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Introduction 

The internet has made it possible for people with common interests to find each other and 

communicate about those interests.  Online communities can demonstrate enregisterment in their 

use of “Internet English,” and groups with specific interests often have even more specialized 

language that can be enregistered through online communication.  Asif Agha defines 

enregisterment as “processes whereby distinct forms of speech come to be socially recognized 

(or enregistered) as indexical of speaker attributes by a population of language users.”1 Hand 

knitting is a craft with unique vocabulary for recording pattern instructions and describing tools 

and techniques.  Over time and through the ease of communication via the internet, this knitting 

language has become enregistered.  Needlework instruction books written in the mid-1800s 

include knitting instructions and patterns which are easily interpreted by modern knitters, 

although the vocabulary has changed over time.  

While it is obvious that the internet has contributed to changes in languages, it as not as 

clear how much impact the internet has had on knitting vocabulary.  Knitters have been using the 

internet to communicate for decades, and the founding of a knitting database and discussion 

board website, Ravelry.com, has connected more knitters than ever.  Knitting requires familiarity 

of the technical terminology vocabulary, and communicating about knitting with other knitters 

requires knowledge of knitting related jargon.  Most of these jargon terms are appropriated 

words with new meanings, or acronyms and initialisms.  It would seemingly follow that new 

terms are created and transmitted on Ravelry since knitters frequently learn new words as they 

progress in the craft, and they also talk about knitting on Ravelry’s discussion boards, but this is 

not necessarily the case. 

                                                
1 Asif Agha, “Voice, Footing, Enregisterment,” Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 15 (2005): 38. 
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Knitting was not always such a social craft or popular craft, but by the Victorian era, 

many women spent much of their free time knitting.  Being idle was looked down upon, and 

“knitting was encouraged to employ ‘minutes which would otherwise be wasted.’”2  Women 

brought their knitting when they traveled and they knitted when they met with their social 

groups.  Instruction books quickly became popular, but they were quite different from modern 

instructions.  A book from the time period titled My Knitting Book has a list of knitting terms and 

definitions in the beginning of the book.3  There are no instructions on learning how to knit, and 

the patterns are not very specific.  There is no information on how large the stitches should be, or 

suggestions for yarn types or needle sizes.  This is common of knitting books in the Victorian 

era.  Modern knitting books have changed in that they are very specific and they include 

instructions for learning how to knit with photographs or illustrations.  Each pattern has a 

specified stitch gauge, and recommended yarn and needles.  While the names of the stitch 

instructions are at least similar, the way they are presented is very different from the style in 

Miss Lambert’s My Knitting Book.   

The language of knitting (there is currently no word for knitting language) has changed 

and expanded since the Victorian era.  Knitting pattern designers were already abbreviating 

knitting terms to record their patterns by the early 1900s, and knitters now have easy access to a 

wide range of information about knitting through public libraries and the internet.  The popular 

fiber arts resource website Ravelry was founded in May of 2007 and currently has over three 

million users, or ravelers.  Ravelry was created by a knitter (with the help of her software 

programmer husband) to be a one-stop resource for information for knitters and other fiber 

                                                
2 Anne L. Macdonald, No Idle Hands: The Social History of American Knitting (New York: Ballantine Books, 
1988), 143. 
3 Miss Lambert, My Knitting Book (London: John Murray, 1843), 9. 
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artists.4  A knitter could conceivably use Ravelry as their only knitting resource, as it has a large 

database of patterns, yarns, and information about knitting; however, the patterns are usually 

linked to other websites or books, and Ravelry was created for people who already know how to 

knit.5  Ravelers can document their knitted projects, link them to the yarn and pattern they used, 

and share them with other ravelers.   

Ravelers can communicate in many areas on Ravelry, but the most common way is 

through the discussion boards.  Ravelers can create and join groups that each have their own 

discussion board, and the groups range in focus from knitting techniques, to politics, to common 

interests.   Each raveler has their own page where they can view all of their groups’ discussion 

boards, including the “Main 6” to which all ravelers automatically have access.6  In 2012, 

ravelers wrote 23 million discussion board posts.7  Ravelers have created numerous non-knitting 

related words (“ravelers” being one example), but the correlation between the creation of knitting 

jargon and Ravelry is not as immediately obvious.  Further research has shown that Ravelry is a 

major transmitter of knitting jargon, but there is surprisingly very little evidence to suggest that 

ravelers are coining new knitting jargon on Ravelry.   

Knitters must be somewhat familiar with this knitting jargon in order to knit and 

communicate about their knitting.  This special enregistered vocabulary has characteristics of an 

anti-language.  Knitters can be viewed as part of an anti-society in that they perform a craft that 

is unnecessary and counter to the current consumer practices of buying mass-manufactured 

machine knit garments and home goods that are much cheaper and less expensive than hand 

knits.  According to M. A. K. Halliday, anti-languages use the same grammar as the mother 

                                                
4 About Ravelry, http://www.ravelry.com/about 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ravelry discussion board page, http://www.ravelry.com/discuss 
7 Mary Heather, http://blog.ravelry.com/2013/01/11/2012-a-ravelry-year-in-review/ 
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language, but different vocabulary, especially for words “that are central to the activities of the 

subculture.”8  Halliday explains that anti-societies are typically male dominated criminal 

societies, and their anti-language vocabulary is mostly crime related words.  He gives an 

example of an anti-language with 24 synonyms for “girl” that have slightly different 

connotations as an example of how anti-languages are mostly used by men.  A knitting 

vocabulary example would be the numerous words for the process of unraveling stitches (frog, 

tink, rip, etc).  The different words are slightly different techniques for unraveling stitches, just 

like the 24 words for “girl” have different connotations. 

Halliday argues that anti-societies create anti-languages not for secrecy as would be 

suspected, but for those in the society to build an alternative reality for themselves.  These 

“second lives” tend to emulate the structure of the original society and can have rigid 

hierarchies.9  It is not always clear what is or is not an anti-language, but they usually have 

tension with the mother language, and this is why prison languages are more easily defined as 

anti-languages.10  Knitting language is not as obvious of an example of an anti-language as a 

prison language, but it does exhibit some of the same identifying features.  Its English version 

uses the same grammar as English.  It has become enregistered for knitters on Ravelry, and there 

is some tension between it and English, as some knitters believe it is pretentious.  There is not a 

clear hierarchy in knitting language, but it can contribute to a “second life” or alternative reality, 

especially when used on the internet.  People that are very familiar with knitting language 

consider themselves knitters, and view their hobby as part of their identity.11  They use a special 

language to communicate with other knitters about knitting, and most non-knitters would not be 

                                                
8 M. A. K. Halliday, “Anti-Languages,” American Anthropologist 78 (1976): 571. 
9 Ibid, 573. 
10 Ibid, 576. 
11A clear majority (97%) of my survey responders said they identify as a knitter.   
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able to understand or identify with them when they talk about knitting.  Through enregisterment 

on Ravelry, knitting language is more obviously becoming an anti-language. 

 

Methods 

 This study is on American English knitting vocabulary.  In order to test Ravelry’s impact 

on knitting vocabulary, I created a survey12 for ravelers regarding terminology and Ravelry.  I 

asked ravelers how they learned to knit, from where they learned knitting vocabulary, how long 

they have been knitting, and I asked them to list words they have learned on Ravelry.  I also 

researched Ravelry and the etymology of common knitting jargon to see if any words have been 

created because of Ravelry.  In order to track how often newer knitting jargon is used on 

Ravelry, I tracked discussion board posts in real time and recorded how many posts used these 

newer terms.  I posted the survey to two active groups in order to quickly gather responses.  In 

total, 351 ravelers with knitting experience ranging from two months to 75 years responded to 

the survey over a range of three days.  When interpreting the results, I often divided the survey 

takers into those that have been knitting for six years or less (about as long as Ravelry has been 

in existence), and those that have been knitting for more than six years to see if Ravelry has had 

any significant effect on knitting terminology.   

 

Vocabulary: Technical Terms and Jargon 

 An important distinction must be made between the three types of knitting vocabulary.   

The first type is in the form of charts,13 which are not included in the study.  Knitting charts use 

symbols for abbreviations of knitting instructions and can be used in place of written 
                                                
12 See Appendix A 
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/11YIGb1mxea4BB8sW4X0_UdejYipenmIYyIxSLUmuI1M/edit# 
13 See Appendix B  
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instructions.  They typically are not able to encompass the whole pattern, and sometimes are only 

used for small sections of a pattern.  For example, a pattern for socks might have a chart for the 

top two inches that diagrams a lace motif, but the rest of the pattern will be written out.  These 

charts are interesting, because once the key is memorized (the symbols are fairly standardized, 

but some designers might make up their own symbols for complicated stitches), the chart 

requires no knowledge of the language in which the pattern is written to complete the chart.  

Each square in the chart corresponds to a specific stitch, and they provide instructions for 

specific actions.  This is somewhat akin to musical notation, or to Apache Silas John’s writing 

system, which he created in order to record specific prayers and religious rituals.14  Silas John 

believed he experienced a vision with prayers and a set of graphics to record them.  These 

graphics were only for his prayers and not to be used to record anything else, and Silas John only 

taught priests how to interpret the language.  The symbols represented specific actions to be 

taken as well as certain meanings.15  Knitting charts do not hold secret knowledge like Silas 

John’s writing system, but they do combine graphics with actions.  A dot in the center of a 

square often means that the knitter should purl that stitch; however, chart symbols are only used 

in charts, and not in place of the words they stand for in conversation, so I did not include them 

in this study. 

 

Technical Vocabulary 

 The second form of vocabulary is for recording and reading patterns using English words 

and abbreviations (ssk, k2tog, sl1, etc), which I designate as technical knitting instructions.  The 

third type of vocabulary, knitting jargon, encompasses everything else and will be discussed in a 
                                                
14 Keith H. Basso and Ned Anderson, “A Western Apache Writing System: The Symbols of Silas John,” Science 
180 (1973): 1019. 
15 Ibid, 1015. 
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later section.  This technical terminology is found in pattern instructions in books, magazines, 

websites, or in individual PDF form.  These abbreviations are generally briefly explained before 

the pattern instructions begin, especially if the abbreviations are not common.  For example, 

Knitty,16 an online knitting magazine, publishes issues quarterly with free patterns.  Instead of 

providing a key for each pattern, the editors add a link to a page with standard pattern 

abbreviations at the beginning of each pattern, which allows more space for detailed 

explanations: 

k  knit 
k tbl  knit through back of loop 
k2tog  knit two together 
kfb  knit into front and back of stitch 
LLI  [Left Lifted Increase] With left needle lift the stitch below the stitch just 
worked, and knit it. 1 stitch increased….17 
 

Knitting books have more elaboration, and often include illustrations and instructions for 

beginners, but individual patterns sometimes have no key at all.  For example, the initialism ssk 

is used to decrease stitches, and stands for “slip slip knit,” but it is commonly taken for granted 

that the knitter knows this means to slip one stitch knitwise, slip another stitch knitwise, and then 

knit those two stitches together.  The concept seems complicated, but it is a common technique 

with which most knitters would be familiar.  

 Another common decrease stitch is k2tog (knit two together).  Miss Lambert uses this 

stitch in her instructions, but she refers to it in her glossary as “To narrow.—To lessen, by 

knitting two stitches together.”18  In her instructions, she does not abbreviate the decrease to 

k2tog, but writes out the whole term every time.  In her instructions for knitting fringe, Miss 

Lambert writes, “Turn the wool round the needle, bringing it in front again; knit two together, 

                                                
16 http://www.knitty.com 
17 “The Knitty Standard Book of British Birds,” or abbreviation key 
http://www.knitty.com/ISSUEss13/patterns.php#ksbbb 
18 Miss Lambert, My Knitting Book, 9. 
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taken in front.”19  A modern pattern would look more like “yo, wyif k2tog” (translation: yarn 

over, with yarn in front knit two together).  Designers used these wordy instructions until the 

early 20th century when abbreviations like “k4” (instead of knit four stitches) became 

commonplace. 

 Knitting beginners often start with flat and simple scarves or blankets that only require 

the knit and maybe the purl stitch.20  The pattern will be very simple and the only technical terms 

will be CO, k, turn, BO, and possibly p (cast off, knit, turn, bind off, and purl).  These terms are 

almost always abbreviated (for example, one person said ze21 learned the terms “k2tog” and 

“ktbl” instead of “knit two together” and “knit through the back loop” from Ravelry).  An 

example of a more complicated pattern is below: 

CO 4 sts. 
Row 1 [WS]: Sl1 wyif, p1 tbl, yo, p1 tbl, p1. 5 sts. 
Row 2 [RS]: Sl1, k1 tbl, yo, k1, k1 tbl, k1. 6 sts. 
Row 3 [WS]: Sl1 wyif, p1 tbl, p2, yo, p1 tbl, p1. 7 sts…22 
 

This pattern is still knit flat (instead of in the round like a sleeve), but the stitches are more 

complicated and unusual for a beginner.  Following a pattern requires technical knowledge and 

can be done with the aid of a guide such as Knitty’s above guide, but knitters can easily learn 

these terms because they are repeated often throughout the pattern.  They need more advanced 

vocabulary to knit advanced patterns.  In the survey responses, 83% of ravelers said they learned 

this instructional language from books or pattern instructions.  Only 6% learned this vocabulary 

on Ravelry, and a further 2% from other online sources.  A majority of those who learned the 

                                                
19 Ibid, 23. 
20The knit stitch is the stitch shaped like a “v,” and most commercially knit items are in stockinette stitch, where all 
of the stitches are knit.  The back side of a knit stitch is called the “purl” stitch, and it looks like a bump.  Cuffs are 
commonly knit in ribbing, where knit and purl stitches are alternated as stockinette stitch tends to curl but ribbing 
will stay flat. 
21 I do not have information about my respondents’ genders, but I refer to several individual responses in this paper 
so I use the gender neutral pronouns ze and hir.  Ze is the equivalent of he or she, and hir is the equivalent of his or 
her.   
22 Carissa Browning, Nori, 2013 http://www.knitty.com/ISSUEss13/PATTnori.php 
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vocabulary on the internet are non-native English speakers, or have been knitting for less than six 

years.  While it is possible to become fluent in knitting jargon vocabulary on Ravelry, most 

knitters learned these technical terms directly from pattern instructions.   

 Technical knitting vocabulary has certain characteristics that are similar to Internet 

English.  The above instruction abbreviations appear similar to the kind of language used on the 

internet today.  In her article about Internet English, Sun Hong-Mei notes that it “tends to add to 

its language system more abbreviations, more symbols and more short forms with rich 

meanings.”23  Knitting instructions have been abbreviated, and make use of symbols in knitting 

charts (charted instead of written out instructions which are commonly used for complicated lace 

or cabled patterns).  The “short forms with rich meanings” come into play with some of the 

knitting jargon, which is harder to trace as it is often used in a conversational style, and thus 

would not normally be recorded. 

 

Knitting Jargon 

 Knitting jargon is sometimes found in pattern instructions, but it usually appears in blog 

posts or when knitters are talking to each other about knitting.  This jargon is differentiated from 

technical vocabulary in that it is not instructions for knitting.  A pattern sock pattern might give 

instructions for knitting a “princess heel,” but the phrase “princess heel” is the name of the 

technique and not technical vocabulary.   This jargon also includes various words relating to 

knitting and yarn that are sometimes abbreviated (ufo for unfinished object), and sometimes 

make use of metaphors.  In my survey, frog was commonly listed as a word learned from 

Ravelry (see Table 1 for a list of frequently mentioned terms).  It refers to the process of 

                                                
23 Sun Hong-Mei, “A Study of the Features of Internet English from the Linguistic Perspective,” Studies in 
Literature & Language 1 (2010): 101 
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unraveling, or “ripping” back knitted work.  The knitter thinks “rip it, rip it” while ripping back, 

hence the term frogging.  Tink is a synonym of frog, and is “knit” spelled backward.  These 

definitions of tinked and frogged do not appear in the Oxford English Dictionary or Merriam 

Webster, but they are common words on Ravelry, and many people listed them as words they 

learned on Ravelry.  As mentioned before, these words are an example of how knitting is an 

example of an anti-language. 

This knitting jargon is similar to what Hong-Mei describes about Internet English.  She 

lists five common features of word formation in Internet English: abbreviation, (including 

clipping, acronymy, and combinations of numbers and letters), blending, compounding, 

derivation, and the use of symbols.  Abbreviation is seen in technical vocabulary (k2tog, wyif), 

but also in jargon (SSS for second sock syndrome, Clap for the popular pattern Clapotis).  

Blending happens less commonly, as in ambistitcherous (ability to knit in more than one style), 

and compounding is seen in knitworthy (being worthy of a knitted gift.)  Derivation is not a 

feature of knitting language, and the use of symbols is only seen in knitting charts (technical 

language rather than jargon).24  Interestingly, Internet English as defined by Hong-Mei has much 

in common with knitting vocabulary, even technical knitting jargon which has been in existence 

in written patterns for decades. 

 Knitting vocabulary was in existence before the internet was created, but the internet in 

general and Ravelry in specific have sped up the process of enregisterment.  Some knitters do not 

approve of these features of knitting vocabulary, (possibly because of the similarity to “Internet 

English,” even though they existed before the internet) showing a tension between English and 

knitting vocabulary.  These knitters recognize and understand the vocabulary, but they would 

rather not use it.  Since knitting language is mostly confined to resources that only knitters will 
                                                
24 See Appendix B 
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see, non-knitters do not often come in contact with it and it is unclear how non-knitters feel about 

knitting language.  

Table 1 
Survey Data: Frequently Listed Words Learned on Ravelry 

 Words listed by survey responders No. of times listed 

 UFO/FO (unfinished object/finished object) 122 
 frog (to unravel a whole project) 112 
 LYS (local yarn store) 86 
 WIP (work in progress) 71 
 tink (to unravel stitches one by one) 65 
 KAL (knit-along) 23 
 SABLE (stash acquired beyond life expectancy) 19 
 stash (oneʼs yarn collection) 18 

Note: I did not provide a list for knitters to choose which words they learned because I did not want to 
influence their answers. 

 

Ravelryʼs Impact on Knitting Vocabulary 

Although I did not expect the participants to get any benefit out of responding to this 

survey, many survey takers expressed interest in the subject of Ravelry and linguistics, and 

gratitude in the thoughtfulness the survey provoked.  One responder said, “I didn’t realise just 

how much my vocabulary has expanded until I joined Ravelry!”25 Knitters generally know 

technical terms, but they could continue to knit even at an advanced level without knowing much 

knitting jargon; however, ravelers must at least have a small understanding of this jargon to 

communicate and understand discussion on Ravelry. One knitter learned “terminologies 

associated with spinning, crocheting, dying and various other crafts. Many terms (especially 

from spinning) have really helped [hir] identify and quantify yarn behavior and have made [hir] 

knitting better.”  Even though this was jargon and not technical knitting information, the raveler 

used it to improve hir skill. 
                                                
25 Discussion board post, http://www.ravelry.com/discuss/ends/2503477/1-25#14 
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Vocabulary Enregistered on Ravelry 

Being that the discussion boards are a large and active part of Ravelry, there is a lot of 

general internet terminology on the website in addition to knitting jargon, but I did not ask 

ravelers about general internet vocabulary.  Ravelry’s founders created a specific page26 to define 

some of this terminology.  In my survey, I asked ravelers to list any knitting jargon they have 

learned from Ravelry, along with any additional comments. Two ravelers criticized knitting 

jargon in their answer.  One said ze learned “only cutesie [sic] ones” but ze avoids using them. 

Ze continued, “People have been knitting for a long time, since well before the Internet, and—

suprise! [sic]—the English lexicon was perfectly adequate to the task of communicating about 

knitting before these neologisms.”  

 Another knitter said, “I know what they mean, but I never use them because they don't 

relate at all to my knitting 'vocabulary'. Even though I use Ravelry daily, I have no desire to be 

one of the "cool kids" or use the language of the site. It makes me cringe a little but that's 

because I read an element of smugness and exclusivity in it.”  These answers stand out because 

they are in the minority as most responded neutrally, and many responders responded positively.  

The two knitters that responded negatively must be unaware that these “neologisms” have 

actually been in existence longer than the internet.  It is possible that they are connected internet 

slang with knitting vocabulary since they share common characteristics, and that these knitters 

are not fond of internet slang (though obviously the internet was not the first place to use 

abbreviations or acronyms either.)   

Some people disdain language change in general, but the response of these knitters could 

also be explained by knitting’s fluctuation in popularity.  Lower class people knit because they 

had to during the Victorian Era, and upper class women knit because they were expected to.  
                                                
26 Casey Forbes, http://www.ravelry.com/wiki/pages/KnittingLingo 
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People continued to knit throughout the early 20th century because knitted garments were 

fashionable.  Many women learned to knit during World War I in order to support soldiers and 

charities, but knitting’s popularity declined by the end of the 1920s, only for a new “craze” to 

emerge among women and men in the 1930s.27  This carried into the 1940s when people again 

knit for soldiers, but also for the homeless in war-ravaged countries.28  By the 1960s, knitting 

was waning in popularity, and only dedicated knitters kept knitting throughout the 1980s because 

it was seen as old fashioned.29  Knitting has recently seen a surge in popularity,30 and it is 

possible these women resent newer terminology because they knit through the unpopular years 

when these terms were not transmitted as often since there were fewer knitters to communicate 

with.  This also gives credence to the enregisterment of knitting vocabulary.  These knitters 

recognize that they must know these words in order to understand people on Ravelry, even 

though they would prefer not to use them themselves.  The language is socially recognized even 

among its opponents. 

Table 1 shows some of the common “cutesie” words that the knitters above do not like.  

Ravelry has a feature to watch discussion board posts in real time,31 and I watched 100 posts 

come through to see how often these words are used.  Twenty of the posts were not in English, 

and 77 did not have any of the words from the table above or similar words.  Two posts 

contained the word “stash,” and one person posted about a “KAL” (knit-along).  Although 81% 

of survey takers are “very familiar” (and another 18% selected “somewhat familiar”) with 

knitting jargon, the terms are not frequently used in discussion board posts. 

                                                
27 Macdonald, No Idle Hands, 259, 288. 
28 Ibid, 289. 
29 Ibid, 340. 
30 Rochelle Smith, “Antislick to Postslick: DIY Books and Youth Culture Then and Now,” Journal of American 
Culture 33 (2010): 207-216 
31 “Radar,” http://www.ravelry.com/discuss/radar. 
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I asked knitters to list terms that they have learned on Ravelry, and divided the results 

between knitters with six years or less of experience, and knitters with more than six years of 

experience (see Tables 2 and 3).  Both groups responded with about 74% knitting jargon, but 

there were a few interesting differences.  Of the knitters with more than six years of experience, 

10% said they did not learn any words from Ravelry, while there were no knitters with six years 

or less of experience who said they learned no words.  Only 3% of more experienced knitters 

listed technical terms, while 12% of knitters with less experience learned technical terms from 

Ravelry.   Newer knitters are learning at least some words from Ravelry (while some more 

experienced knitters were proficient in the language), and a larger percentage is learning 

technical language as well.  This suggests that beginners are learning Ravelry as a knitting 

instruction source, while in the past, knitters learned the actual knitting away from Ravelry, but 

used Ravelry to communicate with other knitters. 

 
Table 2: Table one shows that ravelers with more experience learn mostly jargon on Ravelry, but some 
also said they have learned no words on Ravelry. 
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Tables 3: Table two indicates that Ravelers with more experience also learn jargon on Ravelry, and a 
significant amount use Ravelry for technical knowledge. 
 

From Where Do Knitters Learn Jargon? 

Of the more experienced knitters who said they learned no new words from Ravelry, one 

explained that ze has been knitting since before ze started using the internet.  Ze has 32 years of 

experience and said ze learned “none.  Some of us have been knitting for decades before Ravelry 

came along.”  While it is possible that this person has not learned any words from Ravelry, it is 

very unlikely that less experienced knitters will acquire a robust knitting vocabulary without 

Ravelry.  Many knitters who took the survey responded with large lists of words that they 

learned from Ravelry, and the most experienced knitter (75 years) responded that ze learned 

most of the jargon from Ravelry.  Of knitters with more than 6 years of experience, 60% learned 

knitting jargon primarily on Ravelry, with an additional 20% learning jargon primarily elsewhere 

on the internet (Table 4).  In Lauren Squire’s article about enregisterment, she explains that 

Internet English is not exclusive to the internet: “What is new about these features’ role in 

written practice is that internet discourse documents, publicizes, and diffuses them—not that they 
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are more frequent in internet discourse than in other realms.”32 While many more experienced 

knitters were fluent in knitting vocabulary before using the internet and Ravelry, the use of these 

terms in a written public format helps to spread them. 

 
 

 
Table 4:  Over 80% of less experienced knitters learn knitting jargon on Ravelry, while hardly any learn 
from offline sources.  Of knitters with more experience, only 60% learned their jargon on Ravelry, but a 
further 20% learned jargon from other online sources. 
 
 
Creation of Words on Ravelry 
 

I researched the etymology of many common slang knitting words to see if any originated 

from Ravelry.  None of these words are listed in dictionaries with the correct definitions, so I 

searched on Google for results before May 2007 (the founding of Ravelry).  Most of the common 

terms were in frequent use for years before Ravelry, but two terms are newer to the lexicon:  

yarn barf, and clown barf.  Google has 17 results prior to May 2007 for the term yarn barf, but 

two refer to a scene in the movie Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy where a knitted version of 

                                                
32 Lauren Squires, “Enregistering Internet Langauge,” Language in Society 39 (2010): 483. 
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Arthur Dent is vomiting yarn.  Besides those two results, the earliest mention is in March of 

2005 on a knitting forum: “Lion Brand Homespun seems to be particularly bad about that, and 

LB Cotton-Ease, while the tail isn't usually that hard, it generally does a big ol' ‘yarn barf’ when 

you pull it out.”33  Yarn skeins are generally wound so that the end of the yarn is inside the skein 

and as the yarn is knit, it easily comes out the middle so the skein does not get tangled or rolled 

around.  As can be inferred from the quotation, the end of the yarn can sometimes be difficult to 

find or result in yarn barf: when a large chunk of the yarn is pulled out with the end.  It is 

possible that the term was in use offline, or in unsearchable areas of the internet, but the term 

now has 2,840 Google results which do not include the 4,181 search results on Ravelry (as 

opposed to 15 before Ravelry). 

 Knitting yarn can be spun from many fibers, and the yarn is usually dyed (it can be dyed 

before or after it is spun).  Yarns are described by weight, fiber, and color, also known as a 

“colorway” (for example, the colorway for a limited edition self-striping yarn with red, tan, 

yellow, blue, and purple was called “Time Traveler”).34  Clown barf is a term referring to yarns 

with bright, multicolored colorways.  Usually, it has negative connotations, but many knitters 

proudly claim a love of clown barf colorways.  In my Google search, I found that guitar players 

refer to bright multicolored picks as clown barf as well, so the concept of “clown barf” colors is 

not limited to knitters, but knitters use it to refer to yarn exclusively and not just the color.  Prior 

to May 2007, Google has eight results for “‘clown barf’ yarn” but there are currently 1,730 

results in total (not including Ravelry’s 5,869 results).  Again, the term was in use before 

Ravelry, and it could have been more popular than Google would make it appear, but its usage 

has greatly increased since Ravelry’s foundation. 

                                                
33 http://www.knittersreview.com/forum/topic.asp?ARCHIVE=true&TOPIC_ID=30396 
34 http://www.ravelry.com/yarns/library/knit-picks-
felici/projects?status=&category=&craft=&color=&photoless=0&search=time+traveler 
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 It is clear that Ravelry is affecting and increasing knitters’ vocabularies.  According to 

the survey results, most ravelers (93%) have learned new words from Ravelry, whether they like 

these words or not, and Google results indicate that Ravelry has increased the use of these terms.  

In addition to yarn barf and clown barf, I also searched for all of the other words ravelers listed 

as words they have learned on Ravelry (including frog, WIP, tink, and a number of other terms), 

but AKC as it refers to knitting is the only one with no results prior to 2007.  AKC has other 

connotations from knitting, so I searched for “AKC + knitting.”  AKC stands for “actual knitting 

content” and it is found in the titles of threads on Ravelry’s discussion boards in groups that were 

not specifically created to discuss fiber (for example, the satirical “Lazy, Stupid, and Godless” 

group has this thread entitled: “AKC: So, what does one knit in Arizona?”).  While I could not 

find AKC in use before 2007, the phrase “actual knitting content” was fairly popular, so this is 

not a concrete example showing Ravelry is responsible for a new initialism. 

The only example of a knitting jargon term created and spread through Ravelry (listed by 

someone in the survey) is Contiguous.  The word was already in existence, but it has a different 

meaning in regards to knitting.  One raveler created a new shoulder shaping technique and 

named it Contiguous.  Usually, professional designers publish their patterns in books or 

magazines, but they sometimes also create PDFs or post patterns to their blog.  This knitter has 

not designed any other published patterns.  She created this technique and explained it in her 

pattern notes on Ravelry, and then created a pattern in the Ravelry database with only her pattern 

notes and no external links.35  She first discussed the method in a discussion board post, and 

latter explained that she named it contiguous in a different post.  She has since started a Ravelry 

group about this method and it has over four thousand members. 

 
                                                
35 Contiguous pattern, http://www.ravelry.com/patterns/library/contiguous 
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Transmission and Enregisterment of Words on Ravelry 

Out of 351 survey responses, ravelers listed over 70 words they learned on Ravelry 

(many were repeated, ex. frog was repeated 112 times). Contiguous was the only knitting related 

word listed that was created on Ravelry.  Internet slang has evolved on Ravelry, and many 

Ravelry related words have been created, but knitting terms have been slower to evolve and be 

created.  Even though ravelers are generally not creating new knitting terms on Ravelry, they are 

using and learning existing jargon.  Clearly, some jargon was created and became widespread as 

the internet grew in popularity (as seen in yarn barf and clown barf), and Ravelry has fostered 

the transmission of these terms, but it is as of yet not a place where new knitting words are 

frequently created. 

A small number of ravelers reported learning all of their knitting vocabulary from 

Ravelry.  A few of the brand-new knitters use Ravelry as their main knitting resource, but it has 

also been very useful to non-native English speakers.  Ravelry’s founders are United States 

Americans36, and the majority of ravelers are from North America37, so Ravelry has also been 

useful for non-American English speakers.  One raveler responded to the question about jargon: 

“I am English... is frogging also an Americanism? - English frogs don't say ‘rip it’ and in any 

case, I would 'rip' woven cotton fabric whereas I would ‘unravel’ a piece of knitting.”  Even 

though ravelers are not creating many new knitting related words, they are transmitting 

American English knitting jargon to knitters around the world, and this vocabulary is becoming 

enregistered. 

Only 20% of survey takers learned most of their vocabulary from face to face interactions 

or printed sources.  Of more experienced knitters, 10% said they learned no jargon whatsoever 

                                                
36 Jessica Forbes, http://www.ravelry.com/people/frecklegirl 
37 Ravelry users by country, http://www.ravelry.com/statistics/users 
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from Ravelry.  While this is certainly possible, it is highly unlikely that a newer knitter would 

not learn any new terms on Ravlery, and this is supported by the survey results.  All of the less 

experienced knitters who responded to the prompt “please list knitting terms you learned on 

Ravelry” gave examples of words, or said they learned everything from Ravelry.  The data about 

how people learned to knit can explain this change.  Eighty-four percent of knitters with more 

than six years of experience already knew another knitter before they learned the craft, and 

nearly 60% were taught how to knit by another knitter.  This shows a drastic change, as only 

23% of newer knitters already knew another knitter before learning the craft, and only 30% were 

taught how to knit face to face by another person (see Table 5).  As newer knitters are embracing 

the internet for learning the craft, more vocabulary is being transmitted online and especially on 

Ravelry.  

 
Table 5: Over 80% of more experience knitters with more than 6 years of experienced learned how to knit 
without the aid of the internet, as opposed to less than 60% of less experienced knitters.  New knitters are 
turning to online tutorials instead of friends or relatives, as many do not know any knitters. 
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Conclusions 
 

As many new knitters are not acquainted with other knitters before the learn the craft, 

they turn to the internet to learn how to knit.  They will learn most of their vocabulary online 

instead of through “real life” friends or books and patterns, which tend not to use much knitting 

jargon.  Ravelry is a convenient one-stop resource, and has gained one million users in the last 

year for a total of over three million users since its founding 6 years ago.  The discussion boards 

are active, and knitting jargon is transmitted easily and quickly.  In 2012, ravelers posted over 23 

million times on the discussion boards.  More experienced knitters learned some of their knitting 

vocabulary through friends, family, and books, and then on other websites before Ravelry, but 

they also learned knew jargon on Ravelry.  Many new knitters are using Ravelry as their sole 

online resource for knitting information, and they also use it to communicate to other knitters 

since many of them do not know other knitters in “real life.”   

General internet speak has evolved and been created on Ravelry, but new knitting jargon 

is scarce.  Although the majority of ravelers who took my survey are very familiar with knitting 

jargon and many feel it is necessary for communicating and understanding on Ravelry, new 

knitting jargon (ex. yarn barf, FO) is relatively uncommon on the discussion boards.  This could 

help explain why Ravelry has not yet spawned new vocabulary related to knitting (with one clear 

exception: contiguous).  Knitters have a large vocabulary to use when talking about knitting, and 

they use newer terms less frequently, so there is not much of a current need for new words.  

Ravelry has also helped non-native American English speakers learn American knitting jargon.  

While Ravelry is not responsible for new knitting language, it has enregistered and transmitted 

current knitting jargon. 
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This enregisterment has also contributed to turning knitting vocabulary into an anti-

language.  Knitting vocabulary is well-known among knitters, and they use it to talk to each 

other about knitting (though knitters more often talk about non-knitting related things on 

Ravelry, as evidenced by Ravelry’s “radar” feature).  Knitting language uses the same grammar 

as English, and has many synonyms for words related to the craft.  As these terms are spread and 

enregistered on Ravelry, the use of specific vocabulary to talk about knitting is becoming a 

strong example of an anti-language. 
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Appendix A 

Survey posted for ravelers to fill out 
 
1. Why do you knit?  

 for the process  
 for the finished product  
 Other: ______________ 

 
2. For whom do you make knitted garments?   
 
3. Do you consider yourself a knitter? 

o yes 
o no 

 
4. Primarily, where did you first come across this technical knitting terminology (k2tog, m1r, 
etc)?  

o In non-Ravelry online knitting groups  
o On Ravelry  
o In face to face knitting groups  
o In books or from patterns  
o Other: ________________  

 
5. How familiar are you with non-pattern related terminology (frogged, lys, ufo, etc)? * 

o Not familiar  
o Barely familiar  
o Somewhat familiar  
o Very familiar 

 
6. Primarily, where did you learn this non-technical terminology (frogged, lys, ufo, etc)?  

o in non-Ravelry online knitting groups  
o on Ravelry  
o in knitting groups  
o in books or from patterns  
o Other: ________________ 

 
7. Did you know other knitters before you joined Ravelry? * 

o Yes  
o No  

 
8. How did you learn to knit? * 

 face to face classes  
 YouTube or other video tutorials  
 other online tutorials without videos  
 books  
 taught by a friend or relative  
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 Other: __________________ 
 
 9. Please list knitting related terms that you learned on Ravelry. Feel free to add additional 
comments.   
 
10.  How long have you been a knitter? 
 
 
 
Appendix B 
 
Example of a knitting chart from Carissa Browning’s Nori pattern.38 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
38 http://www.knitty.com/ISSUEss13/PATTnori.php 
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