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Research Anecdote  
 
Over twelve months in Northern California and the Pacific Northwest, colleagues and I have 
pursued study of women-oriented and feminist hackerspaces — workspaces that support the 
creative and professional pursuits of women.  These spaces developed in 2012, most prominently 1

in the Pacific Northwestern United States, to make room for values, goals and practices that do 
not sit easily within existing sites of technical production. In designing how the spaces should 
look, feel, and run, members reframe activities seldom associated with technical work (e.g., 
weaving, identity workshops) as forms of hacking. Using interviews, action research, and 
participant observation, we trace how the reimagining of everyday space — how it might look, 
feel, and interact with society — became a means of grappling with the alignments and 
disconnects between familiar infrastructures and the unfamiliar symbolic work feminist hackers 
hope to engender. 
 
In addition to the development of the spaces, we saw member-led design projects like the Heart 
Car at Mothership HackerMoms, which focused on reimagining the family car.  Mothership 
founder, Sho Sho Smith, along with a team of designers, hackers, and a business school professor 
began this project in response to their belief that the automobile industry is centered on 
producing vehicles that appeal to stereotypically chauvinistic male desires. The team claimed that 
families, and particularly mothers, are left in a position where they are choosing between options 
that are ill suited for their needs because their needs were not thoroughly considered in the 
design process.  
 
In continuing our work, we are interested in specifically examining the case of a ‘critical design 
workshop,’ a daylong event we held in the spring of 2014 and as part of our ongoing 
collaboration with feminist hackerspace members to reimagine their everyday environments 
beyond the hackerspace and realms of technical practice. Through photo-elicitation and 
sketching, the workshop called on members to develop design concepts that relied on 
infrastructural inversions of local, mundane sites like sidewalks, BART stations, and home 
kitchens. This process revealed a surprising disconnect between members interactions within 
their space and the design concepts with which they worked. Although members drew on 
feminist principles in articulating their goals, they took up familiar engineering approaches in the 
development of concrete plans, readily reaffirming separations between 'designer' and 'user.' 
This tension can be seen in resulting design proposals, from reclaiming a privately owned gated 
mansion as public space to procuring low-fi design suggestions for public transportation. Here, 
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the feminist hackerspace serves as an environment where members can set aside these 
disconnects and productively contest widely accepted narratives of safety, surveillance, and 
privacy. Through their design proposals and the creation of their space, feminist hackers offer 
glimpses of a world designed to suit their values and rework the role of within it. 
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