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Abstract 
This position paper argues that studies of vibrator 
design could provide a bridge between feminist 
approaches and HCI. Vibrators could be a concrete 
example of how qualities of feminist interaction design, 
especially pluralism, advocacy and embodiment, are 
negotiated in technology design. As a method to 
analyze these negotiations, I propose the application of 
Situational Analysis, to map the actors in the network 
of designing, marketing and experiencing vibrators. 
With the support of collaborative design approaches, 
critique-based contributions such as situational analysis 
could facilitate the negotiations between the actors, 
and hence affect design practice directly.  
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Introduction 
Despite the advancements in studies covering the 
physiology of female sexuality (e.g. [10]), the female 
orgasm still appears a disputed topic. Especially, the 
proper methods for achieving it have been debated. 
Quite recent feminist studies still find clitoral 
stimulation muted compared to intercourse, for 
example in textbooks covering anatomy, and in 
everyday discourse [20],[22]. In these debates, the 
role of technologies, that are used to produce orgasms, 
has often been kept implicit.  

One of the earliest methods to achieve orgasm was 
digital stimulation of the genitalia. Digital is the Latin 
term used in medical literature to refer to something in 
which fingers are involved. The production of an 
orgasm, “The intense, reflexive, physiological release of 
sexual tension” [9], is one human pursuit made more 
effective with technical devices, such as hydriatic, 
steam-powered, or electro-mechanical vibrators. The 
current definition for a vibrator is: “a battery-powered 
or electrical plug-in hand-held device that can provide 
intense sexual stimulation to the erogenous areas of 
the body and the genitalia by way of high-speed 
vibrations” [9]. At least for women purchasing 
vibrators, using vibrators for clitoral stimulation is the 
most popular option to produce orgasms [7]. Vibrators 
can therefore be considered as one of the prominent 
technologies of erotic life. 

Nowadays, some methods used to produce orgasms are 
digital in the sense that they are connected to devices 
computing binary information. Teledildonics is a term 
used to refer to sexual stimulation controlled remotely 
through electronic communication, typically computers 
[16]. Perhaps in the future, the stimulation of 

erogenous areas will be viewed far too inefficient and 
direct neural stimulation [19] would become the 
prominent method of producing orgasms. Even in this 
case, there remains the question of how technology 
design intertwines with how we experience our bodies.  

I argue that an analysis of vibrator design could be a 
concrete example of how the qualities of feminist 
interaction design [3], especially pluralism, advocacy 
and embodiment, are negotiated in technology design. 
As a method to illustrate these negotiations, I propose 
the actor-network theory [14] -inspired approach of 
situational analysis by Adele Clarke [6]. In the 
following, I discuss the possibilities of bringing the 
qualities of feminist interaction to HCI by approaching 
vibrator design as negotiation, in a network of human 
and non-human actors. I claim that critique-based 
contributions such as situational analysis may be used 
to support generative contributions and hence affect 
design practice directly, but this requires the facilitation 
of negotiations through collaborative design methods.  

Intersections of Sexuality and Technology  
Maines’ [17] history of vibrators shows illustratively the 
intertwining of technology and female sexuality. It 
depicts how massaging female genitals to orgasm was 
a common practice in Western medicine for centuries. 
This treatment was not defined as a sexual encounter, 
as sex was understood from an anthrocentric 
viewpoint: as coitus ending in male orgasm. The female 
orgasm did not exist in this view. Instead, it was called 
“hysterical paroxysm”, a relief to symptoms of hysteria. 
As treating the symptoms digitally was too time-
consuming and dirty, the clever doctors rationalized 
their work process. They embraced electromechanic 
technologies that did “the job nobody wanted” much 



  

more effectively. Vibrators were advertised among 
other domestic technologies to aid women, until they 
appeared in pornographic films.  

Attwood [1] argues that the sexual aspects of vibrators 
are still hided by defining them as aesthetic fashion 
items for recreation. Vibrators are discussed from 
marxist-feminist viewpoints [1],[15],[18],[20] as, on 
the one hand, emancipatory devices enabling the 
experience of sexual satisfaction through other means 
than penetration. On the other hand, these scholars 
criticize how the marketing of vibrators reinforces 
individualistic and capitalistic values, which treat sexual 
pleasure as an individual pursuit to be achieved as 
effectively as possible. These critiques come close to 
Sengers’ [24] criticism of “taylorism” in HCI: 
technologies should not be designed solely for 
effectiveness, but instead the complexity and 
unpredictability of human interaction should be 
acknowledged.  

These accounts could be defined as critique-based, in 
the sense that they show how certain technologies 
participate in the construction of sexuality. They are 
perhaps not “generative” in the sense Bardzell [3] 
would like to see feminist interaction design to be: 
supporting the design of technologies that would be 
faithful to the qualities of feminist interaction design. 
The qualities of feminist interaction design as presented 
by Bardzell [3], point towards looking at design as 
constant negotiation. I propose that understanding the 
network of actors participating in the negotiations 
would provide designers better chances to make 
informed decisions as actors in the network. Not only to 
make successful designs, but also to at least try to 
implement sustainable values, for example the qualities 

of feminist interaction. The network of actors 
participating in the negotiations over the role of 
technology in constructing the female body could 
probably be explored in the case of any tangible or 
haptic interface. I support the study of vibrators, since 
they are an illustrative example that manifests the 
disputes over the qualities of feminist interaction 
design, especially pluralism, advocacy and 
embodiment.  

Pluralism encourages us to acknowledge the multiple 
views and needs of “users”. In the case of vibrators, we 
see that negotiations have concerned the multiplicity of 
users: from male doctors to house-wives, from 
emancipated women to victims of market-forces. 
Continuing the analysis of vibrator design from this 
viewpoint would be relevant to find out implicated 
actors. These may include, for example, the 
manufacturers of the devices in developing countries. 
These implicated actors often are the producers of the 
technologies of emancipation, as discussed by Wajcman 
[27].  

The quality of advocacy involves questioning the 
position of the designer as the ultimate actor of 
designing the role of vibrators in female sexuality. 
Vibrator designers do not totally control the ways their 
products participate in the definitions of female 
sexuality, as users can actively use the devices to 
construct their own versions of their sexualities. The 
viewpoint of advocacy would be useful to analyze the 
negotiations over the role of vibrators in female 
sexuality, from the positions of different actors. Some 
studies in HCI already pay attention to sexuality in their 
discussion on embodied interaction, such as [4],[5]. 
Embodiment is a necessary viewpoint in understanding 



  

the negotiations over technology and female sexuality. 
In the next section, I make a proposition of how to 
analyze the network of actors involved in these 
negotiations over pluralism, advocacy, and 
embodiment, in order to understand designers’ role in 
the network. 

Engaging in the Network of Actors 
Theoretical and methodological approaches looking at 
the interaction of human and non-human could provide 
helpful support to analyze the networks of actors 
involved in constructing female sexuality. In sociology, 
the concept of embodiment entails the same tenets of 
post-dualism and interactionism as in HCI [8]. 
Sociological views to embodiment similarly emphasize 
the intertwining of physical and social, in arguing that 
our engagement with social surroundings affects the 
ways we define our bodies. In this sense, our bodies 
are done in social interaction [32]. Actor-network 
theory [13],[14], feminist studies of technology 
[11],[26],[27],[28] and recent developments in 
symbolic interactionism [31],[6] go further towards the 
post-humanist stance in including both non-human and 
human actors in this interaction.  

This viewpoint has potential to bring HCI and feminist 
accounts of embodiment together in looking at the co-
construction of technological and social. The approach 
of situational analysis developed by Clarke [6] pays 
attention to both human and non-human actors, and 
adds to this the muted actors on the edges of actor 
networks, acknowledging power differences between 
the actors involved. Situational analysis aims to map 
with inductive reasoning the actors that participate in 

situated meaning-making processes. I suggest that 
using situational analysis to map the actors involved in 
the design of vibrators, could help to understand the 
negotiations that contribute to our understanding of 
female sexuality. Analyzing the efforts that vibrator 
designers make to participate in these negotiations 
would provide designers actionable knowledge on how 
their decisions affect the construction of sexuality.   

In my view, critique-based approaches can contribute 
directly to design by making designers more informed 
about the consequences of their decisions. This 
requires, of course, methods for sharing the viewpoints 
of the critical scholars, such as co-design [29],[30], 
participatory design [25], or action research [2] 
approaches that allow for negotiation between the 
actors involved. Another option is to teach designers to 
produce this knowledge themselves, an example being 
Reilly [23], who uses the history of vibrators, as a 
technology yielding to male definitions, to teach her 
students to recognize the intertwining of mainstream 
views of sexuality, and the design of contemporary 
computer technologies. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
The purpose of introducing situational analysis is to 
start a fruitful engagement between critique-based and 
generative contributions of feminist approaches in HCI. 
Viewing vibrator design as negotiation manifests the 
qualities of feminist interaction. Analyzing this 
negotiation could enhance designers’ possibilities to 
make informed interventions to it. Here, the 
established traditions of co-design, participatory design 
and action research could provide useful support.  
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