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In this paper we articulate a vision for incorporating a feminist design perspective into hackathons by presenting an in-depth case study of the

"Make the Breast Pump Not Suck!" Hackathon at the MIT Media Lab in 2014. In recent years, there have been a proliferation of hackathons for

social impact. Skeptics point out numerous shortcomings with hackathons, including poor problem-selection, diversity and inclusion issues around

who participates, the exploitation of unpaid labor, limited impact, and the dangers of positing purely technological solutions to sociotechnical

issues. In this paper we propose that incorporating a feminist design perspective can help mitigate some of these critiques. We articulate one vision

for what a feminist hackathon looks like by leveraging our distinct backgrounds in Critical Making, Human-Centered Design and Interventionist Art

Practice in tandem with Feminist Human Computer Interaction. We describe how we applied this vision to making the breast pump not suck. The

focal object—the breast pump—is a sociotechnical design object and pain point at the intersection of social norms, historical and structural

inequality, technological (un)innovation and flawed policy. We outline the breast pump hackathon's structure and our methods for evaluating its

impact. Finally, we detail our findings from the hackathon in relation to our six proposed tenets of a feminist hackathon and offer a discussion of

critical considerations and strategies to strengthen social impact hackathons by incorporating a feminist design perspective.
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Hackathons

A hackathon is typically a 24 to 48 hour long event, where programmers, designers and others assemble, join teams, and work on a challenge.

Hackathons have been a long-running community practice in open source groups, hackerspaces, and companies. People participate to learn,

signal their belonging to the group, and often to make something new. Many communities hold hackathons as one component of their larger

initiatives (Brugh and Matias, 2014).

Hackathon origins are often traced back to early personal computer culture, and specifically to the Homebrew Computer Club in the 1970s.

The invitation language to join the Homebrewers sounds remarkably like the informal social promises made in contemporary hackathons:

“Exchange information, swap ideas, talk shop, help work on a project, whatever…” (Adafruit 2015). While cooperative technical gatherings

have long been common, it wasn’t until 1999 that the term “hackathon” first appeared. The term was coined by OpenBSD hackers to describe

an event in June of that year in Calgary, Alberta[1] and for an event held by Sun Microsystems a few weeks later (Aviram 1999). Yahoo and

Facebook helped popularize the hackathon as a competition, both to invent new projects and identify talented programmers.

“Hackathon” can now mean very different things, each of which has been embraced by the social change sector: an open source cooperative

development session, a competition to start new businesses, or a competition that showcases programming and design skills. You can find

hackathons on water[2], air quality (Meyer Maria 2012), corruption[3], poverty[4], health (Bhandari and Hayward n.d.), government and civics

(D’Ignazio 2013), and homelessness (Wolf 2014); as well as general-purpose “social good” events (Geeks Without Bounds est. 2010, Random

Hacks of Kindness est. 2009, SocialCoding4Good est. 2010.[5])
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