialization of language, political element, and
collective value. For the deterritorialization of language, they highlight an important feature of language in minor
literature linked to the problem of finding a voice in a language that is both foreign and familiar. In the dominant
social environment of the time, Chinese was the dominant language, and “Nv shu” was the minor language within
the dominant cultural system of Chinese as it gave voice only to a group of Chinese women. The first chapter will
discuss how “Nv Shu” presents itself as a linguistically deterritorialized feature and how it becomes a position of
connection to an unfamiliar world within the context of Chinese as the major language. Also, this part of the dis-
cussion will lead to the similarity between the “Nv Shu” and the second section about minor “gentle protest™ in the
form of craft organizations that have a collective voice in the face of political events. Sarah Corbett, will as the
main case study and demonstrate how she has infiltrated effective activism into crafts organizations.

2. CHAPTER 1: “Minor art group”—women’s self-awareness and group consciousness

According to Simon O’Sullivan (O’Sullivan, S., 1986), minor literature should deterritorialize the major lan-
guage. Deterritorialize means the minor finds the space in the major and makes part of them to have the relation-
ships in the major world. Also, he states that: “a minor literature is always collective” (O’Sullivan, S., 1986). Be-
cause minor literature is primarily produced for a collective voice, the emphasis is rarely on the author's conscious-
ness alone but more on the collective output of the work in a state of collaboration.

The example of “Nv Shu” supports the claim in this essay that a minor language is the production of specifically
collective enunciation. This part of “major” refers to the subject language in the dominant culture, and ‘minor’ re-
fers to the secret language created by minority groups due to oppression. An oppressed minority that speaks a lan-
guage isolated from the masses:

On the one hand, “Nv Shu” represents subordinate and unrecognized groups under the dominant culture. It’s a
particular ancient script bringing together regional culture and local dialects that differ from the Chinese language.
Women in "Nv Shu™ were unable to receive an education in Chinese and suffered the pain of "foot-binding". C.
Fred Blake states that: “foot binding as a rhetoric of gender, already became the critical session in the historical
domination of women's bodies by ‘man-made language’” (C. Fred, B., 1994).

On the other hand, those women suffered from poverty, unhappy marriages, heavy domestic chores etc. The
book of The Folding Fan by Tang stated: "most women experience domestic violence™ (Tang Zhaohui, 2016).
Family life caused women suffering and physical and mental suppression for long periods. Therefore, "Nv Shu" for
women was like sunshine, giving them freedom to express themselves. This is why secret language focuses more
on expressing women's inner thoughts. Following this line of thought, the minor language of "Nv Shu" exists in a
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context in which dominant Chinese characters are the major language, whereas “Nv Shu” has its unique way to
represent the collective and shared experience of women.

Through “Nv Shu”, women use chanting to express their grievances. Related songs include “cry—marriage” and
so on (Tang Zhaohui, 2016) (Figure 1). Mothers use their songs to tell their daughters what is best for them as
women. This minor language is the spiritual world of women. They reveal women's gentle yet powerful side (Un-
esco, 2008). It is a unique way of singing, quietly and delicately appearing to flow like a spring in the dominant
patriarchal cultural atmosphere in a thin stream which never stops. This is an important reason why “Nv Shu" can
be a minor language in daily life even was by the males when women were shown to be a marginalized group be-
cause Chinese were the major language. At the same time, women gained empathy in "Nv Shu", then gradually
coalesced their self-awareness into a collective consciousness (Tang Zhaohui, 2016).

Figure 1. Cry-marriage in Nv Shu.

The second way is “sewing”. Tang has mentioned in his book The Folding Fan: "The oldest way of recording
"Nv Shu" was to write with wooden strips and later to put the paper on the knee" (Tang Zhaohui, 2016). This evi-
dence shows the reason why the female scripts are all inclined. However, they were adept at using the unique skills:
needlework. In ancient China, the term "needlework™” refers to women's craft activities such as embroidery and
sewing (Ou Yang H. Y., 2008). They would form a community craft organization in domestic spaces, attracting
women to create their ideal world with their hard-working, intelligent hands to display a unique way of communi-
cation (Ou Yang H. Y., 2008).

The practice of “Nv Shu” is mainly located in the Jiang Yong County area of Hunan Province, China, where the
majority of the ethnic groups are "Yao.". The main handicrafts are embroidery, ribbon etc (Figure 2). The
craftsmanship is outstanding, and the patterns are varied. For instance, the main patterns are clouds, butterflies, in-
sects etc. These patterns result from women's observation and imagination then injecting their ideas and conveying
good wishes. This can be seen as a demonstration of the artistic creativity of female craftivism through how the
women give a voice to their collective consciousness with a gentle presence.

Figure 2. The scrips used only by women- “Nv Shu”.

As "Nv Shu" demonstrates, in Simon O'Sullivan's (O'Sullivan, S., 1986) theoretical analysis: "Contemporary ar-
tistic practice may also have new kinds of community groups that involve such subjectivity and collectivity." The
preceding elaboration demonstrates that the form of the craftivist community of "Nv Shu" is precisely a subjective
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and collective organization of artistic practice. Because they combined the minor language—"Nv Shu" into their
craftivist community, they became a "minor art group”. This is not only for the mechanical use of words but also
the creativity of stitching skills, carrying a range of reflections and exercises on artistic aesthetics on visual presen-
tation and seeping into life. In this process, the women's emotions are released in a non-confrontational gesture of
resistance to patriarchy. This idea of "gentle protest" and “craftivist protest” will be further elaborated upon in rela-
tion to Sarah Corbett's craftivist organization to demonstrate that 'minor' art groups can present self-awareness and
collective consciousness through the contemporary community groups and have a positive effect on changing in-
equalities.

3. CHAPTER 2: Gentle protest, slow and mindful craftivism

The artist and entrepreneur Sarah Corbett's social organization: is the "craftivist collective”, which combines the
"Craftivism" of Betsy Greer (Greer, B., 2003) with the art and craft of the artist: "a way of looking at life where
voicing opinions through creativity makes your voice stronger and your compassion deeper." She explained her
work in the TED talk about how activism needs introverts (Corbett, S., 2016):

“All of my craftivism work is based on neuroscience and positive psychology. | call our approach “gentle
protest”. It is about doing something compassionately, and in a caring and careful way to make it strategic."

Corbett has successfully used craft leading to an agreement with one of the UK's largest retail companies, Marks
& Spencer, to pay their staff a living wage. She used the medium of craft to convey a lot of individual and collec-
tive intentions in not aggressive but quietly slow, strategically thought actions. In this negotiation, she thoroughly
infused compassion and critical thinking into it. The group purchased twenty-four handkerchiefs from Marks &
Spencer and recruited twenty-four loyal Marks & Spencer customers, with each handkerchief being sewn by a dif-
ferent recipient. The process requires the maker to be empathetic to consider the difficulties of the recipients and
create the space for negotiation. Also, to think critically about taking the tone, length and style of the quotation into
account when sewing on the handkerchief. The message must be positive and inspiring (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. The embroidery about Marks and Spencer.

This example demonstrates that a compassionate, quiet, critical approach to protest is more acceptable to people,
in contrast to the radical protest as a major where the protesters lack the time and space to think about their actual
needs and strategies to address them because of the violent, conflict form of the protest. For this influence, the ag-
gressive approach leaves the masses with no time to think about some of the deeper issues of injustice, and gentle
protest allows the masses and the protested to approach each other for peaceful, empathetic negotiation with the
proactively protested, even attracting sympathetic masses to join in, increasing the collective consciousness and
benefits (Corbett, S., 2018). Corbett is thinking very strategically about how gentle protest can be used rather than
simply achieving short-term goals through craft production.

In her book "How to be a craftivist”, Corbett demonstrates how strategic thinking and minor art groups can em-
body self-awareness and collective consciousness and how the crafts can make the most effective craftivism possi-
ble. At first, gentleness is a positive explanation for a gentle temperament, which includes being open-hearted,
modest and peaceful (Corbett, S., 2018). After this, it needs to engage and realize the "gentleness” in a person or a
group. In this sense, the "gentleness" is not a weak form of protest. It suggests that we need to be thoughtful of sit-
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uations and to have empathy to help realize people's opinions. For example, in the “Marks & Spencers” project,
Corbett made the participants spend much time thinking about their relationships of recipients, then empathizing
with the other person's difficulties rather than acting as a propagandist. It is only through self-control and empathy
in both individual and artistic groups that the opportunity to communicate with those in power can be achieved. In
this way, a “minor art group” is not only an art practice group but also a group that lets people build up emotional
intelligence and is full of empathy (Corbett, S., 2019).

"Gentle" protest is not only about reprimanding the things people have done in the past but also opening up the
conversation to see how we can all work towards creating a better future. In another project, "Dream-making"
(Figure 4), Corbett based the idea on the theory of Neurology. The book from Corbett (Corbett, S., 2018) had rec-
orded a neuroscientist Dr Rae said: “This dream-making project taps into that insight. It aims to engage the creative,
conscious planning system in your brain and explore routes to a better future”. In this explanation, we feel anxious
when we are faced with injustice, but crafts can help us to reduce our stress and frustration, also inspiring us that
have a life with a better future is to find the path to turn our desires into reality.

Corbett uses a suitable medium, neurological and psychological theories integrated into a minor art community,
but the content of the production is creativity. This can demonstrate that ‘minor’ art communities can be
"down-to-earth" and substantially solve problems and heal people's minds and bodies.

Figure 4. The project of “Dream making”.

4. Conclusion

This essay has raised the question of how "Craftivism" and the Chinese secret language of "Nv Shu" demonstrate
women's self-awareness and collective consciousness in art practice. At first, It provide the theory of “minor litera-
ture” by Deleuze and Guattari to lead to the concept of “minor” and “major”. It discusses the craft give voice to the
women in “Nv Shu” as a “minor” language in a “major” environment of the script of Chinese and patriarchal so-
ciety. It enhances the continuation and transmission of “Nv Shu” as a “minor” language and “minor” craftivism
group. “Nv Shu” is also evidence of deterritorialized and collective craftivism. Secondly, | provide the projects
from Sarah Corbett on craft organization and the concept of "gentle protest” to discuss and prove the value of "mi-
nor" craft organization in modern politics have the power of gentle yet firm change for individuals and society.

In conclusion, "Nv Shu" as "minor" language combined with craftivism allows women to express their voice and
collective consciousness in artistic practice. Craftsmanship's activism towards the individual and society is also
evident in the process of creating art.
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