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Abstract

This article explores knitting design as a practice of social generativity, emphasizing how
the wider process around the act of “making” goes beyond mere material production to
become a powerful tool for building relationships, communities, and social capital. Start-
ing from a theoretical framework through the results of experimental research, it exam-
ines the cultural, ethical, and methodological significance of knitting in vulnerable social
contexts, interpreting the technique as a generative action able to create a “social fabric”
through participatory practices. The article presents the exhibition The Five Knots of
Well-being, one of the outcomes of the Methexis project, funded by the Polisocial Award
2023, which used mathematical models and narrative methods to represent social ties
in San Vittore prison’s Young Adults section. The exhibition provided an interpretation of
qualitative and quantitative data into multisensory physical patterns and sound, fostering
reflection on the ethical meaning of making. Knitting emerges as a tool for communica-
tion, mediation, and inclusion, embodying social networks and fostering awareness of
marginalized realities, linked to responsible, socially engaged design.



1. Introduction

The role of “making” in contemporary design emerges as a
constantly evolving field, where the material dimension of the
object gradually gives way to a social, cultural, and ethical di-
mension. While the history of design has often oscillated be-
tween a focus on the product and that on the process, the act
of “making” in design progressively emerged as a relational
and generative practice, capable of impacting the quality of
relationships and collective well-being.

From this perspective, design is no longer simply an exercise in
form or function, but becomes an evolving “design thought”, as
defined by Andrea Branzi interviewed by Poncellini.

Poncellini (2022, p. 9) then notes how this design thought is
the action of applying thought to the project, in a continuous
and infinite present in which this action “is constantly nour-
ished [...] more collaborative, more open to new configura-
tions, and [...] to receive the active contribution of the young
generations.”

This understanding resonates with Tim Ingold’s conceptu-
alization of making as an open-ended, processual mode of
engagement with the world. In Making: Anthropology, Archae-
ology, Art and Architecture (2013), Ingold critiques the hylo-
morphic model that separates form and matter, and advocates
for a perspective in which making is a correspondence - a mu-
tual becoming - between people, materials, gestures, and the
environment.

This concept can be read as consonant with the “design
thought” evoked by Branzi that is bottom-up and collective,



tied to society, recalling Walker’s idea that “we must always
speak of design in society, rather than design and society”
(Walker, 1989, p. 68).

The conceptual framework of this article is drawn on this
relational view of design in society, where the individual is
understood as an “individual-in-relation” (Donati, 2013).
Within this relational perspective, knitting emerges in this ar-
ticle as a generative and collective practice capable of weaving
emotional and social connections, creating a “social fabric”
through shared gestures and material engagement.

With knitting, the act of making becomes a means of collec-
tive participation, where repetition, tactile involvement, and
simple techniques foster dialogue and inclusion (Corkhill

et al., 2014; Hemmings, 2019), impacting the act of mean-
ing-making. These characteristics allow knit design to be
reinterpreted from a traditional craft into a socially engaged
practice - aligned with Ingold’s view of making as an emer-
gent process in which materials, people, stories, and tempo-
ralities co-constitute one another - and to explore it not only
as an aesthetic or technical language but as a form of social
generativity in vulnerable and dynamic contexts.

In light of these premises, the present article discusses the
results of the Methexis project and the related exhibition The
Five Knots of Well-being (March 2025), with two interconnect-
ed aims: to explore how the act of knitting can materialize
and communicate intangible relational dynamics within the
prison environment; and to examine how design practices



grounded in making can contribute to social awareness and
inclusion. By articulating these objectives, the article posi-
tions knit design as a critical and ethical practice capable of
revealing and reshaping the relational fabric of vulnerable
communities.

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. The Social Role of Design and Making

In this article, the contemporary debate on the role of mak-
ing intertwines with that on design’s social responsibility.
Since the 1970s, authors such as Viktor Papanek and Riccardo
Dalisi have highlighted design’s capacity to influence social
processes beyond production. Papanek argued that design
could serve as a tool for social transformation, prioritizing
the common good (Papanek, 1971).

In the same period, significant projects emerged, such as Dal-
isi’s 1971 initiative in Naples’ Rione Traiano neighborhood,
where he engaged local children and university students in
creative collaboration (Parlato et al., 2020).

Through this work, Dalisi used design to foster imagination,
collective spirit, and social redemption among marginalized
youth (Dalisi, 1975), anticipating approaches that underpin
today’s social design.

These early experiments established the foundation for con-
temporary social design practices, yet the theoretical depth
required to understand making as a relational and generative
process is strongly expanded by Tim Ingold’s work. Ingold
challenges traditional views of making as a unidirectional im-



position of form on passive matter. Instead, he conceptualizes
making as a process of correspondence, in which makers re-
spond to the materials, constraints, and rhythms of the world.

This view reframes making from an act of control to one of
attentive engagement, resonating closely with participatory
and community-based design practices.

As anticipated in the Introduction, the second key concept for
the framework of this article is Donati’s (2013) idea of society
not as the sum of isolated actors, but as the result of the rela-
tionships that generate shared relational goods.

This view is crucial for social design, as it moves the value

of design from products to the networks, connections, and
shared meanings it generates (Doneda, 2024). This relational
understanding reframes making as a collaborative and social-
ly generative practice, a device that fosters connections and
shared meaning. The literature on participatory design and
social innovation (Meroni, 2007) highlights the designer’s role
as a facilitator of inclusive processes that create value through
relationships rather than products. Manual making, therefore,
becomes an act of belonging and a new opportunity for col-
lective action, strengthening the community dimension.
Ettore Sottsass reinforces this view when he writes: “I'd like
to find a place where we can try, together, to make things [...]
certainly not for ourselves, nor even to give them to others,
but to experience how to make things” (Sottsass, 1973, p. 7).
Echoing Ingold, this view puts the emphasis on making as an
experiential, shared, and meaningful experience, beyond the
logic of the product.



All these ideas converge in recognizing making as a cultural
and critical practice through which design fosters reflection,
shared learning, and new visions of social reality. Framed in
the phenomenology of practice, making is not simply produc-
ing, but moving along lines, weaving correspondences, and
engaging ethically with the material and social world (Ingold,
2007); collectively, it becomes a critical language that questions
dominant cultural, economic, and political models, and opens
pathways toward more inclusive and responsible practices.

2.2. Knitting as a Social and Generative Practice

Knitting fits this framework as an exemplary practice. Once a
domestic and individual activity, it has evolved into a partic-
ipatory and inclusive medium that can forge connections and
materialize relational dynamics.

Beyond its symbolic value, it embodies an ethical and meth-
odological dimension of manual labor: repetitive gestures,
tactile engagement, and technical simplicity can foster dia-
logue and inclusion, engaging even those in vulnerable condi-
tions (Corkhill et al., 2013; Hemmings, 2019).

The act of interweaving threads, shared in a collective context,
makes relational dynamics visible and allows an everyday ges-
ture to be transformed into an act of social construction.

With a broader perspective, we can refer to Ingold’s reflection
on relationality, which is not only social but also material:
makers enter into correspondence with the material world,
forming what he terms “meshworks” of lines (Ingold, 2007).
In Lines: A Brief History (2007), Ingold describes life, move-
ment, and making as constituted by interweaving lines rather



than discrete objects, while in The Textility of Making (2010),
he conceptualizes making as a practice rooted in lines, tex-
tures, and tensions.

Here, textiles represent not only a craft domain but a para-
digm for understanding making as an unfolding movement:
a dynamic interplay of rhythms, resistances, and attentional
attunement.

Knitting thus becomes a paradigmatic example of Ingold’s
notion of textility and meshwork: a form of making in which
lines come together, diverge, and interact, generating both
material artefacts and social relations.

Within this perspective, Craftivism - a term coined by Bet-
sy Greer (2003; 2014) - uses manual practices such as knit-
ting, sewing, and embroidery to convey social and political
messages, encouraging creative action as a means of raising
awareness and inspiring dialogue (Greer, 2014).

As Kate Bingaman Burt stated in her TEDx Talk (TEDx
Talks, 2013), “making with active intention is a political act,
no matter how big or small your intention is,” underscoring
the transformative power of conscious making.

Related to this, guerrilla knitting, or yarn bombing, brings
textile expression into public spaces as a critical and poetic
protest, subverting expectations tied to “feminine” crafts.
Both craftivism and guerrilla knitting share a communal
nature: they create forms of collective participation, make
overlooked social issues visible, and demonstrate how crafts-
manship can become a political and social language in its
own right.



Knitting has thus claimed a role in public life, becoming a
shared, creative practice that fosters expression and commu-
nity (Conti & Motta, 2024). Participatory knitting projects
engage multiple hands in designing relational processes and
networks that mirror a connected society (Scalera, 2015). In
such projects, the process itself - rather than the final, aes-
thetically pleasing object -holds the deepest meaning (Conti &
Motta, 2024).

These theoretical lenses allow us to understand knitting not
only as a craft or symbolic practice but as a mode of inquiry,
a way of engaging with and giving form to the invisible lines
of social life.

Within the Methexis project, these reflections formed a sig-
nificant point of convergence among diverse disciplinary
domains - mathematical engineering, communication design,
and knit and textile design - all working within the fragile
and complex prison context.

From an ethical standpoint, a public space that normalizes
isolation and social disintegration constitutes an institutional
failure (GND, 2023). In this sense, a pressing and still unan-
swered question in the literature concerns how to promote,
within fragile prison contexts, the engagement of inmates and
prison staff in forms of social interaction and peer support
(Haynie et al., 2018).

Methexis developed an original exploration of generative
modelling, aiming to build and empirically validate a rela-
tional model-map of the Young Adult section of San Vittore
prison. This model sought to represent the network of in-
teractions among inmates, staff (officers, social and health



workers, volunteers), and external actors - the social fabric
linking the institution to its broader environment.

Combining expertise in knit and communication design, the
project investigated how the tangible practice of knitting - the act
of making with yarns - could be a collective, political, and social
medium for interpreting and communicating intangible data.
Through this approach, knit and narrative practices became
tools to transform complex data into shared, participatory,
and embodied forms of understanding within the marginal-
ized prison context.

3. Methexis Project: Context and Methodology

3.1. Methexis

The Methexis project (Mathematics, Narratives, and Genera-
tive Spaces for Highly Fragile Contexts), funded by the Poliso-
cial Award 2023, was developed within the Off Campus San
Vittore hub of Politecnico di Milano, as part of the universi-
ty’s broader social engagement program.

Involving multiple departments - Mathematics (DMAT),
Design, Architecture and Urban Studies (DAStU), and Elec-
tronics, Information and Bioengineering (DEIB) - the project
adopted an action-research approach that combined engi-
neering, design, and architecture. By integrating mathemati-
cal modeling and participatory narrative methods, Methexis
mapped social relationships within the Young Adults Section
of San Vittore Prison to foster a more dialogical and hu-
man-centered prison environment.



Dialogues between DMAT researchers and prison stakehold-
ers provided the foundation for a study on perceived well-be-
ing. Data were collected through anonymous questionnaires
completed by detainees and analyzed using complex network
theory. A social network model of individuals was construct-
ed based on similarity: the relationship between two individu-
als was considered stronger the more their responses aligned.
This network was subsequently examined through cluster
analysis, which identified groups of individuals exhibiting
high internal similarity and low external similarity.

Each cluster was characterized according to specific well-
being parameters.

Within the broader methodological framework, the well-be-
ing study integrated quantitative and qualitative dimensions.
The questionnaire was co-designed through participatory
collaboration with detainees, volunteers, and prison staff to
ensure contextual relevance and inclusivity. It consisted of 17
questions, organized into 12 categories, rated on a four-point
scale (0-3) to capture self-perceived levels of well-being. Data
collection took place between September and October 2024,
involving 73 respondents, corresponding to approximately
two-thirds of the young adult prison population at the time.

The project culminated in The Five Knots of Well-being, an
installation interpreting the collected data into visual, audio
and material form, integrating textile and sound-based rep-
resentations as extensions of the methodological approach, to
stimulate dialogue between the internal and external commu-
nities. Due to institutional restrictions related to the particular



condition of working inside a prison, the knit design activities
and the final exhibition were conducted outside the prison,
unlike what had been originally planned during the project’s
design phase. Consequently, researchers from the Design De-
partment (Knitdesign.polimi and ImagisLab research groups),
working in collaboration with DMAT, used the anonymized
responses collected within the prison to create five knitted
frames, each representing a specific dimension of well-being.
These artefacts were exhibited at the Design Campus, allowing
the research outcomes to reach a broader public while maintain-
ing a symbolic connection with the incarcerated participants.

The exhibition, titled The Five Knots of Well-being: Weaves
and Resonances from San Vittore Prison,' was held from 17 to
27 March 2025 at the School of Design (Politecnico di Milano).
The venue was deliberately selected to engage university
students, whose age group coincides with that of the young
adult detainees. During the exhibition, visitors were invited to
complete an anonymous online questionnaire, replicating the
same questions used within the prison context.

This procedure enabled the collection of comparative data from
an external population, while simultaneously framing the exhi-

1 The Five Knots of Well-being: Weaves and Resonances from San Vittore Prison was devel-
oped within the Methexis project by research groups from the Politecnico di Milano. The scientific
direction was led by Francesca Piredda (ImagisLab, Laboratorio Carcere) and Giovanni Maria

Conti (Knitdesign.polimi). Artistic direction was by Chiara Ligi, with Mariana Ciancia coordinating
contents. Exhibition design was by Chiara Ligi, Giorgia Borroni, and Marianna Frangipane; graphic
design by Giorgia Borroni. Textile design and production were curated by Giovanni Maria Conti,
Martina Motta, Anna Doneda, Diego Dani, and Michele Fumagalli. Sound design was composed
and edited by Max Viale. Technical support was provided by the Exhibit and Fashion Laboratories
(Department of Design). Filmar supplied textile materials; printing by BSC.



bition as a methodological extension aimed at fostering critical
reflection on the complexities of incarceration. As a result, this
multimodal strategy, based on the integration of mathematics,
knit design, and narrative methods, enabled the exploration of
well-being through both quantitative indicators and symbolic,
material, and sensorial dimensions in a fragile environment.
The project thus helped disseminate findings beyond the pris-
on context, fostering broader dialogue on the intersections of
well-being, design, and social justice.

4. Results: From Data to Exhibition

4.1. The Five Knots of Well-being: Weaves and Resonances
from San Vittore Prison

Given its focus on well-being, researchers asked themselves
during the development of Methexis: What does it mean to live
in a confined space, without stimuli and without silence? Pris-
on is a place where every sound - keys, gates, voices - re-ech-
oes relentlessly, while time flows differently from the outside
world.

This led researchers to identify two research questions: How,
then, can well-being be addressed, qualified and measured
in such a unique context? And how can that same context be
communicated beyond the prison walls, to raise awareness
among a broader public?

From these questions emerged the design of an exhibition
that interprets both qualitative and quantitative data into
multisensory physical patterns and sound, thereby fostering
reflection on the ethical and political dimensions of making.



The project was initially conceived as a participatory collective
knitting activity, applying Manzini’s (2015) co-design concept
to involve expert designers from Knitdesign.polimi and non-ex-
pert participants, including detainees and prison staff.

Knots were selected as the basic unit of participation, chosen
for their accessibility and their symbolic value as markers

of social bonds. Knots were intended to serve as symbolic,
structural, and compositional elements, forming an allegory
of the relational networks that interweave inside the prison
and constitute the fragile yet vital foundations of well-being.

The frames were designed as a “potential network”—a series
of taut, partially overlapping threads that do not interact un-
less tied together. Participants were thus expected to respond
to the well-being questionnaire by tying knots on the textile
frames, producing a tangible visualization of the data.

However, the activity could not be carried out inside the pris-
on due to institutional delays and security restrictions, and
the installation had to be reconceptualized. Reflecting on this
constraint, the research team recognized that the well-be-
ing issue is also central to Generation Z - the generation that
includes both the young adult detainees and the students of
the School of Design. This realization inspired an attempt

to re-establish the otherwise impossible dialogue between
the inside and the outside, creating a symbolic connection
between two social groups that could not otherwise interact.
This dialogue was mediated through the material and sound
structure of the installation.



Once this direction was established:

1. The responses collected by the DMAT research group were
elaborated by the Knitdesign.polimi research group (De-
partment of Design), which produced the textile frames
within the university spaces, using the same design ele-
ments and codes but without the direct involvement of the
detainees.

2. The ImagisLab research group (Department of Design)
developed the concept of the overall exhibition, the visual
apparatus accompanying the five frames and, in collabo-
ration with sound designer Max Viale, designed an immer-
sive soundscape to accompany and extend the interaction
with the physical installation. Through the interplay of
sound and physical frames, the installation aimed to create
a space for reflection, empathy, and connection with the
audience (Fig. 1).

4.2. The Key Dimensions of Well-being

Building on the data collected through the well-being ques-
tionnaire, the exhibition interpreted quantitative results into
material and soundscapes through five key thematic frames:
time, sleep, relationships, support, and work - aspects that
resonate not only within the prison but also across individuals
navigating different life experiences.

Each of the five dimensions was associated with a specific
color - blue, yellow, red, orange, or fuchsia - and represented
on an individual frame. Each knot was manually tied by the
knit design research team, following a system of data-driven
visual encoding.
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Figure 1. General view of the exhibition showing five textile frames with descriptive totems and QR
codes linking to soundscapes, March 2025. (Photo: Nicola M. Patitucci).

While the five colors, in pastel tones, blend randomly in the
background of each frame, the same colors, in more saturated
and vibrant tones, are used to create the knots in contrast with
the background, making each data point visible and legible,
and emphasizing the relational and symbolic weight of each
response.

The interpretation of numerical data in textile expression
followed a specific logic: the number, color, and placement
of the knots reflect the distribution of responses within three
analytical categories derived from mathematical modeling -
distress, uncertainty, and well-being.
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These categories were interpreted visually as follows:

e Distress /isolated knots: There are a few isolated knots and
sharp shapes. They gather solitary threads, generating an-
gular geometric patterns and leaving more empty spaces.

e Uncertainty / edge knots: The knots are distributed along
the overlapping areas, tracing precarious paths that sym-
bolize indecision - not knowing how or how much one
feels or is unwell.

o Well-being /interconnected knots: The knots are in the
densest areas of the threads, where connections occur, the
network is stronger, and each contributes to generating a
stable and interconnected design.

This process exemplifies the integration of mathematics,
design, and narrative as complementary methodologies: the
mathematical model enabled the abstraction and quantifica-
tion of social patterns; knit design translated these patterns
into tactile forms; and the narrative dimension played a dual
role - first, in building the trust and relational conditions nec-
essary for participants to engage meaningfully with the ques-
tionnaire process, and later, in shaping the curatorial choices
and communicative framing of the installation.

Together, these methods ensured analytical rigor while fos-
tering embodied and emotional understanding.

A detailed breakdown of the five frames is provided below,
showing how the data were visually encoded based on the
number of responses within each cluster (distress, uncertain-
ty, well-being), and how each question was translated into
physical knots using different thread combinations:



Frame Knot Color Distress Uncertainty Well-being

Sleep Blue 51isolated knots 11 edge knots 13 interconnected knots
Work Fuchsia 12 isolated knots 30 edge knots 383 interconnected knots
Relationships Red 17 isolated knots 26 edge knots 33 interconnected knots
Support Orange 17 isolated knots 34 edge knots 25 interconnected knots
Time Yellow 33 isolated knots 30 edge knots 13 interconnected knots

Each textile frame was then paired with a unique soundscape
designed to evoke emotional and cognitive reflections.

The sound design establishes a dialogue between the textile
and auditory dimensions, allowing visitors to immerse them-
selves in the complex layers of meaning that emerge from the
woven works and the detainees’ responses.

It connects the physical sphere represented by the knitted
frames with an intangible, three-dimensional sonic space
(spatialized audio), transforming the campus environment
into a site for reflection and awareness.

Each sound environment was composed to evoke sensations
and associations related to its specific theme.

The use of individual headphone listening amplifies the inti-
macy of the experience, while situating the installation in a
transitory public space encourages spontaneous encounters
with the work.

Following, the reflections that each dimension brought to the
project and how they were made tangible through textile and
sound.

Sleep draws on questions about rest quality, medication use,
and motivation upon waking, exposing the tensions between



insomnia, reliance on psychotropics, and diurnal apathy; its
soundscape layers gentle waves, muted frequencies, and sudden
breaks to evoke the fragile boundary between sleep and wake-
fulness (Fig. 2).

Activities synthesizes whether individuals participate in pro-
grams, how satisfied they feel, and whether they can access
work, revealing how the absence of both labor and activities
produces the lowest well-being; its soundscape shifts from me-
chanical rhythms to fluid textures, reflecting both alienation
and the value of creative or work engagement as survival mech-
anisms.

Relationships examines the emotional climate within shared
cells, where proximity can generate both support and strain;
denser weaves depict stronger bonds, while the soundscape
blends whispers, harmonies, dissonances, and strategic silenc-
es to render intimacy, tension, and the persistent negotiation of
shared space.

Support interlaces perceptions of fairness with the degree of
help received, identifying the most critical condition when in-
dividuals feel simultaneously unsupported and unjustly treat-
ed; this knot is accompanied by empathetic compositions that
alternate between ascending hopeful tones and resonant, iso-
lating echoes capturing the oscillation between connection and
abandonment (Fig. 3).

Finally, Time addresses how incarcerated people perceive

the passage of days in a rigid environment, translating this
experience into layered weaves and circular, repetitive sound
patterns that evoke the stretching, compressing, and monotony
of prison time.
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Figure 2. Detail of the frame on the theme “sleep”, produced for the exhibition, March 2025 (Photo:
Nicola M. Patitucci).
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Figure 3. Detail of the frame on the theme “support”, produced for the exhibition, March 2025 (Photo:
Nicola M. Patitucci).




5. Discussion

The engagement of participants from San Vittore Prison was
made possible through Storylab - the weekly collaborative
storytelling workshop (Ligi & Panepinto, 2025; Chiaravalloti,
2025; Ciancia et al., 2024; Tassinari et al., 2024; Panepinto,
2024) - which fostered trust among detainees, staff, and re-
searchers. Introducing the Methexis project within the Storyl-
ab sessions enabled the collection of data from young adult
inmates, thanks to the pre-existing relationship of trust that
facilitated moments of expression and sharing of participants’
stories. In this sense, within the Methexis project, the act of
making was conceived as an act of weaving relationships:
weaving emerged as a metaphor for social interaction, connect-
ing individuals and perspectives through shared narratives.

This symbolic and narrative act of weaving subsequently
evolved into a physical practice of knitting, originally intend-
ed to be conducted inside the prison as a collective making
activity.

Institutional restrictions, however, required the project to

be reconfigured outside the prison. The act of knitting was
therefore undertaken by researchers at Knitdesign.polimi,
who became mediators interpreting intangible, narrative, and
mathematical data into visible and tactile artefacts.

The resulting installation, The Five Knots of Well-being, in-
vited the public to engage with the same questions posed to
detainees, revealing their universal relevance.

Through material and soundscapes, the work activated reflec-
tion on well-being and reconnected inside and outside com-
munities.



The textile’s materiality and sound resonance acted as entry
points into experiences that cannot be directly lived, fostering
empathy and awareness.

In doing so, the project demonstrates that knitting can tran-
scend its conventional meaning as a domestic or decorative
practice to become a horizontal space - a tool for communi-
cation, mediation, and inclusion, aiming to escape the op-
pressive dynamics of contemporary society (Foucault, 1995).
Building on Ingold’s notion of making as a practice of corre-
spondence - where forms emerge through continuous negoti-
ation with materials, contexts, and constraints (Ingold, 2010;
2013) - the outcomes of Methexis can be understood not sim-
ply as representations of prison sociality but as active exten-
sions of the meshwork of relations that constitute it.

By materializing social connections and translating data into
shared multimodal experience, Methexis confirms making as
a relational act, demonstrating how design can render visible
and tangible the otherwise intangible dynamics of care, vul-
nerability, and support.

Beyond these reflections, Methexis project offers a methodo-
logical contribution to social design research by demonstrating
how narrative, mathematical, and material practices can be
interwoven into a single generative and participatory process.
The integration of complex network modelling, embodied
making, and multisensory interpretation constitutes an in-
novative approach for investigating and communicating rela-
tional phenomena in fragile contexts.



This hybrid methodology not only produces new forms of
knowledge - grounded, situated, and experientially accessible
- but also expands the repertoire of tools available to design-
ers working with marginalized communities.

By showing how making can operate simultaneously as in-
quiry, representation, and social mediation, the project ad-
vances current debates in social design and opens pathways
for future research on material practices as vehicles for col-
lective awareness and transformation.
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