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PREFACE

Naia (three years old)    Will the baby be a boy or a girl, Mummy?

Sarah (forty-one years old)    We don’t know yet, what do you think?

Naia    I want a girl, a baby sister.

Sarah    But if it’s a boy you will still love them, won’t you?

Naia    NO!



It was after this conversation, and a few more like it, that my partner and I decided to find out the sex of our second baby at the twenty-week scan. While the sex of our child was not very important to us and we try to raise our children as gender neutrally as possible, we thought it would be a good idea to prepare our daughter for the prospect of a baby brother. I went along to the scan and told the sonographer that I would like to find out the sex of the baby. At the end of the appointment, I was given a ‘gender reveal’ card in an envelope that my partner and I could open later. That night we opened the envelope and ‘GIRL’ was written on the dotted line. ‘Phew’ we thought, we might not have to prepare our daughter quite as much.

The next four months went by quickly and I gave birth to a wonderful healthy baby at home. A couple of minutes after the birth I looked down at the baby in my arms. ‘I think the baby has balls!’ I exclaimed to my midwife. Sure enough, my little baby was a boy. All of us, including my daughter, were instantly besotted with baby Theo (instead of Thea). We really shouldn’t have worried at all.

There was one minor detail, however. What to do with the newborn girls’ dresses and knitwear I had been sent by thoughtful family members. As I looked down at these gendered baby clothes, I started to question my own values. Could I dress my newborn boy in these things? What would people think? What would Theo think when he saw photos of himself as a baby in ‘girls’ clothes? After consulting my relatives and upon much reflection, I decided to make a basket of baby girl’s clothes and give it away on my local community Facebook page. My post raised a few eyebrows. One person commented ‘I’m sure your baby boy would look wonderful in pink’, another said ‘I wouldn’t worry about it, they grow so fast anyway’. In theory I agreed, but in practice I just couldn’t do it. I couldn’t dress my son in flowery dresses without his consent.

You may be thinking, why I am beginning a design textbook with a very personal story about birth? The first reason is to situate myself and the production of the book. This book was conceived and written in-between breastfeeding, changing nappies, playing, illness, a hospital stay, and sometimes having had very little sleep. At a time where Covid-19 changed home-life for many families and the burden placed upon women was significant, I feel very lucky to live in Aotearoa, New Zealand. Lockdowns were relatively short, the toll of Covid-19 comparatively minimal and the evidence of manaakitangi (a central tenet of Māori culture that extends love and compassion to others) clear to see.

Originally from the UK, I am Tangata Tiriti, a person permitted to live in Aotearoa by the Treaty and who acknowledges and respects the position of Māori. My kids, Naia and Theo, whakapapa (have ancestral links) to Ngāi Tahu and as parents we do our best to give them knowledge of the richness of te ao Māori (the Māori world). The process of immigrating to Aotearoa, starting a family here, and beginning to learn about the Māori worldview, has made me more aware of the dominance of Western approaches to design and to gender. While I attempt to address this bias in the book by deconstructing Western ideas, and by including examples from a range of global contexts, I am aware that my own position as a white bisexual agender English female influences its content. I hope that as a reader you can apply the concepts, discussions and techniques to your own unique experience, and hold me to account when necessary.

Perhaps many of you are already doing so. There is a lot that can be criticized in my birth story: my decision to find out the sex of the baby, accepting gendered clothing as gifts, giving the baby a gendered name, the list goes on. For me, and this is the second reason I wanted to begin the book with this story, the narrative demonstrates how from the moment we are born, gender is culturally embedded into our everyday experience. It speaks to how designed artefacts, in this case clothes, objectify gender and gendered power relations. As designers, we are, quite literally, designing gender. The story also illustrates the complexities of trying to make change in systems and cultures in which gender norms are heavily entrenched. Gender is mutable and can be changed by our own actions, yet at the same time it is so ingrained it informs many, often unconscious, assumptions that can be difficult to dismantle. This complexity means that while feminism may give us the theoretical tools to unpack and challenge convention, in practice the process may not be so simple.

It is the gap between theory and practice that motivates me to write this book. While feminist theorists across a range of disciplines have offered significant insight and developed tools for thinking about gender and power, design as a discipline has been slow to engage with this work. In the 1980s, a small group of feminist design researchers explored the ways that professional design practice reinforced gender hierarchies and there has been a trickle of academic work on the topic since this time. However, there has been little instruction given to designers and students as to how they might alter their practice. This book aims to do just that. By exploring key concepts and theories, raising challenging questions and offering activities, I would like readers to reflect on their own design work. Ultimately, I hope the emergent dialogue will go some way to fostering new sorts of gender relations through design.

The definition of design that I adhere to in the book is an all-encompassing one. Design names our ability ‘to prefigure what we create before the act of creation, and as such, it defines one of the fundamental characteristics that make us human’ (Fry, 2009: 2). Thus, everyone everywhere is, and was, involved in designing. However, as we will read about in Chapter 2 and 3, the professionalization of design worked to exclude women, trans and non-binary people, and reproduced notions of managerial, technical and scientific knowledge as inherently masculine. Over time within the design discipline, practices became gendered and hierarchized. Women were associated with ‘decorative’ practices such as illustration, embroidery, pottery and dressmaking, while industrial design, typography, and architectural design were associated with men and afforded higher status.

The different status given to various design disciplines is one of the reasons that the book takes a transdisciplinary approach. It includes theories, approaches and examples from user experience design, graphic design, craft, art, product design, interaction design and design futures among others. Although the text does not focus on fashion, architecture or urban design, the theories, processes and activities included are useful to anyone interested in designing gender in a broad sense. In this respect, the approach of the book reflects the merging of design disciplines that has occurred in industry (Kiernan and Ledwith, 2011), and aligns with academic arguments for transdisciplinary design practice as a site for political action (Fry, 2009).

Structure of the book

Each chapter includes key theories, concepts and questions for designers, a case study, an interview and two activities. It is hoped that by including this range of resources that the book goes someway to bridging theory and practice, as well as adding diverse voices in addition to my own.

Chapter 1 – Gender, feminism and things – defines the approach to gender and feminism taken in book and begins to explore how normative assumptions can be avoided in design practice. It starts by documenting theorizations of the complexities of sex and gender found in queer feminist theory. It argues for a holistic approach which acknowledges that ‘shared biology, biological variation, shared culture, and individual experience all come together in an unfathomably complex manner to create both the trends as well as the diversity in gender and sexuality’ (Serano, 2013: para 5). The theory of intersectionality that informs the approach to feminism used in the book is outlined. We are introduced to the way that design as professional practice is influenced by, and reproduces, the binary divisions that are central to Western thought and that uphold systems of inclusion/exclusion and privilege/oppression. We explore examples of products, packaging and design processes that reproduce gender inequality. The concepts of gender norms and script analysis are outlined, and we consider how these ideas are useful for analysing the gendering of things. In the last part of the chapter, I argue that gender justice will not be achieved without changing design values, processes, and tools, and the rest of the book explores how we might set about doing so.

Chapter 2 – Women, craft and technology – starts with a discussion of the slippery definitions of design and technology. The chapter summarizes how feminist design historians in the 1980s and 1990s questioned the privileging of design as professional practice and proposed a revaluing of everyday practices of designing and making. In line with this work, it is argued that it is only by broadening the conceptualization of design to include craft and technology beyond the new and electronic, that women’s contributions to design become visible. As Judy Wajcman has argued, indigenous women were the first technologists (2004: 15). Thus, the chapter documents how feminists have used everyday practices of making as forms of resistance. Framed as sources of inspiration to draw from, we explore activist craft practice, feminist redesigns and DIY aesthetics, as well as the ways that digital technologies have allowed feminists to challenge patriarchal culture and to hack gender.

Chapter 3 – Women and design as profession – examines the professionalization of design and the related associations that developed between women and particular types of design work. It considers the design knowledge and processes that have been deemed valuable in professional practice, and outlines feminist critiques of the individualism, universalism, objectivity and solutionism often objectified by these approaches. We encounter the theorizations of situated knowledge (Haraway, 1986) and situated action (Suchman, 1987), and it is argued these perspectives can shift design away from reproducing inequality. The chapter goes on to document the masculinities at work in contemporary design cultures and outlines innovative approaches to addressing inequality in the workplace. It concludes by showcasing designs that challenge gender norms that have been produced in professional contexts.

Chapter 4 – Making gender inequality visible – starts by documenting the gender bias of information that informs the design of products, services and systems. We explore recent discussions of data and power, particularly in light of the rise of artificial intelligence and machine learning. We consider how poor data and lack of data about women, trans and non-binary people can contribute to inequality. The chapter proposes ways in which designers can evaluate and use data differently in recognition of the importance of context, embodiment and the agency of users. These ideas are explored through analysis of feminist counter-data and queer AI projects. Designers play a significant part in the visual communication of data, thus the last part of the chapter explores feminist approaches to data visualization including data humanism.

Chapter 5 – Feminist design futures – focuses upon design methods to imagine different gender futures. It begins by introducing speculative design and design fiction and considers why, until relatively recently, there has been little engagement with gender in this body of work. It documents a number of alternative futures imagined by feminist writers and argues that the narratives we create about future lives matter. The chapter proposes alternative approaches to time inspired by feminist theory. It concludes by analysing the few examples of feminist speculative design that do exist, and by identifying and defining the importance of public participation, contextual relevance and anachronic methods in this work.

Chapter 6 – Sustainable practice and design beyond binaries – returns to explore how binaries reproduced through design contribute to intersectional inequality and environmental crisis. We consider how sustainable and transitional approaches can often reproduce essentialist perspectives of gender and nature, despite their honourable intentions. Drawing on Tony Fry and Adam Nocek, it is argued that ‘design needs to become unrecognisable to itself’ to address the current crisis (2021: 14). To start this journey, we focus on the theory and practice of ecofeminists, queer ecologists and indigenous thinkers. We consider more-than-human entanglements and the types of design work that this approach fosters. The synergies between queer ecology and indigenous worldviews are explored. Ethical ways of taking inspiration from this knowledge are introduced. The chapter, and the book, concludes by focusing on methods to unmake design practice such as non-rational, feral or wild approaches. We are left contemplating whether we, as designers, can move out of our comfort zones and use our capacity for imagination, play and experimentation to unbuild the unjust worlds we have created.



1

GENDER, FEMINISM AND THINGS

Introduction: the complexities of sex and gender

As a concept, gender is relatively new. While its usage to refer to either of ‘the two primary biological forms of a species’ has been dated back to the fifteenth century (Merriam-Webster, 2022), the understanding of gender as a term to describe the social enactment of sex roles emerged in the 1950s. Largely popularized by the sexologist John Money, gender became a way of distinguishing between bodily sex (male and female) and social roles (masculinity and femininity) (Halberstam, 2007). Money observed the disconnection between sex and gender roles in his intersex patients. He argued that gender was learned in childhood and completely malleable before children reach eighteen months of age. It was this line of thinking that led to the now-infamous case in which he recommended sex reassignment to the parents of a young boy who lost his penis during circumcision. Money believed that if the parents raised the boy as a girl there would be no negative effects. His hypothesis (alongside his highly unethical experiments with the child) proved to be disastrously wrong, with the child growing up with troubling psychological issues and eventually committing suicide (Halberstam, 2007: para 3).

When this wretched experiment came to light, it was used to exemplify a range of theories about gender. As Jack Halberstam notes, it led some ‘medical practitioners to reinvest in the essential relationship between sex and gender’ i.e. the idea that physical sex predetermines social and behavioural characteristics (2007: para 3). For some gender theorists it was evidence of the way that the gendering of the sexed body begins as soon as a child is born, and illustrative of the rigidity of sociobiological processes (Halberstam, 2007: para 3). However, the essential relationship between sex and gender, as well as its fixedness, have been widely critiqued.

This chapter begins by documenting theorizations of the complexities of sex and gender found in queer feminist theory. The definition of gender and the approach to feminism used in the book is outlined. The chapter then goes on to explore how gender inequality is reproduced through the design of material objects and the processes used to create them. We encounter the concepts of gender norms and script analysis and consider how these ideas can be useful for analysing the gendering of artefacts. In the last part of the chapter, the question that informs the rest of the book is framed. How can we move towards design practice that fosters gender justice?

Defining gender

The idea that biology (chromosomes, sex organs, hormones and other physical features) dictates social and behavioural characteristics has led to problematic theorizations of male and female traits. For example, this includes the arguments that women are hysterical, passive and lacking in spatial skills, and that men are rational, uncaring and single-minded, among many other stereotypical qualities. It also includes the still-prevalent idea that girls are verbal and boys are physical in their development.


KEY CONCEPT: GENDER ESSENTIALISM

In early Western thought, in Plato for example, it was posited that all things have an ‘essence’. Since that time, the idea that certain groups of people have innate characteristics has held traction. When used to assert that social identities such as ethnicity, gender, and nationality, correspond to specific qualities, essentialism has been at the centre of many discriminatory and extremist ideologies.

Indeed, gender essentialism is a concept that has mainly been used in feminist theory and gender studies to critique the idea that men and women have fixed, intrinsic and innate ‘essences’. The attribution of specific characteristics and behaviours, women as feminine (nurturing, empathetic, non-competitive etc.) and men as masculine (strong, assertive, dominant etc.), is frequently justified by referencing distinct biological and psychology characteristics (often referred to as biological determinism). Gender essentialism reinforces binary thinking by homogenizing men and women into one single category according to their ‘true essence’, and often refutes the possibility of other genders. For example, an essentialist (and highly problematic) perspective on gender would argue that a trans woman would always be male in ‘essence’.



These arguments, and the scientific studies behind them, have largely been discredited. For example, the biologist and women’s studies scholar Anne Fausto-Sterling has dedicated her academic life to demonstrating how scientific understandings of sex and gender (including decisions regarding sex at birth) are shaped by the culture which produced it. Fausto-Sterling argues that rather than binary (male vs female) or a continuum (male to female), ‘sex and gender are best conceptualised as points in multidimensional space’ (2000: 22). By this she means that at every level, the genetic, the cellular, the hormonal, the anatomical, there are multiple permutations of masculinity and femininity. She writes that ‘gender identity presumably emerges from all of those corporeal aspects via some poorly understood interaction with environment and experience’ (Fausto-Sterling, 2000: 22). Fausto-Sterling observes how the medical and scientific communities are yet to develop a language capable of describing such diversity.

The same could be said of popular notions of sex and gender. While categories to describe different sexes and genders have increased in recent years, they are still inadequate to describe diversity of experience. Indeed, in most Western cultures many continue to think of sex as relating to the biological characteristics of male/female, and of gender as being a historical, social and cultural construct pertaining to masculinity/femininity. However, as Fausto-Sterling argues, and as we will come to explore in the work of Judith Butler and Julia Serano, bodily aspects of sex and gender are inextricably linked with the psychological, social, cultural and technological, with no one characteristic necessarily taking priority over another.

In her earlier provocative work on sex, Fausto-Sterling fell into the trap of privileging the role of genitalia in determining gender. In the ‘Five Sexes’ Fausto-Sterling (1993) lays out five possible categorizations of gender according to biological characteristics. However, as Suzanne J. Kessler argued, the problem with this work was that it gave genitals primary signifying status, when in the everyday world ‘gender attributions are made without access to genital inspection’ (2002: 90). Kessler writes that what has primacy in everyday life is the gender that is performed, regardless of the flesh’s configuration under the clothes’ (2002:90).


KEY CONCEPT: SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM

Social constructionism is used to define an approach to knowledge that views characteristics such as gender, sexuality, race, class etc. as products of human definition, rather than simply biologically determined. It highlights how concepts such as man/woman are shaped by cultural and historical contexts, and how these ideas are reproduced and change over time. Social constructionism has informed many feminist approaches to gender that have challenged essentialist or biologically determinist understandings of what men and women can do, for example. From a social constructionist perspective, the meaning of being categorized as a man or woman or masculine or feminine, is fluid and dynamic, changing over time, thus making these categories neither inevitable nor immutable. For example, the idea that women are more likely to be overly ‘emotional’ can be challenged when we consider the power relations at play in categorization of particular bodies. This is illustrated by critiques of the gendered history of the diagnosis of women with hysteria (McVean, 2017).

As we will return to below, however, the prevalence of social constructivism in feminist thought has been challenged more recently because it privileges language and meaning over materials and bodies (Braidotti, 2012).



One of the key theorists that has addressed the social construction of sex and gender, and indeed who has questioned the distinction between these two concepts entirely, is Judith Butler. Butler has dedicated her academic career to examining ‘the ways in which identity norms are taken up and subject positions assumed’ (Salih and Butler
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