
 
 

A feminine approach to design. 

Abstract 
This is a conversation about recognition and understanding of the feminine in design, 
through practices of listening, storytelling and letter writing. The outcome will be a series of 
fragmentary insights into an idea of feminine design practices. 
 
Feminine design is an invitation to explore qualities, or moments, that infiltrate uniform 
structures and discourses in the design field. These moments often fall into conflict with 
modern values such as purpose, determination, universalism, Fordism, concentration and 
permanence (Harvey, 1996). Designers working in spaces of social innovation, civic 
laboratories, political discourse and academia are passively and overtly forced to shape their 
work processes and outputs to fit into structured, and often detrimental, requirements for 
outputs and measurement (Abdulla et. al. 2016; Akama and Yee, 2016; Willis, 2017). Rather 
than using the term feminine design to create a dualistic paradigm between masculine and 
feminine, we are interested in using feminine design to explore new opportunities and 
celebrate a plurality of practices for contemporary design.  
 
“Feminine means here: wandering, discontinuous, uneven, intensely exposing a lot of raw 
feeling. It also means: addressing eternally to an interlocutor, always speaking to someone, 
as in an immense letter.” (Ana Cristina César, 2016). These evolving qualities of feminine 
design include: nuanced; performative; not solution-oriented; invisible; uncertain; slippery; 
temporary; embodied; situated; incomplete; and reflexive. 
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2. Context of Conversation Topic 
Como fechar, convenientemente, o problema do feminino no texto literário—deslindando-o 
inclusive da palavra mulher? Onde ancorar esse conceito? Não seria melhor deixá-lo à 
deriva, errante conforme nos sopra o que há de feminino na linguagem? (Ana Cristina César 
(2016). Crítica e Tradução. São Paulo: Companhia das Letras. p. 283.)   



 
 
How to conveniently solve the problem of the feminine in the literary text—even separating it 
from the word woman? Where to anchor this concept? Wouldn't it be better to leave it adrift, 
wandering toward us like that which is feminine in language? (Translation by authors.) 
 
Feminine design is an invitation to explore qualities, or moments, of design practice which 
serve to infiltrate uniform structures and discourses that dominate the design field. We seek 
to ask the question; what is feminine in design? These qualities often fall into conflict with 
modern structures and models of thought, rooted in values such as purpose, determination, 
universalism, Fordism, depth, concentration, and permanence (Harvey, 1996). Designers 
entering and working in spaces of social innovation, civic laboratories, political discourse and 
academia are passively and overtly forced to shape their work processes and outputs to fit 
into structured, and often detrimental, requirements for outputs and measurement (Abdulla 
et. al. 2016; Akama and Yee, 2016; Willis, 2017). Rather than using the term feminine 
design to create a conflicting dualistic paradigm between masculine and feminine, we are 
interested in using feminine design to explore the creation of new opportunities and 
celebrate a plurality of practices for contemporary design. Feminine design recognizes the 
multi-faceted relational qualities between design practices—how they interact, dominate, 
subvert and interrogate one another. 
 
“Feminine means here: wandering, discontinuous, uneven, intensely exposing a lot of raw 
feeling. It also means: addressing eternally to an interlocutor, always speaking to someone, 
as in an immense letter.” (César, 2016. Translation by authors.) The word feminine is used 
not to fall into simple stereotypical categories of ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’, but to recognize 
and promote deepening influences of the feminine in design practice, performed by both 
men and women in the field. The purpose of feminine design is to create an opening to 
differences and relational qualities. These evolving qualities of feminine design include: 
nuanced; performative; not solution-oriented; invisible; uncertain; slippery; temporary; 
embodied; situated; incomplete; and reflexive. Each are described using moments, specific 
instantiations or examples, from the field of design.  

3. Conversation research question  
What is the feminine in design? How does a conception of feminine design expand 
and open up possibilities for contemporary design practice? 
In what ways do these feminine qualities capitalise on opportunities presented by dominant 
structure and discourse? What is the value and accessibility of identifying using the term 
feminine design? Can we use alternative forms of knowing and doing (knowledge production 
and practice) relying on our senses outside of dominant discourses to advance research? 

4. Set-up of your session  
"Fiction here is likely to contain more truth than fact." (Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own. 
New York: Harvest, 1929.) 
 
“As the Inuit asks the visitor coming in out of the cold: speak so that I may see you. Add a 
voice, even a whisper, so that the other is really there.” (David Rothenberg, as quoted in 



 
Lindstrom, Martin, BRAND sense: Sensory Secrets Behind the Stuff We Buy, New York: 
Free Press, 2010. p. 73) 
 
This is a conversation about recognition and understanding of the feminine in design, 
undertaken through practices of listening, storytelling and letter writing. The outcome will be 
a series of fragmentary insights into an idea of feminine design practice.  
 
The set-up of the room will be intimate, inviting people to come in and quietly listen to 
recorded audio of a series of letters from different people in the design community, written at 
unknown points in time in response to Ana Cristina Cesar’s attempt to describe qualities of a 
feminine literature. Once the recording is over, listeners are invited with a conversation 
prompt to respond to what was just heard in a pair. Eventually pairs will join into larger 
groups and continue the discussion. Participants will be encouraged to speak from personal 
experience, not specific disciplinary expertise. Each person will be asked to compose a 
response in the form of a postcard. We will collect the cards for documentation and facilitate 
their delivery.  
 
The conversation seeks to create conditions that build a conversation around the proposal of 
feminine design. We have selected three specific tactics to invite people into, and facilitate, 
the conversation: Audio, Fiction and Correspondence. Each of the conveners have particular 
backgrounds related to the chosen tactics.  
 
Using recorded audio of letters and stories brings participants into a different relationship 
with the information being presented. Fiction here is used as a narrative technique to explore 
“plausible unrealities” that challenge expectations of the audience (Franke, 2015). By 
creating an odd yet coherent thought experiment, engaging fiction with moments in real life, 
the unthinkable suddenly becomes possible⎯not in terms of the real, but of the imaginable. 
The use of correspondence to both frame and capture insights from the conversation 
emphasizes value of information and knowledge exchange in multi-modal formats. Women’s 
writing historically began with journals and letter writing. The final product, a series of 
postcards, provides us with an incomplete output. There is not a cohesive form that provides 
answers, but rather multitude of reactions, ideas and doubts split into small pieces. In this 
way, the fictional, the auditory and the correspondence create a conversation that in itself 
reflects elements of the feminine in design, and in turn put adrift the questions posed by Ana 
Cristina César. 
 
5. Type of space and equipment required.  
This conversation will require a simple room with chairs that can easily be moved around. 
We will need chairs arranged in pairs for the beginning of the conversation, and then able to 
move them into a round by the end. We will need tables for participants to pull their chairs up 
and be able to write on for writing postcards at the end. Preferably the lights in the room 
would be adjustable to be able to begin the conversation with the lights dimmed and bring 
them up for the round discussion. We will provide technology in order to play the audio 
recordings and ask conversation participants to bring their own set of headphones to the 
conversation, while maintaining a few extra sets for those who do not have them. If the 
conference organisers can supply extra headphones in the room for the conversation that 
would be helpful.  



 
  

6. Dissemination strategy  
In addition to the individual dissemination through postcard writing, the round discussion will 
be audio recorded. At the end of the conversation we will collect the postcards each 
participant wrote. Again using audio, we will re-record snippets from the round discussion 
and create audio recordings of the letters written by participants, weaving together the 
different voices to create a response to the proposal of feminine design. These, as well as 
the introductory letters, will be packaged into a podcast to be distributed and shared through 
the online forum.   
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