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Feminist approaches to technical and professional communication (TPC) can
lead to more ethical engagements with users, communities, and other stakehold-
ers—engagements that disrupt traditional understandings of gender, power, and
discourse to the benefit of all involved. To appreciate the possibilities of feminist
approaches, one must first understand the bistory of feminism (really feminisms)
in the field of TPC.

Mary Lay’s (1989) “Interpersonal Conflict in Collaborative Writing: What
We Can Learn from Gender Studies” is widely regarded as the first explicit en-
gagement of technical communication with gender studies. In this piece, Lay
transfers gender studies knowledge of the ways gender perceptions affect rela-
tionships to the domain of technical writing and offers strategies for helping
technical communication students to see the limitations of gender roles and bet-
ter collaborate. However, her work was not initially taken up, as the field was still
grappling with terminology and entry points for the sorts of critical studies that
include feminisms.

A bit later, feminisms gained a foothold in technical communication through
special issues, including a Journal of Business and Technical Communication (JBTC)
special issue (5.4) in 1991, an IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication
(IEEE TPC) special issue (35.4) in 1992, and special issues of Technical Communica-
tion Quarterly (TCQ) in 1994 (3.3) and 1997 (6.3). These special issues were critical
to the advancement of feminist technical communication. As Isabelle Thompson
(1999) noted in her qualitative content analysis spanning 1989 to 1997, “most jour-
nal articles about women and feminism in technical communication appeared in
special issues devoted to those topics” (p. 155). Further, these special issues did not
appear out of nowhere; Thompson argues that “The journals publishing the most
articles about women and feminism are currently edited by women” (p. 163), and she
shows that /BT'C and 7'CQ outpaced the other journals in her corpus (IEEE TPC,
Journal of Technical Writing and Communication, and Technical Communication) in
terms of percentage of articles published about women and feminism. For more
information about how Lay’s 1989 article came about prior to the publication of
these special issues, its author offers a history that also includes related information
about women in the field of technical communication (Schuster, 2015).

Special issues devoted to feminisms and related topics have mostly disap-
peared since 1997, and by some measures, “interest in feminism and women’s
issues has declined over the past 15 years” (Thompson & Smith, 2006). Howev-
er, feminist technical communicators now persist in doing feminist work in the
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absence of discipline-sponsored forums, through individual articles and chapters
(e.g., Hallenbeck, 2012; Jones, 2016; Koerber, 2002; Ledbetter, 2018; Mallette, 2017;
Malone, 2010; Petersen, 2014, 2019; Raign, 2019; Rauch, 2012; Rohrer-Vanzo et al.,
2016; Sullivan & Moore, 2013). The past five to seven years have also seen some
book projects that engage feminisms, sex, or gender and technical communica-
tion as significant themes (e.g., Agboka & Matveeva, 2018; Koerber, 2013, 2018;
Owens, 2015). All of the above and more contribute to some common themes
in feminist approaches to technical communication, including 1) feminist histo-
riographical work, 2) interventions into misogynist practices, and 3) attention to
plurality, intersectionality, and interdisciplinarity. This last theme points toward
the fact that increasingly intersectional approaches mean that feminist work is
happening in a variety of contexts and may not always be apparent in keyword
searches of titles and abstracts; it also represents perhaps the most important
trajectory for advancement of feminist (including womanist, Black feminist, and
queer feminist) work in the field.

Feminist historiographical work is paradoxically connected with professional-
ization, which can serve as a code word for unmarked maleness, and it is a common
topic among technical writers (Coppola, 2012; Davis, 2001; Faber & Johnson-Eilo-
la, 2002; Kynell-Hunt & Savage, 2003; Savage, 1996,1999, 2004, 2010). Some would
say “technical writing finally became a genuine profession as wartime technologies
were translated into peacetime uses”and “the demand for [technical writing] cours-
es rose dramatically as the colleges were deluged with returning veterans after 1945”
(Connors, 1982, p. 12). If this history is to be believed, then technical communica-
tion was growing up as a field just before the time when mainstream second-wave
feminism was gaining power. The second wave, often said to have begun with the
1963 publication of Betty Frieden’s The Feminine Mystique and certainly associated
with the Civil Rights movement, shifted attention from suffrage to identity and
gender roles. Many women (particularly but not only white women) began to ques-
tion the notion that being a wife and mother was their only path to success. The
second wave gave rise to various kinds of feminisms that were sometimes in conflict
with one another; for example, cultural feminists’ belief in valuing traditionally fe-
male roles could sometimes clash with liberal feminists’ injunctions to respond to
stereotyping with resistance. And it is at what is typically considered the end of the
second wave that explicitly feminist interventions into formal technical communi-
cation literature began.

'The reflective bent of the second wave shows up in technical communication
through field historiographies. The 1992 special issue of IEEE TPC investigated
the effects of gendered assumptions on understandings of rationality. In this is-
sue, Elizabeth Tebeaux and Lay (1992) engage in a historiographical recovery of
English Renaissance-era technical writing for women; Kathryn A. Neeley expli-
cates a history of women mediators in the 18th and 19th centuries. Later, in the
1997 TCQ special issue, authors worked to recover histories of women technical
communicators and question the absence of such histories. Indeed, Katherine T.
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Durack (1997) begins by suggesting that women’s work in technical communica-
tion has been overlooked because the field has been seen as the domain of men
and because historians have tended to internalize this belief. Elizabeth Flynn
(1997) and John F. Flynn (1997), among others, begin to remedy this situation by
paying attention to the mapping of feminisms in technical communication and
by engaging in the recovery of domestic sciences and technologies—like grocery
shopping, cooking, and bread-making—as technical communication practices.
More recently, Marie E. Moeller and I (2016) additionally point to uncritical
recoveries as potential feminist problems in our analysis of liberation vis-a-vis
cookbook rhetorics and connected critique of field narratives. That is, we sug-
gest that feminist approaches to technical communication artifacts should be at-
tentive to context and should avoid hailing entire genres—particularly domestic
genres—as necessarily liberatory.

'The 1992 special issue of IEEE TPC has perhaps offered the largest trove of
scholarship that directly addresses feminist interventions to misogynist practices.
In that issue, Beverly Sauer (1992) argues that gendered assumptions about male
ways of thinking have affected mine safety management. L. J. Riftkind and L. F.
Harper (1992) assert a paradox between sexual harassment policies and the neces-
sity of interpersonal relationships in the workplace, and S. Dell (1992) draws on
communication theory in a rhetorical analysis of the “glass ceiling.” Stephen A.
Bernhardt (1992) and Deborah S. Bosley (1992) separately engage issues of gender
in visual design. Beyond this issue, M. Z. Corbett (1990), Dell (1990), and Jeanette
Vaughn (1989) all provide examples of ways to address sexist language in techni-
cal documentation. Others interrogate the intersections of gender and technologies
(Aschauer, 1999; Brasseur, 1993; Lay,1993). Notably, Angela M. Haas et al. (2002)
complicate constructions of women’s and girls’ relationships with technology and
technical communication, arguing that it is dangerous to “presume that ‘going on-
line’ somehow alleviates gender inequity and power imbalance” (p. 247).

Defining intervention work as rhetorical means that almost any feminist tech-
nical communication work could be thought of as an intervention. An important
entry into this body of work, then, is scholarship that addresses the language of the
field. It is no accident that some of this intervention work looks inward, as does
Sauer (1992) when she uses literature published by the Mine Safety and Health
Administration to demonstrate the importance of training technical writers to
understand how gendered assumptions about male rationality can influence the
epistemological underpinnings of technical documentation. Likewise, the 1994
issue of 7CQ showcased work—especially the articles by Jo Allen (1994), Bosley
(1994), and Susan Mallon Ross (1994)—that continues a conversation about the
unmarked maleness of the field. Allen and Bosley point to ways of challenging
and making apparent otherwise implicit misogyny. I (2016) recommend appar-
ency as a specific approach to intervening in technical rhetorics (including those
within the field) that privilege unmarked maleness through efficiency rhetorics;
apparent feminism advocates putting a face on feminisms, hailing non-feminist
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allies, and doing the rhetorical work to show how efficiency (and other terms like
it) are often used to quell diverse approaches and perspectives.

Interest in paying attention to a greater plurality of feminisms, and especially
to addressing issues of intersectionality, has become increasingly important to
feminist technical communicators and apparent in their work. In particular, these
concerns have overlapped with social justice movements. Much of this work has
been made possible by Haas’ (2012) argument for intersectional approaches to
race, rhetoric, and technology. Since then, a number of works have been pub-
lished that engage with feminisms and gender studies approaches to technical
communication as part of a larger decolonial agenda to incorporate cultural stud-
ies and social justice into the field (De Hertogh, 2018; Jones et al., 2016; Moeller
& Frost, 2016; Novotny & Hutchinson, 2019; Petersen & Moeller, 2016; Petersen
& Walton, 2018; Smith, 2014). Notably, feminist technical communication schol-
ars who embrace plurality and intersectionality increasingly combat the isolation
and potential of myopic viewpoints of individual scholarship by co-authoring
and engaging in other forms of scholarly collaboration—often without institu-
tional support for such endeavors.

While recent work has been able to explicitly name intersectional feminisms
as both goals and approaches, a number of scholars laid the groundwork for this
with important research on the subjectivities of technical communication and
the importance of feminist methods (Coletta, 1992; Dragga, 1993; Sauer, 1993;
Tebeaux, 1993). As just some examples, Gail Lippincott (2003) examines Ellen
Swallow Richards’ rhetorical development of ethos, Lee Brasseur (2005) shines
a light on Florence Nightingale’s persuasive use of rose diagrams, and Jeffrey T.
Grabill (2007) focuses on the penetration of information technologies into ev-
eryday lives as he encourages emancipatory action. E. P. Boyer and T. G. Webb
(1992) and M. de Armas Ladd and M. Tangum (1992) look to diversity and dif-
terence as guiding principles in feminist thought in technical communication.

'The special issues described above were especially important in laying the
groundwork for plurality, intersectionality, and interdisciplinarity. 7CQ issue 3.3
expanded upon feminist approaches to technical communication with an issue
that “explores gender as a social force that shapes and is shaped by profession-
al communication practices and readerships” (LaDuc & Goldrick-Jones, 1994,
p- 246). In this special issue, Linda LaDuc and Amanda Goldrick Jones (1994)
invoke the power of feminism’s ability to take on multiple theoretical and polit-
ical positions, “forsaking the comfort of even a single feminist method or ‘truth
stance” (p. 249). Laura J. Gurak and Nancy L. Bayer (1994) and Sauer (1994)
describe a variety of feminist methodological approaches (and resulting implica-
tions) to their subjects rather than limiting their investigations to a single meth-
odological approach. This variety of methodological approaches opens the door to
rich interdisciplinarity in feminisms’ contributions to technical communication.

The 1991 special issue of /BTC promotes a cultural turn in technical com-
munication, providing foundations for work in feminisms and cultural studies
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and addressing the relationship between these two. (This cultural turn was not
initially taken up, as suggested by the later return to the idea by J. Blake Scott
et al. [2006].) In the 1991 /BT'C special issue, Lay (1991) suggests a redefinition
of technical communication that considers cultural issues, most notably issues
of gender. Lay relies on technical communicators’ understandings of social con-
structionism to combat and make visible scientific positivism in technical com-
munication artifacts. Diane D. Brunner (1991) encourages recognizing that “we
and our students operate within a culture in which domination/subordination
is produced and reproduced” (p. 409) and that, embodied as we are, this creates
ideologies in which some people are affirmed and others are cast out. Others in
the issue advocate revision to static conceptions of female cultures and resistance
to auto-colonization (Carrell, 1991; Flynn et al., 1991) and explicitly advocate for
interdisciplinary work to support feminisms (Flynn et al., 1991).

Finally, in the 1994 special issue of 7CQ, Ross looks to sources outside
the discipline for insight, pushing for intercultural studies such as her own
on the interactions between a Mohawk community and the Environmental
Protection Agency. She provides an example of how feminist concern with
other injustices—namely, racism and environmental oppressions—can inform
broader understandings of the applicability of feminisms to a field like techni-
cal communication.

Feminisms and social justice agendas, in other words, are symbiotic—and they
allow for the inclusion of queer, race-based, and (dis)ability studies approaches
to technical communication. Through plural, intersectional, and interdisciplinary
lenses, feminisms address structural oppressions—and more—that exist in tech-
nical communication scholarship and practice. For example, Cecilia D. Shelton
(2019) emphasizes the confluence of Black feminisms and social justice work.
Her dissertation offers a Techné of Marginality that emphasizes the value of
Black subjectivities and experiences and employs digital activism as a medium to
help technical communicators to “recognize the ways in which Black communi-
ties, and particularly Black women, have always, already done the unpaid labor
that builds the communication infrastructures for equity, inclusion, and freedom”
(p. 1). Temptaous T. Mckoy (2019) offers amplification rhetorics as a theoretical
framework describing Black discursive and communicative practices that tech-
nical communicators can model their work on in order to center the lived expe-
riences and epistemologies of Black people and other historically marginalized
groups. Indeed, you can see feminist collaborative work that decenters positions
of power in action by reading the Afterword of this keyword collection, in which
Kristen R. Moore, Lauren E. Cagle and Nicole Lowman describe the process of
a citation check intended to help the collection be as inclusive, accessible, and
intersectional as possible.

'The future of feminisms in technical communication is both plural and clear:
Feminist technical communicators are devoted to decentering traditional centers
of power in favor of radical, inclusive, and diverse feminist praxes.
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