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Abstract
In this study, I will examine the case of ‘Tomboy Tools’ as a form of gendered material culture. I
will analyze the way this company has come to cross the traditional gender boundaries placed on
women that has historically alienated them from the domain of tools and home repair. In
attempting to bridge the historically opposing worlds of femininity and home repair, the
company has used the strategy of making the tools conform to a traditionally feminine gender
script (light, cute, pink, etc). Drawing on data from a content analysis, participant observation,
and interviews I use a constructivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz 2006; Clarke 2005) to
analyze how the identities, practices, and norms of potential female users are projected and
reinforced in the design and marketing of the tools. I also consider how potential female buyers
respond to these implicit assumptions, and interpret and give meanings to these new cultural

artefacts and messages in often competing and contradictory ways.
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Introduction

Traditionally, tools and home repair have been dominated by males. Tokarz (2008:68) observes
that boys predominantly gravitate toward activities such as “woodworking, blocks, and active
outdoor play,” while girls tend toward “traditional female activities, such as housekeeping,
puzzles, drawing, and books.” Dodge, Colker and Haroman (2002) made the point that even
when young girls do take an interest in blocks or construction work, they are both discouraged
by their male peers, and uninspired through the lack of female role-models in the trades. Many
other studies support this, showing strong, reinforcing patterns of play and toy-based
socialization along firm, gendered lines (Bradbard 1985; Fagot 1974; O’Brien, Houston, and
Risley 1983). This tendency for boys to receive more experience with toys that “encourage
exploration, manipulation, invention, construction, and that provide feedback” foster important
elements of cognitive development that girls will lack (Miller 1987: 474). Indeed, Conner and
Serbin (1977) found that masculine vs. feminine toy preferences in children (usually, as
determined by their sex), had significant ramifications for their levels of different types of
cognitive functioning.

Women also seem to be excluded from considerations of early tool-use in the philosophy
of technology. Homo Habilis, the first tool-maker, was named after the Latin for handy-man.
Even today, philosophers often talk about tool-use, and its importance, for “early man,” as
though women were never central to these important evolutionary developments of the species.
Consider the following quote from Fodor (1998: 159 [italics mine]): “Even if early man had
modules for ‘natural intelligence,” he couldn’t have become modern man just by adding what ke
knew about fires to what se knew about cows.” It is as though women were never involved in the

development of tool use and its integration with traditional knowledge; women play, at best,
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second fiddle to man’s responsibility for evolutionary progress. Since our capacity for tool-use is
connected deeply with our development as an intelligent species (Wilson 1978), and represents
an important cognitive mediation between individual and world (Preston 1998), the male-centric
conceptualization of tool-use raises questions about women’s implied role in the march of human
progress through evolution. One thinks of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s (1898) early arguments
about men’s exclusion of women from the progress of culture and the economy, which, she
thought, had ramifications in their evolution and place in society.

At any rate, the clear demarcation of tools and handiwork with male culture has been
apparent through society and its reflection in academic discourse on the subject. Recently
however, there has been a movement towards designing tools and providing practical advice
about home repair for women. The women’s tool movement has brought contentious claims with
different reactions from interest groups. Companies that are creating tools for women provide
excellent examples for illustrating the extent of the movement as well as a platform for
provoking discussion surrounding gender and technology. For these reasons, I am interested in
studying the companies creating and marketing these tools for women. I use a company that
operates locally, Tomboy Tools, as a case study to analyze the extent to which this company
empowers women to enter the self-reliant domain of home repair, and the degree to which they
challenge or actually reinforce traditional gender roles and boundaries.

The Canadian branch of Tomboy Tools was founded in 2003 by three women who had an
interest in tools and do-it-yourself projects. Their mission statement is, “to build confidence and
empower women through education, quality tools and an independent business opportunity”
(Tomboy Tools 2008). This company provides an interesting case study because they are

involved in creating traditionally male dominated artefacts but have designed them and marketed
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them towards women. One of the marketing techniques the company has relied upon is hiring

b

female representatives to sell products through “tool parties,” modeled after make-up and
Tupperware parties. The company also makes its tools available in pink, the colour most widely-
associated with femininity. Some techniques incorporated in the actual design of these artefacts
include making the tools smaller and lighter, with smaller gripping areas. This is based on the
assumption that women have less upper body strength, and smaller hands than men. This
company has taken on the task of taking traditionally male artefacts and transforming them such
that they can successfully cross over in to the female domain. This makes it an excellent case
study to analyze the way that this intersection of gender and material culture operates, and what
this entails both for the successful design and sale of the tools, and the implications this may
have for the identities and gender roles of potential consumers.

Throughout this thesis, I argue that Tomboy Tools is embedded with a specific “gender
script” (Akrich 1992), evidenced in the technical and aesthetic design of the tools, and through
the marketing and promotional techniques used by the company. Their promotional material
conveys strong messages of confidence and empowerment, which is a sales strategy that is
historically female-centered (Clarke 1999). The imagery used by the company reinforces
symbolic codes of hetero-normative femininity, which relates to a pre-determined and specific
set of lifestyle norms biologically associated with the female sex and also implies heterosexuality
as the natural sexual orientation. In some ways these reinforcements counter their attempt to
shift gender boundaries in the ways they intend. The home sales model is central to the sales
strategy of Tomboy Tools and also contributes to the gender script as it is a historically feminine

and operates in a specifically gendered way. I will argue that the “tool party” represents a

modern form of gendered ritual (Collins 2004), which both opens women’s minds to the core
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messages of the company and the idea of using (and buying) tools by creating a comfortable
transitional space with high levels of positive emotional energy. Drawing on the literature in
constructionist studies of technology (Pinch and Bijker 1984; Latour 1991; Jasanoff 2004), I
argue that this gender script manifests itself in the technical design of the tools such that gender
and technology co-construct, reproduce, and reinforce each other.

In chapter 2, I outline the major theoretical background to my study, and draw on the
sociology of science and technology (Pinch and Bijker 1984), actor-network theory (Latour
1991), techno-feminism (Wacjman 2004), and the role of users (Oudshoomn and Pinch 2003) and
the cultural projections placed on them in the process of technological design (Akrich 1992). I
begin by providing a background of the important features of the technology theories, and the
ways that they will impact my study while placing the case of Tomboy Tools in the larger milieu
of the women’s tbol movement and in the realm of changing gender dynamics. Since tools are a
basic, and quintessenti‘al form of technology (Heidegger 1993), and these tools in particular are
seen to reflect changing gender norms in their design and aesthetic appearance, this literature is
highly relevant to contextualize my findings in all subsequent chapters.

In Chapter 3, I outline my methodological approach of constructivist grounded theory
(Charmaz 2006; Clarke 2005) and the reasons why it is a suitable choice for this project. 1
discuss the strategies and techniques used to execute the content analysis of Tomboy Tool’s web
and print media, detail the process of participant observation at “tool parties,” and outline the
structure and approach to interviews with potential users as well as executives from the
company. I argue that the three-tiered research method is well suited to explore this phenomenon

from a range of perspectives, and to make up for the potential weaknesses in any one method.
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In Chapter 4, I examine the design strategies used by Tomboy Tools and the ways that
the technical and aesthetic design choices contribute to a fairly well defined and traditional
female gender script (Akrich 1992). I start by analyzing the technical aspects such as the size,
weight, and shape of the tools and include feedback on these issues from potential users. I also
discuss the implications this has on the assumptions about women’s skill level and physical
ability, and on the kinds of jobs that can be performed, and are thus latently prescribed to the
women. I then analyze the aesthetic choices, focusing on the colour of the tools. Responses
from the executives explain how pink became popular, while responses from users show mixed
reactions about the messages implicitly conveyed in this image.

In Chapter 5, I conduct a content analysis to explore the messages and imagery conveyed
through the marketing and promotional material released by the company, and contextualize
these messages by placing Tomboy Tools in the gendered history of which it is part: the home
party sales model (Clarke 1999). I argue that the images presented by the company are hyper-
feminine and serve to reinforce a hetero-normative stereotype. I also illuminate the reliance on
empowerment discourses which is commonly used by companies that target women.

In Chapter 6, I deconstruct the “tool party” with the help of data from my attendance at
the parties and interviews with other women who have attended. I argue that the “tool party”
represents a modern gendered ritual in that it satisfies Collins’ (2004) requirements for the
modern ritual to generate the shared emotional energy necessary to reify new symbolic messages
effectively. I will also argue that this leads to a successful “liminoid” experience (Turner 1979)
at the tool parties, opening women’s minds to the world of tools, and the lifestyle and positive
beliefs that come with it. While this allows for women to more comfortably gravitate toward

tool-use, I argue that this betwixt ritual experience also reinforces traditional feminine symbols,
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beliefs, and practices. These gender-specific aspects of the ritual are seen to be critical to the
sales strategy, for example, emphasizing relationships and social cohesion over instrumental
purchasing decisions. Finally, I conclude the thesis by recapping the major findings of the study,

considering limitations and discussing future research directions.
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Chapter 2: Artefacts, Material Culture, and Technofeminism

Although Tomboy Tools can be seen as a groundbreaking company that is challenging gender
norms they are most basically a company that sells tools. That being said, materiality is an
important measure of culture in our society and therefore an examination of the kinds of tools
they are producing and the fact that they are targeting women is telling about cultural constructs
of gender. Tools make for a particularly interesting case study as they are considered to be the
basic foundation of technology (techné). Thus, to understand the essence of tools and their
cultural construction and significance, it makes sense to consider relevant issues in the sociology
of technology.

The evolution of the sociology of technology has provoked rich ideas and theories which
become particularly interesting when intersected with other sociological factors such as gender.
This chapter will provide a literature review for the case study of Tomboy Tools in order to show
the connections between the evolution of gender norms and technological design, focusing on the
way that designers are constructing not only tools as technological artefacts but also how they
construct gender. I will begin by outlining the social constructionist theory of technology (Pinch
and Bijker 1984), to demonstrate how the social “gets inside” of the process of technical
innovation and design. I will then discuss the contributions of the more recent actor network
theory approach (Latour 1991), which challenges the social reductionism of the constructionist
approach, and considers how material forces intertwine with human forces in technological
mediation. The rise of techno-feminism (Wajcman 2004) will be discussed as a critique and
response to these male-centric and gender blind mainstream approaches, to consider women’s
historical and contemporary relationship to technology in society. Finally, I will examine the

roles that users and consumers have been seen to play in the design and shaping of technology
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(Oudshoorn and Pinch 2003), by offering feedback to producers based on their market choices
and cultural preferences, which are also often shaped by considerations of gender. I will attempt
to highlight the gaps that are filled by each subsequent theory and also which parts of these
theories will help inform my study. The final section will situate this project in the existing

literature and show how my study might contribute to the existing field of knowledge.

Rise of SCOT

Pinch and Bijker’s (1984) social construction of technology model (SCOT) emerged largely in
response to determinist models of technology that are more traditionally pursued by sociologists.
The determinist model, as applied in sociology, considers the effects that new technologies have
on society, assuming a one-way cause and effect relationship between technological change and
the organization of society. Thus, sociologists might study the effects of technology on the third
world, health and wellbeing, information and cyberspace, the natural environment, energy, and
population growth and expansion (Hjorth, Eichler, and Morello 2003). Generally, the issue of
technology is treated as a macro-phenomena, where machines and the new tools of modern
society have ramifications for the human condition in broad terms.

Karl Marx was probably the most famous technological determinist for sociologists,
arguing that the material forces of history far outweighed, and served to shape, cultural and
social outcomes (Aronowitz 1988). Technology and science would form a key part of the
“substructure” (material relations) of society, of which the “superstructure” (culture, politics,
religion, and the organization of labour) would reflect. Thus, Marx (1848) argued that factory
technologies (i.e. the means of production) change at a faster pace than the social organization of

labour, and hence the former determine the shape and change of the latter. Further, the individual
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genius or creativity of scientists or technologists are poor explanations of the emergence of new
technological inventions or scientific discoveries, since these emerge naturally with the often
invisible material forces of history, which unfold autonomously from the world of human ideas
yet nevertheless impact them in direct ways. For these reasons, science and technology, much
like the other relations of production operating at the material level through history, evolve
according to the interests and requirements of the ruling class.

Jacques Ellul (1964) also considered modern technology to evolve independently, yet
remain a dominating force over humanity, and a threat to human freedom and creativity. The
onrush of new technologies into the structure of our education and everyday lives have a
dramatic impact on the way we think and the direction and organization of our society. Thus, like
Marx, Ellul imagined the independence of technical development from human culture, morals
and values. Heidegger (1993) also saw the essence of technology as an ‘“uncovering” or
“revealing” of nature, such that each discovery made would lead to logically determined
questions and behaviours, in turn generating further technological discoveries. Hence,
technology leads according to its own logics, and human beings follow. Robert Grant (1995)
similarly argued that technologies are best accounted for according to the most efficient means to
achieving desired ends. Hence, technology is not accounted for socially or culturally, but 1is
explained entirely with recourse to natural laws and logical necessity.

In contrast to these more deterministic models of technology, “The SCOT paradigm
centrally emphasizes the mediation of technological change by social forces” (Puddephatt
2005:358). In this way, SCOT rejects the notion that the rise of technology is based upon purely
objective or logical forces. This rejection parallels a similar trend in the new sociology of

science that would argue for the social, institutional, and paradigm-relative aspects of theory
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construction in science (see Kuhn 1962; Collins 1985; Latour and Woolgar 1979; Collins and
Pinch 1993). SCOT therefore has benefitted not only from attempting to account for what the
determinist model missed but also from the idea of applying approaches developed through the
sociology of science to technology studies (see Pinch and Bijker 1984). The distinction between
science and technology was thought to be over-idealized through philosophy but it is also
difficult to determine in what ways one is dependent on the other, to the point that some use the
hybrid term “techno-science”. Technology as a concept can be more effectively analyzed on its
own but as Pinch and Bijker explain it can still very much benefit from some of the evolutions
that have occurred in the way that sociology 1s used to study science.

It is clear then that the SCOT model can benefit from the changed approached to
analyzing science since “science and technology are both socially constructed cultures and bring
to bear whatever cultural resources are appropriate for the purposes at hand” (Pinch and Bijker
1984:404). The SCOT model also introduced two important ideas that were missing in the
determinist approach. The first is the principle of symmetry and the second is interpretive
flexibility. Both of these concepts, particularly interpretive flexibility, should be most helpful in
the analysis of Tomboy Tools.

The symmetry principle is based upon ideas from the sociology of scientific knowledge,
particularly from David Bloor’s (1973) Strong Programme. The symmetry principle states that
the same sociological explanations would be used to account for both true and false beliefs, since
sociologists are equipped to uncover the social and cultural aspects of knowledge construction,
and cannot arbitrate truth from the perspective of science. This symmetry principal has been
usefully applied to technology studies in what has been called the “social construction of

technology” (SCOT) approach (Pinch and Bijker, 1984). Remaining faithful to the symmetry
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principle of the strong programme, SCOT researchers are to remain even handed when assessing
failed technologies as well those which succeed. Again, social and factors, and how they
determine the development and use of technologies is key, not whether the technologies in
question ultimately survive. Why technologies develop, and who they principally appeal to, must
be situated appropriately in the correct historical and cultural context. As such, SCOT argues that
social, cultural, political and economic factors are equally important considerations for both
failed and successful technologies. This is important in my study as I am not interested in
whether Tomboy Tools is ultimately successful or not in the long run, rather I am interested in
examining the sociological elements behind the phenomenon, and the questions these material
artefacts raise for the gendered culture they are supposed to appeal to.

Interpretive flexibility is the other concept introduced by SCOT and refers to the multiple
meanings given to artefacts by various groups. These various meanings will have effects on the
way that technology evolves. This idea is missing from the determinist model which views the
innovation process of a technology as linear -- basic research, applied research, technological
development, production development, production, and finally usage (Pinch and Bijker 1984:23).
The linear model fails to account for the impact that groups of users can have on the innovation
process. SCOT emphasizes the importance of considering users as integral parts of the process.
Therefore, rather than benefitting from a linear diagram of the innovation process, the SCOT
model uses a multi-directional model. Relevant social groups and the meanings they attach to
the artefacts are represented as branching out from one another. Each new group or meaning can
then be branched off again.

The way that the process of interpretive flexibility works is nicely illustrated in Pinch and

Bijker’s (1984) example of the evolution of the bicycle. They begin by highlighting the need to
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identify relevant social groups and the values that those groups may have when considering the
advent of a new technology. A relevant social group needs to consist of a “social group [who]
share the same set of meanings, attached to a specific artefact” (Pinch and Bijker 1984:414). For
example, in regards to the Penny Farthing bicycle women needed to be considered as their own
social group since they were forced to consider different needs such as dress and safety. Because
of the standard dress at the end of the 1800s it was difficult for women to ride these high bicycles
without risking indecent exposure, which at the time had a standard that was especially
conservative. Another problem for the social group of women as well as the elderly was tﬁe
issue of safety which essentially contradicted the needs of young, well off males at that time who
wanted the bicycle to represent speed and adventure.

It is often the case that the needs of social groups will be conflicting. For example, in the
case of the bicycle the need for speed from one group conflicted with the need for safety from
another. There can also be conflicting solutions while working within the same problem. This
can lead to different types of features on the artefact itself. The “safety bicycle” for example
went through a number of different prototypes in an effort to make it safer. Nineteen years after
this process began (1898) a “stabilization” of the artefact was reached. That is to say that there
were essential elements that made up what was considered a safe bicycle at this time which
included air tyres, low wheels and a rear chain. The air tyres represent a particularly interesting
component of the safety bicycle since they were originally created as an advantage for the social
group that was interested in racing but ended up being “rhetorically translated” into advantages
for other groups as well. Through years of development some of the needs of the relevant social
groups were met and certain features of the bicycle became normalized. This wide, general

consensus over elements of a particular artefact is also sometimes referred to as closure.
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It is important to remember that this stabilization or closure does not mean that the needs
of every relevant social group have been met but simply that there has been a wide consensus. It
also may occur that two or more prototypes of the same artefact may exist simultaneously and
each fulfills different needs of social groups. For example, contemporary bicycles may have a
normative structure but different features of them can be tweaked in order to emphasize speed,
for the social group that is using the technology as an adventurous hobby, or safety features can
be emphasized, for those groups that want to ensure their safety on the mobile device. Jordan
and Lynch (1992) argue that the diversity that is present in bicycles weakened Pinch and Bijker’s
argument about closure. They argue instead that there is a dispersion of innovation and ‘the
social interactional conditions and consequences of such dispersion are substantive social
phenomena rather than residual sources of noise in the system” (Jordan and Lynch 1992:78).
This is likely true since there tends to be a certain amount of diversity within broad categories of
artefacts. However, Pinch and Bijker allude to this possibility when they note that the
stabilization or closure of artefacts is never static, depending on changes in the needs of relevant
social groups, often based upon shifts in wider contexts, interpretive flexibility may reappear.

Pinch and Bijker also stress the fact that the SCOT method incorporates a wider socio-
political milieu in its analysis. Since SCOT is dependent upon looking at relevant social groups
and the meaning that they give to artefacts, it is clear that users’ sociocultural, sociohistorical,
and political situation will play a role in this. For example there is often a divide along gender
lines in terms of relevant social groups, as well as a divide within the homogeneous categories of
male and female that can be telling about gender constructs of the time.

Given that SCOT considers social factors as important in innovation processes it is an

excellent model to use when considering the relationship between gender and technology. As
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such, I will use a constructivist analysis as one approach in analyzing the women’s tool
movement and Tomboy Tools. The analysis will evaluate the way that the social construction of
gender impacts the social construction of tools made for women. This comparison is particularly
interesting given the vast and rapid changes that have occurred in women’s societal roles over
the last century. The analysis will also benefit from SCOT’s focus on users in the innovation
process since empirical data will be collected through interviews with Tomboy Tool users. The
data will help illuminate the relevant social groups of women, and the meanings that these
women users attach to the tools. While SCOT will be useful for my analysis for these reasons,
the perspective is not without its faults, and hence, I will also be drawing on actor network
theory (ANT) to handle these shortcomings. I will discuss these shortcomings, and outline how

the ANT perspective helps address these, below.

Actor Network Theory

Bruno Latour’s Actor Network Theory, hereafter referred to as ANT, emerged from the idea that
SCOT is built upon a sociological or idealist reduction. That is to say that since SCOT focuses
on societal factors to answer questions of technology it risks being sociologically deterministic.
It is easy for a SCOT analysis to over privilege the social and ignore the roles of material culture
(non-humans) in technology processes. The second problem that emerges from the SCOT model
is that when it does consider non-humans it relies on a dualism. This is reductionist since, “By
separating the (actively framed) world of human actors from the (passively framed) material
world, the importance of perceptual, worldly interactions are excessively downplayed”
(Puddephatt 2005:60). ANT attempts to account for these shortcomings by rejecting dualism and

considering all actants, that is all actors in systems, whether human or non-human, as they work
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together equally in a network. All are given the same ontological status, since all act, and
“perform” in equal measure in the context of practical lived experience.

The necessary advent of ANT can be well explained through Callon’s (1987) analysis of
the attempted introduction of the electric car in France. Callon’s analysis shows that
“sociological, technoscientific, and economic analyses are permanently interwoven in a seamless
web” (Callon 1987:83). Proposing a new system (electric car) in an already very established
system (traditional motorcar) is by no means an easy transition and has to take into account
multiple variables. Callon notes that engineers, sociologists, politicians, economists and so on
were all consulted in order to try to attain an overall picture for the system transition. The social
web that was consulted shows that there was an understanding of SCOT concepts, in terms of the
importance of including multiple social perspectives but Callon ultimately goes beyond SCOT in
his final analysis of why the electric car failed. The reason the electric car did not get accepted
into French society was because the developers were unable to create a battery that would last
long enough to support the needs of the average driver. Therefore Callon’s point is that the level
of success of the electric car did not benefit from a sociological analysis because the technology
itself failed to become effective. This illuminates the idea that both humans and non-humans are
important considerations in a technological analysis.

As mentioned above, this becomes an important critique of the SCOT model, since it
generally fails to account for the agency of non-humans, making it guilty of sociological
determinism. To counter the dualism that is present in SCOT, ANT states that, “we have to tum
away from an exclusive concern with social relations and weave them into a fabric that includes
non-human actants, actants that offer the opportunity of holding society together as a durable

whole” (Latour 1991:103). ANT attempts to represent this network of actants, which include
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hybrids of humans and non-humans, all working together. The addition of considering non-
humans and the ways that the actor network reconstructs traditional sociological categories such
as gender will be a consideration in the Tomboy Tool case study. While one may argue that
SCOT and ANT are incompatible, [ hope to work with the spirit of SCOT in locating the cultural
sources of material constructions, while also considering the role of non-humans (i.e. tools and
networks of association) in shaping culture, gender, and the social.

The idea that non-humans have agency is one of the more contested ideas surrounding the
ANT approach to the sociology of technology. Latour (1988) outlines three reasons why artefacts
have agency. Using the example of a door closer Latour writes, “first, it has been made by men,
it is a construction; second it substitutes for the actions of people, and is a delegate that
permanently occupies the position of a human; and third, it shapes human action by prescribing
back what sort of people should pass through the door” (Johnson 1988:303). Material things are
often necessary for instructions to be followed since, “the force with which a speaker makes a
statement is never enough, in the beginning, to predict the path that the statement will follow”
(Latour 1991:104). To illustrate this, Latour uses the example of a hotel manager wanting room
keys to be left at the front desk when people leave the hotel. He began by writing this on the key
holder itself but found that very few would return the key so he then attached a large weight to
the room key. This makes the action of returning the key more predictable as people are unlikely
to forget to return it due to the fact that the weight makes it inconvenient for customers to walk
around with and therefore they remember to return it before leaving. Latour argues that by
adding the weight to the key rather than expressing the message linguistically, translates the
order from language to praxis, changing the original statement, the key, the customers, and even

the hotel. Thus, material artefacts and tools often embody social scripts (in this case, the
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customers’ behaviour in returning keys). Despite the insightful argument that artefacts have
agency and can act to shape and condition human conduct in determinate ways, many have
argued that Latour’s analysis remains largely a-political.

If artefacts have agency, one might go to the next step and ask do artefacts have politics?
Langdon Winner’s (1985) article “Do Artefacts have Politics?” answers the question in the
affirmative and explores a number of examples to illustrate his point. Winner first shows how
features and elements in the design of an artefact can end up establishing patterns of power and
authority. He uses Robert Moses’s overpasses to Long Island as an example of an artefact being
created in order to achieve a specific social effect. He argues that Moses intentionally built the
overpasses low so that buses would not be able to fit underneath them. This meant that low-
income groups, including racial minorities, would be unable to utilize these overpasses, thereby
limiting their access to Long Island.

This example shows how artefacts themselves can lead to political consequences. It is
often thought that artefacts cannot be intrinsically political, but in the example above, it is clear
that the overpass generates tangible political effects. Winner points out that the political
consequences of an artefact does not always line up with the specific intentions of the designers.
He points out how technological structures in society, for many years, neglected to account for
people with disabilities. Consequently, this led to limited access for many people living with
disabilities. It is likely, however, that the designers and developers of these establishments
created limited access spaces more on account of ignorance and neglect than intentional purpose.

Winner’s second argument is that certain technologies come with intractable elements
that end up demanding certain institutionalized patterns of power and authority. This fits directly

into Latour’s (1991) observation that “technology is society made durable.” For example, the
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atomic bomb inherently involves lethal properties which means that it must be carefully
controlled, generally implying a centralized authority with a rigid hierarchy to accept this.
Winner concludes that “the things we call ‘technologies’ are ways of building order in our
world” (Winner 1985:30). By being aware that artefacts often have hidden politics built inside
them, designers can give more attention to the kinds of political consequences that their
technologies may have which is especially important when considering their permanency.
Although foreseeing all possibilities would be an unrealistic expectation as there are often
unintended consequences (Merton 1936) being more aware of the kinds of impacts new
technologies can have is important. This realization offers an opportunity for a more in-depth
consideration of whether a particular technology should be implemented or not. While Winner’s
analysis is clearly focusing on politics where Latour’s often has not, there is little discussion of
gender in this analysis. How do material artefacts and technologies shape not only politics and
culture, but more specifically, gender? In this vein, I will broaden the traditional scope of ANT,
and arguments about the agential role of material artefacts in the style of Winner, to consider
gender as a central concern, and ask what kinds of feminine scripts are implicitly embedded in
Tomboy Tools, and how they are represented to, interpreted by, and affecting, potential users.
The Tomboy Tools case study can benefit from a debate about whether artefacts have
politics but more specifically to this case the question becomes do artefacts have gender?
Furthermore, what is the representation of that gender? This discussion can also benefit from
Winner’s assertion that designers should be conscious of the political effects their innovations
can cause. It could be argued that this consciousness is also very important when applied to
gender so that designers are aware and responsible for the way that they are constructing gender.

If technology is, as Latour argues, “society made durable” then what are the societal implications
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of an overtly gendered technology? Winner’s analysis invites the possibility that Tomboy Tools

constructs not only artefacts, but also gender.

Technofeminism

As eluded earlier, some scholars argue that debates in the constructivist study of technology and
the actor network theory have lacked any kind of gender analysis (Wajcman, 2004). Perhaps this
is because technology, like science, has been an area dominated by men. “According to feminist
studies of technology, exclusion of women from technology (as inventers or as users) is not an
accident and should not surprise anyone considering the process through which the meaning of
technology itself has been actively developed to reflect the male gender” (Ngaruiya Njambi and
Putman Spenkle 2004). This becomes particularly problematic since technology is incredibly
important in our society. Therefore, monopolizing it creates power. Wajcman (2004) provides a
valuable historic overview of women'’s relationships with technology, and outlines the ways that
various feminist groups tend to conceptualize technology.

Wajcman (2004) contends that women have been at the forefront of innovations when it
comes to domestic technologies, but this tends to be taken for granted, much in the same way as
housework. Women’s relationship to technology has received mixed reviews by feminists, as
either promising new possibilities for emancipation, or further curtailing women’s advancement.
For example, the advent of reproductive technology can be seen as liberating women from the
confines of reproduction, or as another example of men trying to take control of women’s bodies.
A similar debate now exists over the internet as to whether cyberspace will offer the opportunity
for a genderless society or if it will simply reproduce women’s subordinate relationship with

technology. Wajcman contends that general statements of technology as either having entirely
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negative or positive impacts on women are simplistic and dangerous. Rather, technology should
be considered on a case by case basis, since different technologies may stand to benefit or harm
different groups of women in myriad ways.

Liberal feminists think that women’s exclusion from technology is a problem of equality
and access to opportunity, so their proposed solution is for women to participate more (Wajcman
2004). In order to do this, they assume that women have to “degender” their identity since
technological culture is deemed to be incompatible with femininity. Wajcman (2004) points out
however, that there is no such process for men, and having women changing and manipulating
their identities to fit into a male culture seems counter-productive. This approach implies that
women are the problem in need of change, which fails to challenge the power structures that
perpetuate the gendering of technology as masculine. Given that Tomboy Tools is attempting to
create access and opportunity to a realm women were previously excluded from, it could be
argued that the company itself is working to some degree from a liberal feminist standpoint. The
company differs from this standpoint however, in that it is not attempting to entirely “degender”
women’s identity; rather, it is creating a space for tools and home repair for women with the
traditional confines of femininity in mind. My analysis of Tomboy Tools will take a broader
feminist approach, to consider the social context, gender norms and the material culture that ties
it all together.

Radical feminists tend to view technology as inherently gendered, and embedded with
patriarchal values. Technology is not neutral, but is based upon domination and exploitation
over people (namely women) and nature (also often construed in a feminine light). Technology
becomes based upon men’s values, omitting women’s values as insignificant. Socialist feminists

also see technology as being inherently gendered but also consider class. They focus on the
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negative relation of technology to women’s health, and see it as taking away jobs that are
traditionally held by women. Technology is also seen as a threat to women doing unpaid work in
the home, as new and improved technology has done little to reduce the work load. Since there
is a focus on social class, it is common for socialist feminists to incorporate Marxism into their
analysis.

These varying feminist perspectives show that there is a lot of room for gender analysis
in technology studies. An example comparable to Tomboy Tools of using feminist analysis for a
technology case study is Ellen van Oost’s (2003) article concerning the way that the design of
women’s shavers have the power to shape and reinforce ideas about gender. She argues that
when a technology becomes domesticated it not only reshapes the technology, but also gender.
She cites Akrich (1992), who coined the word “script” in relation to the way that designers
envision the users of their products, and how these conceptualizations end up embedding their
design with a particular “script.” A “gender script” is the way that the designers think about
gender as a variable in creating an artefact and in so doing reveal something about gender
relations and identities. Gender is even apparent when the intention is to design an artefact for
use by “everybody,” since designers often use themselves as models and their environments as |
testing areas for the new technology. Since most engineers are males, the artefacts generated end
up reflecting the wants and needs of young, white, well-educated males.

The differences among gendered technologies become clear in van Oost’s example of the
way that men’s and women’s shavers have evolved along gender lines. Philips had been rather
successful in creating and marketing their shavers to men and in 1939, when they introduced the
first electric shaver for women. By 1950, Philips producers had decided to split the shaver

market and make a shaver designed specifically for women. Technologically, the shavers were
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very similar but “the main design strategy in the 1950s and the 1960s to tailor a shaver for
female users was to give it recognizable female-coded features, such as a pink housing or a
round red storage case” (van Oost 2003:200). Eventually the different shavers marketed for men
and women diverged to such an extent both aesthetically and technologically, that Philips was
able to create a separate design and production environment for women’s shavers.

These women-specific shavers were called Ladyshave and were designed to be
disassociated with anything technological, operating under the assumption that women dislike
technology. Therefore, the design and marketing angle was towards the shaver as a cosmetic
device. By the 1970s this idea was taken so far as to remove any visible screws from the
apparatus, instead using a clicking mechanism to keep the parts together. Other tactics “included
using perfume to mask the smell of oil, linking the shaver to lipstick, [and] transforming the
shaver into a beauty set” (van Oost 2003:206). The Ladyshave reinforced gender roles by
encouraging the cultural norm of women shaving their leg and armpit hair, as well as
encouraging their dislike for technology. Put concisely, “Philips not only produces shavers but
also gender” (van Oost 2003:207). Van Oost’s case study of women’s shavers focused on many
of the same themes that will be the focus of the Tomboy Tools case study. Similar to this case,
the gender scripts that are embedded in Tomboy Tools will be identified and analyzed.

Another reoccurring theme in studies of gendered technology is the implications of
gendered divisions of labour. This idea was considered by Ronald Kline (1997) in an article he
wrote entitled “Home Ideologies: Progress?”. In this article, Kline noted the political
motivations in the early 20™ Century that helped to construct a narrative about new domestic
technology. He noted popular claims that new technologies would be helpful to the overworked

United States farm wife; however the data collected about the working hours of farm wives
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showed that this popular assumption was not supported. As it turned out, the introduction of new
technologies brought forth greater expectations of cleanliness, that more chores would get done,
more intricate processes and new norms for certain domestic duties. This example illustrates
how social structures and political agendas shape the desire for new technologies, which
sometimes have unintended consequences, namely with regard to the gendered division of
labour. It also shows the ways in which technology and its uses is subject to change and
influence by the users themselves. The next section will explore the importance of users on the

consequences, impacts, and influences of technologies.

Users Matter

How users interpret technologies has an impact on the way that they evolve, as well as how
successful they become. This point is nicely illustrated through Ronald Kline’s and Trevor
Pinch’s (1996) analysis of the automobile in the United States. The dominant perception is that
the creation of automobiles was a prideful and enamoured time for people in the United States,
and was the catalyst to fortifying American’s unbreakable love affair with cars. This is not
entirely true as the arrival of automobiles in the early part of the 20" century was met with much
hostility by some social groups, namely farmers and rural residents. The new cars were seen as
incredibly loud, and thus disturbed the peacefulness of rural life, bothering the livestock. These
disturbances led to an antagonistic relationship between the urban, rich car drivers and the rural
residents, giving rise to both legal and illegal tactics on the part of farmers. Many farmers
pushed for legislative control measures, such that cars had to slow down or come to a complete

stop if they were near horse-drawn vehicles. They also put spikes on the road, threw rocks, and
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created large ruts for the cars to get stuck in. Interestingly, some of these tactics led to the design
of improved models to better withstand the pranks.

As one would guess, the anti-car movement failed. This was due in large part to
manufacturers producing more cars designed for country roads. This opened up the market to
rural customers and eventually, gasoline cars were also supported by laws and major marketing
campaigns. The adaptation of the car to rural life happened for some families as early as 1903
but was not always used strictly 1n its transportation capabilities. The motor was seen as a source
of power that could be manipulated to help with various farm activities, including grinding, corn
shelling and running other agricultural machines. It was also used for some domestic duties,
such as running a washing machine. This demonstrates that transformations can happen to a
technology as a result of a new social group taking hold of it. Designers even began to sell kits
to facilitate using the motor for farm activities and chores.

Another testament to the importance of users is in the designer’s efforts to anticipate the
needs of users from the onset. Lindsay (2003) presents three different methodologies employed
by producers to try and anticipate their target users in an effort to best cater to their needs in the
design process. The first was identified by Thierry Bardini and August Hovath (1995) and is
called the ‘reflexive user.” This is when the developers consider their own image as
representations of the future users. The second was coined by Steve Woolgar (1991), and is
termed the “configured user.” This is when the developers anticipate the identity of future users,
and then functionally constrain their actions through the physicality of the artefact. This means
that the artefact is designed to discourage certain kinds of behaviour and encourage others. A
third method was considered by Madeleine Akrich (1992), which she terms the “projected user.”

This is different from the other methods as the designers are envisioning a specific profile for the
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people who will be using the products. “The projected users are defined with specific tastes,
competencies, motives, aspirations, and political prejudices” (Lindsay 2003:31). This
information is then used to inscribe a script into the content of the artefact, reflecting the
imagined needs of a very specific person. As such, the designers expect the projected user to
share certain personal characteristics.

Lindsay rejects the first two methods on the grounds that they fail to account for how
users might change when the technology hits the marketplace. Therefore, those methods neglect
the role of the users in shaping their own roles, as well as the ability to negotiate the role of the
technology in their day to day lives. Akrich’s framework is also guilty of creating a static user,
but she does at least recognize that the actual user may not correspond to the imagined one.
Instead, ““I [Lindsay] propose that ‘user representations’ encompass many other imagined users,
and that these user constructions are not built, and do not exist, in isolation” (Lindsay 2003:32).
This diversity is likely present in Tomboy Tools as well so that the identities, needs, and
interpretations of their users may be varied and may change over time.

By speaking to co’mpany executives, I can explore the ways in which they have
anticipated their users and informed their identities, needs, and gender related roles. This will
help to establish how executives envision women’s changing gender roles, and how this comes
through in their tool-line and their marketing. Juxtaposing the executives’ understanding of the
tools and lifestyles that are presupposed with that of the users will help highlight the tension and
resistance that is embedded in attempting to re-gender a traditionally male dominated area of
home repair. Since gender is seen to shape technology, and is simultaneously shaped by it, both
gender studies and the sociology of technology would benefit from a gender focused analysis of

concrete case study of gendered artefacts. Tomboy Tools should provide an informative case
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study to examine these issues, as this company was founded and continues to grow by creating
and servicing a women’s market, but by transforming a traditionally male market of home repair.

I am interested in examining the co-production of artefacts and the social with particular
attention paid to gender. More specifically I am going to examine the social forces involved in
Tomboy Tools and the way that their marketing strategies and products are influenced and
conceptualized by women in general. SCOT will be an effective framework for these purposes
particularly given its emphasis on the importance of users in relation to technology and emerging
artefacts. I also plan on analyzing the role of the tools themselves, as materiality that interrelates
with users and also carries implicit messages about appropriate user behaviour, and by extension
appropriate female behaviour. Since SCOT tends to ignore the causal role of materiality I will
draw on concepts from ANT for the part of the discussion that relates to material artefacts.
ANT, however, tends to ignore the influence and impact of gender and power dynamics which I
consider an important focus for my research. Therefore, as an extension of Winner’s (1985)
argument that artefacts have politics, I will consider whether artefacts have gender and the kinds
of impacts that material artefacts can have on gender and vice versa. I will also draw heavily
from techno-feminist literature as it goes beyond generic considerations of technology and
material artefacts to consider the important intersects of gender.

Using a social constructivist methodology I will draw on qualitative data from interviews,
participant observation and discourse analysis to examine how gender both shapes and is
maintained by this example of a feminized material culture. The following section considers my

research methods in more detail.
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Chapter 3 — Methodology

My research uses the methodological approach of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967,
Charmaz 2006, Clarke 2005) to examine the complexities and contradictions within gender, and
the cultural artifacts that support various gender scripts using the case of Tomboy Tools. As
such, grounded theory is well suited to the exploratory nature of this study, since companies that
sell tools and repair techniques to women are relatively new (only appearing in Canada in 2003).
Therefore women’s experiences and perspectives in relation to these tools have been largely
unexamined up until now. Rather than testing or forcing various theories prior to my research, 1
believe the grounded theory model allows for an openness and flexibility to allow ideas to
emerge as the research goes on. This allowed me to account for the interplay of my early
theoretical interests with emerging data, so that my concepts and empirical field work were
mutually reshaped through the research process.

In the debate between traditional grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Glaser
2007) and newer, more constructivist departures (Charmaz 2006; Clarke 2005) I side both in
theory and practice with the latter. I do not propose to approach the research site with a blank
slate mind, or pretend that my research, data collection, and interpretation proceeds without any
prior theoretical knowledge or perspective. Indeed, I was highly influenced before entering the
field by literature on the social construction of technology and cultural artifacts (Pinch and Bjiker
1984; Kline and Pinch 1996; Mackenzie and Wajcman 1985) women’s relationship to
technology (Wacjman 2004; Faulkner 2001; Oldenziel 2003; Cockburn and Ormrod 1993), and
broader feminist issues surrounding gender inequity. As such, my choice of the subject, the ways
that I organized the research process, and the manner in which I collected my data were all

guided by these conceptual orientations and interests. Acknowledging these preconceived
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inclinations distances myself from the positivistic notions associated with traditional grounded
theory and allows my theoretical ideas and standpoint to energize and guide my data collection.
Along with recognizing this bias I also reject the notion of arriving at a single truth through
research with human participants. As Charmaz states, “It is very hard to ignore the position of
observer, as well as the issues around truth and accuracy. There are always tensions there
because truth can be local, relative, historically based, situational, and contextual” (Puddephatt
2006:9). Nevertheless, and in line with traditional grounded theory practice, I maintained an
openness to explore new themes as they were made present by my observations and interviews;
through the processes of “exploration and inspection” new ideas and theoretical connections
emerged continually through the research process (Blumer 1969). However, unlike traditional
grounded theory assumptions, I believe in the need to be explicit and reflective about the
conceptual choices made in the research process, and how these relate to practical research
decisions, before, during and after the research has been completed (Puddephatt, Shaffir, and
Kleinknecht, 2009).

In order to examine the ways that women were conceptualizing Tomboy Tools as a
company, I conducted a content analysis of the company’s electronic and print media in order to
better grasp the kinds of messages typically conveyed by the company. I also performed field
work by attending three “tool parties” and one consultation, which allowed me to experience the
procedure of the parties first hand and to examine the relationship dynamics amongst the women
and between the women and representative. Finally, I engaged in eight semi-structured
interviews with potential “users” who had been exposed to the products, as well as two
salespeople and executives from the company. These were intended to provide insight into the

ways in which potential users were conceptualizing the tools and the ways that executives were
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negotiating design choices with user profiles. I will outline these research phases in more detail

below.

Content Analysis

Part of my prior knowledge about the women’s tools movement came from my exposure to
books and television show descriptions from other media that focused on home repair and
targeted women. Although tools and home repair media for women is still a small field I was
curious to examine the patterns and messages that were present so that I could juxtapose them
with those found in promotional material for Tomboy Tools. I found numerous instances of
hyper-feminine imagery, in the form of highly recognizable stereotypical female codes, as well
as an emphasis on empowerment discourses. For example, there is a series of books produced by
Mag Ruffman which target women and encourage home repair. The imagery in these books is
explicitly feminine and Mag herself ivs often depicted in exaggerated feminine poses and attire. I
was curious to see if this was going to be the case with Tomboy Tools as well.

I also reviewed posts from a web forum available on the United Sates version of the
Tomboy Tool website in order to create an initial understanding of the company itself and the
issues brought up by users. The forums are discussions generated by users of the products. The
discussion topics are grouped by category which made it easier to access those that were
pertinent to my project. For example I examined posts categorized under “pink tools” and
“women in the trades.” This helped my initial understanding of the issues and discussion that is

generated by this company so that I could start to think about pertinent research and interview

questions.
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I began my systematic research method by analyzing the content of the promotional
material put out by Tomboy Tools. This was helpful as introductory research into the company
but also allowed me to examine the intended messages and discourse provided by the company
in order to compare and contrast the ways users were interpreting and negotiating these
messages. I examined flyers, websites, slogans, forums, and a book put out by the company.
Content analysis allowed me to analyze the interests and agendas at work in the written text and
imagery conveyed by the contributors (Spencer, Ritchie and O’Connor 2003). I looked for
continually emerging messages and their contexts within these mediums. 1 also analyzed the
imagery within the promotional material. Imagery can be particularly important to consider as
the messages conveyed through pictures are subtle but telling about the kind of woman the
company imagines in their consumer profile. While reviewing the various forms of promotional
material available from the company, I was looking to see what kinds of messages were
recurring. Based on marketing tactics used by other companies that target women I focused on
looking for messages that emphasized positivity and encouragement which I identified on the
basis of the language that was used. I was also looking for references to recognizable female-
centric themes and tmages, such as the use of pink for text, background, pictures, and so on.

I was also interested in examining the kinds of jobs that are outlined in the flyers and on
the websites to see if Tomboy Tools are encouraging certain kinds of jobs over others. I wanted
to examine the tips that were provided for handy jobs to see if they were for simpler handy jobs
which served to make aesthetic improvements or if they included tips for larger jobs such as

building decks, fences, fixing plumbing and so on.
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Participant Observation

As my research involved human subjects, I applied for ethical approval from the Research Ethics
Board at Lakehead University. I began my investigation by contacting a sales representative
from Tomboy Tools to inquire about attending a “tool party.” My presence at the “tool party”
would allow me to make field notes while engaging in participant observation and to make
contact with a potential sample for interviews. I acquired the contact information for the
representative from the Tomboy Tools website underneath “Find a Consultant” and then
“Ontario, Thunder Bay”. I chose to call the first number on the list. I inquired about the “tool
parties” and asked if 1 could attend one some time in the near future. Although she was
presenting at one the next day she informed me that I could not attend, since the host is
responsible for inviting their own friends and family. She informed me that she would be happy
to present if I wanted to throw a party myself. I explained that I would like to do that at some
point but was very interested in seeing some of the product line as soon as possible. She then
invited me to her house the following day for a “mini” version of what she would present at the
parties. This gave me a chance to see some of the tools and discuss the company and product
line with her. I took field notes immediately after our meeting and later transcribed them. This
was a useful introduction to the product line and main messages of the company, even though the
presentation did not wholly represent the Tomboy Tools sales model in the home party format.

I proceeded by enlisting a friend of mine to host a Tomboy Tool party and to invite her
family and friends. [ repeated this procedure two more times, such that I attended one
consultation and three “tool parties.” As a researcher engaging in participant observation I had
to decide whether I would take on a covert or overt approach to the fieldwork, and the ethical

issues related to each. Ideally perhaps, “participant observation is to live amongst the group in
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their natural setting [...and] to upset that setting as little as possible, and in order to do this we
hope that they will forget about us being there and act naturally” (O’Reily 2005:87). This
portrayal involves being open and honest about research intentions, and spending the requisite
time required for the participants to adjust, such that the setting returns to equilibrium, appearing
again to be natural and undisturbed despite the presence of the researcher. However, given the
short length of time of “tool parties,” T could not count on the party proceeding naturally if I
declared my research intentions to the group. I decided to be open and honest with the host, as I
was requesting their assistance in throwing the “tool party.” Also, some of the people knew of
my research area based on an overlap of friends and acquaintances that attended. HoWever, 1did
not declare my research intentions at any of the parties and participated in the same manner as if
I were there solely for the “tool party” experience. Attending a selection of “tools parties”
provided valuable insight into the group’s typical behaviors and gender-specific norms. The
observations made during these parties led to a great deal of insight about the perspectives
exhibited by the representatives and women about the tools, and the messages that were
explicitly conveyed and “sold” during the proceedings. I found the home party marketing
strategy to be an extremely important part of the company’s business.

Participant observation is particularly valuable for qualitative research, since it allows for
observation in a natural setting and also permits researchers to provide insight into the
phenomena based on their own experiences (Ritchie and Lewis 2003). It is also a form of
accountability for responses from interviews. Sometimes people’s responses do not accurately
reflect what is actually going on in the field. This can be on account of attempting to remain
kind, polite, diplomatic, and so on. Ideally the interview dynamic would allow for complete

openness but the reality is that numerous variables enter in so that the social game is still being
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played. These miscommunications may be intentional or unintentional; nevertheless, critically
observing the setting being discussed helps to check out what was said in the interviews.
Further, attending numerous “tools parties” provided valuable insight about the setting in
question, enabling me to ask more informed questions and guide the discussion towards topics
that I had identified as important.

Each “tool party” took place in the home of the host and varied between 5-9 women.
There was a different Tomboy Tool representative at each party, so I could identify patterns that
were common to all parties I observed, and were not simply related to a particular consultant.
Each party lasted between 3 and 4 hours and consequently I accumulated approximately 14 hours
of field work. I typed field notes after the consultation and after each party. The field notes
varied between 6 and 7 pages each. The nature of the party made it so I had a catalogue and pen
in my hand. This allowed me to write down any key words that I felt were particularly important
to rémember for my field notes. Initially, I was predominantly concerned with remembering the
ways that gender was discussed and performed. Therefore, I was especially attentive to the
elements of the parties that I found to be particularly gendered, and was careful to describe these
instances with more detail in my field notes. This is an instance of the “constructivist” aspect of
my grounded theory approach as my acquired knowledge about gender and technology led me to
focus my observations accordingly. Upon further research into the home sales model, after I had
collected the data from the parties, I found this marketing strategy happens to have a history
associated with marketing products to women. Reviewing my field notes with this new
information revealed more themes in addition to the gendered one such as ritual elements,

“liminoid” phases, idealized symbols and so on. This represents the openness of the grounded
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theory approach that allowed my research to take me into new directions and account for

emerging concepts and themes that I definitely did not foresee at the outset.

Semi-Structured Interviews

Interviewing users of the products and executives from the company was very important to my
study. Speaking with users is increasingly seen as important to understanding technology
(Oudshoorn and Pinch 2003) and a number of sociology of technology case studies in the past
that dealt with gender did not benefit from speaking with the users themselves. For example,
Ellen van Oost’s (2004) study on the gender script incorporated into women’s shavers did not
include any interview data. The same is true for Leslie Regan Shade’s (2007) study of the
gender scripts of mobile telephones. As such, the perspectives of female users were left silent,
and up to the imagination of the researcher and the reader. The fact that I could conduct detailed
interviews was a boon for my project, and allowed for an insider’s perspective on the company
and how the tools were interpreted. The interviews also allowed me to elaborate on my
participant observation findings that may have required further explanation. The interviews were
a perfect compliment to my participant observation notes as they allowed me to analyze the
unobservable perspectives “of the tool parties,” and flesh out the meanings of the company’s
messages to insiders/participants. I conducted interviews with users of the products (both those
who support and who resist/reject the product line), as well as salespeople and executives from
the company in order to compare and contrast responses from both customers and merchants.

I conducted two interviews with executives from Tomboy Tools in order to gain some
insight into their perspectives on the design of fhe tool line and the marketing aspects of the

company. Iinterviewed one from the Canadian branch of the company and one from the United
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States branch. I contacted both initially by e-mail. I found the e-mail addresses either through
the website, or by calling the company directly. Both interviews happened over the phone, since
there were geographical barriers with both women involved. The interviews lasted between 45
minutes to an hour and were audio recorded with the verbal permission of both participants.
Examples of questions for executives included: what do you see as the goal of the Tomboy
Tools? What kind of feedback have you received about the products? In what ways do you see
this technology being empowering for women?

In terms of the sampling for the potential users, I already had contact information from
some of the people at the “tool parties” as I knew them from before and simply asked for contact
information from those that I did not know. I also used snowball sampling, as some women
referred me to friends who were also users. I selected women who had some experience with the
company, but who were not necessarily active users of the tools. This is because I was also
interested in interviewing those who resisted and/or rejected the concept of the company. I
contacted and interviewed eight women, six of whom had attended a “tool party” and two who
had attended a company presentation. I contacted each interviewee by phone and asked them to
participate in the interview. After each agreed we decided on a time and location that was
convenient for them.

The potential users ranged from 23 to 64 years of age. All of the interviewees were white
and of a middle class background. All of them had some contact with the company and
products, but their experiences with Tomboy Tools varied. Some women did not own any tools
and were resistant to the idea of the company, while others owned plenty and were active users.
Given the size of my sample it is fair to say that it is not representative of the general population

as my sample was taken from a town in Northern Ontario and therefore is not representative of
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potential customers from across Canada, nor around the world. There was no available
demographic information on the Tomboy Tool users except that they are women. I asked
executives to describe their target audience in hopes of getting a common user profile but their
responses were vague because of the diversity of women who are users of their products.
Further, I was interested in assessing not only profiles of users but also resisters and the ratio
between the two. It was difficult to gauge how much of the general female population would be
resistant to this company’s products or ideas, particularly since they are a relatively new
company and therefore there are many women who have never heard of them. That being said
many of the people I interviewed had mixed reactions to various parts of the company’s products
and strategies but there was an approximate balance between users and resisters.

The total number of interviewees was somewhat limited. Although qualitative research
tends to deal with smaller numbers of respondents, admittedly the generalizability of the study
could have increased if the sample size were bigger to see if the patterns held true throughout a
larger sample of participants, over a larger geographical area. However, I also felt that it was
important to conduct in-depth interviews and therefore the sample size had to be somewhat
limited in order to fit the scope of the study as I was working under time and financial
constraints. I was very satisfied with the rapport and level of depth achieved with each interview
and I am not it would have been possible to achieve this with a larger sample size.

I provided each interviewee with a copy of my research letter. I informed them that I
would make an effort to uphold anonymity and confidentiality throughout my analysis before
each of them signed the consent form. The interviews lasted an average of 45 minutes to an
hour, and with the respondent’s permission, were audio recorded. Interviews were face-to-face

and consisted of semi-structured, largely open ended questions. An interview guide was created
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prior to the interviews that outlined topics I was hoping to cover in relation to the opinions about
the products and the company. Separate sections of the guidelines were used depending on if the
participant tended to support or resist the company. Examples of questions for supporters
consisted of: how did you become involved with these products? What about the tools do you
like? And would you change anything about tools made for women or the techniques presented
for women? Examples of questions for resisters included: what it is about the tools that you
don’t like? While they may not be for you, do you see a place for these tools for some people?
What, if any changes would you make to the tools? Although the questions were informal and
may have changed in wording most of the same topics were covered throughout each interview.

I was also careful to accommodate new conceptual directions throughout as necessary.
This flexibility is helpful for exploratory research as it allows for new and unforeseen ideas to be
introduced, which is an integral part of grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin 1990). I used both
“content mapping” and “content mining” questions during the interviews (Legard, Keegan and
Ward 2003). Content mapping consists of broad questions that are intended to allow the
participant to identify dimensions and issues that they feel are pertinent to the topic at hand. For
example, participants were asked general questions that included what their experience was like
with Tomboy Tools? What they thought of the products offered by Tomboy Tools? What they
thought of the marketing utilized by the company? What they thought about traditional gender
norms and roles in comparison with the company’s goal, products and marketing techniques?
Content mining questions are much more detailed and are intended to break down the identified
issues and dimensions to create in-depth understanding of what the participant is trying to
express. 1 also provided follow-up questions based on responses in order to have participants

think critically about their responses and to facilitate a more in-depth interview experience. This
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is particularly helpful when dealing with concepts that have become “naturalized” such as
gender. Issues surrounding gender have become so ingrained that it can be difficult to remember
that gender is socially constructed. Therefore, further probing can aid in critically questioning
seemingly “essential” gender traits. I took notes throughout the interviews so that I could keep
track of comments that I could follow up on later.

All of the interviews followed in the tradition of feminist research practice (Smith 1989,
Harding 2004). Giving women a voice for their experiences and an opportunity to discuss issues
important to them has been a long standing goal of feminists. However, some feminist scholars
(Olesen 2000; Phoenix 1994; Stacey 1998) have illuminated the dangers of researchers
exploiting or distorting women’s voices through research. “Even though researchers and
participants may both shape the flow of silences and comments in an interview situation, the
researcher who writes up the account remains in the more powerful position” (Oleson 2000:231).
As a researcher coming from a liberal feminist standpoint, I felt that it was important to be aware
of this power dynamic. Although it is impossible to eliminate entirely, my awareness of these
issues helped me to reflect on the ways in which my interests may have mediated the way in
which the interview played out, as well as my written interpretation of the women’s views.
Although there has been an increased sensitivity surrounding some of the ethical, political, and
methodological issues associated with in-depth interviewing, it is agreed that it remains a central
and productive method for feminist research by tapping into women’s experiences (Oakley

2000).

Analysis
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Once all of the interviews were transcribed from the audio recordings I read through all of them
together. During the second read through I began to identify more specific themes. I would
acknowledge each theme by assigning it a number and creating a legend containing all of the
emergent themes. For example, “1” would correspond with “gendered aspect of tool party.” 1

bR 13

identified ten main themes in all including “tool use as empowering,” “practice constraints,”
“symbolic gender boundaries,” and so on. If there were subthemes for any of the categories I
used letters to accompany the numbers. For instance “2” corresponded with “discourse of cute,”
subthemes were represented as “2a — pink as cute,” “2b — company name as infantilizing,” and so
on. There were twenty-five subthemes in all. When [ was through coding the data, I cut and
pasted the numbered passages into a new document so that all quotes relating to a particular
theme would be grouped together. I then analyzed the quotes according to the key themes.
Quotes that dealt with multiple themes were given multiple corresponding numbers and were
either separated into parts according to the theme or else used in the section of the analysis that
was most suitable. New themes emerged and pre-identified themes became reorganized
throughout the writing process.

Combining the results from content analysis, participant observation, and interviews
provided me with rich and varied data for my analysis. The interviews with users and executives
were especially useful, particularly since interviewing users is a relatively new trend within case
studies of material artifacts. The interviews also allowed me to combine my own inferences
about the implied messages and projected practices of the tools with those of other women.
Asking women how they viewed the design and technology of the tools, and what kinds of jobs

and practices they engaged in with the tools, allowed me to better account for the material

agency of the tool-line in my analysis. My constructivist grounded theory approach allowed me
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to apply my initial research into gender and technology with the themes and concepts that
emerged from the data. The small sample approach was helpful in attaining the kind of rapport

with participants and the depth of interviews I was hoping to achieve.
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Chapter 4 — The Co-Construction of Gender and Material Culture: An Analysis of the
Design Strategies in “Tomboy Tools”

Feminists have long challenged the assumption that technology is gender neutral and have shown
the ways in which women are systematically alienated from its design, production, and use
(Wajcman 2004; Cockburn and Ormrod 1993; Faulkner 2001; Oldenziel 2003). This implicit
masculinisation is propagated in how technology is designed, who uses it, and how it is
implemented in everyday life. Feminist scholars have illuminated the dominance of male actors
in all of these three areas, and have questioned the implications of this monopoly, in how
technology structures our lives both at home and in the office.

On the other hand, others have argued that women are uniquely positioned to make use of
new forms of technology, especially in the areas of communications, since these applications
play to women’s unique strengths over men (Wacjman, 2002). Further, the design of material
culture and technology has often targeted and exploited the needs and dispositions of female
users (McGraw 2003 ). Many technological artefacts have transformed their designs to be more
appealing to women (van Oost 2003), opening the possibility that some aspects of material
culture have served the needs of women along with men, and perhaps newly transformed
versions of certain types of technology liberate women into spheres in which they have not
traditionally had access. Tomboy Tools’ feminized versions of tools thus may represent a
panacea for women who have for years been denied independence in the traditionally male
sphere of home repair. By designing the tools in a way that may be more appealing to women,
the traditional alienation of women from home repair is overcome, and women are capable of
entering a domain that has traditionally been closed to them. On the other hand, the feminine

design of the tools can be seen to drastically limit women on all of these counts as well, by
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placing boundaries of the kinds of work women can do with the tools, as well as their capabilities
and perceived weaknesses that the tools are designed to overcome. Do Tomboy Tools construct a
free, liberated woman tackling obstacles to bravely pursue home repair, or a cute, dainty
housewife who is now able to fix a few odds and ends around the house without having to worry
about trading in her femininity?

This chapter will examine the implicit and explicit gender codes inscribed in the design
of Tomboy Tool’s products. Throughout this analysis I argue Tomboy tools are embedded with
female gender scripts that act to “co-construct” both gender and technology through a mutually
supportive process (Wacjman 2002; Faulkner 2001; Jasanoff 2004). Specifically, I will discuss
the technological design of the tools, with specific attention paid to weight, size and ergonomics,
and the unique alterations made for easier use. However, I will consider how these design
decisions also carry implicit messages in terms of the “projected user” (Akrich 1992), the
assumed limitations of the typical women who are to use them. I then consider the aesthetic
presentation of the tools and the impact of this on the overall message put forth by the company.
I will draw extensively on interviews from both designers and users of the products in order to
understand their interpretations of the tools, and what they believe the larger messages are in
terms of women’s potential changing role in home repair. Finally, I reflect on this examination
to consider the women’s tool movement generally, and its connection to broader feminist issues.
Throughout my analysis, I try to balance the challenges of discussing gender without
paradoxically reinforcing the very stereotypes and gender codes that are being deconstructed

within the design of the tools or its aesthetics.
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Challenges of Empirical Research on Gender

There has been a long standing dialogue in feminist studies as to whether gender is a social
practice or an institution, and thus whether it is a matter of doing or being, respectively (Butler
1990; West and Zimmerman 1987; Offenberger and Nentwich 2009). Judith Butler (1990) views
gender as a performance, so that people are performing their gender when they choose to
subscribe to pre-existing gender codes in their daily lives. Goffman (1977) references
institutionalized gender when explaining his concept of institutional reflexivity. He uses the
example of men and women having designated washr