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More than 30 years ago, women’s relationship to design underwent a process of 
critical questioning by historians, practitioners, curators, and critics, that continues 
today.i At the core was feminist politics, and as feminists began to look to all areas of 
women’s lives, asserting that the “personal is political,” design inevitably came under 
scrutiny. The Swiss Design Network research summit in 2018, titled “Beyond 
Change,” invited a response to the provocation, “Design cannot change anything 
before it changes itself.” This paper, developed from a keynote address delivered at 
the summit, argues that what is essential to effect change is a reconsideration of 
women’s relationship to design.ii This reconsideration is undertaken by reflecting on 
arguments made in the article, “Made in Patriarchy,” published in Design Issues in 
1986; it asks if the questions posed then are useful today.iii  

It begins by considering the changing nature of debates within feminism. It 
then revisits debates about the nature of design practice by examining definitions of 
design and the designer and the role of the historian in interpreting and understanding 
the connections between women and design. Insisting that design is a vital part of 
everyday life that has shaped our public personas and individual identities, it 
proposes that thinking about the innumerable ways in which design is produced, 
where it is produced, and by and for whom it is produced has the potential to prompt 
a changed understanding of design.  

 
Situating Myself 
As a design historian who has been working in the field since the late 1970s, my 
intellectual framework was fundamentally shaped by the dual, intersecting formations 
of social class and gender as I researched a diverse array of things that were produced 
and designed: domestic tableware, working-class housing, dress-making at home, 
and, most recently, fashion in everyday lives.iv Importantly, this research was 
informed by my teaching, mainly of practice-based design students (i.e., fashion, 
industrial design, 3-D design), as well as by PhD research. Although the latter was 
focused on the producers of design, an interest in the processes of representation and 
identity construction emerged, along with a growing concern for women users and 
consumers of design in the process of teaching practice-based design students.  

Exploring the roles of women designers in the North Staffordshire ceramic 
industry, my doctoral research led to the discovery of numerous examples of ceramic 
designs in archives (e.g., the Josiah Wedgwood Archive) that had barely registered in 
design’s histories. This recognition prompted a number of theoretical and 
methodological questions about the nature of design history. These ceramic 
designs—largely conventional, routine and everyday- were predominantly domestic, 
neither technically nor visually innovative; they made only an occasional nod to 
modernity. However, these designs were fundamentally decorative and clearly 
shaped by the strong traditions inherent in the British ceramic industry. The 
“designers,” and what was understood by the term “design” in this particular industry 
didn’t conform to “accepted” definitions of design. In these definitions, a marked 



division, in design terms, was made between the production of shape and pattern 
design.v Some who “produced” these designs were called designers, while others 
were described as paintresses or production managers. The line between craft, 
machine, and new technologies was also blurred—although ceramics in north 
Staffordshire ostensibly were made by industrial methods, new technologies were not 
always what they seemed; certainly in the first half of the twentieth century, craft 
techniques were intrinsic to the whole production process. Assessing these archives 
prompted further questions about what doing “design” actually meant, what being a 
“designer” involved, and crucially, who designed.  

My approach and thinking, influenced in part by Marxist historians, such as 
E.P. Thompson (author of The Making of the Working Class), were also shaped by 
immersion in second-wave feminist texts, including Sheila Rowbotham’s Hidden 
From History.vi The joint interest in Marxism and feminism led me to reconsider the 
meaning of patriarchy, and the works of Heidi Hartmann and Sheila Rowbotham 
were especially useful in doing so.vii In particular were their thoughtful 
conceptualizations of patriarchy as neither universal nor trans-historical concepts, but 
as situated in time and place. Griselda Pollock and Rozsika Parker’s critique of the 
ideological underpinnings of disciplines—in their case, art history—was also vital.viii 
And working with colleagues who were interested in women and gender—not just 
design historians, but also those working in film studies, fashion history, and 
architectural history—also shaped my thinking.ix 

In the midst of my PhD research, my article, “Made in Patriarchy: Towards a 
Feminist Analysis of Women and Design,” was published. Its purpose was to provide 
theoretical and methodological tools for this empirical doctoral study of women’s 
role in design in the ceramic industry. This theoretical questioning had four key 
propositions. First, women had interacted with design in numerous ways, but they 
largely had been ignored; when women’s involvement with design was 
acknowledged, it was within the context of patriarchy. Second, patriarchy was 
reshaped and reconfigured depending on specific social, economic, and political 
circumstances, as well as geography and history. The consequences for women’s 
roles in design were clear: women were categorized; they had sex-specific skills and 
attributes; they were deemed “feminine,” “natural,” “decorative,” “instinctive.” 
Third, although the various ideologies of patriarchy and its concrete and diverse 
manifestations were powerful, an array of assumptions about design, the designer, 
and the meaning of design compounded these views. In the language of writer and 
activist Rozsika Parker, the devices and tactics deployed by design historians were 
described as “the rules of the game.”x The concept of the designer as the “auteur”—
an omnipotent, god-like, heroic figure who took a place in the history of pioneering 
individuals (inevitably men) - was pivotal. Linked to this was the idea that the 
meaning of design resided in its “author’s” intentions (i.e., in the designer’s), and the 
historian’s preference for the monograph as a means of writing history reiterated this. 
Fourth, the effects of other powerful ideologies were ingrained, particularly in the 
West, including the idea of design as a key element in progress (technological, social, 
and aesthetic), the concept of “good” design, and, linked to both of these, the 
commitment to modernism.  

What this current article asks is whether these propositions have any validity 
and currency today or whether our preoccupations and needs have fundamentally 
changed. To address these questions, I return to the questions that were posed more 
than 30 years ago. With four areas of discussion in mind, first I consider key debates 
in feminism particularly the influence of third-wave feminism, the growing 



importance of intersectionality, and the complexities of an identity politics that 
recognizes a number of subject positions, including class, sexuality, race, ethnicity, 
and geography, as well as gender. Second, I look again at what we mean by design 
and the designer, as well as the continuing privileging of categories and sites of 
design, and types of roles and activities. I argue that perhaps we are still failing to 
recognize not only that design is polysemic, but also that the work of design makers, 
producers, and assemblers can be ordinary and everyday—part of routine, mundane 
lives—and it is this capacity that makes design so potent. Third, I propose that we 
acknowledge the micro as well as the macro, considering the particular and the local, 
as well as the global. As Susan Stewart pointed out, “we cannot speak of… small, or 
miniature work independent of [the] social values expressed toward private space—
particularly of the ways the domestic and the interior imply the social formation of an 
interior subject.”xi That the small-scale, domestic, intimate, and, perhaps, also the 
transitory and incidental remain on the periphery of designers’ interests is indicative 
that this has yet to be done, I argue. Fourth, I want to propose that we take care with 
over-arching narratives and stay critically attuned to the power of historians as they 
(we) attempt to make sense of the past—especially in accounting for women.  

 
Reflections on recent debates within feminism 
Serendipity led me to write this section about women, gender, and feminism on 
February 6, 2018, when 100 years earlier, women in Britain aged 30 and older and 
who had property were given the vote through the Representation of the People Act, 
enacted at 8:00pm on February 6, 1918. Unquestionably a milestone for women’s 
rights in Britain, the campaign for the vote underscored one of the ongoing criticisms 
of feminism in the West in the past 100 years—namely, that that campaign and 
subsequent ones were predominantly about gaining rights and power for middle-
class, white women. Indeed, even though in 1918 the Independent Labour party and 
the Trade Union movement were involved in the campaign for the vote, the popular 
perception of the campaign was that “it was mainly middle-class.”xii The question of 
class is vital; and although it is important to note that economic power is just one 
aspect of class position, it is pivotal. When women aged 30 and older who had 
property gained the vote on February 6, 1918—on that same day—all men in Britain 
regardless of income and property ownership were enfranchised for the first time. 
British women had to wait until 1928 to be enfranchised on the same basis.  

Women’s issues are again at the fore for a number of reasons, highlighting yet 
again the complexities of the debate about women, gender, and feminism. A handful 
of examples help to make the point: The #metoo and Time’s Up Now campaigns in 
the United States; the debates about equal pay at the British Broadcasting Company 
(BBC) in the United Kingdom (typified by the resignation of the BBC’s China 
correspondent, Carrie Gracie, over equal pay); the sexual harassment of women MPs 
and political assistants in the Houses of Parliament in the United Kingdom; the 
debates about wearing the hijab in Britain and in Europexiii and the alternative stance 
taken by 100 French celebrities and intellectuals whose letter, published in Le Monde, 
attracted a great deal of approbation in Britain because it appeared to defend 
misogyny.xiv Certainly the history of the campaign for the vote in Britain shows that 
feminism in 1918- a century ago- was complex with a number of different voices that 
were not represented equally. This remains so today, although arguably the 
complexities have multiplied.  

In tackling questions of race, sexuality, ethnicity, and class, feminism is many 
things. Taking bell hooks’s proposition that feminism is “the movement to end 



sexism, sexual exploitation, and sexual oppression”, Sara Ahmed, the British-
Australian feminist theorist concurs with hooks’s view that feminism must be 
intersectional. xv Situating herself as a British woman of color who’s feminism came 
from East to West (i.e., from Lahore, Pakistan, to the United Kingdom and then 
Australia), rather than the other way around, Ahmed acknowledges second-wave 
feminism’s insistence that “the personal is political,” but she also asserts that “the 
personal is theoretical.”xvi The theoretical is Ahmed’s stock-in-trade as an academic, 
but she sees its relevance as being close to home and the everyday. Seeking to expand 
the boundaries of feminism, she asks, how can we  

‘dismantle the world that is built to accommodate only some bodies. Sexism 
is one such accommodating system. Feminism requires supporting women in a 
struggle to exist in this world. What do I mean by women here? I am referring to all 
those who travel under the sign women. No feminism worthy of its name would use 
the sexist idea “women born women” to create the edges of feminist community, to 
render trans women into “not women,” or “not born women,” or into men.”’xvii  
 
Ahmed’s book is a call to be awkward, willful, and disruptive. She identifies the 
destructiveness of hetero-normativity, as well as the instability of location in a 
postcolonial world that, crucially, is shaped by multiple historical trajectories. In the 
discourse on feminism and women (rather than the wider discussion of gender), 
Ahmed’s argument is pivotal: “[I]n a world in which human is still defined as man, 
we have to fight for women and as women.”xviii This extends to design and design 
history, and while noting the plethora of works in gender studies, a focus on women 
is a tactical priority right now. Indeed, one might argue that by approaching design 
through the prism of women, design is better illuminated. Revisiting feminism as 
advocated by Ahmed can provide some useful tools to expose design’s ideological 
priorities and embedded value systems.  
 
Re-Visioning Design Through a Feminist Lens  
In thinking about things and their design, the “made” things around us are the 
theoretical focus of this paper. These things include Design, or “things with attitude,” 
as described by Judy Attfield, but mainly those “wild things” that constitute the bulk 
of material things—design in the lower case.xix More elusive and less easy to 
categorize, these “wild things” escape the boundaries of privileged Design. They 
defy categorization as a “special type of artifact”; instead, they are “just one type of 
‘thing’ among other ‘things’ that make up the summation of the material world.”xx If 
Design is “things with attitude,” then Attfield insists on “wild things” as the site of 
the sociality of design that “dislocate[s] it from the habitual aesthetic frame… to 
present it as just one of the many aspects of the material culture of the everyday.”xxi  

In Fashion and Everyday Life, Hazel Clark and I considered how fashion (in 
the lower case) was part of everyday lives.xxii Keen to move beyond the analysis of 
fashion as intrinsic to modernity, indicative of change and innovation, we insisted on 
fashion as an ongoing element of people’s lives. We argued that although the 
extraordinariness of “high fashion” has been clearly visible, “ordinary” fashion has 
been resolutely invisible. However, visual sources depicting everyday lives show 
how fashion’s cycles have been “worked with” and adopted even if they do not 
always reveal the latest style or articulate a coherent “look.” Such fashion is 
heterogeneous and represents a bringing together of familiar garments accumulated in 
closets and wardrobes over time. To these garments might be added something 
modern: a new coat or the latest hat; but most often, they would be ensembles of 



clothes acquired over years.xxiii Here, we point to the ongoing participation by various 
people in the making, producing, assembling, or (might we even say) designing, often 
routinely, of clothes or things? Part of our argument is that the spaces and places in 
which these processes of making and assembly occur are vital to how these 
“fashions” are perceived. By looking beyond fashion’s familiar terrain—the catwalk, 
the boutique, department store, the designer—a complementary trajectory can be 
traced. Indeed, fashion was embedded in and contingent on the practices of people’s 
everyday lives, and it was located in some familiar spaces—on the street, although 
not only the major thoroughfares, but also in its margins and back streets. It also took 
shape in some intimate places—the wardrobe or the sewing box—and in rituals and 
commonplace social interactions: going shopping, to work, out for dinner, or to 
collect the kids. Our argument is that the structures of power that designate meaning 
and, crucially, status are to be found in the places and spaces where “things” are 
made/produced/assembled—“designed.” From this observation, we can re-read Susan 
Stewart, noting that the grand and the gigantic speak to the values of the exterior life 
of the city (or nature), whereas the small or miniature expresses interiority, the 
domestic, and the social formation of the interior subject. The implications for design 
of this juxtaposition as it moves between the two are clear: between the world of the 
city and the large scale, and the intimate and the particular. 

One of Attfield’s tactics was to challenge the idea that design is the domain of 
the professional designer, residing only in formal design structures, design schools, 
and professional bodies. Instead, she reminds us that design is also an active verb that 
involves making/producing something—designing things: “The experience of 
designing is not confined to professional designers, nor [to] amateur do-it-yourself 
activities, such as home decorating; it is something that most people do everyday 
when they put together a combination of clothes to wear or plan a meal.”xxiv This 
position resonated with our thinking in Fashion and Everyday Life, allowing us to 
pursue the idea that fashion design is not only the province of the designer. Indeed, 
this position offered us the scope to question who the designer is; it provided an 
opportunity to challenge the privileging of certain types of design practice; and it 
enabled reconsideration of aspects of design that have slipped to the sidelines, or to 
the margins: the practices and making of stuff for everyday lives.  

Home crafts, do-it-yourself (DIY) making and crafting, home dressmaking, 
sewing, knitting, the domestic making and assembling of things—shelves, tables, 
sheds, beds—as well as everyday ordering, arranging, and planning. This making—in 
the sense of constructing—can involve adaptation, reuse, and recycling, as well as the 
production of everyday devices in the home, garage, garden, workshop, and 
workplace. Reflecting on this, it is useful to return to this notion of the “making” or 
“producing” of things. Latterly design historians have steered away from this as they 
explored the meaning of things: their use, exchange, circulation, and reuse. But 
perhaps to come to different understandings of women’s relationship to design today 
means making a case for thinking more deeply about those who produce, make, and 
assemble things?  

Striking here is the status and meaning of a design activity such as service 
design. What types of services do we mean? Primarily, we have meant exterior meta-
structures: transport systems, the processes of government, the organization of social 
services, the planning of public housing. However, we might, in addition, think of the 
mundane practices involved in the design or production of services in everyday 
lives—services that are undertaken on a routine and daily basis by, for example, 
parents raising children, or grown-up children supporting their elderly parents or 



relatives, or the planning of full-time work, being a parent, running a home. Indeed, 
individual acts of producing and assembling services are replicated in different ways 
across the globe. Crucially, these services are highly political but are a low priority 
for politicians today. 

 
Re-Visiting Women and Design History 
The final section of this paper reflects on the power and influence of historians as 
they have tried to make sense of design’s past through the prism of women and 
gender. Looking back at design history literature written predominantly in the United 
Kingdom, we see that some of the foundational texts of feminist design history were 
published 35 years ago. These texts typically focused on the home and on craft, and 
they were interdisciplinary in nature. Drawing on a range of early texts, scholars 
working in the field of design history in Britain in the 1970s also positioned 
themselves as counter to a number of dominant and established disciplines—notably 
art history and architectural history. But it was also allied to these-  in particular the 
new art history, as it was termed in Britain in the 1980s— to initiate a process of 
critical questioning of art historical methods—firstly around class, but then around 
sex and gender.

xxvii

xxv Design history also enjoyed fruitful synergies with cultural studies, 
responding to some of the theoretical paradigms preoccupying scholars working in 
that field—especially in relation to post-structuralist theories. For example, the 
journal BLOCK, in which Philippa Goodall’s key essay “Design and Gender,” 
appeared, was at the intersection of art history, cultural studies, film studies, and 
design history).xxvi Retrospectively, Pat Kirkham and Judy Attfield’s edited volume 
of essays, A View from the Interior: Feminism, Women and Design, published in 
1989, provided a microcosm of the thinking that was taking place in the field.   

 Although important theoretical debates relating to broad conceptual themes 
(e.g., consumption, the body, space, and identity) were pivotal from the late 1980s 
through to the 2000s, a plethora of texts explicitly or implicitly drew on ideas that 
had emerged in the context of feminism and gender studies (probably more of the 
latter and fewer of the former).xxviii In this context, ignoring questions of gender and 
women in the writing of design history was certainly less academically acceptable. 
Both historical and theoretical writing about fashion and dress provided some of the 
most interesting scholarship in which these debates were developed. Bringing 
sustained critical engagement based on outstanding empirical research and theoretical 
reflection to design history, writers asked questions about women and fashion, dress 
and race, fashion and place/space, and modernity.xxix What we see in these works is 
the carrying through of earlier theoretical questioning that addressed subject identities 
to a range of disciplines.  

Writing in Gender and the Politics of History in 1999, Joan Scott noted the 
proliferation of historical writing about women, adding up to “the new knowledge 
about women.”

xxxii

xxx She also proposed that, “more than in many other areas of 
historical inquiry, women’s history is characterized by extraordinary tensions: 
between practical politics and academic scholarship; between received disciplinary 
standards and interdisciplinary influences; between history’s atheoretical stance and 
feminism’s need for theory.”xxxi Underpinning these tensions, she observed, was a 
common dimension “to make women a focus of inquiry, a subject of the story, an 
agent of the narrative.”  Complicating this inquiry, as in all aspects of history, 
were a range of assumptions about the field under investigation—whether literature, 
film, art, architecture, or design.  



Confronting some of these issues, historian John Brewer proposed ways of 
thinking about the subjects of history that are extremely useful.xxxiii

xxxiv

xxxvi

 In “Microhistory 
and the Histories of Everyday Life,” published in 2010, Brewer examines the 
different motivations for what he sees as two fundamentally different ways of 
viewing the world. He describes these views as prospect and refuge history.  
Prospect history “is written from a single, superior point of view—a bird’s-eye 
perspective or from a lofty peak…. Because of height, size, and distance, what is 
observed and recorded is general, not specific.”xxxv This view produces narratives of 
history that “are univocal in their exclusion of voices that do not fit the uniform 
model of change, and univocal in that they do not recognize the contradictions and 
conflicts within the model.”   Reflecting on the field of design history, it may be 
that the ways in which we, as historians, have thought about design is exclusionary 
and univocal as we sought to prioritize (for diverse reasons, whether social, political, 
cultural, or economic) what we saw  as the important challenges and concerns of the 
age: modernization, progress, consumption, urbanization.  

In contrast refuge history, which Brewer investigates and advocates “is close-
up and on the small scale. Its emphasis is on a singular place rather than space…. The 
emphasis is on forms of interdependence, on interiority and intimacy rather than 
surface and distance.”xxxvii

xxxviii

xxxix

 He argues that a concern for the everyday and the intimate 
(characteristics of refuge history) is often interpreted as “part of the more general 
rejection and critique of grand narratives”; and although noting that this is true, he 
argues that it is important to understand “what is at stake here is not… the question of 
narration, but… the issue of scale and point of view.”  Noting that refuge history 
is fundamentally heterogeneous, he observes that this heterogeneity constitutes both 
its greatest difficulty and its greatest potential.  

Brewer’s article is worthy of further consideration—particularly when he 
proposes “that… only by shifting the perspective, scale, and point of view of 
historical analysis, creating variations on small-scale history, [can] the relationship 
between structure and agency… be properly understood.”xl I want to situate my own 
research on women and design upon this ground, asking that we begin to understand 
making/producing/assembling as part of a continuum that is design. This perspective 
can include the close-up, domestic, intimate, personal. For example, in her article, 
“Quiet Activism and the New Amateur,” Fiona Hackney proposes the existence of 
“new super-connected amateurs who, informed by the existence of on- and offline 
resources (citizen journalism, community broadband, online forums, and social 
media), as well as their individual life experiences and expertise, are quietly active as 
they open up new channels of value and exchange by engaging in alternative craft 
economies and harnessing assets in often surprising, productive ways.”xli  

Reflecting on the historiography of design history, we can see that research 
and publishing on women’s varied and complex relationships to design is uneven. 
For example, the discipline’s primary journal, the Journal of Design History has 
published articles that discussed the routine, the local and vernacular, the ordinary 
and transitory, and different geographies.

xliii

xlii And it has fundamentally challenged the 
prioritization of research into modernism and good design, however, publishing about 
women as designers/producers/makers and as users/consumers/intermediaries is 
remarkably scant.  Although numerous articles have as their underpinning a 
concern with gender (probably 25%), the journal published few articles between 2009 
and 2018 that directly addressed women.xliv As Editorial Chair of this journal 
between 2011 and 2016, I and the editorial board were extremely alert to questions of 
women and gender; but what I want to suggest is that, unlike gender, the question of 



women’s relationship to design has slipped to the margins of scholarship and 
research.  

Although I don’t have clear answers as to why this marginalization has 
happened, I have written elsewhere about the consequences of the shift to gender 
studies away from women’s studies.xlv I argued that, from the 1990s, the politics of 
feminism took a back seat to that of gender studies in part because of its failure to 
adequately respond to the complexities of global inequalities and the differential 
experiences of women. Perhaps another question to ask is the extent to which the 
uncoupling of design history from design practice has contributed to this 
marginalization and loss of activism? What has become apparent is that more and 
more frequently in the teaching of design practice at degree level in British 
universities, the study of design’s histories has been squeezed and marginalized as 
pedagogic thinking has emphasized business, marketing, and promotion modules 
rather than historical, theoretical, and critical ones.  

From the outset in the 1970s, design history in Britain had a close relationship 
to design practice, taught in the new Polytechnic sector in which the Bachelor of Arts 
(B.A.) art and design degree programs predominated. As a result, it maintained an 
engaged, activist element that connected practice, history, and theory. A central aim 
and priority was to engage designers in critical debates about their practice—in part 
through historical examples, but also by drawing on critical theory. As a result, for 
those practicing as design historians in Britain, design history was never only a sub-
branch of the humanities; rather, it was intimately linked to practice with a concern 
for critical and theoretical discourses, as well as historical ones. Although design 
history emerged differently in the United States, an engagement with the history of 
design was increasingly articulated around the emerging field of design studies, 
which again addressed practice and theory, as well as history.

xlvii

xlvi The consensus was 
that, to understand contemporary practice, one needed to understand its past; as 
Victor Margolin put it, “the challenge for those of us who study design at the end of 
the twentieth century is to establish a central place for it in contemporary life.”  

Indeed, we might now contend that design has secured a place at the center of 
contemporary life, but is it a univocal and totalizing notion of design that has little 
space for routine, mundane, everyday practices? Further, as Brewer has pointed out, 
the fundamental difficulty of refuge history is dealing with its heterogeneity; but he 
also saw this heterogeneity as its greatest potential. Arguably as design historians, our 
responsibility is to recognize complexities and complications, to look for the 
awkward and disruptive; and not to settle for easy and comfortable narratives. 

Looking back and forward, “Made in Patriarchy” in 1986 was didactic and 
provocative—the product of a particular point in an academic and intellectual life. 
Feminist theory and history provided essential critical tools that helped to challenge 
some of the embedded assumptions about design and the designer. Today’s 
reinvigorated feminism can do this again. The title of my original article was “Made” 
in patriarchy, not “Designed” in patriarchy because then, as now, design was an 
ideologically loaded term that I wanted to question. With Ahmed’s contention as the 
starting point—that “in a world in which human is still defined as man, we have to 
fight for women and as women”—we might return to the question of women’s 
relationship to design, helping to prise open understandings and to change 
perceptions of what design means and who does it, so as to illuminate the 
possibilities of design as a vital component of everyday lives.xlviii 
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