
A Woman’s Work

On a cold and grey morn-
ing, a large meeting room 
in Dresden’s Japanisches 
Palais started to fill up. The 
high-ceiling room was airy 
and amply lit by a row of tall 
windows facing the court-
yard, and a large table was set 
at the centre of the space, il-
luminated as the focal point 
of the event that was to un-
fold that day. The occasion 
was A Woman’s Work, a sym-
posium organised by Foreign 
Legion — Matylda Krzykows-
ki and Vera Sacchetti — that 
brought together several 
national and international 
figures for a day of conversa-
tions around the roles, influ-
ence and visibility of female 
practitioners.
 
As guests started to arrive 
that morning, the air filled 
with enthusiastic chatter, 
reacquainted introductions 
and the smell of coffee. The 
symposium program, the 
schedule and the slides for 
the discussion were project-
ed on three different walls, 
and could be seen from all 
sides of the room. Speakers 
started taking chairs around 
the large table at the centre, 
and around them in several 
concentric rows, attendants 
took places. The audience was 
diverse in discipline, age and 
nationality — German, Polish 
and English among others, 
arriving from various parts 
of Europe and including cu-
rators, academics, educators, 
designers, locals and enthu-
siasts of the theme. Despite 
the projected female partici-
pation, the crowd was dotted 
with more than a handful of 
men, two of them among the 
speakers. 

The symposium took place in 
the context of the exhibition 
Against Invisibility that was 
on show at the same location. 
Curated by Klara Nemeckova, 
the show addressed the lack 
of representation of female 
designers in the documenta-
tion of the Deutsche Werk-
stätten in Hellerau in its for-
mative years, and presented 
the forgotten lives and works 
of eighteen prolific designers 
in the early 20th century. 
Foreign Legion were invited 
by Kunstgewerbemuseum Di-
rector Tulga Beyerle to offer 
a contemporary take on the 
theme of invisibility, to which 
they responded by writing a 
‘contemporary manifesto’ for 
the exhibition catalogue and 
producing the A  Woman’s 
Work symposium.

A Woman’s Work sought to un-
derline women’s contributions 
in design and related disci-
plines, and proposed to discuss 
with some appointed gatekeep-
ers — people who advocate, en-
able and dismantle through 
their professions — what good 
practices are being imple-
mented, what obstacles are 
still being faced and what we 
can do, as people in design to 
continue in the transformative 
steps of 2018 for gender poli-
tics. The symposium was di-
vided into three sessions, tack-
ling these topics from three 
perspectives — from the past, 
Advocates of History; from the 
present, Enablers of Visibility, 
and looking towards the fu-
ture, Dismantlers of Existing 
Conditions. Each session was 
moderated by Krzykowski and 
Sacchetti, and featured three 
different guests who brought 
varied perspectives on the 
themes discussed.

To set the symposium in the 
right context Klara Nemeck-
ova gave an introduction to 
the exhibition at its origin. 
“In the winter of 2016 when 
we initially decided to devel-
op an exhibition about the 
historically important Deut-
sche Werkstätten in Hellerau, 
we discovered one particu-
larly unknown aspect of the 
initiative — during the first 
thirty years (1898 — 1938) a 
significant number of female 
designers were active in the 
workshop.” Nemeckova pro-
ceeded to point out how this 
was an exception not just in 
Germany, but also in a broad-
er European context. In the 

course of research, the cu-
ratorial team uncovered the 
names of approximately fifty 
women designers who were 
closely associated with the 
workshops. Eighteen of these 
are presented in the exhibi-
tion. “As the majority of the 
designers represented in the 
exhibition were almost entire-
ly unknown,” Nemeckova not-
ed, “a major obstacle that we 
faced was to find objects and 
stories that were attributed 
to them.” Nemeckova spoke 
about the many interviews 
conducted and the extended 
research process needed to 
find each designer’s work, and 
fill the gaps in their biogra-

phies. Throughout the prepa-
ration of the show, Nemeck-
ova and the team focused on 
the reasons for these women 
to be written out of history. 
She underlined that “there 
is a variety of explanations 
as to how these women be-
came invisible — the patriar-
chal narrative of history and 
the role assigned to women 
offer one ready explanation.” 
Others are simpler — some of 
these designers married once 
or twice, and their names and 
identities changed in the re-

cords around them; or their 
work was archived alongside 
their husbands or partners, 
with institutions not untan-
gling the work once it was 
archived. Mostly, Nemeckova 
showed the process was still 
very much alive, as since the 
exhibition opened many of 
the stories told had been add-
ed to, by members of the audi-
ence who completed stories or 
offered new insights into the 
life and work of the forgotten 
women designers of the Deut-
sche Werkstätten Hellerau. 

Session 1: 
Advocates of History

Detecting and Raising 
Awareness about the Past
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If design history has been skewed 
from the start — given the perspec-
tive of those who wrote it in the first 
place — what can be done to rediscover 
women designers?

The first session was dedicat-
ed to discussing the measures 
through which practitioners, 
educators and institutions 
could revisit history in order to 
celebrate female practitioners 
and their contributions in the 
fields of architecture and de-
sign. The panellists for this 
session were: Annika Frye, de-
signer and researcher and ad-
vocate of the system of educa-
tion; Thomas Geisler, curator 
and incumbent director of the 
Kunstgewerbemuseum and an 
advocate of institutional con-
tent; and Libby Sellers, au-
thor of Women Design, a curator 
and consultant actively con-
tributing to the revisionism 
of design history as well as 
an advocate of the commer-
cial market. The discussion 
themes revolved around is-
sues of representation, edu-
cation, narration of history, 
collaboration, infrastructure,  
and role models.
 
Education was at the core of 
the discussion, with Libby 
Sellers remarking how “wom-
en really weren’t allowed to 
enter into professional ac-
ademic environments until 
the early 1900.” She further 
noted: “obviously, there were 
women practicing design, 
but it wasn’t really encour-
aged in institutions until the 
1910s or the 1920s.” Sitting in 
the audience, director of the 
Museum fur Kunst und Gew-
erbe Hamburg, Tulga Beyerle, 
noted that when she studied 
she “just read the canon”. She 
added: “it took me a while to 
start questioning the canon 
of the Bauhaus, that I was 
taught and believed in for 
so long. Through working on 
this exhibition [Against In-
visibility], my canon of mod-
ernism and German design 
history changed a lot.”
Such issues remain to this 
day. Speaker Annika Frye said 

how even today her “reading 
list is primarily male.” But 
she is trying to do something 
about it: “I’ve since moved to 
the English language and I’m 
looking for some more con-
temporary texts about de-
sign written by women.” Frye 
does not hide that “it’s a bit 
of a didactic problem: try-
ing to find texts written by 
women historically to share 
with students, without cov-
ering up the issue that there 
is a lack of these texts.” She 
pushed for the need to have 
more women to write de-
sign history and thus adding 
more women to the disci-
pline’s history.
 
Libby Sellers also contextual-
ised the way in which many 
women were written out of 
design history. “Our prioriti-
sation of modernism really 
had a love affair with archi-
tecture and industrial design,” 
she noted. “If women weren’t 
being given access into archi-
tecture and industrial design, 
they weren’t being document-
ed. As that shifted in the 1970s 
and 1980s, as postmodernist 
and relational thoughts have 
come into design discourse, 
then the conversation has 
broadened,” she said, refer-
encing feminist design his-
torians who have been writ-
ing women’s names back into 
20th century design history 
since first wave feminism of 
the 1970s. Sellers further add-
ed how geopolitics come into 
play: “The disintegration of 
the Cold War, the break-up of 
former states and the opening 
up of new states has changed 
our understanding of and in-
creased our access to informa-
tion,” she remarked.
 
Audience member Agata 
Nowotny, a design researcher, 
strategist and sociologist, fur-
ther added that we shouldn’t 
rule out economics and fi-
nance as an extremely im-
portant factor. “In the 1970s 
and 1980s the market was 
far more regulated due to the 
lack of free market rules,” she 

noted, “and now it’s changing.” 
The panel also pointed out 
that when women were pres-
ent in the history of design, 
mostly in collaboration with 
their partners or husbands, 
they often took a step back 
when it came to owning 
the spotlight — such as the 
chronically shy Ray Eames. 
Speaker Thomas Geisler 
pointed out how “there have 
been many successful design-
er couples, like Charles and 
Ray Eames, but there are also 
many female designers who 
have led creative lives in the 
shadows of their husbands.”
 
However, systemic infra-
structures have more often 
than not failed women in 
design. Audience member 
Dr. Bettina Möllring, Profes-
sor and Vice President of the 
Muthesius Kunsthochschule, 
noted how “sometimes navi-
gating this world as a woman 
is like when left handed peo-
ple have to go through life in 
a system [designed] for right 
handed people.” But how to 
continue adding the voices 
of women to the canon, when 
the design discipline itself 
keeps fighting for funding 
and credibility? Design crit-
ic Alice Rawsthorn noted: “In 
many countries, particularly 
in ones like Britain, where 
there has been a prolonged 
reduction of public funding 
of culture, the resources are 
very scarce.” “The fact that 
it’s design,” she added, “which 
is still struggling for cultural 
and intellectual credibility, 
will make it much more diffi-
cult to secure the funds that 
are needed to establish those 
collections and continue the 
research.”

The panel rounded up on 
the lack of role models. Lib-
by Sellers pointed out that 
“it’s not just the patriarchy 
of the industry, but also the 
patrons of design. They are 
still primarily male.” Never-
theless, the discussion con-
cluded in a hopeful tone. “It’s 
fantastic to think that there 
will be more and more exhi-
bitions like Against Invisi-
bility,” Alice Rawsthorn said, 
“and that the institutions 
will respond by completing 
the research, acquiring the 
pieces and taking those argu-
ments forward.”

“I don’t think we should as-
sume that the work isn’t being 
done. It is being done,” Libby 
Sellers concluded. “Looking at 
events such as this, countless 
websites, exhibitions, blogs 
like — We Are Not A Muse, 
The Hall of Femmes, The In-
ternational Gender Design 
Network … We can capitalise 
on open source networks to 
try to keep this information 
alive, but we are in danger of 
losing the objects, buildings 
and examples that are literal-
ly disintegrating. It’s import-
ant to get as many as we can 
while there are still available.”

After the 75 min session Sac-
chetti and Krzykowski an-
nounced the first break by 
inviting everyone to come to-
gether outside for a group pic-
ture taken by David Pinzer. Af-
terwards, the group converged 
back at the symposium room 
to grab a quick lunch and a 
hot beverage and continued 
to speak about the morning 
themes. The exchange is vivid, 
and goes on for some time be-
fore the program continues. 

How can we dismantle old and still 
existing patterns in order to develop 
systems of visibility, and ensure that 
the histories of contemporary practic-
ing female designers are transported 
into generations to come?

The symposium’s second 
session focused on female 
practitioners in the field to-
day, how they claimed their 
positions, what they’re do-
ing to highlight their peers 
and what the responsibility 
of sometimes being the only 
woman at the table can feel 
like. A nuanced element of 
the discussion was how we 
should even talk about the 
participation and represen-
tation of women in order 
to avoid the topic becoming 
affirmative action or a fad. 
Speakers included: Katrin 
Greiling, designer, photogra-
pher and professor at HBK-
saar, Saarbrücken, Germa-
ny, Alice Rawsthorn, design 
critic and author, and a vo-
cal long-standing feminist; 
and Antje Stahl, journalist 
at NZZ, Zurich. Themes ad-
dressed included use of lan-
guage, collaboration, repre-
sentation, forging one’s own 
path and responsibility.
 
The discussion was prompt-
ed by a series of articles 
about women designers, one 
of which featured speaker 
Katrin Greiling and was ti-
tled „Design Wird Weiblich“ 
[“Design Becomes Female”]. 
Another article featured one 
of Greiling’s works, an adap-
tation of a chair originally 
designed by Walter Gropius, 
with the remark „Der Neue 
Gropius“ [“The New Gropius”]. 
“The title is of course not ac-

ceptable,” said Greiling. “In 
English you are very fortu-
nate because you don’t have 
to address the verbs using 
a gender. In German, it’s di-
rectly addressed. The vocab-
ulary that is used to describe 
our male colleagues is, for 
example, ‘expert’. The articles 
should have been called ‘The 
New Experts” and ‘The New 
Greiling’.”
 
While stereotypical portray-
als of female practitioners 
are frequent, speaker Alice 
Rawsthorn noted how “as 
a lifelong feminist, when 
I write on the topic of gen-
der politics and design, I feel 
very confident. I know all the 
issues, I know the language, 
I’ve wrestled with new and 
old ideas and analysed my 
thinking, so I tend to write, 
whilst I hope I’ll continue to 
question my thinking, from 
quite an assured perspec-
tive.” She further added how 
“it is an absolute pleasure to 
discover people whose work 
and missions you believe in 
passionately that have been 
overlooked.”
 
Speaker Antje Stahl wrote 
the awarded review „No more 
Frauenghetto, bitte“ [“No more 
Women’s ghettos, please”] in 
which she fundamentally ex-
pressed her hesitations towards 
exhibitions, events and publica-
tions that feature women only. 
She argues: “There are many 
historical examples of how 
this gender grouping within 
institutions equals their ex-
clusion from the male stan-
dard — in Bauhaus for in-
stance women were granted 
access to the school however 

Session 2:
Enablers of Visibility

Identifying and Learning
from the Present

Vol. 01Japanisches Palais, Dresden, 18 January 2019 Symposium summary by Foreign Legion and Emma Lucek

Set-Up of A Woman’s Work: speakers around a large table, 
surrounded by the audience
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Against Invisibility

Introduction:
From Symposium 

to Exhibition



to no other class besides the 
weaving ‘women’ class.” So 
you need to look very closely 
on how everything is set up: 
“In the worst case”, Stahl said, 
“it is a nice marketing tool to 
show how engaged an insti-
tution is in promoting wom-
en but when you look closer 
it is yet a different form of 
discrimination — women are 
told to share space or money, 
men aren’t.”

As an editor, Stahl always ad-
vised writers to never work for 
free: “the market sets the same 
roles for writers than it does 
for any other profession — sal-
ary is a form of value and your 
work is of great value.”

Alice Rawsthorn pointed out 
that labelling things “women / 
 female / feminine” can also be 
marginalizing, especially when 
the discussion at present moves 
towards a post-gender or gen-
der-fluid direction — something 
that was pointed out several 
times during the symposium. 
But, she added, “given that we 
are coming from such a bleak 
history of female invisibility, 
these tactics aren’t particular-
ly useless.” She further noted 
how the imagery used in the 
media can be particularly pow-
erful. “Because I had worked in 
journalism for so long,” Rawst-
horn said, “I knew that when I 
negotiated my package I had to 
ask also for total control over 
the headlines and visual im-
agery — this really influences 
the memory of people of what 
they’ve read and the mood in 
which they read it.”
 
Katrin Greiling expanded 
on the need to create one’s 
own path. She recognised 
how her strategic choice to 
study in Sweden had giv-
en her a complete different 
head start in design. “I want-
ed to learn carpentry before 
studying design because I 
thought that would elemen-
tary for understanding the 
discipline,” Greiling pointed 
out. “But I couldn’t find an 
education that satisfied me 
in Germany because I would 
always fall into that trap of 
‘she’s a woman in carpentry.’ 
I was very lucky to have an 
education where I, very early 
on, left gender tags behind.” 
She further pushed for wom-

en to take control over the 
tools of their profession. “It’s 
so important that women get 
in the workshops,” she advo-
cated, “and that they learn 
the tools and that they get 
access and support in those 
structure as well.”

Circling back to media, Al-
ice Rawsthorn noted how 
“there has been a significant 
increase in the visibility of 
women in the design media 
and of women in design in 
the mainstream media in re-
cent years.” Nevertheless, the 
work hasn’t been done. “We 
need to build on it with a dy-
namic and critical discourse 
surrounding it,” Rawsthorn 
said. “While many skirmish-
es have been won, others 
await.” 

Speaking about the responsi-
bility inherent to their roles, 
Antje Stahl revealed how she 
tells students and younger 
writers to “never ever work 
for free.” She explained: “In 
that way you destroy the 
market, you lower the value 
of the work in general, for ev-
eryone.” Reminiscing on how 
she was the first ever design 
critic at The New York Times, 
Alice Rawsthorn noted how 
this meant “I wasn’t follow-
ing in someone’s path, which 
would have almost always 
would meant that I would 
follow in a male defined 
path.” She added how “one of 
the most useful things you 
can do is just make sure that 
properly diverse and inclu-
sive when you’re addressing 
generic issues in design.”

Katrin Greiling closed the 
panel by discussing the idea 
of environments of collab-
oration and mutual help. 
Speaking about her work as 
an educator, she pointed out 
how she tries to “open up the 
students so there is really 
a feeling of collaboration. I 
want to help build an envi-
ronment where we share and 
learn from each other.”
 
Sacchetti and Krzykowski 
concluded the panel with a 
short break, before introduc-
ing a 15-minute break out 
session by Pinar Demirdag 
of Pinar & Viola. 

In a personal presentation, 
Pinar Demirdag discussed 
her process of self-growth 
in recent years, sharing her 
journey towards self-belief 
and breaking out of conven-
tions and expectations. She 
shares what she has learned 
from her consciousness 
guide — Derya Turk — who has 
helped her along her journey.. 
“There are only two feelings: 
love and fear,” Demirdag says. 
“Our planet is a planet of du-
ality. Meaning, we have oppo-
site concepts, like good and 
bad. That’s why love and fear 
can exist here.” She outlines 
the concept of “the power of 
attraction” and notes: ‘There 
is no such a thing as an out-
side world. Things don’t hap-

pen to you, there are no ac-
cidents or coincidences, we 
are all attracting them to 
ourselves.” She advocates for 
the conscious choices and 
free will. “We live our lives 
as prisoners of our subcon-
scious,” Demirdag points out. 
“So your neocortex deciding 
on what to wear and what 
to buy is a reflection of what 
is happening in your sub-
conscious.” She ends with an 
invitation: “I welcome you 
to think again, next time 
you think you are making a 
choice with your freewill.” 
Demirdag’s passionate plea 
for stronger self-belief and 
for claiming space gives way 
to a break, which transitions 
to the afternoon’s final panel.

Conclusion:
Concluding Remarks 

and Homework

“Sometimes, if I am the quo-
ta — the quota woman or the 
quota black woman — I em-
brace it and say, ok, at least 
I’m here. I’m going to name 
the names of the amazing 
black women that I know.”

— Sarah Owens
Professor of 
Visual Communication 
at Zurich University 
of the Arts

“Let’s talk about who writes 
canon — it’s important to talk 
to my students about design 
as ontological; as in it shapes 
the way of being. To be more 
effective, this effort needs to 
be integrated in the whole 
[design] program by other 
[educators] as well.”

— Danah Abdulla
Designer, researcher and 
educator, Brunel University 
London and Decolonising 
Design research group

“Unfortunately, there are many 
historical examples of how this 
gender grouping within insti-
tutions equals their exclusion 
from the male standard — in 
Bauhaus for instance wom-
en were granted access to the 
school however to no other 
class other than the weaving 
‘women’ class.”

— Antje Stahl
Journalist and Art 
Historian, Neue Zürcher
Zeitung / ETH Zürich 

“I started compiling data 
reflecting the ratio of male 
and female designers at de-
sign conferences. The num-
bers skewed staggeringly in 
favour of men. It took me 
two months to internally 
process how I was going to 
publish this data. Was it go-
ing to be seen as patroniz-
ing? Would people attack me 
for this?”

— Christoph Knoth
Graphic designer, 
web developer and 
professor HFBK Hamburg

“When I started teaching, 
we were primarily reading 
the canon. I’ve since moved 
to the English language and 
I’m looking for some more 
contemporary texts written 
by women. (...) It’s a bit of a 
didactic problem — trying to 
find these texts without cov-
ering up the issue that there 
is a lack of them.”

— Annika Frye
Designer and 
design researcher 

Breakout Session:
Ritual of  

Self-Empowerment 

The day’s discussions con-
cluded with a round up by 
Tulga Beyerle, who joined the 
table to reflect on the day’s 
proceedings with Matylda 
Krzykowskia and Vera Sac-
chetti. “The big thing that 
I take with me,” said Beyer-
le, “is a sensitivity to a lot 
of these issues, a sensitivity 
that we may lose in our ev-
eryday work. The sensitivity 
that also comes from a sen-
sitivity of what is dominant 
and what is marginalised or 
invisible — whatever it is.”

Beyerle continued listing the 
themes of the day, referenc-
ing a certain humility that 
permeated the discussion, as 
well as a deep focus on edu-
cation. “We have a number 
of brilliant educators around 
this table, and in this room; I 
remember when I was study-
ing design at the University 
of Applied Arts in Vienna, 
I was under the impression 
that I was in the most liberal 
place imaginable. Back then, 
in 1984, we were 5 women and 
15-20 men, but it felt incred-
ibly liberal. It wasn’t until I 
started teaching there that I 
realised that these were the 
most patronising, patriar-
chal and arrogant men I’ve 
ever met in my life — just by 
switching from student to 
teacher. I left the university 
because I couldn’t take the 
system, and I became free-
lance.”

“I find it important to un-
derstand where the stereo-

types lie and how we ques-
tion them,” Beyerle added, 
addressing all the younger 
women in the room to re-
inforce that this debate is 
ongoing — since generations. 
“One final take-away is to 
‘write other narratives’ or 
‘tell other stories,’” she con-
cluded. “When we talk about 
the canon, about how it can 
be enlarged or broken to en-
capsulate other narratives, is 
something that all of us can 
do in various ways, and that’s 
something I find particu-
larly inspiring. At the end 
of the day, you don’t make 
your career alone.” In conclu-
sion, Sacchetti and Krzyko-
wski remarked how “saying 
the name of a female prac-
titioner each time you are 
asked to recommend some-
one is consciously acting 
for the visibility of women’s 
work. ”You are always some-
body’s somebody.”

As the day wrapped, the 
air was full of possibilities. 
There was one last request 
from the curators — a home-
work assignment, and a task 
to take home, which could 
take all that was shared 
during the day into a wave 
that would reverberate fur-
ther. “We ask everyone who 
is sitting in this room,” Krzy-
kowski and Sacchetti said, 
“to speak about the topics 
discussed throughout today 
with at least three people; 
two men and one woman.” 
In this way, the work doesn’t 
end. Instead, it continues. 
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“I very early on made strate-
gic choices, like moving from 
Germany to Sweden, because 
the educational system is very 
different. I was very lucky to 
have an education where I, 
very early on, could left gen-
der tags behind.”

— Katrin Greiling
Designer and interior 
architect, founder 
of Studio Greiling

Why were women written out of this historical frame? 
—  Incorrect attributions due to the changing of surnames after various mar-

riages; 
—  Oftentimes attributions were cited using only a last name, and in the case of 

a couple, attribution was assumed to the male partner; 
—   Institutional failings in regards to maintaining, exhibiting, acquiring and 

restoring practioners’ estates; 
—  Lack of writing by women themselves about their own activities, or by others 

who would tell their stories, including their work and place in history. 

What can institutions do about it? 
— Engage in diligent research;
— Revise false attributions;
— Purchase pieces by female practioners.

Session 3:
Dismantlers of 

Existing Conditions
Changing the Future

Christoph Knoth, a graph-
ic designer, visual strategist 
and professor at the Univer-
sity of Fine Arts of Hamburg 
and Danah Abdulla, designer 
and senior lecturer at Brunel 
University, London. Themes 
addressed included claiming 
space, rewriting narratives, 
responsibility, doubt, roles 
and, circling back to the be-
ginning of the symposium, 
education.
 
Speaker Sarah Owens point-
ed out how “This idea of mak-
ing invisibility visible — per-
haps that’s at the basis of 
this whole thing. It really 
does start a conversation — at 
whatever scale that is.” She 
continued, discussing the im-
portance of creating spaces 
where that discussion can 
happen. “If you create a space 
that you feel is safe,” Owens 
said, “we can talk freely.” “I’m 
one of the quota man to-
day, so I sort of know how it 
feels now,” Speaker Christoph 
Knoth noted. “I know how it 
feels for me,” he continued, 
“not how it feels for anyone 
else.”
 
Knoth discussed the issue of 
visibility addressing a proj-
ect he started a few years ago. 
“I started compiling data re-
flecting the ratio of male and 
female designers at design 
conferences, and the amount 
of time that was attribut-
ed to them.” Nevertheless, 
when the numbers came in, 
he was in doubt. “The num-
bers skewed staggeringly in 
favour of men,” Knoth re-
marked, “and once I compiled 
enough data, it took me two 
months to internally pro-
cess how I was going to pub-
lish this data. Was I going to 
step on toes? Was it going to 
be seen as patronizing? Will 
they invite me to any more 
conferences? Would people 
attack me for this?”

Today, he uses his visibility 
to advocate for more wom-
en in public design events. 
Knoth added: “As I grow in 
visibility, more and more 
people invite me to design 
conferences, and I can some-
times even tell from the 
mailing list that there are 
too many men. In that case, 
I reach out to the organizers 
and suggested a handful of 
names of female graphic de-
signers who would be great 
additions to the panel. Some-
times they take that advice, 
sometimes they don’t.”
 

For speaker Danah Abdulla, 
the element of doubt is al-
ways present in a woman’s 
practice. “Being a woman, 
you always doubt yourself,” 
she remarked, “and being a 
woman of colour — not that 
I’m particularly represen-
tative for the global south 
as I grew up in Canada — it 
constantly makes you ques-
tion — Am I good enough to 
be here or am I adding spice 
to the conference?” Sarah 
Owens noted how “some-
times, if I am the quota — the 
quota woman or the quota 
black woman — I embrace it 
and say, ok, at least I’m here. 
I’m going to name the names 
of the amazing black wom-
en that I know.” She added 
how, in her work with Bla.Sh 
(Network for Black Women 
in German-speaking Switzer-
land), “we’re used to seeing 
the black, poor girl in suffer-
ing, and these are absolutely 
realities, but we also want 
to find and establish count-
er narratives.” Danah Abdul-
la pointed out how “when 
it comes to the images that 
are used in the media — we 
aren’t putting enough time 
into thinking about the way 
that people are portrayed 
through images.”
 
The discussion circled back 
to learning spaces and ed-
ucation. Abdulla remarked 
how she has been able to “in-
tegrate a lot of what I’d like 
to share about diversity into 
my courses,” prompting “a lot 
more of these discussions 
about intersectionality.” Nev-
ertheless, she also remarked 
how, in adding to the current 
canon, this effort “needs to 
be integrated in the whole 
program by other people to 
be more effective.” Audience 
member Jana Scholze, head 
of the MA Curating Contem-
porary Design at Kingston 
University, also pointed out 
how “we are missing a link 
that starts much earlier on 
when it comes to learning 
about the gender roles of 
design history. It’s shocking 
how much undoing of this 
system needs to happen.”
 
The discussion closed with 
speaker Katrin Greiling ad-
vocating for inclusivity, re-
marking how “we want to 
have more inclusive roles 
rather than having exclu-
sivity — we need to think in 
terms of sisterhood.” 

How can we create frameworks for the 
visibility of women designers without 
replicating the same Eurocentric ste-
reotypes, and without overlooking dif-
ferent perspectives and geographies?

The third and final session 
of the symposium focused 
on attempting to recognise 
our own bias and ingrained 
behaviours. The discus-
sion addressed strategies to 
shift our own bias, to make 

our own bias visible and to 
change our perspectives. 
It linked strongly back to a 
question asked at the end of 
the first panel by Vitra De-
sign Museum curator and 
audience member Amelie 
Klein — “How do we address 
injustice without being un-
just ourselves?” The panellists 
were; Sarah Owens, designer 
and department head at Zu-
rich University of the Arts; 

“One of the most useful things 
you can do is just make sure 
to be properly diverse and in-
clusive when you’re address-
ing generic issues in design.”

— Alice Rawsthorn
Design critic and author 
of Design as an Attitude

“We shouldn’t assume that 
the work isn’t being done. It 
is being done, in countless 
events, websites, exhibitions 
and blogs. We can capitalise 
on open source networks to 
to keep information alive, 
but we are in danger of los-
ing the objects, buildings and 
examples that are literally 
disintegrating. It’s import-
ant to get as many as we can 
while they are still available.”

— Libby Sellers
Design historian, consultant 
and author of Women Design 

“Of course, there have been 
some successful designer cou-
ples. There are also many fe-
male designers who have led 
creative lives in the shadows 
of their husbands.”

— Thomas Geisler
Director, Museum of Arts 
and Crafts Dresden
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