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ABSTRACT
Recent literature on Participatory Design describes the act of designing coalitions around a matter of concern. This paper challenges
the notion of concern as the ontological basis of coalitions. Coalitions are, in fact, political organizational forms that have a long
history in civil rights movements, characterized by the provisional
union of different oppressed groups in times of intense repression.
According to feminist literature, what unites people in feminist
coalitions are matters of care and not matters of concern. Following
this shift of perspective, this research critically revises the notion
of designing coalitions while analysing a codesign project for increasing women coffee workers’ visibility in a particular region of
Latin America.
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INTRODUCTION

Participatory Design (PD) is increasingly turning to issues of collective organizing and activism [2, 6, 10, 11]. More informal organizational groupings, such as communities, publics, social movements,
and autonomous collectives are progressively supported and studied by participatory designers and scholars in ways that contribute
to the situated historical development of such groups. Coalitions
are one of these collective organizational forms [3] currently being
discussed in the literature of design for social innovation [5, 6],
which is used without proper reference to the historical origins of
social movements.
According to Manzini [5], designing coalitions constitute tight
"result-oriented networks that coordinate different actors within
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wider socio-technical networks [...] that share a vision on what to
do and how, and decide to do it together". This conceptualization
however suggests they are a new organizational form that originates
from the widespread availability of digital networks, which are
appropriated by a group of diverse people to deal with emerging
matters of concern, such as climate change or food security. These
people do not need to be design experts to design coalitions, but
they may well collaborate with design experts to help them in set
up a diffuse design activity that supports non-designers in design
activities [5, 6].
This diffusionist theory of designing coalitions as discussed by
Manzini does not however connect to civil rights movements that
have formed successful coalitions before digital networks became
widespread. This lack of reference risks disconnecting the historical
context of this organizational form as designing for social innovation literature repurposes it to merely describe what happens in a
codesign project.
Feminist literature offers insightful reflections on the organization form of coalitions which might be useful for designing for
social innovation and PD in general. Even if feminist movements
have several fronts that do not always converge in times of oppression, there is a strategy of leaving aside differences to organize
temporary coalitions [1]. Collaborating in coalitions can be a way to
combat historical and cultural problems, even if they are considered
difficult to solve. Specific attitudes can be discussed, and problems
mitigated from the articulation of different social actors who work
in various convergent actions that create organized structures for
specific causes. A classic example of feminist coalitions comes from
the Battered Women’s Shelters Coalition experience that formed in
1982 in the US to support women who were victims of household
violence to take back control of their own lives.
Strengths of feminist coalitions come from maintaining the different groups’ and members’ identities. Diversity is perceived to
transform differences into aspects of group strength. According
to Ferree and Miller “coalitions do not require ideological agreement among members but instead, rely on an overlap of interests”
[3]. In line with such perspectives on diversity, there are multiple
views on feminist coalitions. Arnold [1] points to “the difficulties in
sustaining coalitions among feminists is a contradiction between
the structural features of coalitions and the organizational requirements of some feminist ideologies”, which may prevent the use of
them within a hierarchical organization. “The prefigurative requirement to embody normative ideals in an organization’s structure,
[...] is in direct contradiction with the politically neutral format
that is the hallmark of coalitions” [1]. Other feminist scholars have
further discussed how coalitions “can be a tool for open and equal
access by different groups to affect politics in ways that benefit
those who are often of mainstream politics and political processes”
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[8]. These scholars agree that, in critical times, coalitions can be an
effective organizational form to fight against oppression.
Reflecting on these experiences of organizing and its technology infrastructure, feminist literature recognizes that what unites
people in feminist coalitions are not matters of concern, but matters of care [9]. The concept of matters of care adds new layers to
the understanding of matters of concern, which by its own token,
have added a new layer to the social construction of matters of fact.
Matters of care means that people are not only worried about a
particular issue; rather they actually care about each other, belong
to a community. This makes visible the work of relating which is
fundamental for organizing coalitions but often left in the background when discussing matters of concern. Matters of care "stems
from awareness of the efforts it takes to cultivate relatedness in
diversity’, which means, a commitment to collective and accountable knowledge construction that does not negate dissent or the
impurity of coalitions [9].
The goal of this paper is to present early insights from a critical
review of Manzini’s concept of designing coalitions [5, 6] based
on the concept of matters of care from Puig de La Bella Casa
[9]. This review is based on literature that draws on the historical development of coalitions, particularly in feminist organizations, and in the experiences of the first author as one of many
articulators of a coalition consisting of women coffee workers in
Latin America.
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At the beginning of the co-design project, we realized that Manzini’s
concept of coalitions [5, 6] created a good orientation to build the
project, however, facing aspects of gender prejudice, this vision was
not sufficient to cover all the needs of a codesign project involving
women. This led to revisions of the concept as implemented in
the project. Firstly, Manzini describes designing coalitions as an
approach to increasing the longitudinal impact of design for social
innovation [6]. However, in the feminist view [1], coalitions are
meant to be a temporary upholding of ideological differences to
overcome a specific challenge. Furthermore, for Manzini, coalitions
are formed by individuals who have convergent interests and work
for the same purpose, and collaboration is a free choice “made by
subjects who are free to decide what to do and how to do it” [5].
For many Latin American women, feminist coalitions can not be
considered a choice. Latin America’s daily femicide rate currently
resides as 9 women per day. The region is considered the most dangerous place in the world for women to live, outside of a war zone
[12]. Therefore, the concepts of “free subjects” can be questioned
when it comes to women and especially Latin American women.
Coalitions are therefore formed by individuals with different political positions and many feminist perspectives who often work in
the same coalition because they feel the need to collectively fight.
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CODESIGNING A FEMINIST COALITION

The seed for the coalition was planted at the house of Rafaella’s
(first author) grandmother, who was a coffee grower, where she
visited during childhood, located in the North of Paraná state, Brazil.
This region is known for its coffee production, also largely done by
women who manage their own property. In 2019, while looking for
a topic for her final bachelor work in design, Rafaella remembered
that the coffee packages rarely carry the women’s names involved
in the production process, despite carrying man’s names. Aiming to
do something about it with her final work, Rafaella visited different
members of the coffee producers community, interviewed the many
different actors there and lived alongside them to experience their
daily routines and better understand the issues prompted by the
invisibility of women’s labour.
From this individual act, the design work evolved into a collective
endeavor, which includes the second author. Based on the first visit,
we learned there is a large number of women involved in different
steps of coffee production, managing the property, and managing
the business, without proper acknowledgement. As we gathered
information, more issues were identified, which would lead us to
visit other places where other parts of the production chain were
carried out. Here we encountered more women who described
suffering from gender prejudice working in the coffee industry.
Most significantly, they did not know that a huge number of rural
women are working in the region on coffee production. The group
of collaborators started to grow as we approached café owners
and shared insights concerning gender prejudice for rural women
involved in coffee production from the field to baristas. Figure 1
depicts the coalition as a network of relations.

WHEN COLLABORATION IS NOT A FREE
CHOICE

COALESCING TO CARE

Influenced by the diffusionist theory of innovation, Manzini sees
that technological progress has enabled a great wave of social innovation and collaboration in recent decades [5]. Yet rural women
in Latin America, who are predominantly active in family farming,
do not match the ideal of technological progress associated with
organizing into collaborative groups as described by Manzini. Rural
women can experience significant inequalities with the restriction
of loans or financial resources since "for women rural workers,
many difficulties persist while others seem to increase with the
process of capitalization and intense mechanization of rural production." [7]. Because they have reduced access to loans for machines
and with the mechanization, women suffer from labour devaluation, therefore experiencing the adverse impacts of technological
progress. Despite this, they also collaborate and start building a
coalition without many resources.
It is not only that rural women have limited access to technologies, but they still innovate and organize collaborative groups
differently. The rural women that we met, in general, do not have
access to machinery and start to collaborate inviting their neighbours, who are producers, to help with the harvest on this circle of
collaboration. Other technologies are obviously important when
the coalition needs to grow, mostly in different cities, for example when coalitions need to be connected through social media
platforms and mobile phones to make contact. However, it is also
important to recognize that strong collaborative relations can be
built when women have minimal access to advanced technology,
and that access does not necessarily underpin collaboration.
As an example, it is a usual practice for women in coffee production to visit each other to help with care for the terreiro (space
where coffee beans are constantly scattered to dry out under the
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Figure 1: Designing a coalition for women coffee growers’ visibility. Lines of the map represents the relations between the
actors articulated by the coalition.
sun). Among the groups we visited, they also shared the harvest
because they are not able to complete the work alone. They could
hire workers, but they do not trust people who are not part of the
women’s community. Women in plantations are generally always
together to care for their safety. They get scared if there is a man
who is not a family member around. They also share other family and community responsibilities, such as picking up children
from school. These are the unseen tasks that rural women do to
collaborate which build a sense of mutual responsibility for a safer
and less overburdened environment for women in the community.
Inspired by these stories of care, a barista decided to open her own
business for selling coffee produced by women. She started to visit
the coffee producers and built a real connection with them, sharing ‘her’ stories about discrimination and gender prejudice, stories
of women who are producing coffee, to empower other rural and
urban women.
Through designing a coalition, we explored existing care practices to promote their recognition and rights. For example, in the
first meeting of coffee women, we hosted in the state capital (Curitiba) to discuss Brazilian women’s rights. A lawyer specializing
in women rights chose twelve of those rights to read together and
discuss who had suffered violations regarding these situations and
what could be done to preserve these rights in the future. This
helped connect different women who have been through similar
situations.
In such cases, we can observe that collaborative activities were
not created based on the willingness to work together, or by individuals who are free and want to join in a cause. They were developed
because women feel if they do not take care of each other or they do
not exercise some kind of collaboration, they can be at risk of life,

vulnerable to abuse or restriction or cannot afford to work without
help from other women who also experience the weight of multiple
domestic and economic responsibilities.

5

CONCLUSION

As we have seen, women do not just coalesce because they simply
have a shared concern. They have real challenges that affect them
every day, despite their differences. Feminist literature already acknowledges the vulnerability of coalitions to accommodate these
differences, yet recognizes its value in temporary situations of intense repression. Feminist theory offers an alternative ontological
principle that turns such vulnerability into a commitment for relating and designing coalitions through the concept of care. Women
coalesce because they care about each other, not because they have
a singular specific concern. There is already a link made between
this concept and the PD literature [4], yet this research adds another
link to the growing discussions on collective organizing and the
significance of care under oppression.
As described by this research, the formation of a feminist coalition for women coffee workers was characterized by an open process geared towards activating and nurturing relations of care between different women. The care structure can be seen in diverse
levels on this type of coalition. This is highlighted in a speech from
one of the producers during our workshop: "when one woman
producer wins, when one sells, we all feel represented". They feel
responsible for the success or failure of their coworkers, the sense of
belonging and begin to recognize the differences between matters
of care not just of just concern. The perspective of care can also
be found when the women, owners of cafeterias, can have a sense
of connection when they feel the same prejudice, and then feel in
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charge of taking action and start to fight in militancy to support
the rights that not only represent them but also protect the rural
community of women they have never met. This can also be seen
in the sense of responsibility for other women that the first author
felt when deciding to take action at the beginning of the project.
This project could not be properly explained by the diffusionist
theory of Manzini [5, 6]. Even though there was an intense collaboration between design experts and non-experts who shared some
interests, the women coalesced because they care about each other.
In the context of gender inequality and other kinds of oppression,
this is a much more solid foundation for designing coalitions.
As can be concluded from this brief critical review, coalitions
with diverse groups of people who are aware of their historical oppressions, and eager to fight them through diverse ways of relating
and solidarity, may serve as a more equitable productive basis for
Participatory Design’s developments on designing coalitions.
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