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CURRENT 
STATE 
OF 
AFFAIRS

COVID-19 GLOBAL PANDEMIC

CIVIL UNREST

More than

cases reported

 116,033,175
         reported cases

More than

  deaths worldwide
2,576,206

Police-sanctioned
BRUTALITY

Murder by white civilians just for
BEING BLACK

U.S. Capitol sieged by

INSURRECTIONISTS



Critical Frameworks for Wicked Problems

Critical frameworks:

● make salient the human condition 

● the manifestation of social inequities

 



How can we leverage Black feminist epistemology as a 
critical framework for equitable design?

Key Takeaway 1

Understand the role that technology and innovation play in 
the oppression of historically excluded groups. (Benjamin, 2019; 
Brock, 2011; Brown, 2015; Buolamwini & Gebru, 2018; Eubanks, 2018; Everett & Watkins, 2008; 
Howard & Irani,  2019; Noble, 2018)



Jones, 2020



How can we leverage Black feminist epistemology as a 
critical framework for equitable design?

Key Takeaway 2

Use our power and privilege to create more equitable 
experiences for historically excluded populations. (Carey et al., 
2020; D’Ignazio & Klein, 2020; Dillahunt & Lu, 2019; Dombrowski, 2017; Martin-Hammond et 
al., 2020; Rankin & Irish, 2020; Pinkard et al., 2020)



Stern, 2018



How can we leverage Black feminist epistemology as a 
critical framework for equitable design?

Key Takeaway 3

Do the necessary work to ensure that the design and 
appropriation of technology does not perpetuate the 
oppression of historically excluded groups. (D’Ignazio et al., 2020; 
Erete et al., 2020; Harrington et al., 2019; Kumar et al., 2019; Rankin et al., 2020)





Roadmap

Overview of Black 
Feminist Epistemology

Exploring  Black Women’s 
Gameplay Experiences

Black Feminist Thought as 
a Critical Framework for 

Game Design



Black Feminist Epistemology

● Ways of knowing are informed by 
Black women’s lived experiences.

● Black women are intellectuals or 
agents of knowledge. (Combahee River 
Collective, 1977; Collins, 2000; hooks, 1984; Lorde, 
1984)

● Black women utilize their "outsider 
within" status. (Collins, 1986; Harding, 1984; 
hooks, 1989)



“When it comes to social inequality, people’s lives and the organization of power 
in a given society are better understood as being shaped not by a single axis of 
social division, be it race or gender or class, but by many axes that work together 
and influence each other”1

1Patricia Hill Collins & Sirma Bilge. Intersectionality. 2016

Intersectionality illuminates the human experience.

RACE

CLASSGENDER



“...a way of understanding and analyzing the complexity in the 
world, in people, and in human experiences." (Collins & Bilge, 2016) 

Intersectionality is...

RACE

Gender discrimination

Ableism

Xenophobia
Heteropatriarchy



“For African-American women, the knowledge gained at intersecting 
oppression of race, class, and gender provides the stimulus for 
crafting and passing on the subjugated knowledge of Black women’s 
critical social theory. As a historically oppressed group, U.S. Black 
women have produced social thought designed to oppose 
oppression... it can take the form of poetry, music, essays, and the like 
- but the purpose of Black women’s collective thought is distinctly 
different...The need for such thought arises because African-American 
women as a group remain oppressed within a U.S. context 
characterized by injustice.” (Patricia Hill Collins, 2000)

Black feminist thought...
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How can we leverage Black feminist epistemology as a 
critical framework for equitable design?

Key Takeaway 1

Understand the role that technology and innovation play in 
the oppression of historically excluded groups. (Benjamin, 2019; 
Brock, 2011; Brown, 2015; Buolamwini & Gebru, 2018; Eubanks, 2018; Everett & Watkins, 2008; 
Howard & Irani,  2019; Noble, 2018)





Exploring the Plurality of Black Women’s Gameplay Experiences 
(Rankin & Han, 2019)

RQ1: What are the gaming behaviors, practices and 
trends of Black women? 

RQ2: What  factors promote and/or inhibit Black 
women’s gameplay experiences and why? 

Setting & Participants

● Game night on all-female historically 
Black college campus

● 69 Black women
● Ages 18 – 34 years old
● Completed game questionnaire

Setting & Participants

● Focus group discussion
● 8 Black women
● Probed game questionnaire responses



Summary of Findings

Played games more 
frequently when 

younger

Shared social activity 
with family & friends

Reported no incidents 
of racial slurs or gender 

discrimination

Played games when 
bored or physically 

immoble



What did we learn?

● Black women prefer the ubiquity 
of mobile and puzzle games.

● Black women represent casual 
gamers who play games to kill 
time.

● Certain genres & social context 
contribute to a positive player 
experience.
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How can we leverage Black feminist epistemology as a 
critical framework for equitable design?

Key Takeaway 2

Use our power and privilege to create more equitable 
experiences for historically excluded populations. (Carey et al., 
2020; D’Ignazio & Klein, 2020; Dillahunt & Lu, 2019; Dombrowski, 2017; Martin-Hammond et 
al., 2020; Rankin & Irish, 2020; Pinkard et al., 2020)



Black Feminist Thought as a Critical Framework for Game Design
(Rankin & Irish, 2020)

RQ: How can we apply Black feminist thought as a critical framework for game design?



Six Distinguishing Principles of Black Feminist Thought

1. Black feminist thought in the United States

2. Black feminist thought and Black feminist practice

3. Diverse responses to common challenges within Black feminism

4. Dialogical practices and Black women intellectuals

5. Black feminism as dynamic and changing

6. U.S. Black feminism and other social justice projects



1. Black Feminist Thought in the United States



2.  Black Feminist Thought and Black Feminist Practice 





2.  Black Feminist Thought and Black Feminist Practice 



How can we leverage Black feminist epistemology as a 
critical framework for equitable design?

Key Takeaway 3

Do the necessary work to ensure that the design and 
appropriation of technology does not perpetuate the 
oppression of historically excluded groups. (D’Ignazio et al., 2020; 
Erete et al., 2020; Harrington et al., 2019; Kumar et al., 2019; Rankin et al., 2020)



Intersectional 
game characters

Culturally 
authentic game 

scenarios

Portrayal of the 
diversity of Black 
women’s bodies

Findings



Games that accommodate intersectional game characters

"There are Black Spanish people and I feel like there is never 
any representation of them, so I think that would be interesting." 

 Jennifer





3. Diverse Responses to Common Challenges within Black Feminism

Vanessa, a CS major and novice game 
designer, modeled NPC Sophia’s physical 
appearance after her own.
● a young Black woman 
● light skin complexion with freckles
● blonde hair
● brown eyes



Games that accommodate self-definition as virtual representation.

"You’re going to get to a point where several different people 
are playing the game from other schools so it can be like the 
character can have different races and different like 
everything, like clothes and gender." 

Melanie



3. Diverse Responses to Common Challenges within Black Feminism: 
Portrayal of Black women’s bodies in games (self definition)



“Ceding the power of self-definition to other groups, 
no matter how well-meaning or supportive of Black 
women they may be, in essence replicates existing 
power hierarchies.” (Collins, 2000)



What did we learn?
● Utilize safe spaces within the 

Black community as the site 
for game design.

● Engage Black women in 
dialogic interactions to support 
their testimonial authority.

● Acknowledge, respect and 
reconcile dissenting voices to 
accommodate different 
perspectives.



How can we leverage Black feminist epistemology as a 
critical framework for equitable design?

Key Takeaways:
1) Understand the role that technology and innovation play in the 
oppression of historically excluded groups. (Benjamin, 2019; Brock, 2011; Browne, 2015; 

Buolamwini & Gebru, 2018; Eubanks, 2018; Howard & Irani, 2019; Noble, 2018)

2) Use our power and privilege to create more equitable experiences for 
historically excluded groups. (Carey et al., 2020; D’Ignazio & Klein, 2020; Dillahunt & Lu, 2019; 

Dombrowski, 2017; Martin-Hammond et al., 2020; Rankin & Irish, 2020; Pinkard et al., 2020)

3) Do the necessary work to ensure that the design and appropriation of 
technology does not perpetuate the oppression of historically excluded 
groups. (D’Ignazio et al., 2020; Erete et al., 2020; Harrington et al., 2019; Kumar et al., 2019; Rankin et al., 2020)
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