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This essay considers pedagogy during times of crisis. It was written 
at the start of the autumn 2020 school semester.

Some questions: with lowered enrolment numbers and an inevitable 
drop in research funding, what will research look like in the next few 
years? What do these changes mean for the future of the humanities? I 
note the celebration of stem research during the covid-19 pandemic for 
contributing directly through advances in healthcare and technological 
interventions. While cuts are being made in most disciplines, more money 
is going into medical- and science-based research than ever. In Canada, 
at least half a dozen new covid-19-based funding initiatives have been 
introduced since spring, in what is ultimately a political and capitalist race 
for a solution—or better yet, a vaccine.

We could compare the stem surge with the distressing numbers 
of this year’s job postings so far in literature, history, philosophy, and 
other humanities disciplines. The rhetoric around stem contrasts that of 
research based on critical and cultural theory, as if the former is the only 
means through which identifiable contributions may occur and as if the 
latter has no role to play during times of crisis.

Research-Creation for the Community: 
Pedagogy, Feminist Maker Cultures, and the 
Critical Work of Making Face Masks in the 

Time of covid-19
Lai-Tze Fan

University of Waterloo



40 | Fan

My doctoral student, Kem-Laurin Lubin, reminded me of a quotation 
I had long forgotten in Stuart Hall’s “Cultural Studies and its Theoretical 
Legacies,” published in the context of aids in the 1992. While the politics 
surrounding aids and covid-19 are different, it was also a global crisis 
that led Hall to question the point of the humanities and, more specifically, 
of cultural studies and critical theory:

Against the urgency of people dying in the streets, what in 
God’s name is the point of cultural studies? What is the point 
of the study of representations, if there is no response to the 
question of what you say to someone who wants to know if 
they should take a drug and if that means they’ll die two days 
later or a few months earlier? At that point, I think anybody 
who is into cultural studies seriously as an intellectual practice, 
must feel, on their pulse, its ephemerality, its insubstantiality, 
how little it registers, how little we’ve been able to change 
anything or get anybody to do anything. If you don’t feel that 
as one tension in the work that you are doing, theory has let 
you off the hook. (285–86)

Oh, we are used to being asked to defend theory, to “prove” the point of 
theoretical thinking in our grant proposals, performance reviews, and over 
family meals. But recent global events have created a scenario in which we 
may ask ourselves the same questions as Hall, revisiting the application of 
critical theory to the moving target of real-time sociocultural problems 
that are not limited to covid-19 but that also include the continuing Black 
Lives Matter movement, climate crisis, global political tensions, and more.

The limits of theory are the solid walls erected only by imagining that 
theory is something that happens in a classroom, a seminar, a conference, 
or a book. That some of us could be let “off the hook” is perhaps the by-
product of abstracting and separating theory, including through critical 
language, discourse, and practice, from the cultural phenomena to which 
theory first responds. Put another way: the point of theory in times of 
crisis is to be found within crises themselves—in action in street protests, 
hospital wings, and legal institutions around the world, and through and 
for those for whom the classroom, seminar, conference, or book are not 
accessible for a variety of reasons. In this context, let’s start with one angle: 
in times of crisis, what is the point of theory in the classroom?
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march 2020 was a terrible time for university students. As campuses 
were closed around the world, I, like other educators, tried to accom-
modate “the new normal”: students’ added time constraints and new 
responsibilities, the possibility of and anxieties around sickness, the very 
heavy impact on everyone’s mental health, students’ decreasing interest 
in course work (understandable), their confusion as institutions, depart-
ments, and teachers scrambled for the least messy way to end the semester, 
their feelings of helplessness, and their increased desire to help out, to do 
something, anything.

I was teaching a graduate course at the University of Waterloo’s Criti-
cal Media Lab on “Critical Media Infrastructures,” research creation, and 
creative response. Some common themes of the class were: unequal access 
to resources depending on economic or socio-cultural backgrounds; issues 
with short-term problem-solving for climate crisis, natural resources, and 
natural/human/non-human ecologies; and a lack of transparency about 
processes of the capital circuit (production, distribution, consumption). 
In February and March 2020, as covid-19 became a full-fledged pan-
demic, our classroom conversations about infrastructure honed in on 
how we could shift our course plans and expectations online, on the fluc-
tuating information from our institutions, municipal governments, and 
larger political spheres, and on access to healthcare and declining medical 
resources (Could we make our own hand sanitizer out of rubbing alcohol 
and aloe gel?).

The objective of this class was to respond to its themes and topics 
through a combination of critical inquiry and creative practice. Such cre-
ative applications of theory have been called “research-creation” (Sawchuk 
and Chapman), and have otherwise been called “applied media theory” 
(O’Gorman) and “critical making” (Ratto) in media studies. Theory as 
practice has always been a foundation of the fine arts.

In March 2020, my class and I noticed several news stories about 
essential objects in the pandemic, as well as various Canadian responses 
to these objects:

i)  a lack of Personal Protective Equipment (PPe) for frontline 
workers, especially items such as face masks, gowns, hair caps, 
and visors;

ii)  technological companies as small as start-ups and as large 
as Gm helping to make PPe with industrial machines that usu-
ally construct things like car parts. News stories tended to 
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highlight start-ups in particular, as they produced visors with 
neat machines such as 3D printers and laser cutters; and

iii) clothing companies, tailors, and sewers using sewing 
machines and needle and thread to make PPe. News stories 
tended to highlight hobbyists who took up this work while 
staying at home, as they tried to make contributions to their 
local communities.

These news pieces were brought up in relation to our course themes of 
gender and technology and gendered technology. There is a need to think 
of traditionally “feminine” crafts and forms of labour such as sewing in 
terms of critical making and community-based contribution or research. 
In fact, if reimagined as research-creation, the usually invisible forms of 
making that occur in socially “private” and feminized spaces of labour—
such as sewing rooms, kitchens, and offices—must also be understood 
through the language that is more commonly applied to innovative tech 
companies: performing critical and creative thinking in production and 
applying material skills to produce new objects. As arts and crafts precede 
technological maker culture, arguably, many forms of making have always 
been a feminist practice.

As applied to the classroom, my students took on a maker approach to 
the often invisible aspects of techno-capitalism that are unearthed when 
we inquire into the function and uses of technological objects. For example, 
why are smart devices made to be replaced within three to five years, 
whether because their warranties no longer cover them or because their 
batteries are dead? What are these devices made out of and where do they 
come from? Where do they go when we are done with them? Such ques-
tions about stages of the capital circuit were combined with theoretical 
readings to ground class projects in critical thinking and design—or, to 
create what my colleague Marcel O’Gorman calls “objects to think with.” 
One student, Oriana Confente, turned an unwanted keyboard matrix into 
a handbag, in response to planned obsolescence and unethical e-waste 

“recycling.” Another student, Chelsea La Vecchia, patched up an old pair 
of jeans using a decades-old, “obsolete” sewing machine, such that the 
labour of sewing served to advocate for the right to repair and to retaliate 
against trends in fast fashion.

Creators in the tech industry and craft cultures have more in common 
than many other fields of work: they do not make in the calculated style 
of engineers, but, rather, they make through exploration, as tinkerers of 
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prototypes and versions. But covid-19 shut down our lab, so we had to 
make elsewhere.

At home, I made a face mask. It was simple, as my first mask was just a 
prototype to see what worked best for a tight fit around my face, along my 
nose, behind my ears. My mother joined me in the making, she who was 
the first to teach me to make. It gave us something to do together with our 
newfound time at home, although she made masks five times faster than 
me and with needlepoint flowers to personalize and distinguish among 
her new collection. She started to give them away to her friends who could 
not sew, and that was when I wrote the following to my graduate students:

A few of your classmates are doing final projects based on 
clothing textiles, and I’ve proposed that they consider chang-
ing their project and joining me in making diy masks for 
medical professionals (local hospitals, pharmacies, etc.) or 
even people working in grocery stores. If anyone is interested, 
please join us in making these much-needed masks. I don’t 
want anyone to feel pressure, especially because some people 
can’t sew …

 … Instead of a final research essay, please do a minimum 
one-page (max up to you) personal reflection on the making 
process. The reflection’s contents are up to you, though please 
tell me where you donated or plan to donate (even to friends). 
Be formal or informal if you want. You could tell me about the 
process, tell me about your thoughts/feelings while making, 
tell me about connections between PPe and maker culture or 
PPe and infrastructure, tell me why it was important to you to 
make PPe—whatever you like …

The result: ten out of fourteen students participated, making over ninety-
three masks (the final count is unknown, as some students continued to 
make masks after the course was over). When some frontline workers 
could not accept homemade PPe, the masks were donated to relatives, 
neighbours, co-workers, friends, and others.

The students’ sense of altruistic and community-based work kept them 
critically focused during the most uncertain early times of the pandemic 
in March and April. Their reflections, personal and powerful, sourced my 
tears. Without books and computers, they learned to be critical by forag-
ing for suitable materials and by failing until succeeding in prototypes 
#7 or #8. They pricked their fingers and “argued with sewing machines.” 
Some got angry that they had never before learned to sew, analyzing and 
re-analyzing the politics of traditionally feminized labour. Several finally 
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learned to sew, or at least how to expertly wield a hot glue gun. Their 
reflections involved family stories, powerful matriarchs, amusing anec-
dotes, meditations of privilege, confusion, uncertainty, terror, sadness, 
curiosity, and pride.

The slow work of thinking about accessibility, resources, and sustain-
ability translated better than I had hoped to the slow work, the slow con-
templation of making and of mapping the cultural contexts and ecologies 
of critical thoughts. But making and research creation are not answers to 

Oriana Confente’s maker station and supplies.
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Hall’s inquiry about the point of theory during unprecedented, sorrowful, 
and uncertain times. Rather, theory as practice or as making is only one 
coping mechanism at the limits of theory, one of the many methods of 
staying focused on the enduring project of wanting things to be better.

I am glad that I scrapped their research essay. I’ve never been offered 
projects of which I’ve felt more proud.

To see the students’ completed work, please visit laitzefan.com/ppe.

Alexi Orchard’s completed masks.
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Thank you to the graduate students at the University of Waterloo who 
took “Critical Media Infrastructures” (Winter 2020 term). Thank you to 
Kem-Laurin Lubin for reminding me of the vital Stuart Hall quotation. My 
special thanks to the Decameron Collective, without whom the process-
ing of my pedagogy, research, and art would not have a nest to grow. See 
you on Friday, ladies.
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