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Robyn Cook

Unequal Stories:
Pedagogic responses to
gender inequality in Design

Prologue

The consequences of a world designed
through singular, often normative paradigms
(patriarchal, heteronormative, capitalist,
anthropocentric, etc.), have been well
documented. Design can, for example, be
discriminatory!; marginalising?; or even fatal.?
Less visible (perhaps), are the ways in which
design fulfils an ideological function: reinforcing
and legitimising the inequalities it helps create.
These political dimensions are, of course, not
fixed but are shaped by the designers, every day,
doing the work of design. So, who is doing the
design matters. But, as the Design Council notes
(2022) there is a “diversity crisis” in design.

In the UK, despite making up 65% of
design undergraduates, women comprise
only 22% of the workforce (5% in industrial

1 For example, facial recognition technology has significant
implications for contemporary society, including the
emerging use of facial recognition software as a tool for
medical diagnostics; everyday accessibility of mobile phones
and smart security; and an increasing surveillance culture
within the criminal justice system. However, many of the
datasets that test the algorithms used in facial recognition
technology comprise predominantly white, male faces. The
result being the highest divergent error rates and poorest
accuracy of this technology for subjects who are black,
female, and 18-30 years old (Najibi, 2020).

2 As one example, the International Symbol of Access (ISA)
—known colloquially as the ‘wheelchair symbol’ - is used,
globally, to represent people with disabilities. However,
while 15.3% of the world population has a moderate or
severe disability, less than 1% of people with disabilities use
a wheelchair. Rather than creating clarity, the ISA amplifies
misconceptions about the nature and presentation of
disabilities (Pater, 2016).

3 In 2017, Stanford’s Gendered Innovations found that when
awoman is involved in a car crash, she is 47% more likely to
be seriously injured and 17% more likely to die than a man.
This is because crash-test dummies are designed to mimic
an ‘average’ male body (1.75 m; 78 kg). Considerations of
the injury tolerance, biomechanics, spinal alignment, neck
strength, and ligament strength of females (not to mention
older people, people with disabilities, or those with non-
normative bodies) are not considered in the design of
vehicles.

design and 20% in architecture), and only 17%
of managerial roles (Design Council, 2018).
People from minority ethnic backgrounds, who
comprise 13% of the broader UK workforce,
are also less represented at higher levels,
and report negative experiences from hyper-
visibility to overt racism. For example, a third of
respondents to a recent survey reported racism
was “widespread” in the discipline (Waite,
2020); and a 2019 survey found 60% of creative
and media professionals believed they faced
barriers to career progression because of their
gender, sexuality, or ethnicity (Snoad, 2019).
These statistics are echoed in a South African
context. In 2016, for example, only 21% of the
8842 registered architects in South Africa were
women; only 6.7% were black; and only 2%
were black women (SACAP, 2021). Data from
advertising and UX industries shows that while
women fill 61% of roles, they hold only 39%
of senior creative roles and 43% of art director
positions (Fenn, Hobbs and Pretorius, 2015).
While available data* indicate the
quantitative realities of inequality within the
design industries, it does little to voice the
lived experiences and perspectives of those it
represents. With this in mind, Unequal Stories
(vl)—a collaborative project between Falmouth
University (United Kingdom) and the University
of Johannesburg (South Africa)—launched in
2021 with the aim of surfacing Stories (‘thick
descriptions’) of [gender] inequality in design.’
To this end, www.unequalstories.falmouth.ac.uk
was developed to both gather and share the
narrative data. As of June 2022, a total of 227
Stories were published. Each of the Stories
is archived and tagged according to location,
discipline, and theme.

4 It’s important to note that there remains a lacuna of
information around the representation and experiences
of specific populations including people with disabilities,
LGBTQIA+, or those from less privileged socio-economic
backgrounds. Equally data that is available often lacks
nuance, relying on single-axis evaluations. As a result,
there are large gaps within the data around, those who are
intersectionally disadvantaged (or multiply burdened).

5 Critically, we recognise that the focus gender means that
the study, in its current form, lacks intersectional depth in
terms of the overlapping and interdependent systems of
discrimination that perpetuate inequalities. Unequal Stories
is an ongoing project and we hope to expand its scope,
context and methodology moving forward.
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Alongside data gathering, lecturers at
both Falmouth University and the University
of Johannesburg launched the Unequal
Stories Toolkit—incorporating a lecture
series, workshops, and project brief—across
departments (graphic design, fashion design,
multimedia, etc.). Students were asked to
respond to the Stories using critical design.
Unlike affirmative design, which reinforces
cultural hegemony, critical design requires
students challenge or rethink cultural, social
and ethical issues by modelling alternate
socio-material configurations that challenge
preconceptions about the everyday and/or
demonstrate possible futures (Ruggieri, 2019).

While thematic analysis of the narrative
data from Unequal Stories is ongoing, one of the
early outcomes of this cross-national pedagogic
intervention — a collaborative project between
3 industrial design students from South Africa
and 3 communication design students from the
United Kingdom - is presented below. The
fictive timeline, spanning 2028 in the near future
to 2185, speculates on the future of design
and society in South Africa and the United
Kingdom, with provocations on gender, racial
and social inequity. Ultimately, the project asks
the reader to consider: What if...? What if the
world continues to be designed through normative
paradigms? And what if it doesn’t?

2028

The Protocol was established in the United
Kingdom in 2028. It makes clear that all man-
identifiers will be held accountable if they do not
significantly shift their agendas to align with the
proposed best practice of neutral identification
and accessibility to be reached by 2038. The first
three-tiered strategy of the Protocol is to: 1)
Decentre Masculinity 2) Dismantle Misogyny
and 3) Distribute Money (to those who need it,
without question) across all industries.
Simultaneously, Indecorum was adopted
by the majority of the population who Do Not
Self-Identify as Male (DNSIM). This covert
sect, thought to have first emerged in student
residences in Johannesburg, South Africa in
2023, is fast gaining traction in the UK. Analysts

and sceptics alike are predicting Indecorum,
in conjunction with and in opposition to the
Protocol, as a possible catalyst to ultimately
bring about systemic change, or the Systemic
Flip as it is commonly referred to within the
sect.

Indecorum’s subversive subtleties have
brought curiosity, often without recognition
of said curiosity, to many previously apathetic
citizens. The slight shifts in daily pleasures of
DNSIM are not always attributed to Indecorum,
but most likely are a result of Indecorum’s rapid
and decentralised activation strategy.

Protocol Initiation Programmes (PIPs) are
to be rolled out across the island and will house
participants for 300 days at a time, without any
exit or leave of absence allowed.

2038

News of possible accountability being enforced
in the United Kingdom as the end of 2038 nears,
has fast-tracked MANual production at the
Protocol Execution Programmes (PEPs) on the
southern tip of the African continent.

The Decency (Pty) Ltd, rumoured to be
a ghost company established by Indecorum,
was awarded the tender to distribute all printed
and digital MANuals by the end of 2038. The
extensive Progressive Ladies series includes
Change Your Own Tyre, Build Your Own Fire,
Mow Your Own Lawn, Drill Your Own Hole,
Fix Your Own Toilet and thousands more. Man-
identifiers spend the bulk of their mandatory
300-day stay in PEPs channelling their expertise
to contribute to this knowledge-sharing process.

Meanwhile, there is acknowledgement
of unprecedented calm across South Africa
with many DNSIM reported to be spending
the majority of their time implementing
the Indigenous Gardens Instead Of Malls
programme. Gatherings around bonfires at
these locations are known to carry on through
the night with participants walking and cycling
home amidst birdsong in the early hours before
sunrise.

Once believed to be the deepest hole
excavated by hand, the turquoise water of the
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Big Hole appears to be the site chosen by The
Decency (Pty) Ltd to distribute all printed and
digital renditions of the Progressive Ladies
series.

2063

With the Indefinitely Extended Protocol still in
place tensions in various mandatory Protocol
Programmes in both the UK and South Africa
are said to have escalated. In extreme cases
where neutral identification and accessibility
have been outwardly rejected, mandatory stays
were extended by up to 9000 days. There are
outcries over the end of the family unit and
progress at large within facilities. Little to no
outside information is shared with those in the
Programmes.

The textile and fashion industry on the
island is lauded as one of the fastest changing
and most adaptable, set to meet 50% of the
initial Protocol’s transformation and care goals
by year end. Objectives linked to consumer
care have been met by the textile and fashion
industry due to the overall Low Bar of preceding
decades.

The majority of clothing and shoes for
DNSIM are distraction-, pain-, welt-, and
blister-free while at the same time encouraging
free movement, deep breathing and body
temperature control. This revolutionary turn
has largely been attributed to the rejection
of neutral identification and accessibility by
previous head designers and corporation
leaders, thus resulting in their extended
mandatory Programme stays.

Meanwhile, the UK faction of The
Decency (Pty) Ltd was awarded sole production
and distribution rights of all uniforms to be
worn by man-identifiers in various mandatory
Programmes. The Impractical label uniforms are
expected to be rolled out early in the new year.

2070

In the early 60s, the greater design and
fashion industry ensured the public that it

would implement more stringent policies with
regards to racial and social equality through its
INTERSECT Programme. While the general
DNSIM population remained understandably
sceptical, it was also hopeful that Indecorum’s
work around social, racial and economic
transformation could enable this.

After a brief period where inequality
(broadly; economic, class and race) looked to
be subsiding drastically, Indecorum’s collapse
orchestrated by government spies, halted this
headway.

Much of the intention of the INTERSECT
Programme has been systematically rejected to
date. Man-identifiers have infiltrated Indecorum
subsects and continue to mispronounce names,
hire their associates for key roles and talk
over others across all industries. In response
to this, the DNSIM Designers Collective 2070
Manifesto scraps subtle subversive strategies for
cunning and crude alternatives. The Manifesto
is inspired by and aligned to a new underground
movement started by first generation custom-
made humans of the progressive variety.

Those recently and previously released from
mandatory Programmes remain unaware of the
intricately designed foetus initiative.

While borders remain closed and
digital exchange limited, the effects of anti-
globalisation begin to emerge in everyday life.
Living spaces in South Africa are responsive to
specific climate needs as citizens live in them
all year; window seals block out cool winter
breezes. Furniture is designed by the bodies
who use it; seats hug curves and tired shoulders.
Public discourse references indigenous
knowledge systems; more people are listening
and being heard.

2098

An inability to commodify the most valuable
resource available (trust) has created confusion
rather than conflict amongst those with opposing
interests. With the near dissipation of what was
previously known as currency or cryptocurrency,
a real and earnest return to bartering is
widespread in the UK.
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Peacock was launched across the island
in the early 90s to an outcry amongst man-
identifiers, particularly those of Caucasian
descent. There was an insistence that this
demographic of human was no longer the
privileged class, with claims that the application
was overkill and unnecessary and they were in
fact, the ones being discriminated against.

There is said to be a more radical
resurgence of Indecorum although it is unclear
who is involved and what the group’s agenda is
specifically. Subtle coded messages spotted in

both major cities and quaint villages are believed

to be linked to this group. Handmade and low-
fi crafted signage is juxtaposed against the
standard light-emitting diode landscape.

An underground Peacock application is
assumed to be responsible for the most recent

leaks of highly confidential documents prepared
by the dominant powers. DNSIM across the UK

have mobilised in reaction to the information
leaks, with threats to the foetus initiative as the
main concern cited.

2185

Care-related work has become the most
respected and sought-after occupation with
millions more people each year now taking
care of others. Together with the child, elder
and health care industry boom and multiple
successful anti-gerasone drugs, life expectancy
in South Africa averages 198 years. Coastal
Johannesburg is expanding its already extensive
ocean floor developments to accommodate an
overflow of citizens.

Scars (both physical and emotional) from
the necessary but hyper-experimental-limb-
appropriation programme of preceding decades
remain. Those affected by the procedures
are yet to be compensated in any way. They
are repeatedly turned away from equity
compensation centres and told to come back
tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow.

An extensive network of burrows was
developed by Indecorum-adjacent groups in
the post-Protocol years of the previous century.
These spaces are rumoured to have clean air

and water and remain accessible only to those
indigenous to the land they were carved from.
Due to the almost complete erasure of
the reproductive system thought to be a result
of covert government experimentation, gender
differentiation no longer exists. Fertility facilities
do not assign identifiers at birth; babies only
have their great-great-great-great-grandmothers
and great-great-great-great-grandfathers to
remind them of this relic from the past.
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