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Land acknowledgement

Even though we are meeting in virtual space today, our bodies 

occupy traditional and unceded lands of native peoples. 

We are on the ancestral, traditional, and contemporary Lands of 

the Anishinaabeg—Three Fires Confederacy of the Ojibwe, 

Odawa, and Potawatomi, as well as the Miami, Menominee, 

Ho-Chunk, Illinois, Sac and Fox nations.
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My research

My research focuses on the ways in which design activities can 

function as mediators in the processes of designing for equitable 

outcomes and economies.

More specifically, I am looking at the design and development of 

information and communication technologies (ICTs).
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How do I apply this to my work as a 
professional designer?
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Anti-oppressive design praxis

a conceptual model intended to connect critical theories to 

professional practice in order to support designers taking action 

towards equitable outcomes in their daily design work
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Positionality

“Positionality refers to the stance or positioning of the 

researcher in relation to the social and political context of the 

study—the community, the organization or the participant group” 

(Rowe, 2014).
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Context 
asymmetries of power

inequities of justice

biased outcomes
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“We also have compelling evidence that our core product mechanics, such as 

virality, recommendations, and optimizing for engagement, are a significant 

part of why these types of speech flourish on the platform.” 

 “If integrity takes a hands-off stance for these problems, whether for 

technical (precision) or philosophical reasons, then the net result is that 

Facebook, taken as a whole, will be actively (if not necessarily consciously) 

promoting these types of activities. The mechanics of our platform are not 

neutral.”

“When people were asked to recall an experience that induced negative social 

comparison on Instagram, they were likely to attribute that negative feeling 

to Like counts.”

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/25/technology/facebo
ok-like-share-buttons.html?searchResultPosition=1
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Technological innovations in information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) are driven by 

algorithmic solutionism generate asymmetries of 

knowledge and information.

These asymmetries of power drive increasingly 

inequitable socioeconomic change.

Asymmetries of power
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Oppression

The systematic subjugation of one social group by a more 

powerful social group for the social, economic, and 

political benefit of the more powerful social group. 
Racial Equity Tools. “Glossary • Racial Equity Tools,” 2018. https://www.racialequitytools.org/glossary.
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Justice

“Justice should refer not only to distribution, but also to the 

institutional conditions necessary for the development and 

exercise of individual capacities and collective communication 

and cooperation. Under this conception of justice, injustice refers 

primarily to two forms of disabling constraints, oppression and 

domination.” 
Young, I. M. (2013). Five faces of oppression. In The community development reader (pp. 346–355). Routledge.
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So what does this have to do 
with design?
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The methodologies and methods of professional design 
practice fail to account for systemic oppression.

neutral focus 
on the user

material-
agnostic

passive 
engagement
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The methodologies and methods of professional design 
practice fail to account for systemic oppression.

neutral focus 
on the user

material-
agnostic

passive 
engagement

systemic 
context and 
power relations

algorithmic 
materiality

explicit 
engagement 
with oppression
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Theory for new directions
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Sociotechnical assemblage

Experiential: How the human 
experiences the technology

Technical: Functions and features

Societal: Technology in context

Redström, Johan, and Heather Wiltse. Changing Things: The Future 
of Objects in a Digital World. Bloomsbury, 2019.

systemic 
context and 
power relations

algorithmic 
materiality
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Affordance and disaffordance

Mechanisms

Request

Demand

Refuse

Allow

Encourage

Discourage

systemic 
context and 
power relations

algorithmic 
materiality

Conditions

Perception

Dexterity

Legitimacy

Davis, Jenny L. How Artifacts 
Afford: The Power and Politics of 
Everyday Things. MIT Press. 
2020.
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Design justice

“Design justice rethinks design 

processes, centers people who are 

normally marginalized by design, and 

uses collaborative, creative practices to 

address the deepest challenges our 

communities face.”

Costanza-Chock, Sasha. Design Justice: Community-led Practices 
to Build the Worlds We Need. MIT Press, 2020.

systemic 
context and 
power relations

algorithmic 
materiality

explicit 
engagement 
with oppression
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Political economy

“the social relations, particularly the 

power relations, that mutually 

constitute the production, 

distribution, and consumption of 

resources” 

Ekbia, Hamid R., and Bonnie A. Nardi. Heteromation, and Other 
Stories of Computing and Capitalism. MIT Press, 2017

systemic 
context and 
power relations

algorithmic 
materiality

explicit 
engagement 
with oppression
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How do these qualities, approaches, 
and principles get translated into 
methods and frameworks?
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Research questions

How might we use a justice lens to expand existing design methods to 

include systemic oppression?

How might this expansion lead to more consideration of ethics and bias in 

design methodologies (and eventually more equitable outcomes of design 

processes and practices)?

What would happen if, rather than needs and desires, we focus on: control, 

agency, and power (as a means to understand social justice issues of 

transparency, autonomy, accessibility, etc.)?
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Hypothesis

Transforming existing contextually-rich methods and 

tools to increase the salience of systemic oppression will 

assist designers in identifying potential for bias and 

making design decisions that lead to more equitable 

outcomes for users.
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Praxis
translating theory to practice

“reflection and action directed at the structures to be transformed” (Freire)
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Anti-oppressive 
design 
framework

Constellating anti-oppressive 
design activities
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Criteria for the model

Relevant

Tangible

Adaptable

Non-hierarchical
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Nodes of activity

SENSE making

MEANING making

CHOICE making

VALUE making

IMPACT making



Designing against oppression: A conceptual framework for an anti-oppressive design praxis    |    Jessica Meharry & Hillary Carey    |    November 2021

SENSE making

Develop an orientation 

toward power 

asymmetries 

center INEQUITIES

identify LOGICS
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MEANING making

Take responsibility for how 

position determines 

politics and power

question 

METHODOLOGIES

contextualize METHODS



Designing against oppression: A conceptual framework for an anti-oppressive design praxis    |    Jessica Meharry & Hillary Carey    |    November 2021

CHOICE making

Lead with an intention to 

redirect power

clarify MECHANISMS

evaluate CONDITIONS
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VALUE making

Actively seek to disrupt 

power flows

challenge BIASES

redirect ASYMMETRIES
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IMPACT making

Determine accountability 

for power distribution

prioritize JUSTICE

counter OPPRESSION
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Fieldwork focus

center INEQUITIES

redirect ASYMMETRIES

prioritize JUSTICE
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Contextually-rich design methods

Case studies
Contextual inquiry
Design ethnography
Directed storytelling
Envisioning cards
Mental model diagrams
Multi-lifespan timeline
Paradox
Power analysis

Problem framing
Prototyping
Scenarios
Stakeholder analysis
System maps
Territory maps
Triangulation
Value sketch
Value dams and flows
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Mapping in design 

Stakeholder mapping

Entity mapping

Descriptive value web

Prescriptive value web

System mapping

Network diagramming
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METHOD:
Critical diagramming
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Case study

Bias in medical algorithm 
under-identified black patients 
for high risk health prevention 
program

Obermeyer, Ziad, et al. “Dissecting Racial Bias in an Algorithm 
Used to Manage the Health of Populations.” Science, vol. 366, 
no. 6464, 2019, pp. 447–53.
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oppression as an arrangement
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Conclusion
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Is any of this possible within 
capitalist contexts?
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