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Abstract 
Feminist thought is 
easier to interpret as 
a critical program 
than as a design pro-
gram.  We identify 
three reasons.  First, 
issues of power and 
control are not yet 
fully recognized as 
central to feminist 
design. Second, 
feminist HCI thought 
must reconcile itself 
to the ways in which 
artifact design entails 
essentialist thought.  
Third, feminist HCI 
must distinguish what 
is under the control 
versus the influence 
of the designer. 
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Introduction 
System Architectures and Power 
We are interested in the relationship between technol-
ogy and power. We have been particularly focusing on 
the ways in which system architectures reify authority, 
hierarchy, and control; how those architectures become 
unchallenged assumptions; and how the reification cre-
ates a reflexive vacuum in design. Feminist theory up 
through Simone de Beauvoir [4] confronts power di-
rectly, challenging social and political power structures. 
And as a foundation of critical theory since then, criti-
cality considers power a core issue. Thus we approach 
the subject of power with at least common cause with 
feminist theory.  Copyright is held by the author/owner(s). 
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THE POWER OF DESIGN 
The focus of this workshop is on transforming some 
nascent principles of feminist HCI to a program or 
methods of feminist HCI design. In a limited way, de-
sign is an exercise of power. (Design is just one part of 
the coming to be of an artifact1 which is itself an exer-
cise of power amongst many actors.) Within the pur-
view of design are the possibilities of form, behavior, 
and system architecture; within the zone of influence 
(but not control) of design are who uses it, what the 
situations of use might be, etc. So “who gets to design” 
becomes a first expression of power and control. This is 
one of the reasons that participatory design and inclu-
sion are essential to Third Paradigm [10] approaches to 
design, but, by themselves, they are insufficient as the 
basis for feminist HCI. 

THE ARTIFACT / USER POWER RELATION 
The artifact can be thought of as being in a power rela-
tion with the user. Artifacts reconfigure power relations 
amongst users. They redistribute power or impose hier-
archy. More insidiously – and at the core of our current 
research – systems can structure behavior and shape 
expectations. One example that has propelled much of 
our research is that when asked how to design com-
puter games, students insisted that would be wrong if 
computers did not keep score, enforce turn-taking 
rules, or otherwise impose structure upon users – even 
though non-computer based games function quite well 
relying on the players to decide.  This attitude accepts 
a transfer of power from the human players to the sys-

                                                 
1 “Coming to be” includes but is not limited to the commissioning 

of a design and its reasons, the construction of its meaning by 
its audience and users, the artifact in use, the consequences of 
that use, etc. 

tem that should be noted under the aegis of feminist 
HCI.   

Indeed, one line of our research has focused for several 
years on orchestration of collaborative activity, includ-
ing the underlying architectures and capabilities that 
influence users’ views of themselves.  We have argued 
that the repeated practice of conforming to an unyield-
ing yet “interactive” device at user interface level and 
in terms of larger system goals may have a deleterious 
effect on users identity and self-image (playground 
games).  We have also explored designs that we hope 
do not have these properties (drumming) [3]. 

If design is an exercise of power and HCI design cre-
ates artifacts with power, feminist HCI design process 
or methods or influences must come to terms with 
power.  We might expect that this would be a straight-
forward issue, deriving directly from feminist theory. 
Indeed, Bardzell  identifies social justice as one compo-
nent of a feminist HCI agenda – and social justice 
mostly addresses the redistribution of power [2]. 

Feminist Theory and Power 
However, the meaning of “power” is contentious 
amongst feminist theorists – and (oddly) only sporadi-
cally developed as an issue since de Beauvoir. The 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry on this topic 
calls out the tension as primarily between those who 
see “power” as a resource, those who see it as domi-
nance (“power-over”), and those who see power as the 
means to action (“power-to”)  [1].2   

                                                 
2 It also notes the paucity of core discourse about power in 

feminist theory writings. 
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For example, critical theorists (e.g. Foucault [6] and 
those deriving from his work such as Judith Butler [5]) 
have a nuanced vision of power as power-over. That is, 
the “construction” of power is accomplished through 
subjection. In contrast, Hartsock asserts that “the 
feminist theory of power” is “energy and competence 
rather than dominance” [11]. Simply put, the defini-
tions of power echo the different purposes that are as-
cribed to feminism and feminist theory by the different 
authors. In “feminist theory as a program of social ac-
tion”, power is seen as a resource or as the mechanism 
of dominance in the relations of women and men. Al-
ternatively, feminist theory might be construed as a 
form of personal and social construction (“empowering” 
a change in one’s self-image, for example).   

This tension means that there is no single feminist posi-
tion on power nor a particular critical method to apply – 
to say nothing of a proactive or designerly stance. But 
development of a feminist HCI design agenda does not 
need to (and can not) await the resolution of this ten-
sion3. We can not and do not propose to solve the di-
lemma of dueling feminist discourses on power. Our 
current attempt, though, is to suggest the need to con-
sider power and control as central in a feminist HCI 
agenda. 

Bardzell, in locating a Feminist HCI, identified a long list 
of particular concerns including social justice. Working 
within her list, we can position our research in power 
and control within social justice. However, our ability to 
position our work does not end the need to continue to 
                                                 

3 It is safe to assume that the meaning of “power” amongst the 
organizing committee and attendees of the workshop is also 
widely varied – and that most are not aware that so central an 
idea to feminism, is so deeply disagreed about.  

open the space of design discourse on the topic of 
power and control. 

Significant Feminist HCI Design 
What about the other concerns on Bardzell’s list? De-
veloping a generative program from the list or from 
cross-cutting aspects of elements of the list can easily 
tend toward the trivial. During her relatively short ten-
ure developing the Institute for Women and Technol-
ogy, Anita Borg ran technology envisionment work-
shops with groups of women. Using participatory proc-
esses such as bodystorming, participants were asked to 
imagine technologies that suited their lives. This activi-
ties were, in our estimation, interesting but limited. The 
envisionment was founded on current conditions. The 
existing structure of systems was always a given. The 
tendency was towards the narrow because the agenda 
was confined to those things already seen as within the 
purview of a feminist agenda. How to build a non-trivial 
generative design agenda? 

A reduced form of feminism in HCI includes only those 
aspects of design that are already marked by society as 
“female.” While a feminist agenda should certainly con-
tain issues such as designing cell phones for women, a 
feminist HCI that is confined to such tasks would be a 
great disappointment to the authors of this paper and 
to the feminist thinkers that we admire. Indeed, we 
daresay that attendees of this workshop would agree 
on this ambition, if no others.  

One more ambitious strategy would be to position 
feminist HCI design as critical inquiry and/or critical 
expression. But critical thinking/expression are also 
problematic as design strategies since they are inher-
ently “other” or lose their critical power if widely 
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adopted. Thus, we continue to seek a serious alterna-
tive. Does one exist?  The search for this leads us to 
the issue of essentialism in design. 

The Critical and the Generative 
We have seen our own research as part of a feminist 
agenda for HCI design since first undertaking it.  Yet 
talking about it in these terms even to advocates of 
feminism in HCI proves quite difficult.  One reason for 
this is that any particular design that emerges from this 
research agenda can be subject to so many disparate 
kinds of critiques, few of which are wrong, but many of 
which are cumbersome or irrelevant to the point at 
hand. Haraway has suggested a conception of feminist 
objectivity that she terms “situated knowledges.” [9] 
We have identified, within HCI, important trends and 
issues that, we argue, signify these new kinds of think-
ing which we have labeled “Third Paradigm”.   

Yet this argument contains a conundrum.  The very 
notion of a label such as “Third Paradigm” is problem-
atic, yet useful.  It is problematic because by the very 
act of labeling it appears to (and perhaps does) claim 
more for itself than “situated knowledges” calls for.  Yet 
it is useful because of some of the necessities in the 
complex of activities that we usually refer to as “de-
sign”.  The label is an essentialist claim, a dubious 
proposition from a feminist perspective, yet we argue 
here that innovative design requires some component 
of essentialist thought. 

A second conundrum is that an active program of femi-
nism in HCI design entails thought about general or 
cross-cutting claims because artefact design is intrinsi-
cally about non-situated concepts of use.     

Essentialism and Feminism  
Essentialism is the idea that groups are characterized 
by universal, general properties.  For example, the 
formulation that “women are kind” says that an essen-
tial component of woman-ness is kindness. This kind of 
characterization was common in early (“first wave”) 
feminist thought, which featured humanitarian argu-
ments for women’s votes, professional nursing and so-
cial work practices, and other social goods that were 
thought to follow from a more equitable treatment of 
women. Some of these social goods pertained explicitly 
to women, some pertained to children and some to all 
of society.  

Few if any contemporary feminists would be satisfied 
with broad-brush, idealistic characterizations of what it 
means to be a woman.  Nonetheless, first wave femi-
nism used the power of essentialism. It challenged the 
power hierarchy to treat women more equitably in part 
by tying women’s rights to broader social goods.  

Currently, there is an argument in feminist thought 
between those who resist the idea of essentialism and 
those who accept the idea of essentialism but not the 
particular content and this is often tied to the notion of 
power.  For example, one rationale for strict domestic 
violence laws entails state protection of women by tak-
ing away the women’s role in decisions about whether 
to prosecute violent spouses [8].  The idea is that by 
taking away the woman’s right to choose, the law pro-
tects the woman from the violent husband’s wrath.  In 
this way, dominance feminism views the woman as in 
need of protection, or, by implication, “weak”.  The 
anti-essentialist argument protests this characterization 
of women and argues for a more nuanced, case-by-
case approach. Anti-essentialism thus challenges not 
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only the hierarchy of power, but also the notion of a 
group-membership basis for such a hierarchy.  None-
theless, anti-essentialist discourse must rely on the 
existence of a widespread state of affairs in which the 
prevent of domestic violence is already a priority, if it is 
not to be seen as putting laws and regulations that dis-
courage domestic violence at risk.  

Anti-essentialism rejects the very notion of a descrip-
tion of a group, that is, rejects essentialism in all its 
manifestations.  However, another even more recent 
approach is to say that such descriptions are accept-
able, but that particulars such as “women are weak” 
need to be reconstituted along more acceptable lines 
[12].    

Under this perspective, one might say “Women have 
historically been seen as kind/weak”, “this women is 
kind/weak”, always situating the notions of “kind”, 
“weak”, and for that matter “woman.” That is, we can 
talk about groups.  But it would be more difficult to 
draw a strong relationship between qualities such as 
“kindness” or “weakness” and feminist thought.  For 
example, it might be quite difficult to say “kindness 
(whatever that means) is a value, traditionally associ-
ated with women, that feminists might want to em-
brace and because they might want to embrace this, 
other considerations should give way.”  The rhetoric is 
in this way already meek compared to that of first wave 
feminism, or even dominance feminism.  

The Role of Essentialist Thought In Design 
These distinctions within feminist thought are crucial in 
understanding how feminism can and/or should interact 
with a prospective rather than a purely critical role in 

design.  In particular, design activity intrinsically in-
volves utilizing an essentialist view of characteristics.  

Ultimately, a design is a plan for the creation of an arti-
fact. The designer(s) envisions the artifact as having 
certain properties that s/he conceives of as “good.” 
“Good” is measured by the values applied to the design 
from within the hermaneutic circle of the designers. 
That circle includes sufficiency criteria, such as pleasing 
the client, cost, production, abiding by laws and regula-
tions, marketability and so forth. However, these are 
sufficiency criteria, they are not the design itself (and 
the design is itself different from the artifact).   

An element that cannot be formulated crisply is unlikely 
to weigh heavily. And while reflection is an important 
part of design activity, action is the sine qua non. No 
action, no design.  No plan, no design. 

Situating Essentialist Thinking in Design 
Feminist HCI thought must reconcile itself to the ways 
in which artifact design entails essentialist thought. If 
we take feminist design as a stance or frame to mean 
applying a feminist critique to a situation, the de-
signer(s) is then positioned to take on a specific epis-
temology guided by that analysis.  However, this is just 
one backgrounded element in the design, like any 
other. 

One interpretation of the call for situated design has to 
do with designing artifacts to suit the needs of particu-
lar situations.  However, the designer does not control 
the use or situation of use of the artifact.  Thus, design-
ing for particular situations does not ensure that the 
results of the design conform to the criteria in practice. 
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Another view of the call for situated design is that it is 
less concerned with the product and more concerned 
with the process.  Previous calls for deeply situated 
design can illuminate some entailments of this empha-
sis.  

Situated analysis does not call for (and perhaps rejects) 
the notion of a “stop rule.”  That is, it may be seen as 
asking the designer to remain open to reconsideration 
throughout the process. Rittel, building on a European 
notion of participatory design, saw this as a problem 
and argued (crucially) that, while the designer is re-
sponsible for what the designer does, if all the stake-
holders have been heard and everyone feels that they 
have been heard (at some point in time), the designer 
is “right” and free to proceed [13].  This was a premise 
of his notion, ibis (Issue-Base Information System), a 
foundational method to support participatory design.   

Rittel’s position, which is similar to those inherent in 
more modern movements such as Value-Sensitive De-
sign, allows the designer to consult and proceed in 
good conscience, but has a severe limitation especially 
as a feminist agenda for HCI [7].   

Rittel’s approach aligns situated analysis with commu-
nity consensus.  Community consensus is definitely a 
component of feminist HCI, but is insufficient as a de-
sign program. Community consensus only necessitates 
the acknowledgement of those aspects of design that 
are consensually visible. Such a process is free to ig-
nore the fact that the stake-holders are also embedded 
in a situation that, from a critical perspective, they may 
not see. Thus, insistence on consensus in the moment 
is deeply conservative as a design program; design 

action is unjustified except by what is already widely 
understood. 

Paradoxically for a feminist agenda based on eschewing 
essentialization, values essentialized by designers can 
be a resource for innovation.  The very prescriptions 
that are so important in feminist analysis may lead to 
paralysis when turned into design prescriptions. (This is 
not to deny that there are many kinds of designers and 
many variations.) 

The Power of Designers 
So far, we have argued that a feminist agenda for HCI 
design needs to discuss power and control explicitly 
and that it needs to have a coherent stand with respect 
to essentialism. That argument has focused on design-
ers. But – as noted in the Introduction – they are not 
the only actors in the system that brings an artifact into 
being. Feminist HCI must distinguish what is under the 
control versus merely the influence of the designer. 

It is here that Feminist HCI designing must give way to 
Feminist HCI critiquing. That is, the designer’s attempt 
to make a fit with a particular reality (regardless of 
whether that reality is deeply situated, the result of an 
essentialized understanding of users, or a utopian vi-
sion) is subject to the critique of actions of those be-
yond the control of the designer. And it is the role of 
the designer with an agenda to reflect and act in re-
sponse.  

Conclusion 
As leaders of the Xerox PARC Design Interaction Analy-
sis Laboratory in the 1980’s, the authors of this article 
struggled with the relationship between situated action 
and HCI design.  Since then, critical theory and feminist 
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thought have brought more resources to the struggle 
and technology has moved out of the office into the 
everyday.  We are optimistic that a productive feminist 
agenda can be created, but not, perhaps, without prod-
ding and influencing feminist thought.   

References 
[1] Allen, Amy, "Feminist Perspectives on Power", The 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2008 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2008/entries/fe
minist-power/>. 

[2] Bardzell, Shaowen. 2010. Feminist HCI: taking 
stock and outlining an agenda for design. In Proceed-
ings of the 28th international conference on Human 
factors in computing systems (CHI '10). ACM, New 
York, NY, USA, 1301-1310. URL= 
<http://doi.acm.org/10.1145/1753326.1753521> 

[3] Beaton, R., Harrison, S. and Tatar, D. “Digital 
Drumming: A Study of Co-located Highly  Coordinated, 
Dyadic Collaboration”. ACM SigCHI: Proceeding of the 
28th ACM Conference on Human-Factors in Computing 
Systems2010), 1417-1426. 

[4] de Beauvoir, SImone (1949/2010) The Second 
Sex.  Translated by Constance Borde and Shiela Malo-
vany-Chevalier.  New York: Alfred A. Knopf, pp 800  

[5] Butler, Judith. 1990. Gender Trouble: Feminism 
and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge. 

[6] Foucault, Michel. 1979. The History of Sexuality, 
Volume 1: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley. New 
York: Vintage. 

[7] Friedman, B., Kahn, P. and Borning, A. Value Sen-
sitive Design: Theory and Method. University of Wash-
ington, Seattle, WA, 2002. 

[8] Goodmark, L. (2009) Autonomy Feminism: An Anti-
Essentialist Critique of Mandatory Interventions in Do-
mestic Violence Cases.  Florida State Law Review 37(1) 

[9] Haraway, Donna. “Situated Knowledges: The Sci-
ence Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial 
Perspective”. Feminist Studies, Vol. 14, No. 3. 
(Autumn, 1988), pp. 575-599 

[10] Harrison, S. Tatar, D. and Sengers, P. (2007) “The 
Three Paradigms of HCI”,Proceedings of CHI 2007, 
alt.chi, San Jose, CA, May 2007. URL = 
http://people.cs.vt.edu/~srh/Downloads/TheThreePara
digmsofHCI.pdf 

[11] Hartsock, Nancy. 1983. Money, Sex, and Power: 
Toward a Feminist Historical Materialism. Boston: 
Northeastern University Press. 

[12] Irigaray, Luce. 1985. This Sex Which Is Not One. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

[13] Rittel, H. On the Planning Crisis: systems analysis 
of the "first and second generations". Bedrifts Oko-
nomen, 81972), 390-396. 

[14] Tatar, D., Lin, S. and Lee, J. S. “Playground Games 
and the Dissemination of Control” in Computing and 
Learning Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, City, 2008. 

 


