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Abstract

This article examines
authenticity as it is understood

and used within networks of
makers in Shetland and Ireland, in
places associated with fair isle and
aran knitting. Drawing on 15
anonymised interviews and
observations from a 2018–2019
study, the articles considers
authenticity in relation to four
themes: place, handwork,
materials and deception. Those
engaged in knitting related to
small islands are inevitably
confronted with demands for and
ideas about authenticity, and

negotiate formulations of what is
real and good in their situated
context. Participating in localized
knitting cutures requires
positioning oneself in relation to
existing ideas about authenticity—
both the ideas that inform the
global market for knitwear and
those held dear by one’s
immediate neighbors. While
“romantic” and “enlightenment”
models of authenticity are
important to maker-customer
communication, within local
networks of makers “relational”
authenticity is key.
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Authenticity and Place-Based
Knitwear: Fair Isle and Aran
Knitting in Shetland and the
West of Ireland
Introduction
The subject of authenticity recurs fre-
quently in discussion of knitting prac-
tices and products which are linked
to places. The authenticity of local
crafts is commonly understood as the
intensity of their connection to a
place, the legitimacy of their claim to
a meaningful historical narrative, and
their uniqueness in comparison to
mass production. For those writing
academically who are more concerned
with examining authenticity in the
field of craft as a socially constructed
value system than adjudicating which
specific craft phenomena are or are
not authentic, several challenges pre-
sent themselves. First, both authenti-
city and craft are concepts which are
multiple and contested, with complex
and interrelated histories. Second,
anxious concern about authenticity
sometimes reflects a desire to assert
a purity of origin and practice which
has exclusionary implications, delegi-
timising the plural or hybrid in ways
that obscure marginalized craft histor-
ies (see Patel 2020, 175; Kuruo�glu
2022, 241). Third, discussion of
authenticity in knitting easily slips
into a quest for the authentic which,
as many have observed, is a never-
ending and unsatisfying one. Such a
“search for authenticity may be time-
less, driven by the existential alien-
ation inherent in the human
condition” (Canavan and McCamley
2021, 8). Yet even if the ideal vision
of authenticity is a mirage, it is one

that exerts a powerful pull. This pull is
deeply felt and instrumentalised, in
more and less thoughtful and ethical
ways, by many actors within knitting
markets and communities of practice.

The power of this attraction to the
real and then the real-er still is remin-
iscent of a short story by D. H.
Lawrence called “The Man Who Loved
Islands” (1997[1928], 151). This story’s
protagonist is driven to buy and move
to a small island, which he tries to
make into “the perfect place … A
minute world of pure perfection”
(Lawrence 1997[1928], 153). Finding
the seclusion less than perfect he
moves to a smaller island, only for life
to become overly crowded there too,
until “His island was hateful to him,
vulgar, a suburb” (Lawrence
1997[1928], 166). At last his quest
takes him to a third, still smaller
island of which he is the sole inhabit-
ant, where he nonetheless finds his
experience of isolation ruined by the
intrusion of “The elements! The ele-
ments!” (Lawrence 1997[1928], 173).
This fable-like narrative exemplifies
some of the ways small islands are
imagined from a mainland perspec-
tive in relation to European modern-
ism and modernity (Franks 2006,
106). Gillis (2007, 280), writing about
the phenomenon of mainlanders
habitually “sojourning” in island pla-
ces, remarks that “Imagined as espe-
cially historic or natural, islands slake
the modern thirst for that authenticity



which seems in short supply
on mainlands.”

Craft is also popularly imagined as
“especially historic or natural,” a res-
pite from the modern and the mecha-
nized. While the evolving concept of
craft is interwoven with that of
authenticity, as Kettley (2016, 170)
argues, “when craft is described as
authentic, it can mean different
things, and spring from very different
conceptions of knowledge, and polit-
ical agendas.” Kettley (2016, 170–171)
outlines three distinct models of
authenticity in relation to craft think-
ing: “romantic authenticity,” typified
in the legacy of the Arts and Crafts
movement as oneness between pro-
cess, form and function, signified by
the primacy of handwork and per-
sonal expression; “enlightenment
authenticity,” which demands
“transparency of process and the
establishment of universal truths”;
and “relational authenticity,” which

resides in “humanistic processes of
commitment and reciprocity.” Our
contemporary encounters with craft,
Kettley (2010, 13) argues, are charac-
terized by a “smeared simultaneity”
as different models of authenticity
come into play. Kettley (2010, 14) sug-
gests that contemporary craft can be
seen as “something that is fluid: as a
process, as an object, and as a cul-
tural frame.” As a cultural frame,
whole places may be viewed through
craft: in the UK and Ireland, small
islands frequently fall within
this frame.

As Harling Stalker and Burnett
(2016, 196) point out, “Islands, and
indeed crafts as well (Luckman 2015),
are often placed in the position of
being the “real thing.”” Given the
links between authenticity and craft,
and between authenticity and small
islands, styles of knitting that are
named after small islands—such as
Shetland’s “fair isle” stranded

colourwork (Figure 1) and Ireland’s
“aran” cabled knitting (Figure 2)—are
doubly marked as belonging to a
realm where authenticity, even where
undefined, is the ideal.1 Fair Isle is an
island with a population of around 55
and is part of Shetland, which is itself
an island archipelago off the north
coast of Scotland. The Aran Islands
are a group of three islands lying off
the west coast of Ireland.

As contemporary sites of knitwear
production, Shetland and the areas of
Ireland associated with aran knitting
have a great deal in common. Today,
they each have small knitwear facto-
ries, clusters of designer-makers, for-
mal textile education through
universities and related placement
schemes, and domestic hand-knitting
that was once a major contributor to
the local knitwear industry and which,
though largely hedonised, is still an
important part of the industry’s
mythos (see Abrams 2005 and

Figure 1
Jamieson’s of Shetland factory, Shetland. Photo by Susan Timmins as part of this study. Copyright the author. 2018.
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McHattie, Champion, and Broadley
2018 on Shetland; Cl�eir 2011 and
Carden 2014 on Ireland). Both places
are home to a complex assemblage
of textile-making practices ranging
from commercial production to craft
tourism, within which professional
and amateur contemporary making
are subject to a powerful heri-
tage gaze.

Talking with people involved in the
knitting industry and related practices
in both places about “skill,” as part
of a 2018–2019 study funded by the
Carnegie Trust, the idea of authenti-
city (not the word) arose frequently.
This project used semi-structured
interviews, field visits, participant
observation in Shetland’s knitting net-
works and desk research to investi-
gate “skill” in knit production in
Shetland and the west of Ireland.
Interviews and site visits in Shetland
took place in the islands of Mainland,

Fair Isle and Yell. In Ireland, locations
included Inis Me�ain in the Aran
Islands, County Galway and County
Donegal. Overall, 18 interviews were
recorded while many more important
conversations took place. In nearly all
of the interviews, participants talked
about what made their practices or
those of others real, appropriate, or
legitimate in their situated context: in
other words, authentic. Drawing on 14
anonymised interviews and observa-
tions from this study, I will consider
authenticity in relation to four themes
which reliably triggered authenticity-
related discourse: place, handwork,
materials and deception.

Authenticity and Place
Fair isle knitting is recognizable by its
multicolored patterning, with repeated
sequences of yarn changes which can
create intricate color effects while
forming the fabric’s stranded

construction. While many different col-
ors of yarn may be used in one item,
only two are used in each row of knit-
ting, with the strands carefully alter-
nated at the back of the work during
the knitting process to produce a
cloth with double thickness and sur-
face decoration. Because the “floats”
of yarn carried at the back need to be
relatively short for the fabric to be
cohesive, each color of yarn is usually
only used for a small number of
stitches at a time. Within these con-
straints—two colors per row and a few
stitches of each color before the next
change—a huge variety of visual
effects can be produced.

Aran knitting is marked by texture
rather than color, using prominent
“cable” stitch patterns which, as the
term suggests, often resemble ropes
or intertwined columns of stitches.
Cables are produced by rearranging
the order of in which stitches are

Figure 2
Hand knitted aran knitwear in construction, by Edel MacBride, Donegal. Photo by author. 2018.
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knitted, so that instead of working
from right to left along a row of
stitches, some are methodically
worked out of sequence. This action
twists the vertical columns of stitches
across or around each other, produc-
ing sculptural shapes and visual inter-
est. Cable patterns may be combined
with knit and purl (smooth and
raised) stitch patterns in aran knitting
to create complex effects. Aran gar-
ments are typically knitted in relatively
thick yarn compared to fair isle. Both
combine ornate decoration with a
workwear esthetic which invokes the
fishing and farming communities of
north Atlantic coasts.

For styles of knitting like fair isle or
aran, the strength of connection with
a particular place is central to claims
about authenticity. For example, while
the term “fair isle” has been used to
describe a wide range of stranded col-
orwork knitting made all around the
world, some regard it as inaccurate to

use the term even for garments knit
elsewhere in Shetland than the island
of Fair Isle itself, or for designs that
deviate too far from the arrangement
of “peerie2 patterns” found in early
Fair Isle examples (Figure 3). One way
to enforce the transparency
demanded by “enlightenment
authenticity” (Kettley 2016, 170) is to
legally restrict the use of certain terms
in order to “mark place-based
products” (Coombe and Aylwin 2011,
2027). Past knitting sector efforts to
protect the use of terms such as Fair
Isle or Aran have not been successful
(in contrast, for example, to the trade-
marking of Harris TweedVR weaving.) In
2011 “Shetland wool became Britain’s
first non-consumable product to gain
protected status under European
Union rules … although such protec-
tion was not extended to Fair Isle knit-
ting or patterns” (Butler 2019, 124). A
spinning mill manager interviewee in
Ireland remarked, “you can make a

Donegal product anywhere in the
world, it’s not that it’s … -
like champagne.”3

Without such markers, individual
makers and businesses must find
their own ways of highlighting the
connection of their products with their
place, constructing and communicat-
ing their own ethos of authenticity.
For example, a Fair Isle resident who
moved there from another country to
work for a designer knitwear business
said: “the core of knitting, I have
always been told … would be the pat-
tern, the wool and the fact that it is
made here in Fair Isle. To call some-
thing fair isle knitting, you should be
able to prove that you are using only
the traditional pattern of the island,
Shetland wool and it’s made here.”4

The unity of this vision—with form,
material and origin aligned—reflects
“romantic authenticity” while the
imperative to “prove” it shows the
influence of “enlightenment

Figure 3
Hats featured fair isle patterns, by Fair Isle Made In Fair Isle. Photo by author. 2018.
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authenticity” (Kettley 2016, 170) as a
concern with truth and evidence.

Makers and businesses give such
thought to the relationship of their
product and place partly in relation to
the perceived desires of outsiders,
whether visitors or remote customers:
“visitors to a place want to see Fair
Isle knitting because it’s Fair
Isle … the knitwear has got heritage,
it’s very well known”5; “a lot of peo-
ple are just wanting a garment made
in Fair Isle.”6 However, personal ideas
about authenticity are not only about
meeting consumer expectations, but
about the meaning and connection
that contribute to an experience of
“good work” (Harling Stalker and
Burnett 2016, 193). In an illustration
of the “commitment and reciprocity”
that characterize “relational
authenticity” (Kettley 2016, 171), a
relative newcomer to Fair Isle
recounted how

When [X] taught me finishing, well [Y]
had taught her to finish, so … it is
being passed on to you as it was
passed on to the people that have
then taught it to you … Fair Isle is so
well-known around the world for Fair
Isle knitting … So … you almost get
the feeling that you’re part of
something bigger.7

This sense of continuity and soli-
darity does not mean that, even in
Fair Isle (where residents total around
55) people all knit in the same way,
or for the same purposes. Indeed the
diversity of types of knit production
within this very small population is
striking, including a luxury brand pro-
ducing designer garments by hand-
operated flatbed machine on-island
and computerized (Shima Seiki)
machine off-island, a group of inde-
pendent makers operating as an

informal co-operative to produce a
uniform range of flatbed products
sold online and to tourists, and indi-
vidual designer-makers engaged in
wide-ranging hand and machine tex-
tile processes. One of these individu-
als explained “I’ve had to define it a
bit … it’s bringing it down to the ori-
gins … anything that’s got a lot of
sheep’s wool from Fair Isle in it. And
it’s made in Fair Isle.”8

Similarly, in the rest of Shetland,
the geographical “origins” of knitted
products and knitting processes are
important. A knit machine technician
remarked jokingly that before she
moved to Shetland from mainland
Scotland “it was always in the back
of my mind, where is this magical
knitting island that everyone just
loves wool and sheep and textiles?”9

Of course there is no “magical knit-
ting island,” but knit makers in
Shetland negotiate their sense of
authenticity in relation to this
“romantic” perception. A Shetland
knitwear designer-maker with strong
roots in the local knitting industry
who also teaches knitting online said
“because of the things like [Shetland]
Wool Week … Shetland being so well-
known for its knitwear, it was within
months an international business … -
they’re all so keen because they
know I’m here in Shetland.”10 A
designer-maker based in Shetland,
who describes her work as “way out
of line for typical Shetland … this is
21st century and it has to be,”
explained that “[on] my website you
see the photos of the croft … to try to
convey this isn’t made in China.”11 A
third designer-maker, who started her
knitting business after moving home
to Shetland following an unrelated
career elsewhere, specializes in
accessories someone “might wear in
the commute to work in a city.”12 She

explained that “you can be distant
from some of your markets but … for
my business being in Shetland is a
draw too.” A commitment to authenti-
city as geographical provenance can
be seen in her remark: “I think it’s
important for the products that I
make to come from Shetland … the
patterns are fair isle patterns. And
even those that are not, they’re devel-
oped in the fair isle tradition. I felt
that it had to be made in Shetland.”

The relationship between knitting
in Fair Isle itself and in Shetland as a
whole is echoed by that between knit-
ting in the Aran Islands and Ireland,
particularly the clusters of knit produc-
tion along Ireland’s rural west coast.
However, unlike Fair Isle, the Aran
Islands are home to a knitting factory
(Figure 4). The logistical challenges of
operating this kind of production on a
small island—even one located about
9 miles from Ireland’s shore, as
opposed to Fair Isle’s 24 miles from
Shetland’s Mainland and about 80
miles from the mainland Scotland,
are significant. A factory owner
remarked that “we had to aim at the
top end, we couldn’t be competing on
basic product.”13 In terms of the extra
marketing cachet of this location, he
said “there used to be no advanta-
ge … it’s only in recent years that
we’ve got across the story of who we
are.” Getting this story across
includes “looking at old styles and
doing them in a new way,” making
tangible links between product and
place such as calling a design “after
the fisherman who used to wear
it … it was full of holes, but he kept
wearing it. It’s an almost 90, 100-
year-old sweater we pulled out of a
shed and just reproduced it.” A
photograph of the original, worn gar-
ment is displayed in online marketing
material (Inis Me�ain Knitting Co.

Authenticity and Place-Based Knitwear 7



2021). Here we see a “romantic” con-
cern with unitary origins communi-
cated with an “enlightenment”
concern for evidence and a
“relational” emphasis on interper-
sonal connection; these forms of
authenticity are invoked with the
“simultaneity” which Kettley (2010,
14) argues is common in contempor-
ary experience.

Elsewhere in Ireland, Southwest
County Donegal is home to a cluster
of knitting, spinning, weaving enter-
prises, which several interviewees
related to historical “cottage industry”
production, “where there were men

shearing the sheep, sheep shearing
and dying, hand carding, hand spin-
ning and primarily the yarn would
have been for the use of hand knitting
and for the hand weaving, the hand
looms.”14 Ireland’s Congested
Districts Board, which existed to
address rural deprivation, supported
the textile industry in Donegal in the
early twentieth century (Beattie 2013,
10, 80). As a result, the local spinning
mill, which is also a knitting and
weaving factory, was what a manager
described as “a state-owned organ-
isation” until, threatened with closure
in the early 2000s, “the customers

lobbied to the state body and … it
was agreed that they would look at
private investors at that point in 2004
and in 2006 it came under private
ownership.”15 This episode was
remembered with relief by local textile
producers encountered in the course
of this research.16 The argument was
that closing the mill would “kill off a
complete heritage” and affect wea-
vers and knitters who “can substitute
it with another product but … want
to … have something that’s
unique.”17 That unique local identity
includes Aran knitting: the manager
reports that “a big part of this

Figure 4
The Cniot�ail Inis Me�ain factory exterior across locally characteristic stone field. Aran Islands, Ireland. Photo by
author. 2018.
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business is and has been the trad-
itional Aran sweater … we still
sell … the 3-ply Aran Shetland quality
[yarn] which is the typical b�ain�ın
Aran sweater.”18

In a rural or island area with a
small population and smaller knitting
sector, there is a high degree of inter-
relationship and interdependence
between different enterprises. The
networks of reciprocal obligation and
connection which contribute to
“relational authenticity” (Kettley 2016,
170) may not be highlighted in adver-
tising but are crucial to how small
craft producers operate. For example,
if the owner of what he describes as
a “cottage industry” business in
Donegal receives a large order from a
Japanese client and is “under pres-
sure,” he is able to collaborate with a
local factory who “knit it for me, and
we finish it off.”19

Authenticity, Handwork
and Automation
Knit production takes place at varied
levels of automation and industrializa-
tion. As Abrams and Gardner (2021,
166–167) argue, “since the mid-nine-
teenth century knitting has main-
tained a dual identity as a hand craft
and an industrial process,” with hand
and machine production existing in
“interconnectedness and mutual
dependence” in Shetland. Place-
based knitwear styles such as those
of Shetland and the west of Ireland
heighten the interconnectedness
between hand and machine activity,
as the hand-focused “romantic
authenticity” (Kettley 2016, 170) of
fair isle and aran knitting influences
all modes of knit production in
these places.

Knitting machinery ranges from
entirely manual to computer-con-
trolled: examples include hand-

operated flatbed machines, CAD-
enabled industrial machines such as
those made by Shima Seiki and, most
recently, Shima Seiki’s
WholegarmentVR systems which
remove the need for additional proc-
esses like joining pieces of fabric
together. Flatbed machines have long
“beds” of needles, across which
strands of yarn are carried to produce
rows of knitted fabric. Hand-operated
flatbed machines, already common in
factories, began to be produced for
domestic use “in the postwar deca-
des” (Abrams and Gardner 2021, 177)
and continue to enable the commer-
cial production of knitwear by inde-
pendent designers, allowing flat
pieces of fabric to be made much
faster than handknitting. These
machines still require a lot of hand
manipulation to produce stitch pat-
terns, color changes or shaping.
“Automatic” versions of this same
basic equipment use motorized ele-
ments, such as punch cards which
produce stitch patterns, to reduce the
need for manual intervention when
creating complex fabric (Spencer
2001, 226). Computer Aided Design
(CAD) software is integrated with mod-
ern industrial machines made by com-
panies like Shima Seiki, which can
produce large quantities of knit fabric
with speed, precision and minimal
intervention. The Shima Seiki
machines used by the producers in
this study produce flat pieces of fab-
ric, which need to be joined together
to make three dimensional garments
through skilled hand labor. However,
Shima Seiki also make
WholegarmentVR systems which pro-
duce three dimensional items without
these manual steps (Jin and Shin
2021, 16).

An example from Fair Isle shows
how moves toward automation are

influenced by the interconnected
nature of local knitting cultures, rather
than being decided unilaterally by the
business concerned. The owner of
Fair Isle’s designer knitwear company
had an “ambition” to set up a Shima
Seiki industrial knitting machine on
the island. (Currently, the more afford-
able range of her products is made
with the same machines elsewhere,
while other ranges are made with
handflat machines on Fair Isle.) She
explained that “to me, the important
thing was to have fair isle made in
Fair Isle, whichever way, whether it
was hand-knitted with a hand-frame
machine or industrial machine, I felt it
should be made here.”20 However,
the proposal did not come to pass: “I
had this ambition of having an indus-
trial knitting machine on the island
but a complication of such a scheme
is very big. From, at that time, power
source to workforce.” Within such a
small population the workforce means
neighbors, some of whom were not
persuaded that an industrial machine
would be a benefit to the island,
whether from the point of view of
competition with other businesses,
personal preferences as to working
styles, or a feeling that the presence
of a computerized, motorized
machine would dilute the handwork-
focused, “romantic” (Kettley 2016,
170) authenticity of the island’s knit-
ting as a whole. One remarked that
“to me it sort of ceased to be a craft
if you are into, if you are getting more
into an industry you know, and if you
have electric machines … I think that
the craft side of it is going, it just
goes that way … And it really is that
side of it, the manual side I enjoy.”21

Another said “I think you’re losing
some of what makes Fair Isle, Fair Isle
or what makes fair isle knitwear, fair
isle knitwear by doing that here,”

Authenticity and Place-Based Knitwear 9



though also recognized that “it’s a
completely different thing,” legitim-
ately producing different kinds of
product for different reasons.22

Conflicting ideas about what makes
place-based knitwear authentic (in
this case, where it is made vs how it
is made) coexist. What actually hap-
pens is mediated not only by market

forces but also by the relational net-
works of “commitment and reciproci-
ty” (Kettley 2016, 171) that are
heightened in small communities.
Without the enthusiasm of the whole
community, introducing a Shima Seiki
machine would be impossible in a
place like Fair Isle. The business in
question continues to develop in

other directions. This includes “writing
a book for hand knitters,”23 which
was published in 2021.

As Turney (2009, 80) argues, hand
knitting in the twenty-first century is
shaped by a context where
“handmade objects are imbrued with
touch and therefore offer a sense of
the ‘authentic’ in an inauthentic

Figure 5
Handprints in oil on the factory wall in Jamieson’s of Shetland. Photo by Susan Timmins as part of this study. Copyright
the author. 2018.
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world.” The digital revolution has
been accompanied by a fetishization
of craft in elite consumption (Ocejo
2017; Gibson 2016, 62) and of
“working with your hands” (Crawford
2010), both presenting the expansion
of the digital realm as a societal
experience of alienation from the hap-
tic, tactile world. While “communities
of practice where skills are formed as
a web of knowledge are possible
within this online space” (Tedder
2016, 167), craft practices themselves
are posited as a sanctuary from the
digital screen, and craft-related indus-
tries rely on “delivering (and market-
ing) manual labor process” (Gibson
2016, 61).

The symbolic binary between
“craft,” associated with the hand and
the home, and “manufacture,” with
its machines and factory production,
is of course not an accurate reflection
of the complex and varied ways that
things get made (see Adamson 2019).
For example, scholars identify “craft”
as part of factory-based labor (Klekot
2020), and as an aspect of the inter-
national commodity chains that sup-
ply mass market fast fashion (Chu
2016). The identification of particular
tasks as skilled craft or so-called
“low-skilled,” repetitive, alienated
labor sometimes has little to do with
the nature of the task itself. The hand
that does the work may be fetishized
as part of a brand built on the valor-
ization of craft skill, or rendered invis-
ible within commodity chains that
draw as little consumer and regulatory
attention as possible to the circum-
stances of production. Just as the
hand is more or less visible, the skill
of the hand is understood differently
depending on the social context of
the worker, as highlighted in work on
“nimble fingers” and women’s
employment (Elson and

Pearson 1981; Mills 2005). While Chu
(2016) highlights the importance of
“craft-like labor” to the flexibility and
speed of mass market clothing pro-
duction in southern China, the par-
ticular kinds of skill this labor
requires are not intended to be visible
to the consumer in the finished gar-
ment. In the case of place-based
“making cultures” such as those in
the regions associated with Fair Isle
and Aran knitting, the hand and its
skill are, by contrast, highly relevant
to how objects and practices are
understood and valued, even at the
industrialized and automated
end of the making spectrum (Carr and
Gibson 2016; Figure 5).

If one end of this spectrum is
handknitting with two needles at a
time and the other is a
WholegarmentVR computerized
machine, many contemporary mak-
ers in places with strong industrial
knitting heritage fall somewhere
in-between. For those producing
knitwear on manual knitting
machines, making the handwork
within the process intelligible to
potential customers is particularly
important. The transparency of
“enlightenment authenticity” can
be used to disrupt simplistic under-
standings of handwork vs machine
making, while communicating the
tactile qualities and hand techni-
ques which “romantic authenticity”
celebrates (Kettley 2016, 170). One
of the knitters on Fair Isle
working with the unofficial co-
operative said

as soon as you say, no it’s not hand-
knit, they envisage, I think industrial
machines where you press a button
and you sit back and do
nothing … you have to explain to
people, it’s not hand knitting but the

machines, they’re not automated, it’s
manual, everything you do … it’s all a
manual process… 24

A mainland Shetland designer-
maker described how

We will need to explain that these are
made to measure pieces … hand
framed and hand shaped as well. It’s
finding a way to articulate it … for
somebody that’s not in the
industry … people that come here,
have come here to see what the
process is, which is helpful. But yes,
we do, at the moment, have people
come in and say why does this one
cost this?25

Social media, as well as tourism,
offers a way to show the detail of
making processes. While such com-
munication is useful, occasionally
interactions can be challenging. One
Fair Isle knitter remembered sharing
photographs of a jumper

in various stages on Twitter … One
man, he actually is a Shetlander and
he commented and … he was very,
very negative on the whole thing - of
course ‘my mother and aunt all used
to knit by hand and this is nothing
compared’ and ‘it’s a shame, there’s
no surviving skills’.26

Another Fair Isle knitter remem-
bered an encounter with a visiting
cruise ship passenger who “was not
interested because it was knitted on
a machine, it hasn’t hand knitted,
and I just carried on doing it and he
came back and he said, ‘yeah I
see …’, he had just switched off from
it immediately but after watching
he realized.”27

As every amateur hand knitter who
has been told, kindly, “you should
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sell that!” can attest, enacting an
“authentic” ideal of hand making
tends to take knitwear outside the
realm of commercial production. A
Fair Isle designer-maker with a diverse
and expert textile practice was once
asked to make the ultimate hand-
made fair isle jumper for a client in
another country: he requested she
spin the wool of her own sheep into
yarn and knit him a complex, bespoke
garment by hand. She explained that,
alongside her other work, this could
take years and would be very costly.
He insisted he was prepared for this,
such was his enthusiasm for the truly
handmade. “[He] says he’ll wait a life-
time on a hand-spun, handknitted
jumper and he nearly did!”28 By the
time the craftswoman had completed
the enormous task, however, the
man’s enthusiasm had carried him so
far that he had left his well-paid job
to set up his own craft business and
was no longer in a position to buy
the jumper.

As this story suggests, popular
interest in places with strong knitting
histories is driven partly by people
who are makers themselves. The 21st
century surge in knitting as a pleasur-
able activity, as opposed to a prac-
tical necessity, has brought a new
kind of attention to the knitwear sec-
tors of Shetland and Ireland, with leis-
ure knitters and craft tourists
interested in these places as founts
of skill and authenticity. A mainland
Shetland factory/mill manager
remarked “The more widely our hand-
knit yarns get known about the more
people want to come and see where
we are … the handknit yarns, that’s
really what’s pushed us into the tour-
ism side of things.”29 He went on to
discuss the difference between a cus-
tomer for a finished product and one

buying yarn to use in their own
hand knitting:

We buy fashion because we like it, not
generally because of where it came
from or whatever.
Whereas … imagine how long that
would take to knit … so they’ve
invested so much time and love into
what they’re doing, then … they want
to dig in a bit deeper.

Similarly, the manager of an Irish
mill remarked that hand knitters
“appreciate, you know … we make
the yarn but they make it into
something.”30

Authenticity and Materials
As mentioned in the above section
“Authenticity and place,” many
Shetland knitters’ formulations of
what “real” Shetland or Fair Isle knit-
ting is include the use of Shetland
wool (Figure 6). As a manager of the
Shetland spinning mill explains, this
fiber comes with its own sense of
provenance: “It’s this weird wool that
comes from a weird little sheep in a
weird place in the middle of nowhere-
… we’ve got that story attached to
it.”31 Some commercial makers in
Shetland choose other wool to give
the specific handle they are looking
for, saying things like “I went to the
very top, I sourced the world leader
in … super fine merino wool.”32

Those using yarn from the local mill
explain their choice not only as an
ideal fit between form and material in
place-based knitting, reflective of
“romantic authenticity,” but in terms
of community benefit, in the
“relational authenticity” mode
(Kettley 2016, 170). For example, the
Fair Isle designer knitwear producer
says “it’s important to keep every-
thing as local as possible … they’re a

family-run business … it’s maintaining
our tradition, our culture, it’s main-
taining people living here … it’s all
about … the preservation of the man-
ufacturing and the skills here.”33

In Donegal in Ireland, commercial
makers of Aran knitwear describe the
unique appeal of yarn from their local
mill in terms of its look and texture,
rather than its substance: “Local
yarn … It’s the flecks, it’s the tweedy
effect” (Figure 7).34 This can be used
to play with color; for example, a
designer-maker who champions aran
knitting through teaching and tourism
has worked with this mill to develop
her own colourway.35 Unlike in
Shetland, during the late twentieth
century Irish fleece became little used
in yarn. As the Irish mill manager put
it, “the yarn has been developed from
a rustic coarse yarn to a very modern
soft merino, so whilst the integrity of
the product is still there in terms of
its USP, it’s become more suitable.”36

Consumer preference is for a
smoother feel; a local commercial
handknitter of Aran garments
described Irish fleece as “too hard,”
while the mill manager explained
“you either like that type of follicle or
you don’t.”37 This imperative for soft-
ness and smoothness has long out-
weighed the desire for local sheep’s
wool in Irish knitwear products (Figure
8), especially given that an authentic
link to place can be communicated
through the unusual flecked color and
texture of yarn produced by the local
spinning process. However, in recent
years consumer interest in the proven-
ance of fleece has increased and “a
lot of the brands now are very con-
scious of sustainability and trace-
ability.”38 There is also increased
interest in the potential of Irish wool
from the Irish government and agricul-
tural stakeholders, with the 2022
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publication of a national “Wool
Feasibility Study” which recommends
the establishment of a Wool Council
(Department of Agriculture, Food and
Marine (Ireland) 2022). The Donegal
mill discussed above, alongside other
Irish textile and agriculture enter-
prises, has been working to introduce
more Irish wool into locally spun yarn.
As the result of a long research and

development process, they have suc-
cessfully launched a 60/40 Irish/New
Zealand wool yarn.

Authenticity, Distinction
and Deception
One reason that authenticity matters
for knitwear producers in places like
Shetland and Ireland is that the styles
to which they lay particular claim can

be designed and made all around the
world, in places that do not have the
logistical drawbacks of rural and
island locations for manufacturing.
Some of the emphasis on authenticity
in these networks of makers, whose
processes are highly transparent to
one another in small communities, is
about combatting misrepresentation
of knitwear in the wider marketplace

Figure 6
Bags of Shetland wool in Jamieson’s of Shetland. Photo by Susan Timmins as part of this study. Copyright the
author. 2018.
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and distinguishing products which
“benefit the local community”39 from
those that only bear its name.
Interviewees were alert to the poten-
tial exaggeration of “handmade-
ness”: “the only hands that touch
them really are maybe somebody
that’s checking for quality
control … You’ll get a wee sticker of a
name of the person that checked
it … it grates a bit sometimes.”40 In
Ireland, cheaply made Aran-style knit-
wear is highly visible along well-
established mass tourism trails. An

owner of a local knitwear company
worried that “certain compa-
nies … are bringing in knitwear made
abroad … . But now, the tourists are
getting smart because they know
themselves from the price.”
Companies making knitwear in
Ireland need to
distinguish themselves from
imported products through
craftsmanship and “the story”41. This
means articulating their own
formulations of authenticity through
hyperlocal and personal imagery,

reflecting “romantic authenticity,”
and pursuing the “enlightenment
authenticity” ideal of
transparency in craft processes
(Kettley 2016, 170).

Conclusion
While, as noted in the Introduction,
quests for authenticity can be endless
and draw on different legitimating dis-
courses, this enables different kinds
of knitwear producers in places like
Shetland and the west of Ireland to
differentiate themselves from each

Figure 7
Brightly colored fleece being combined in Donegal Yarns, Ireland. Photo by author. 2018.
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other as well as from their globalized
competition. Authenticity is operation-
alized as a form of distinction both
for knitwear produced in a specific
area within a global market, and for
the work of individual producers in
relation to those immediately around
them (Bourdieu 2013; Gibson 2016,
63; Tuite and Horton 2019, 284).
Those engaged in knitting related to
small islands are inevitably con-
fronted with demands for and ideas
about authenticity, and negotiate for-
mulations of what is real and good in
their situated context: factors such as
being made “here,” or having a sub-
stantial portion of production “here,”

whether on a small island or a larger
landmass; using yarn from the local
sheep breed or the maker’s own
flock or the fleece that local knitters
have long preferred; designs with
roots in the locality or the maker’s
family or of one’s own creation; bene-
fitting and participating in the
“community”; honesty about all
these things.

While “romantic” and
“enlightenment” authenticity are
projected toward customers,
within these communities of mak-
ers “relational authenticity”
(Kettley 2016, 171) is to the fore.
Authenticity functions as a “social

virtue” (Guignon 2004, 151; see
also Malpas 2015) within the
closely interconnected networks
that make up localized knitting
cultures with international reputa-
tions. Given the small populations
and smaller knitting sectors of
these places, enterprises and peo-
ple occupy multiple roles and
move between positions of com-
petition and collaboration. While
marketing imagery around place-
based knitting—including that
made in completely unrelated con-
texts—may invoke authenticity as
a simplistic, bounded and static
identity claim, what emerges

Figure 8
Derelict “Wool Stores” building in Co. Galway. Ireland. Photo by author. 2018.

Authenticity and Place-Based Knitwear 15



amongst makers in these places is
a negotiated sense of authenticity
as legitimized interdependence,
as “belonging” less in the sense
of fixed rootedness than of being
good neighbors.

Notes
1. For the purposes of this

article, Fair Isle and Aran refer
to islands while fair isle and
aran refer to styles of knitting.

2. “little” in Shetland dialect
3. Interviewee 1, interviewed by

author, Donegal (Ireland),
December 18, 2018

4. Interviewee 6, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 18, 2018

5. Interviewee 7, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 17, 2018

6. Interviewee 8, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 17, 2018

7. Interviewee 9, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 18, 2018

8. Interviewee 7, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 17, 2018

9. Interviewee 11, interviewed by
author, Mainland (Shetland),
November 21, 2018

10. Interviewee 14, interviewed by
author, Mainland (Shetland),
November 09, 2018

11. Interviewee 12, interviewed by
author, Mainland (Shetland),
February 15, 2019

12. Interviewee 13, interviewed by
author, Mainland (Shetland),
September 18, 2018

13. Interviewee 2, interviewed by
author, Inis Me�ain (Ireland),
October 18, 2018

14. Interviewee 1, interviewed by
author, Donegal (Ireland),
December 18, 2018

15. Ibid.
16. For example, Interviewee 5,

interviewed by author,
Donegal (Ireland), December
20, 2018

17. Interviewee 1, interviewed by
author, Donegal (Ireland),
December 18, 2018

18. Ibid.
19. Interviewee 3, interviewed by

author, Donegal (Ireland),
December 17, 2018

20. Interviewee 8, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 17, 2018

21. Interviewee 10, interviewed
by author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 19, 2018

22. Interviewee 9, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 18, 2018

23. Interviewee 8, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 17, 2018

24. Interviewee 9, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 18, 2018

25. Interviewee 14, interviewed by
author, Mainland (Shetland),
November 09, 2018

26. Interviewee 9, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 18, 2018

27. Interviewee 10, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 19, 2018

28. Interviewee 7, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 17, 2018

29. Interviewee 15, interviewed by
author, Mainland (Shetland),
October 12, 2018

30. Interviewee 1, interviewed by
author, Donegal (Ireland),
December 18, 2018

31. Interviewee 15, interviewed by
author, Mainland (Shetland),
October 12, 2018

32. Interviewee 12, interviewed by
author, Mainland (Shetland),
February 15, 2019

33. Interviewee 8, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 17, 2018

34. Interviewee 7, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 17, 2018

35. Interviewee 5, interviewed by
author, Donegal (Ireland),
December 20, 2018

36. Interviewee 1, interviewed by
author, Donegal (Ireland),
December 18, 2018

37. Interviewee 4, interviewed by
author, Donegal (Ireland),
December 18, 2018

38. Interviewee 1, interviewed by
author, Donegal (Ireland),
December 18, 2018

39. Interviewee 8, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 17, 2018

40. Interviewee 7, interviewed by
author, Fair Isle (Shetland),
November 17, 2018

41. Interviewee 2, interviewed by
author, Inis Me�ain (Ireland),
October 18, 2018

Acknowledgements
The author is grateful to all those
who have hosted field visits and
participated in this research.

Funding
This work was supported by the
Carnegie Trust with a Research
Incentive Grant [RIG007752].

ORCID
Si�un Carden http://orcid.org/
0000-0002-9998-3558

16 Si�un Carden



References
Abrams, Lynn. 2005.Myth and
Materiality in a Woman’s World:
Shetland 1800-2000. Oxford:
Manchester University Press.

Abrams, Lynn, and Lin Gardner. 2021.
“Recognising the Co-Dependence of
Machine and Hand in the Scottish
Knitwear Industry.” Textile History 52
(1–2): 165–189. doi:10.1080/
00404969.2021.201476.

Adamson, Glenn. 2019. The Invention
of Craft. London: Bloomsbury
Academic.

Beattie, Sean. 2013. Donegal in
Transition: The Impact of the
Congested Districts Board. Sallins:
Merrion.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 2013. Distinction: A
Social Critique of the Judgement of
Taste. New York, NY: Routledge.

Butler, Richard W. 2019. “Fair Isle:
Half a Century of Change.” Scottish
Geographical Journal 135 (1-2):
123–138. doi:10.1080/14702541.2019.
1635264.

Canavan, Brendan, and Claire
McCamley. 2021. “Negotiating
Authenticity: Three Modernities.”
Annals of Tourism Research 88 (May):
103185. doi:10.1016/j.annals.2021.
103185.

Carden, Si�un. 2014. “Cable Crossings:
The Aran Jumper as Myth and
Merchandise.” Costume 48 (2):
260–275. doi:10.1179/0590887614Z.
00000000053.

Carr, Chantel, and Chris Gibson. 2016.
“Geographies of Making: Rethinking
Materials and Skills for Volatile
Futures.” Progress in Human
Geography 40 (3): 297–315. doi:10.
1177/0309132515578775.

Chu, Nellie. 2016. “The Emergence of
“Craft” and Migrant Entrepreneurship
along the Global Commodity Chains
for Fast Fashion in Southern China.”
The Journal of Modern Craft 9 (2):
193–213. doi:10.1080/17496772.2016.
1205278.

Cl�eir, S�ıle de. 2011. “Creativity in the
Margins: Identity and Locality in
Ireland’s Fashion Journey.” Fashion
Theory 15 (2): 201–224. doi:10.2752/
175174111X12954359478726.

Coombe, Rosemary J, and Nicole
Aylwin. 2011. “Bordering Diversity and
Desire: Using Intellectual Property to
Mark Place-Based Products.”
Environment and Planning A:
Economy and Space 43 (9):
2027–2042. doi:10.1068/a43256.

Crawford, Matthew. 2010. The Case
for Working with Your Hands: Or Why
Office Work is Bad for Us and Fixing
Things Feels Good. London: Penguin.

Department of Agriculture, Food and
Marine (Ireland). 2022. “Review of
Market Opportunities for Irish Grown
Wool Based Products.” Accessed 20
July 2022. gov.ie –Wool Feasibility
Study published (www.gov.ie).

Elson, Diane, and Ruth Pearson. 1981.
““Nimble Fingers Make Cheap
Workers”: An Analysis of Women’s
Employment in Third World Export
Manufacturing.” Feminist Review 7 (1):
87–107. doi:10.2307/1394761.

Franks, Jill. 2006. Islands and the
Modernists: The Allure of Isolation in
Art, Literature and Science. Jefferson:
McFarland.

Gibson, Chris. 2016. “Material
Inheritances: How Place, Materiality,
and Labor Process Underpin the Path-
Dependent Evolution of Contemporary
Craft Production.” Economic

Geography 92 (1): 61–86. doi:10.

1080/00130095.2015.1092211.

Gillis, John R. 2007. “Island

Sojourns.” Geographical Review 97

(2): 274–287. doi:10.1111/j.1931-0846.

2007.tb00403.x.

Guignon, Charles. 2004. On Being

Authentic. London: Taylor & Francis

Group. http://ebookcentral.proquest.

com/lib/uhi/detail.action?docID=

200071.

Inis Me�ain Knitting Co. 2021.

“Mairt�ın Beag Gal�anta: A Century of

Style.” Accessed 20 July 2022.

https://inismeain.ie/mairtin-beag-

galanta.

Jin, Byoungho Ellie, and Daeun Chloe

Shin. 2021. “The Power of 4th

Industrial Revolution in the Fashion

Industry: What, Why, and How Has

the Industry Changed?” Fashion and

Textiles 8 (1): 31. doi:10.1186/s40691-

021-00259-4.

Kettley, Sarah. 2010. “Fluidity in Craft

and Authenticity.” Interactions 17 (5):

12–15. doi:10.1145/1836216.1836219.

Kettley, Sarah. 2016. ““You’ve Got to

Keep Looking, Looking, Looking”:

Craft Thinking and Authenticity.” Craft

Research 7 (2): 165–185. doi:10.1386/

crre.7.2.165_1.

Klekot, Ewa. 2020. “The Craft of

Factory Labor.” Journal of American

Folklore 133 (528): 205–227. doi:10.

5406/jamerfolk.133.528.0205.

Kuruo�glu, Alev Pınar. 2022. “16 Are

All Bodies Knitworthy?." Chapter 16

241.” In The Routledge Companion to

Marketing and Feminism, edited by

Pauline Maclaran, Lorna Stevens, and

Olga Kravets. New York, NY:

Routledge.

Authenticity and Place-Based Knitwear 17

https://doi.org/10.1080/00404969.2021.201476
https://doi.org/10.1080/00404969.2021.201476
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702541.2019.1635264
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702541.2019.1635264
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2021.103185
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2021.103185
https://doi.org/10.1179/0590887614Z.00000000053
https://doi.org/10.1179/0590887614Z.00000000053
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132515578775
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309132515578775
https://doi.org/10.1080/17496772.2016.1205278
https://doi.org/10.1080/17496772.2016.1205278
https://doi.org/10.2752/175174111X12954359478726
https://doi.org/10.2752/175174111X12954359478726
https://doi.org/10.1068/a43256
http://www.gov.ie
https://doi.org/10.2307/1394761
https://doi.org/10.1080/00130095.2015.1092211
https://doi.org/10.1080/00130095.2015.1092211
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1931-0846.2007.tb00403.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1931-0846.2007.tb00403.x
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uhi/detail.action?docID=200071
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uhi/detail.action?docID=200071
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uhi/detail.action?docID=200071
https://inismeain.ie/mairtin-beag-galanta
https://inismeain.ie/mairtin-beag-galanta
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40691-021-00259-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40691-021-00259-4
https://doi.org/10.1145/1836216.1836219
https://doi.org/10.1386/crre.7.2.165_1
https://doi.org/10.1386/crre.7.2.165_1
https://doi.org/10.5406/jamerfolk.133.528.0205
https://doi.org/10.5406/jamerfolk.133.528.0205


Lawrence, D. H. 1997[1928]. “The Man
Who Loved Islands.” In The Woman
Who Rode Away and Other Stories,
edited by D. H. Lawrence, D. Mehl,
and C. Jansohn. London: Penguin
Twentieth Century Classics.

Luckman, Susan. 2015. Craft and the
Creative Economy. London: Palgrave
Macmillan UK. doi:10.1057/
9781137399687.

Harling Stalker, Lynda, and Kathryn A.
Burnett. 2016. “Good Work? Scottish
Cultural Workers’ Narratives about
Working and Living on Islands.”
Island Studies Journal 11 (1): 193–208.
doi:10.24043/isj.342.

Malpas, Jeff. 2015. “From Extremity to
Releasement: Place, Authenticity, and
the Self.” In Horizons of Authenticity
in Phenomenology, Existentialism,
and Moral Psychology: Essays in
Honor of Charles Guignon, edited by
Hans Pedersen and Megan Altman,
45–62. Contributions to
Phenomenology. Dordrecht: Springer

Netherlands. doi:10.1007/978-94-017-
9442-8_4.

McHattie, Lynn-Sayers, Katherine
Champion, and Cara Broadley. 2018.
“Craft, Textiles, and Cultural Assets in
the Northern Isles: Innovation from
Tradition in the Shetland Islands.”
Island Studies Journal 13 (2): 39–54.
doi:10.24043/isj.47.

Mills, Mary Beth. 2005. “From Nimble
Fingers to Raised Fists: Women and
Labor Activism in Globalizing
Thailand.” Signs: Journal of Women in
Culture and Society 31 (1): 117–144.
doi:10.1086/431370.

Ocejo, Richard E. 2017.Masters of
Craft: Old Jobs in the New Urban
Economy. Illustrated edition.
Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

Patel, Karen. 2020. “Diversity
Initiatives and Addressing Inequalities
in Craft.” In Pathways into Creative
Working Lives, edited by Stephanie
Taylor and Susan Luckman,

175–191. Creative Working Lives.
Cham: Springer International
Publishing. doi:10.1007/978-3-030-
38246-9_10.

Spencer, D. J. 2001. Knitting
Technology: A Comprehensive
Handbook and Practical Guide.
London: Taylor & Francis.

Tuite, Alexandra, and Kathleen
Horton. 2019. “Crafting Symbolic
Value: Art, Craft and Independent
Fashion.” Creative Industries Journal
12 (3): 284–300. doi:10.1080/
17510694.2019.1621587.

Tedder, Victoria. 2016. “Digital Stories
and Handmade Skills: Explorations in
How Digital Methods Can Be Used to
Study Transmissions of Skill.” In
Digital Methods for Social Science,
157–170. London: Palgrave Macmillan
UK.

Turney, Joanne. 2009. The Culture of
Knitting. London: Bloomsbury
Academic.

18 Si�un Carden

https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137399687
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137399687
https://doi.org/10.24043/isj.342
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9442-8_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9442-8_4
https://doi.org/10.24043/isj.47
https://doi.org/10.1086/431370
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38246-9_10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38246-9_10
https://doi.org/10.1080/17510694.2019.1621587
https://doi.org/10.1080/17510694.2019.1621587

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Authenticity and Place
	Authenticity, Handwork and Automation
	Authenticity and Materials
	Authenticity, Distinction and Deception
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Funding
	Orcid
	References


