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ECOLOGIES OF PARTICIPATION 
 

DESIGN PRACTICES FOR RESIGNIFYING TERRITORIES 
 
 

Catalina Alzate Mora, MFA 
The University of Texas at Dallas, 2021 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
 
 Supervising Professor: Anne Balsamo, Chair 
 
  
 
 
This MFA thesis engages the question of participation in design, and the question of technology 

in participation through theoretical and material explorations. The departure point is a critical 

instance towards design practices, inspired by contemporary theories in the field, and a review of 

feminist methodologies and frameworks for action-research. Key concepts such as participation, 

reflexivity, collaboration and mediation were explored through three workshops, conducted 

between June 2020 and March 2021. The first workshop engaged reflexivity and positionality in 

participatory design through the crafting of a collective accordion book. The second workshop 

engaged participants in crafting mental cartographies of the territories they occupy during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and the third workshop provided a space to question the authority of maps 

during the colonization of the American continent. Participants intervened the map where America 

was first named, which later became a single exhibition piece. As a connecting device, the notion 

of ‘territory’ is explored to refer to common areas of intellectual interest among design 

practitioners, as well as physical and bodily spaces. This thesis proposes frameworks and 

pedagogies for exploring such territories from a design lens, applying the learnings from theories 

in critical making, critical design and feminism. As an articulation piece, the insights and 

documentation of the research and workshops can be found in the design research blog: 

https://medium.com/laboratorio-de-mundos. 

https://medium.com/laboratorio-de-mundos
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CHAPTER 1 
 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
 
1.1. Positioning this thesis within a critical design framework: 

 

The discipline of design has historically been regarded as a problem-solving practice that can 

tackle challenges using a linear process from problem definition to producing solutions. This is 

the approach adopted by the design industry, and also a common approach in design education. 

Currently, most designers working in the technology industry perform roles such as User 

Experience (UX), User Interface (UI) and Strategic Designer. These roles focus on following 

established methodologies that promise positive results when applied rigorously. Mainstream 

design education follows a similar logic, instructing students with universal design principles, and 

focusing on rehearsing established methodologies until students memorize them and are ready to 

repeat them in a professional context. While establishing methods and techniques is inherently 

needed for a design practice, the lack of criticality of the discipline and the focus on productivity, 

has strengthened a historical complicity between design and the reinforcement of social inequality, 

environmental unsustainability and capitalistic values. 

 

Daniela Rosner (2018) identifies how design, by being embedded in the corporate culture, 

accentuates doctrines of individualism, objectivism, universalism and solutionism. These doctrines 

position designers as individual creators and innovators, whose practices often dismiss 

relationships and interconnections among people and users of technology. These creators use 

toolboxes and technology solutions that are pre-defined, making the design practice prescriptive, 

instead of adaptable to specific contexts. The lack of engagement with complexity and attunement 

to interdependence is also highlighted by Arturo Escobar (2018), who scrutinizes the political 

economy of design and its dependence on, and contribution to, capitalism, exploitation, and other 

forms of power, including how design maintains particular forms of work and divisions of labor, 

sustains the exploitation of natural resources, and participates in energy-intensive and consumerist 

lifestyles. In regards to universalist design principles and practices, Sasha Costanza-Chock (2020) 
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points to how these “erase certain groups of people, specifically those who are intersectionally 

disadvantaged or multiply burdened under white supremacist heteropatriarchy, capitalism, and 

settler colonialism” (15). Constanza-Chock (2020) also cites the work of Lilly Irani, who “critiques 

the way that design thinking is deployed to reproduce a colonial political economy, with design 

imagined at the top of the value chain as a key process to be managed only by firms from the 

Global North (and as a mechanism for the reproduction of whiteness)” (13). 

 

The authors mentioned above belong to a wave of contemporary critical design theorists that 

specifically apply critical frameworks to the discipline and practice of design, and propose 

alternative ways of designing. However, it is important to acknowledge the historicity of the efforts 

for fostering a critical perspective on the discipline. For example, in the 1980’s and 1990’s, Donald 

Schön and Louis L. Bucciarelli set an important epistemological dilemma for design, by 

highlighting how this practice must not be considered merely as a cognitive or mechanical task, 

but rather as a process that requires designers to acknowledge the complexity of design situations, 

the social nature of design, and recognize that knowledge can be generated from experience. Schön 

and Bucciarelli provided the foundations for a paradigm shift in design, in which productivity is 

not the main concern in design, and advocated for a reflective design practice, rooted the 

complexity of social and political settings, rather than in methods and tools (Visser, 2010). 

 

1.2. Critical Making and Participatory Design 

 

Based on a critical view on design, specific disciplines within the field have emerged. For the 

effect of this thesis, I will outline two disciplines that propose different ways of doing design by 

extending the critical frameworks of the discipline into creative practices and modes of engaging 

with materials and technologies. They are Critical Making and Participatory Design. 

 

Critical Making refers to a mode of engagement that uses “material production—making things—

as part of an explicit practice of concept elaboration within the social study of technology” (Ratto, 

2011). Even though exploration with materials and technologies is at the center of this practice, its 
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emphasis is on critique and expression rather than technical sophistication or function. “Through 

the sharing of results and an ongoing critical analysis of materials, designs, constraints, and 

outcomes, participants in critical making exercises together perform a practice-based engagement 

with pragmatic and theoretical issues.” (253) 

 

On the other hand, Participatory Design is a creative field driven by social interactions between 

designers and users of technology, who come together to explore, envision and craft technology-

enabled systems, devices and software applications. The central point of this tradition is the 

commitment to ensuring that those who will use information technologies play a critical role in 

their design (Robertson & Simonsen, 2012). 

 

There are three key components shared by Critical Making and Participatory Design, that became 

principles for the realization of this thesis: The emphasis of process over product, reflexivity as a 

key component of design processes and the exploration of alternative uses of technology in 

mediating design practices. Moreover, this thesis aims to link these principles to the research 

tradition in feminist scholarship, in order to provide the work with a clear political and ethical lens, 

rooted in a commitment for social and political justice. 

 

1.3. Linking critical design with feminist scholarship 

 

In this section, I outline some feminist considerations with regards to participatory research. This 

is a mode of engagement that materializes the feminist intention of democratizing the processes of 

knowledge construction, by opening up the research process to the active members of a 

community. This is especially relevant when working with women and marginalized identities, 

whose experiences are sometimes underestimated, disregarded, misrepresented or homogenized.  

 

Edwards and Mauthner (2012) have traced how, since the 1980s, feminist scholars have positioned 

research relationships as social relationships, pointing at the transcendence of the idea of 

participation, beyond mere inclusivity. Under this idea, there lie notions of friendship, rapport, 
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interpretation, and power. However, these concepts materialize differently according to the 

position of researchers with regards to the people or communities they work with. The efforts for 

questioning and exploring the standpoints of researchers and participants can be understood as 

exercises of positionality. As Katharine T. Bartlett (1990) has pointed out, relationships in research 

define the individual's perspective and provide the location for meaning, identity, and political 

commitment. Particularly, positionality encourages an understanding of truth as situated and 

emergent from particular involvements and relationships, not only from some essential or innate 

characteristics of the individual. 

 

An interesting aspect of feminist positionality for this project is the idea of “the continuum of 

positionality”. This is a framework sketched by Herr and Anderson (2005), asserting that “the 

degree to which researchers position themselves as insiders or outsiders will determine how they 

frame epistemological, methodological and ethical issues” (2). Positionality is therefore not a fixed 

category that determines research processes, but rather a changing status that requires designers to 

be attentive to their creative decisions, and how they can change or shift as their relationships with 

communities evolve. 

Apart from being attuned to the ways in which knowledge is produced in participatory design 

settings, engaging with Feminist theory also involves including multiple categories for analyzing 

power. Participation in design has several political connotations, since it is concerned with opening 

the design process (the way of constructing knowledge) to the users of technology, by allowing 

them to creatively contribute to the process and challenge the expertise of the designer. However, 

design projects tend to be concerned with the specifics of the topic they are involved in, often 

ignoring a holistic analysis of the context, that could involve questions of class, gender, age, race, 

and power, since such realities of privilege, oppression and discrimination mediate the experiences 

we are trying to understand. While fleshing out the entire spectrum of participatory politics is 

outside the scope of this thesis, it is worth mentioning a few learnings from Feminist theory for 

action research, as they can help us frame the political connotations of a participatory design 

practice.  
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The concept of “the matrix of domination”, developed by Black Feminist scholar Patricia Hill 

Collins refers to how gender, race and class are interlocking systems of oppression. As the 

consequences of these systems vary from person to person, and depend on specific social and 

historical circumstances, “each individual derives varying amounts of penalty and privilege from 

the multiple systems of oppression which frame everyone’s lives” (Collins 2002, 229). Sacha 

Constanza-Chock (2020) applies the concept of “the matrix of domination” to envision the practice 

of “Design Justice”. By understanding how we are all simultaneously members of multiple 

dominant groups and multiple subordinate groups, “Design justice urges us to (1) consider how 

design (affordances and disaffordances, objects and environments, services, systems, and 

processes) distributes both penalty and privileges to individuals based on their location within the 

matrix of domination and (2) attend to the ways that this operates at various scales.” (17).  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

THESIS PROPOSAL 
 
 
This MFA thesis takes the opportunity to make explicit links between feminism and design from 

a practice-based approach. The project engages the question of participation in design, and the 

question of technology in participation. Specific questions that drive this enquiry are: 

 

o What are the multiple meanings of participation in design, beyond the cumulative 

approach (number of participants)? 

o How do technologies shape or mediate participatory encounters? 

o How to shape collective reflection processes within design practices? 

o How can Design contribute to enabling collective processes of enquiry and healing?  

 

I propose a non-linear exploration of these questions through a mode of engagement that I call 

“manifestations”. They are best described as material explorations and experiments 

that manifest and expand concepts and ideas. They are continuous and interconnected and help in 

asking questions, rather than in providing answers. 

 

Trying out the language of manifestations is not only a rhetoric move, it is a conscious attempt to 

engage in a different logic for designing, and develop a terminology that engages with emergence, 

chaos, unpredictability and anticipation. At different moments, creative explorations 

can manifest theoretical concepts. At the same time, they also manifest a particular intention of the 

people involved. This is why manifestations are always accompanied by conscious individual and 

collective reflective processes.  

 

The audience of this thesis are artists, designers and creative practitioners who value participation 

and are asking questions about technology. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

THE SIMULTANEOUS PROCESSES OF THE THESIS 
 
 
During this thesis project, I engaged in different processes simultaneously, moving from the 

abstract to the concrete at different intervals, and documenting the process and learning in a design 

research blog, which is one of the manifestations of this project. The blog can be accessed here: 

https://medium.com/laboratorio-de-mundos. The other manifestations include: three online 

workshops with art and design practitioners, material explorations using techniques such as book 

making, embroidery on paper and drawing, and two publications. 

 

3.1. Workshops: 

 

In order to elucidate the guiding questions for this workshop, I decided to craft several workshops 

as spaces to discuss the ideas with other art and design practitioners. Each workshop had a different 

set of objectives and followed a specific methodology. In this section I describe each one of these 

experiences, and document the material explorations that accompanied them. In the next chapter, 

I reflect on the learning gathered from these experiences. 

 

a) Workshop 1: “The Underlying Paths of Participation”: This workshop engaged 12 

participants remotely, located in 5 countries, who were part of the Participatory Design Conference 

2020. The website for the workshop can be found in: https://underlyingpaths.weebly.com/ 

• Workshop objectives: To explore different meanings of participation and design from lived 

experiences of design practitioners and students, and to bridge knowledges in the creative 

practices with feminist research and action, specifically focusing on notions of reflexivity 

and positionality. 

• Methodology: Participants were presented with a framework of theories of participation in 

Design, and Feminist research. We discussed, reflected and materialized our ideas in the 

form of a collective accordion book and an exhibition of the same at the end of the session. 

As a feminist and political practice, the workshop brought together different forms of 

https://medium.com/laboratorio-de-mundos
https://underlyingpaths.weebly.com/
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knowledge that are usually restricted from academic publishing, like memory, feelings body 

expression and creative making. This was a bilingual workshop (Spanish and English), 

conducted over a full-day. 

• Visual documentation: 

The complete accordion book can be found in: 

https://issuu.com/catalinalzate/docs/underlyingpaths_collectivebook_low 

 

Figure 1 is a picture of the initial pages of the accordion book created by the workshop organizer. 

They contain basic information about the workshop and a pocket with three tasks to be completed 

by the participants. 

 

Figure 2 shows the cards contained inside the accordion book that explain the tasks to participants. 

They include a meditation process regarding one specific participatory design experience, an 

exploration of the concepts of technology and mediation, and a list of words that are rarely present 

in the literature of the field, to complete the sentence “participation as…”. The cards were 

explained in a video and the workshop website. 

 

Figure 3 is a compilation of some of the book pages created by the workshop participants before 

the interactive session. During the workshop, we used these images to prompt conversation and 

understand everyone’s experiences. 

 

https://issuu.com/catalinalzate/docs/underlyingpaths_collectivebook_low


 

9 

 
Figure 1: Initial pages of the collected accordion book created by the workshop organizer 
 

 

 
Figure 2: Instructional cards inside the accordion book 
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Figure 3: Compilation of participants work 
 

 

b) Workshop 2: “Beyond Cartography, pandemic ecologies”: This workshop engaged 13 

participants over 2 sessions of two hours each. The participants attended from 6 countries. 

• Workshop objectives: To explore territories occupied during the pandemic through 

dialogue and mental cartographies. 

• Methodology: Participants were introduced to a framework for cartography beyond 

geographic accuracy, towards intuitive mappings of experiences, guided by certain prompts 

related to the global pandemic. This framework is inspired by the work of Felix Guattari and 

Gilles Deleuze on cartography, and Arturo Escobar’s work on Pluriverse. It also included 

relevant research on diagramming and visual thinking, as well as participatory mapping 

techniques. On the second part of the workshop, I developed a methodology to map attributes 

of territories that are rarely displayed in normative forms of mapmaking, such as networks, 
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emotions and flows, and held dialogues about the tensions between individuality and 

collectivity, appropriation and reinvention of territories. This methodology can be 

understood as “mental cartographies”, and in this case related specifically to the global 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

• Visual documentation 

 

 
Figure 4: Workshop invitation 
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Figure 5: Image detailing materials needed from participants
  

 

 
Figure 6: Mental cartography created by a workshop participant 
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Figure 7: Mental cartography created by a workshop participant 

   

 
Figure 8: Mental cartography created by a workshop participant 
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Figure 9: Mental cartography created by a workshop participant 
 

 

c) Workshop 3: “REMAP”: This workshop engaged 6 invited participants over 2 hours of video 

conference. All participants were self-identified women living in Dallas, Texas, and were 

specifically invited to be part of this experience. 

• Objectives: To hold dialogues on the legacy of colonization, taking the map where America 

was first named as a departure point and to intervene the map in 6 different quadrants, in 

relation to the conversations held. 

• Methodology: A guided dialogue, involving research on the history of America’s 

colonization, specifically looking at its material evidence (maps, navigational charts, travel 

diaries). The dialogue was also guided by learning from the field of Art as pedagogy and 

Embodied pedagogy, an approach that subverts patterns of power in educational settings. 

Simultaneously, participants were encouraged to intervene a postcard that was previously 

mailed to them, containing 1/6 of the map where America was first named. This map is titled 

"Universalis Geographia Secundum Ptholomaei Traditionem et Americi Vespuccii 

Alioruque Lustrationes", and was published by Martin Waldseemüller in 1507. After the 

workshop, I picked up the postcards and re-assembled the map into a complete piece. 
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• Visual documentation  

• Figures 10 to 13 show a set of personal explorations altering maps with hand-made 

techniques as embroidery, drawing, collage. These were made available to participants to 

inspire the kind of interventions they could make during the workshop. 

 

 
Figure 10: Embroidery on paper over the map of America 
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Figure 11: Paper cut with the word “Empire” over the map of Europe 
 

 
Figure 12: Embroidery on paper with the word “struggle” over the map of South America 
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Figure 13: Embroidery on paper in the shape of a network over a world map 
 

After conducting the workshop, each participant materialized a different learning from the 

experience. I gathered all the maps and stitched them together, creating a unified piece of the whole 

map. Figures 14 and 15 show the final piece. 
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Figure 14: Compilation of postcards intervened by workshop participants 
 

 
Figure 15: Back side of the compilation of postcards intervened by workshop participants 
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3.2. Other manifestations 

 

a) Blog “Laboratorio de mundos”: This blog served as an articulation piece among all the 

manifestations, both to document and reflect on the process. The blog also summarizes each 

workshop, creating a common ground for participants to continue belonging to the same 

experience, even after the workshop ended. At the same time, the blog functioned as a closure of 

the creative processes that we engaged in. 

 

b) Publications:  

The following works were published while pursuing this thesis. As theoretical reflections, they 

helped in thinking through this project: 

 

1. Citation: Alzate, Catalina. “The Underlying Paths of Participation” Proceedings of the 16th 

Participatory Design Conference 2020 - Participation(s) Otherwise - Volume 2, 2020. 

The publication can be accessed here: https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3384772.3385170 

 

This publication presents a literature review of meanings of participation in participatory design 

and points to the need to explore participation from the lived experiences of design practitioners. 

It also includes research on Feminist methodologies and a conceptual framing for using the 

methodology of an accordion book.  

 

2. Citation: Alzate, Catalina. “The method of Enactment and the framework of Design: 

Interdisciplinary contributions to Participatory Research”. The SAGE Handbook of 

Participatory Research and Enquiry, London: SAGE Publications Ltd. (2021-Forthcoming) 

 

This book chapter provides an overview of “art-as-method”, specifically looking at enactment and 

theatre within art and research practices. It then builds a case for the use of participatory enactment 

in participatory processes for designing technologies, and proposes a set of steps and good 

practices for conducting this method, illustrating it with a design case from my own experience, 

https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3384772.3385170
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using enactment for the design of a digital diet chart that enables health workers to communicate 

with their patients in the context of rural India. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

EMERGING INSIGHTS 
 
 
In this chapter I reflect on the manifestations of this project, in the form of four areas of major 

learning. Each of these areas is considered an “emergent insight”, as they were not necessarily pre-

defined points of arrival, but rather emerged from the research and actions in the project. 

 

4.1 Mediation and the encounter of differences 

 

In exploring the role of participation in design and the role of technologies of participation, the 

concept of mediation became a key enabler of conversations. For example, during the first 

workshop, participants were invited to provide multiple interpretations of the term ‘mediation in 

design’, and we encountered that design is a device for mediation, and our position during 

participatory encounters shifts somewhere between guiding, mediating and facilitating. We also 

reflected upon the blurred lines that defined mediation, and constructed this concept as an open 

space that allows for diverse encounters. For instance, a participant attributed the qualities of 

mediation being akin to a ‘dance’, where people are able to move freely as they 

desire,  acknowledging  and accepting  each other's diverse motion trajectories. The opening 

of  space, through dance as a means to re-conciliate differences, could be considered an act of 

mediation performed by designers. 

 

Unlearning our expectations and transforming into active learners in inter-action becomes one of 

the desired outcomes of mediation. Mediation encourages us to embrace our changing notions and 

positions, as we vacillate between states of being ‘distant observers’ and ‘participant observers’. 

 

Mediation, of course, is hardly solitary. Technology, objects, materiality and space are also capable 

of mediating an experience, inscribed in the bodies of humans and possessing the plasticity of 

memory. By imposing standards of resolution and resource constraints, technologies have their 
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own ways of mediating experience, which affect not only our creative decisions but also the way 

we design participatory infrastructures. 

 

4.2. Embodied reflective practices 

 

Arturo Escobar (2018), calls for design to be a reflective practice, constantly asking relevant 

questions and changing the course of action, as political commitments evolve. This involves 

transcending reflection from the abstract, individual and retrospective approach, towards an 

embodied form of experience. As a reflective practitioner, I often take up on reflective processes 

alone, however, in the workshops I recognized the value of involving more people in those, and 

converting reflection as a continuous process of design. I learned that reflection processes do not 

rely in strict rationality, but are rather gates for exploring deeper questions and concerns. Specially 

during participatory processes, reflection processes are needed in order to unveil how power 

operates and make adjustments, therefore, it should also be explored as a collective endeavor.  

 

From the third workshop, I learned that collective reflection processes have the potential to heal, 

beyond being a means to evaluate or examine projects. By intentionally mediating reflection 

processes with artifacts and technologies, it is possible to engage with non-normative ways of 

knowledge production to create safe spaces for healing. 

 

4.3. Participation as a research-action methodology 

 

This insight is concerned with the planning and facilitation of the participatory spaces and their 

underlying methodologies. So far in my design practice I have shaped multiple pedagogies and 

participatory encounters, most of the time responding to the needs of the context, and working in 

a very intuitive manner. Therefore, I hardly saw opportunities to replicate methodologies in 

different spaces, as they emerged from context-specific circumstances. For this thesis project I 

started to recognize visual art practices as valid forms of knowledge (re)creation, both by revising 

theories of embodied cognition, theories of diagrammatic thinking and theories of art as therapy, 
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as well as engaging very intentionally in the experience of facilitating visual art exercises. This 

engagement provided me with a framework of replicable aspects of visual thinking, as well as 

accompanying components of participation as a methodology, such as  a clear attunement to how 

power relations manifest in each encounter, whose ideas were shaping the spaces and whose 

narratives were appreciated. I also recognize a traceable evolution and transformation of my skills 

in facilitation and the power of exploring my creative energy and being able to orchestrate that of 

the participants. 

 

Finally, understanding participation as a research-action methodology was clearly a lesson related 

to the tension between control and emergence. As I used to control design processes in their 

entirety, I now recognize that participatory spaces need to engage with spontaneity and 

unpredictability, and this is part of what makes them inclusive and comfortable spaces for 

participants. This also allows the emergence of new outcomes that can potentially drift from the 

objectives set for a project, but extend them to multiple directions encountered by each person. 

 

4.4. Temporary online communities 

Within participatory design, the creation of sustained communities of practice is pivotal for 

extending the efforts from single interventions to long-standing systemic change. This is however 

difficult when working in academic settings, where sustaining collaborations depends on budget, 

logistics and approvals. Part of the learning of this project is that it is possible to configure other 

types of communities that work for the specific objectives set up for this intervention. In this case, 

each workshop generated a temporary online community, constrained by video call software, and 

at the same time enriched by this medium, in the sense that the encounters provided a different 

mode of engagement than the normative productive-oriented and time-consuming online meetings 

during the pandemic. 

In order to create these communities, I tapped into my existing networks, and realized that during 

these times, these networks stretched to distances I didn’t imagine, and had an even larger scope 

than if I tried to bring people together physically. Each experience was also a cycle that 
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experienced a sense of closure with the blog posts. In this sense, the objective was not to sustain 

the collaborations, but rather to generate meaning-rich spaces that left participants with questions 

to explore in their own practice, and that hopefully will intersect with mine in the future. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

REFLECTION AND FRAMEWORK FOR PRACTICE MOVING FORWARD 
 
 
After years of conducting participatory design projects, I took this project as an opportunity to 

question my design practice, in light of current critical design theories and the political climate in 

the U.S., since the uprising of the Black Lives Matter movement and the global pandemic, which 

made evident the levels of inequality and disproportionate access that we live in as a society. At 

the same time, these events also made evident to me that the discipline and practice of design must 

be transformed, in order to engage with such larger struggles. Even though this is a personal 

journey, I wanted to engage with other practitioners of art, design and the humanities, and open up 

questions of practice, method, reflection and documentation, as they could help us uncover the 

nuances of designing, and envision other ways of doing. 

 

This decision was also a consequence of extensive literature review on design and participatory 

approaches. One clear gap I found was that descriptions of participation tend to focus on having 

groups of people as a requisite, while leaving aside, or trivializing, the implication of individual 

experiences of designers, as well as their personal transformations. As Markussen (1996), pointed 

out, we must remain aware that “even while designers and users participate equally in shaping the 

design, it is, however, the designers who account for the design process and give voice to the users. 

Kevin Slavin (2016) also highlights the role of designers as participants: 

 

The designers of complex adaptive systems are not strictly designing systems themselves. 

They are hinting those systems towards anticipated outcomes, from an array of existing 

interrelated systems. These are designers that do not understand themselves to be in the 

center of the system. Rather, they understand themselves to be participants, shaping the 

systems that interact with other forces, ideas, events and other designers (3). 

  
However, most design literature centers on the objectives of projects and few practitioners 

emphasize the actual role and dilemmas faced by the designer as a facilitator. 
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After exploring these issues and conducting multiple workshops, the connection with artists and 

designers reaffirmed the need to build communities of support, that are not only ‘productive’ or 

geared towards a project, but function as spaces to re-think our practices and share collective 

reflection processes, which will impact our future endeavors. It was not only beneficial for the 

project, but also personally transforming, to hold critical dialogues about “how” we do projects, 

beyond “what” we do. This is certainly a mode of engagement that I am taking forward, as I begin 

to shape a strong framework for collective reflective practices in design. 

 

Another component of the project that is now part of my toolkit as I move forward, is the concept 

of “territory”. This ended up working as a ‘glue’ that connects all the efforts in this thesis. 

Particularly, I am inspired by this concept of territory by Alvaro Morales, member of an indigenous 

social movement and Guambiano representative in Colombia: “The territory is the vital 

space…The concept of territory is a shorthand for the system of relations whose continuous 

reenactment recreates the community in question… a space for the life projects of the 

communities” (Thackara, 2019). This definition highlights the complexity of a territory and the 

fact that it is alive, it changes itself and the communities that inhabit it. In other words, territories 

are not fixed spaces but a set of changing relations.  

 

By looking back at my efforts, I recognize how my initial enquiry was a way of questioning my 

intellectual and professional territories in the practice of design, also recognizing that I do not 

inhabit this territory alone. This is why I was looking for other people that also occupy similar 

questions and processes, to collectively make sense of our shared territories. I also expanded the 

notion of territories to useful categories to hold dialogues with other practitioners. For example, in 

the second workshop, I proposed to look at three territories: our physical bodies, the land we are 

sitting in, and our imaginaries, and how these three territories are always interconnected. Another 

example comes from the third workshop, where colonization was understood as the process of 

appropriating the territory or physical land in native America, but also the process of appropriating 

the mind and ways of thinking.  
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Using the notion of territories is also a response to the work of indigenous and land activism and 

the exploration on how design can plug into such struggles. This is an area explored in detailed by 

Arturo Escobar (2018), who insists on the need to engage with complexity and systems thinking, 

in order to face larger socio ecological challenges. From here also emerged my conception of 

“ecologies of participation”. Every workshop and every temporal community was an ecology of 

processes, people, ideas, material explorations, conversations and documentation, that I proposed 

to examine in terms of power and accountability. 

 

Lastly, in terms of the materialization of these reflections, engaging with theories of cartography 

by Deleuze and Guattari was an eye-opening experience, to expand the boundaries of my design 

practice. As summarized by Jellis, Gerlach and Dewsbury (2019), Guattari and Deleuze 

understood that “the liberation of cartography, then, lies not in the desiring toward accuracy, but 

instead hinges on the uncertain diagramming of disorientation: aberrant deterritorializations of the 

unconscious, of geography, of space – of existence.” This provided me with a rich framework for 

developing “mental cartographies” as a methodology, which in turn has a lot of potential to be 

included in other contexts. This is an area in which I want to iterate more, moving away from the 

map (the object) to mapping (the action and intention), and finding specific local contexts where 

people can come together and experience the process of resignifying the spaces we occupy.  

 

In sum, this project does not officially conclude here, but it is instead a gateway for thinking and 

exploring further. The questions asked do not have definite answers and the paths taken are not 

unidirectional. It took a special kind of sensibility and the development of my skills in facilitation 

and documentation, to be able to put together the connecting thread of these efforts and see it as a 

stepping stone, to what I hope is becoming a very enriching and self-fulfilling design practice for 

individuals and collectives in the future. 

 

 
 



28 

REFERENCES 

Bartlett, Katharine T. “Feminist Legal Methods”. Harvard Law Review, 1990: 829–888. 

Collins, Patricia Hill. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of 

Empowerment. New York: Routledge, 2002. 

Costanza-Chock, Sasha. Design justice: Community-led practices to build the worlds we need. The 
MIT Press, 2020. 

Dewsbury, John-David, Gerlach, Joe and Jellis, Thomas. Why Guattari? A Liberation of 
Cartographies, Ecologies and Politics. Routledge, 2019. 

Edwards, Rosalind and Mauthner, Melanie. “Ethics and Feminist Research: Theory and Practice. 
Ethics in Qualitative Research”, 2002: 14–31. 

Escobar, Arturo. Designs for the pluriverse: Radical interdependence, autonomy, and the making 
of worlds. Duke University Press, 2018. 

Herr, Kathryn and Anderson, Gary L. “The continuum of positionality in action research. The 
action research dissertation: A guide for students and faculty”, 2005: 29–48. 

Markussen, Randi. “Feminism and Methodology: Social Science Issues”. AI & Society 10.2, 1996: 
127–141. 

Ratto, Matt. “Critical making: Conceptual and material studies in technology and social life”. The 

information society 27.4, 2011: 252-260. 

Robertson, Toni and Simonsen, Jesper. “Participatory design. An introduction”. In Routledge 
International Handbook of Participatory Design. Abingdon: Routledge, 2012. 

Rosner, Daniela K. Critical fabulations: Reworking the methods and margins of design. MIT 
Press, 2018.  

Slavin, Kevin. “Design as Participation”. Journal of Design and Science, 2016. 

Thackara, John. Back to the Land 2.0 Reader, 2019. Retrieved April 15, 2021, from 
http://thackara.com/place-bioregion/back-to-the-land-2-0-reader-2019/2/ 



 

29 

Visser, Willemien. “Schön: Design as a reflective practice”. Collection, Parsons Paris School of 
art and design, Art + Design & Psychology, 2010: 21-25. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

30 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Catalina Alzate Mora is an artist, designer, researcher and educator, specialized in participatory 

processes, feminist action-research and communication design. She holds a Bachelor of Arts (BA) 

in Design from La Universidad de Los Andes in Bogotá, Colombia (2011). Since the completion 

of her undergraduate program, she has been a practitioner of design in creative agencies, business 

incubators and research centers. Before joining the MFA program at the School of Arts, 

Technology and Emerging Communication at The University of Texas at Dallas, Catalina was a 

faculty member in the Department of Information Arts and Information Design Practices (IAIDP) 

at Srishti Manipal Institute of Art, Design and Technology in Bangalore, India. Catalina explores 

the role of design in fostering scenarios of cooperation and altruism, especially as they pertain to 

technology design. 

 

 

 



CURRICULUM VITAE 

CATALINA ALZATE DESIGNER, RESEARCHER, EDUCATOR 

AREAS OF WORK

www.crystal-violet.com 

medium.com/laboratorio-de-
mundos 

Design Theory and Practice, Emerging 
Technologies, Social Justice, Feminist 
Science and Technology Studies (STS), 
Critical Pedagogy 

EDUCATION 
2018-2021 
MFA in Creative Practice 
School of Arts, Technology and Emerging Communication. University of Texas at Dallas. 

2007-2011  
BA in Design 
University of Los Andes. Bogotá, Colombia. 

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 

∗ Evaluated research grants proposals and contributed to allocate 
$300,000 from IDRC to projects related to gender and Internet policy 
in the Global South. 
∗ Mentored research projects over two years. 
∗ Reviewed mid-term and final research reports and produced 
advisory pieces to the network. 
∗ Facilitated multiple encounters and participatory sessions on 
feminist research, ethical data practices and research documentation. 

∗ Synthesized key insights from the report on 'Monitoring and 
Evaluating Theories of Change and/or Strategic Plans for Women’s 
Funds’ 

∗ Designed full layout and visualization of the report. 
∗ Contributed to making the report an accessible tool for women’s 

funds looking at practical resources to evaluate their strategic plans. 

Research advisor 
Feminist Internet 
Research Network 

June 2019-July 
2019  
Strategic Designer 
and Illustrator 
Prospera: 
International 
Network of 
Women’s Funds. 
 

http://www.crystal-violet.com/
http://www.crystal-violet.com/
https://medium.com/laboratorio-de-mundos
https://medium.com/laboratorio-de-mundos


 

 

∗ Led a Human-Centered Design project to research the experience 
of diabetes patients using wearable technologies in Bangalore, 
India. 

∗ Designed research and ideation methodologies, as well as low-
fidelity prototypes of smart wearable technologies. 

∗ Presented design decisions to stakeholders and facilitated multiple 
design thinking sessions. 
 

∗ Designed and executed design research methods to establish two 
successful startups that serve the labor market in Colombia. 

∗ Carried out primary and secondary research, data visualization and 
prototyping for a microfinance startup. 

∗ Created effective presentations for the steering committee and 
contributed to evaluating business feasibility of design plans. 

∗ Worked in multidisciplinary teams combining design and business 
thinking. 

 
 
∗ Managed big corporate clients over periods of 6 to 9 months, 

including Coca-Cola and Meals de Colombia. 
∗ Contributed to the design of communication strategies related to 

social and environmental sustainability. 
∗ Created effective presentations for clients, as well as supporting 

materials in graphic design and animation. 
 
 
∗ Provided strategic design guidance on the development of a new 

business model, focused on the capture and management of data. 
∗ Visualized all aspects of the design strategy into blueprints, strategy 

plans, competitor analysis, stakeholders maps and business 
forecast. 

∗ Created a consultancy report including all the design process and 
business recommendations. 

 

July 2014-Jan 2015
  
Design Lead 
S.Labs 
 
 

June 2012-June 
2013  
Strategic Design 
Researcher 
Polymath Ventures 
 
 

June 2011-June 
2012  
Account Manager 
and Project Lead 
Grano de Arena  
 
 

January- August 
2011  
Design and 
innovation 
consultant 
Grupo Guerreros  
 
 



∗ Developed and delivered workshops to small and medium-size 
companies interested in involving design methodologies for 
rethinking their business models. 

∗ Created a catalogue of methods for rapid prototyping and tested 
many of such methods with company owners during the 
consultancy sessions. 

TRANSNATIONAL RESEARCH COLLABORATIONS 

1. Project: “Sanctuary Cities as Emerging Frontiers: Transnational Dynamics and Lived
Spaces of Undocumented Mexicans in the United States”.

o Institution: El Colegio de la Frontera Norte.
o Funder: Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología (CONACYT) Mexico
o Role: Academic collaborator. Contributor in shaping research and data gathering

methodologies. Support to the project with communication and outreach strategies.

2. Project: “Mapping the research landscape in Gender and Digital Technology”

o Institution: The Association for Progressive Communications
o Funder: IDRC- International Development Research Centre
o Role: Invited subject matter expert in the areas of gender and digital technology.

TEACHING EXPERIENCE 

Faculty 
Srishti Manipal Institute of Art, Design and Technology 
Bangalore, India 

Spr 15 (Co-Faculty) Infrastructuring community care: Healthcare and Human-
Computer interaction.  
Graduate Design Studio. Collaborative project to design a diet chart with a 
cohort of health counsellors in rural India. 
• External project collaborator: Maya Health

Fall 15 Gathering Echoes: Gender, Technology and Participatory Design 

September – 
October 2010 
Design thinking 
consultant 
Chamber of 
Commerce of 
Bogotá 
 



 

 

Undergraduate 7th semester project. Guided 15 students through the 
capstone project in the design of technology-mediated pedagogies with 
girls and adolescents in rural India. 
• External project collaborator: IT for Change. 

Spr 16  (Co-Faculty) Elements and principles of Design: Data visualization 
Graduate Studio. 

Fall 16  Service design for the public 
Introduction to service design in the context government provision of 
technology-assisted services. Graduate Design Studio. 

Spr 17  Critical advocacy design 
Introduction to advocacy strategies in relation to educational reforms in the 
Indian context. Graduate Design Studio. 

Fall 17  Writing studio for undergraduate capstone students  
Application of strategies for research documentation, articulation of 
personal design narratives and creative writing. 

 
Instructor of Record 
School of Arts, Technology and Emerging Communication. 
University of Texas at Dallas. United States. 
 
Fall 20, Spr 21Design 1. Undergraduate core curriculum. 
  Introduction to visual composition and design research methods. 
  Taught online. 
 
Graduate Teaching Assistant 
 
Fall 18, Spr 19 Computer Imaging. Undergraduate core curriculum. 
  Introduction to graphic design and digital image creation. 
Fall19   Introduction to TechnoCulture. Undergraduate core curriculum. 

Managed 2 discussion sessions (15 students each) regarding the history of 
technology & culture. Designed and implemented art-based pedagogies. 

Spr 20  Critical Making. Undergraduate upper division. 
Approaches to the social study of technology through material explorations. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

PUBLICATIONS 
 
∗ Alzate, Catalina. “The method of Enactment and the framework of Design: 

Interdisciplinary contributions to Participatory Research”. The SAGE Handbook of 
Participatory Research and Enquiry, London: SAGE Publications Ltd. (2021-Forthcoming) 

∗ Alzate, Catalina. “The Underlying Paths of Participation.” Proceedings of the 16th 
Participatory Design Conference 2020 - Participation(s) Otherwise - Volume 2, 2020, 
doi:10.1145/3384772.3385170. 

∗ Alzate, Catalina. “Participation, Creativity and Design in Research Methodology around 
ICTs.” GenderIT.org, 16 Feb. 2018, web access. 

∗ Alzate, Catalina, et al. “Bio-Creation of Informatics: Rethinking Data Ecosystems in the 
Network Economy.” Proceedings of the 23rd International Symposium on Electronic Arts, 
pp. 603–604. 

 
 
AWARDS AND FELLOWSHIPS 
 
Research 
2020 Master’s Summer Research Fellow. Office of Research. University of Texas at Dallas. 
 Project: “Economics and Design for technology development in times of pandemic” 
2020 Critical Media Studies Summer Award to pursue creative practices. 
 Project: “Participatory storytelling techniques” 
2019 “New avenues in public interactives”. The Public Interactives Research Lab. 
 Sponsored attendee in the Society For Experiential Graphic Design conference. 
 
Training 
2017 Gender and Technology Institute (GTI). Tactical Technology Collective. 

Training in “Protecting Online Freedoms of Expression for Women: Digital Security 
and Privacy from a Feminist Perspective” 

 
Fellowship 
2018-2021 HASTAC Scholar (Humanities, Arts, Science, and Technology Alliance and 

Collaboratory) 
 
Awards  
2011 Special University Award on Social Responsibility. University of Los Andes. 
2011 Meritorious Final Degree Project: “Pa’lante: An interdisciplinary project between 

Design and Economics”. University of Los Andes. 
 

https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3384772.3385170
https://www.genderit.org/feminist-talk/participation-creativity-and-design-research-methodology-around-icts
http://www.isea-archives.org/docs/2017/proceedings/ISEA2017_Proceedings.pdf


 

 

INVITED TALKS 
 
2019 “Two perspectives on Neuroaesthetics” Graduate Seminar: Aesthetics of Interactive 

Arts. School of ATEC, University of Texas at Dallas. 
2018 “Privacy and Security tools for human rights defenders” Seminar on Freedom of 

Expression and The Internet. Universidad Tecnológica de Bolivar. Cartagena, 
Colombia  

2017 “Ruralities: Art, Gender and Technology”. Museum of Modern Art MAMM in 
Medellin, Colombia.  

 
 
WORKSHOPS AND PANELS 
 
2021 
∗ Workshop Co-lead: “Pedagogical practices: A workshop for TAs teaching online under 

COVID-19”. Digital Fridays. HASTAC.org 
∗ Workshop Lead: “REMAP”. Intervening the map where America was first named. Visual arts 

workshop mediated by dialogues on decolonization and healing. 
∗ Workshop Lead: “Beyond cartography, Pandemic Ecologies”. Mapping of territories using 

design methodologies and mental cartographies. 
2020 
∗ Facilitator: Plenaries of the 30th anniversary of the Association for Progressive 

Communications. 
∗ “Our changing contexts and challenges” Social movements in the midst of a pandemic. 
∗ “Resilience and Resistance” Bottom-up strategies responding to COVID-19 realities. 

∗ Founder and Facilitator: “aKi”, A self-initiated dialogue group to discuss police brutality 
and mass incarceration in the United States. 

∗ Study Group Leader: “Emergence and anticipation in Design”. The Public Interactives 
Research Lab. 

∗ Workshop Lead: “The Underlying Paths of Participation”. Feminist reflexivity and 
positionality in Design. Participatory Design Conference 2020. click here 

∗ Workshop Lead: “Mental City Landscapes: Border Logics”: The Platforms to the World 
Symposium. School of ATEC, University of Texas at Dallas click here 

2019 
∗ Workshop Lead: Developing Ethical Guidelines for Feminist Internet Research Practices. 

Feminist Internet Research Network. Association for Progressive Communications. click here 
2017 
∗ Panel Moderator: "Bio-creation of informatics: Rethinking data ecosystems in the Network 

Economy" ISEA (International Symposium of Electronic Arts). Manizales, Colombia. 
 

https://underlyingpaths.weebly.com/
https://atec.utdallas.edu/platforms-to-the-world/#:%7E:text=The%20Platforms%20to%20the%20World,scholarly%2Dinformed%2C%20community%2Dfacing
https://www.apc.org/en/pubs/feminist-internet-ethical-research-practices


 

 

2015 
∗ Workshop Lead: Service Design in the context of Healthcare. Háptica consultancy. 
∗ Workshop Lead: Re-thinking business models of social ventures using rapid prototyping 

techniques. Chamber of Commerce of Bogotá. 
 
 
ART RESIDENCIES AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT PROJECTS 
 
∗ Artist in Residence (2017): Food politics. Visual Arts-based workshop on food insecurity with 

children. Centro Cultural Moravia. Medellín, Colombia. 
∗ Artist in Residence (2016): Demystifying sciences. Hands-on workshops exploring the 

politics of meteorological data while building low cost antennas. Platohedro. Medellín, 
Colombia. click here 

∗ Community Engagement Facilitator (2015): Gathering Echoes. Designing technology-
mediated pedagogies to hold dialogues on gender and power with communities of girls and 
adolescents in rural India. In partnership with IT for Change. click here 

∗ Community Engagement Co-Facilitator (2015): Infrastructuring Community Care. Bottom-
up design of technologies with a community of Health Counsellors in rural India. In 
partnership with Maya Health. 

∗ Founder (2014): Let’s do it Colombia. Urban civic movement that promotes collective action 
initiatives in urban public spaces. 

∗ Designer in Residence (2012): Design and Social Innovation. Visualizing networks of local 
musicians and support communities in Rio Nima, Colombia. 

∗ Lead Designer (2011): Pa’lante. Bottom-up design of microfinance services with street 
vendors in Bogotá. 

 
 

SERVICE AND VOLUNTEERING 
 
2019-2021 Member of the Graduate Student Advisory Council. School of ATEC, UT 

Dallas. 
2019 Coordinator of volunteers. Binational Health Fair. Organization: Amigos 

sin Fronteras (provision of free healthcare services to Latinx families in the 
Dallas area) 
Facilitator. DACA renewal workshops. Organization: North Texas Dream 
Team. 

2018-2020 Founder member. Delegados program. Center for U.S. and Latin America 
initiatives CUSLAI at The University of Texas at Dallas. 

2011 Advisor for a microfinance program targeted to low-income families living in the 
peripheries of Bogotá, Colombia. Organization: Un techo para mi pais. 

https://platohedro.org/nubes-vibrantes/
https://www.itforchange.net/prakriye/sample-page/


LANGUAGES 

English: Full proficiency 
Spanish: Native language 

SOFTWARE 

Microsoft Office Suite 
Adobe Creative Suite (Photoshop, Illustrator, Premiere, InDesign) 
Creative coding platforms (Processing, Arduino) 
Collaborative UX-UI platforms (Figma, Whimsical) 


	Acknowledgments
	Abstract

	Acknowledgments v
	ABSTRACT  vi

	List of Figures viii
	CHAPTER 1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 1
	CHAPTER 2 THESIS PROPOSAL 6
	CHAPTER 3 THE SIMULTANEOUS PROCESSES OF THE THESIS 7
	CHAPTER 4 EMERGING INSIGHTS 21
	CHAPTER 5 REFLECTION AND FRAMEWORK FOR PRACTICE MOVING FORWARD ……………………………………………………………………………………25
	ReFERENCES  28
	Biographical sketch 30
	CURRICULUM VITAE

	List of Figures
	CHAPTER 1
	THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
	CHAPTER 2
	THESIS PROPOSAL
	CHAPTER 3
	THE SIMULTANEOUS PROCESSES OF THE THESIS
	Figure 1: Initial pages of the collected accordion book created by the workshop organizer
	Figure 2: Instructional cards inside the accordion book
	Figure 3: Compilation of participants work
	Figure 4: Workshop invitation
	Figure 5: Image detailing materials needed from participants
	Figure 6: Mental cartography created by a workshop participant
	Figure 7: Mental cartography created by a workshop participant
	Figure 8: Mental cartography created by a workshop participant
	Figure 9: Mental cartography created by a workshop participant
	Figure 10: Embroidery on paper over the map of America
	Figure 11: Paper cut with the word “Empire” over the map of Europe
	Figure 12: Embroidery on paper with the word “struggle” over the map of South America
	Figure 13: Embroidery on paper in the shape of a network over a world map
	Figure 14: Compilation of postcards intervened by workshop participants
	Figure 15: Back side of the compilation of postcards intervened by workshop participants

	CHAPTER 4
	EMERGING INSIGHTS
	CHAPTER 5
	REFLECTION AND FRAMEWORK FOR PRACTICE MOVING FORWARD
	ReFERENCES
	Biographical sketch



