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About the Journal and Scope

Pandian Journal of Women's Studies (PJWS) E-ISSN: 2583-715X is an open-access
journal from the patronization of Pandian Educational Trust, Virudhunagar, Tamil Nadu,
India. It is published twice (May and November) in a year by the Trust. As a research journal,
PJWS publishes quality based research articles from the literature, non-fictional works,
empirical study reports, case studies, short communications and other related fields to
supplement the educational gap of the academic professionals in the discipline of Women’s
writing and Gender studies. PJWS follows a double-blind peer-review model to keep
unbiased results in its evaluation to all received manuscripts. Its aim is to propagate academic
merit and integrity and to hover as one of the best Women studies journals in the arena of
Women studies. PJWS is a pioneer Gold Open Access Journal. From its inception, it
contributes to make the academic content freely available via the Trust site and other
scholarly harvesting databases. The journal follows The Budapest Open Access Initiative
(BOAI) https://www.budapestopenaccessinitiative.org/ to ensure free availability of articles
in public internet, permitting all to search, read, download, copy, distribute, print, link the
full texts of articles (PDF & other formats), indexing, data to other software, use them for
lawful purposes, without financial and legal or technical barriers with proper attribution to the
author. Now, the journal is published in electronic format and preserved in the trust website
with permanent preservation facility and public access.

Submission Preparation Checklist

As a vital part of the submission process, the authors are insisted to check their
manuscript for submission with compliance to the following items and the submissions that
are not perfect as per the guidelines would be declined. The submission must not be
previously published, nor in simultaneous submission to any other journal for consideration.
The submission file is in Microsoft Word. ORCiID Id is mandatory. Parenthetical
documentation, Proper Bibliographic references, URL or DOI for the electronic references
have to be provided as per MLA or APA Style guidelines. The text should be single-spaced:
uses Times New Roman Type Face and 12 point font; use italics wherever necessary
(Original Books, Journal Titles), don’t underline (except URL addresses). All types of
illustrations, figures, and tables ought to be placed within the text at the appropriate points in
alignment to the document, avoid giving them at the end. The text must adhere to the stylistic
and bibliographic requirements as outlined as in the Author Guidelines according to the MLA
or APA Style. Abstract 250- 350 words and full text of the paper 3000-5000 words. Tamil
and English language articles are welcome. See more guidelines in the website.
http://pandianeducationaltrust.com/pandian-journal-of-womens-studies-n-pjws.html
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Publishers, patronized by Pandian Educational Trust, Virudhunagar, Tamil Nadu, India.
Pandian Journal of Women's Studies aims to bring down academic research to promote research
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research that produces positive outcomes for the betterment of research and education and the
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Pandian Journal of Women's Studies is committed to research Ethics and consider plagiarism
as a crime done to the original author. So, the authors are advised to follow academic ethics with
respect to acknowledgment of quotations from other scholarly works. The Publisher & Editors will
not be held responsible for any lapse of the provider regarding plagiarism in their manuscripts. The
submissions must be original, must accompany the declaration form stating the research paper as an
original work, and has not been published elsewhere for any academic or research purpose. The
contributor will be liable for such lapses on any legal issues and publication ethics. Contact:
president@pandianeducationaltrust.com for submission and other information. For Institutional
Subscription contact the publisher.
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Pandian Journal of Women's Studies is a Peer Reviewed Journal which is committed to
academic research, welcomes academicians, scholars and students all over the world who to advance
their status of academic career and society by their scholarly ideas in the field of Women Studies.
Research is to establish, substantiate facts, restate previous works and to resolve issues. An active
venture to endow cogent approach to these types for educational reformations through academic
research has become the central intent of the journal to bring down scholarly articles to the academic
world. I am happy to bring Volume 5, Issue 2, November 2025 to the academic community.
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Abstract

A woman possesses the power to create other lives. If she wills it, she can both create
and destroy. Women are the eyes of the nation. However, many men murder women for the
sake of prestige and family honour. These murders predominantly occur during inter-caste
marriages and for the sake of family honour. Afterwards, they torment people as spirits. To
protect themselves from these spirits, people worship the deceased by erecting memorial
stones (nadukal) or building temples in their memory. Those who defy caste boundaries to
fall in love and marry, particularly women, are murdered. A. Sivasubramanian has detailed
this practice of worshipping such murdered women as female deities in his book, “Aanava
Kolai Ammangal” (Honour Killing Goddesses). Many researchers on folk studies have
proved that the background of the widespread worship of minor and folk deities in Southern
Tamil Nadu has been after the brutal murder or an honour killing that lies concealed
beneath. These atrocities are not mere myths; they are the bloodstains of a caste-based
society. It is wise to treat women as fellow human beings. While they are alive, respecting
their emotions, personal choices, and equal rights is the true moral code rather than deifying
and venerating women after their death, in a civilised society. This article is structured to
analyse the events underlying the deification of women subjected to honour killings, as
explored in the works of A. Sivasubramanian.

Keywords: Honor Killing, Goddesses, A.Sivasubramaniam, Aanava Kolai Saamikalum
Perumitha Kolai Ammankalum.
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Abstract

The marginalised and oppressed people who are ignored by the centres of power and
resources of society are identified as marginalised. The primary objective of this study is to
re-read the elements and references of their lives recorded in ancient Tamil literature,
starting from Tolkappiyam to Sangam literature, by highlighting these marginalised people,
who are oppressed at various levels without any discrimination of caste, religion, or class,
and to re-read their life stories and references recorded in ancient Tamil literature, starting
from Tolkappiyam to Sangam literature. Literature and history are subjected to multifaceted
readings by new theories that emerge over time. In this way, marginal studies that emerged
in the post-colonial period are very important. Time, place, social environment, and cultural
dominance determine marginalised life. In the Indian social structure, women, Dalits, tribals,
nomads, agricultural labourers, and illiterate women are considered marginalised. Unlike
the upper class, which is the majority in society, the lower class is unable to access resources
such as shelter, food, attire and proper education. Against this backdrop, this study, drawing
on contemporary critical theories, explores in detail how the social existence of marginalised
women is recorded in ancient Tamil literary works.

Keywords: Marginalised Women, Sangam literature, Tamil Society.
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Abstract

This article examines the impact of South Asian women writers on global literature. It
explores their focus on history, family dynamics, and the immigrant experience. The early
writers documented harsh social realities of the society. They built strong feminist
foundations for future generations. Later these authors explored deep psychological
struggles. They wrote extensively about the trauma of historical events like Partition. The text
analyses major recurring themes in this regional literature. These themes include the rigid
caste system, domestic violence, and strict control over the female body. The article also
highlights the specific immigrant experience in the global diaspora. It discusses the lasting
cultural effects of colonialism. Finally, it notes the vital role of literary translation in sharing
these stories globally. These writers constantly challenge old patriarchal structures. They
give marginalised women a crucial and permanent voice.

Keywords: South Asian Literature, Women Writers, Diaspora, Feminist Literature, Partition
History, Social Realism, Postcolonial Literature, Translation.

Introduction

South Asia is a massive geographical region. It includes countries like India, Pakistan,
Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. Women from this region write powerful and important stories.
They discuss history, family dynamics, and gender roles. They also write extensively about
migration. These writers give women a necessary voice. Their books show the harsh reality
of life in South Asia. They also show the complex lives of people in the diaspora. The
diaspora refers to communities living outside their home countries. This article will examine
several key South Asian women writers. It will look at their primary themes. It will discuss
their impact on world literature. Literature from the South Asian region evolved significantly
over time. The early writers focused on local social problems. Modern writers look at global
and transnational issues happening around women. Both groups remain highly important in
academic studies.
Early Voices and Social Realism

Ismat Chughtai was a pioneering writer from India. She wrote primarily in Urdu. Her
stories shocked many conservative readers. She wrote about the hidden lives of women. She
discussed topics that polite society ignored. Her most famous short story is "Lihaaf". This
story discusses female sexuality. It also discusses extreme loneliness in traditional
households. Chughtai faced serious legal trouble for this specific story. The government
accused her of public obscenity. However, she eventually won her court case. She refused to
apologise for her writing. Her work acts as a foundation for feminist literature in South Asia
(Chughtai, 2001). She inspired many future generations of writers. She proved that women
can fight against strict social rules.
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Mahasweta Devi is another crucial early writer. She wrote exclusively in Bengali. Her
work focuses on extremely poor and marginalised people. She wrote about tribal
communities in rural India. These communities face terrible discrimination from the state.
Devi did not just write books. She was an active social worker. She fought for the legal rights
of indigenous groups. Her book Imaginary Maps documents this struggle clearly (Devi,
1995). The stories in this book are very sad. They show how powerful landowners abuse poor
workers. Devi's female characters are exceptionally brave. They work hard to survive daily
life. Devi used her writing as a political weapon. She wanted to force direct social change.
Psychological Scenario

Anita Desai focuses on the human mind. She is a famous Indian novelist. Her novels
explore the psychological states of modern women. She looks closely at middle-class families
and her characters often feel deeply for the entrapped women. Her women desire personal
and intellectual freedom. Anita Desai explores this theme in Clear Light of Day (Desali,
1977). This novel examines a family living in Delhi. It shows the constant tension between
siblings. It also reflects India's violent history. Desai does not write directly about major
political events. She writes about the effect of these events on daily routines. Her sentences
are careful and highly descriptive. She focuses on small domestic details. These details reveal
massive emotional conflicts.

Shashi Deshpande is another highly respected Indian writer. She focuses entirely on
the domestic sphere. She writes about normal middle-class homemakers. Her novel That
Long Silence is a modern classic (Deshpande, 1988). The main character is Jaya, a woman.
She is a former writer. She is married and has two children. Her life seems perfectly fine to
outsiders. However, she feels deeply unhappy inside. She feels she has lost her true identity.
She hides her real feelings from her husband. The book is about Jaya finding her voice again.
Deshpande's work is very realistic. It reflects the daily struggles of millions of women.
Trauma of Partition

Bapsi Sidhwa is a prominent wrPakistani writerShe provides a different historical
perspective. She belongs to the small Parsi community. The 1947 Partition of India is a major
theme in her work. The Partition divided the country into India and Pakistan. This political
event caused terrible religious violence. Millions of innocent people died. Women suffered
the most during this time. Sidhwa writes about this specific suffering. Her novel Ice-Candy-
Man is very famous (Sidhwa, 1988). The story is told by a young girl named Lenny. Lenny
has a physical disability. She watches the adult world completely fall apart. Lenny's nanny
faces terrible danger from mobs. Sidhwa shows how political violence changes normal
people. Her work is essential for understanding the Partition history. Sidhwa also wrote
another important book. It is called The Crow Eaters. It is a very funny and light book. It is a
comedy about the Parsi community. It is rare for South Asian women writers to use pure
comedy. Usually, the chosen themes are very serious. Sidhwa proves that women can write
excellent humour. She makes fun of wealthy social climbers. She uses simple but highly
effective language. She paints a vivid picture of Lahore.

Politics, Caste and Social Criticism

Arundhati Roy is a globally famous Indian author. She won the prestigious Booker
Prize in 1997. She won it for her novel The God of Small Things (Roy, 1997). The book tells
the tragic story of young twins. The story takes place in the state of Kerala. It deals heavily
with the Indian caste system. The caste system is a strict and ancient social order. It dictates
who people can legally love. The novel shows the violent results of breaking these ancient
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rules. Roy is also a very vocal political activist. She writes many non-fiction essays. She
criticises unfair government policies openly. She fights for the natural environment.

Bama is a Dalit feminist writer from Tamil Nadu. Dalits occupy the lowest rank in the
Hindu caste system. They face horrible and constant discrimination. Bama writes in the
Tamil language. Her works are widely translated into English. Her autobiography is called
Karukku (Bama, 1992). It is a highly important book. It is one of the first Dalit
autobiographies written by a woman. Bama writes about her painful childhood in a village.
She writes about the deep pain of being a Dalit. She also writes about being a Christian
woman. She joined a religious convent to become a nun. However, she found caste
discrimination inside the church. She left the convent eventually. She uses simple and
everyday language. This gives her writing immense raw power.

Diaspora and Immigrant Experience

Jhumpa Lahiri writes about the global diaspora. She writes about Indians living in
America. Her work explores the specific immigrant experience. Immigrants often feel torn
between two different worlds. They miss their original home country. They also try to fit into
their new Western country. Lahiri's characters struggle with this exact problem. Her book
Interpreter of Maladies won the Pulitzer Prize (Lahiri, 1999). It is a beautiful collection of
short stories. These stories are quiet and deeply emotional. They focus on communication
problems between spouses. She observes human behaviour very well.

Monica Ali focuses on the Bangladeshi diaspora. She lives in the United Kingdom.
Her debut novel is Brick Lane (Ali, 2003). Brick Lane is an actual street in London. It is
famous for its large Bangladeshi community. The novel follows a young woman named
Nazneen. Nazneen moves to London for an arranged marriage. Her husband is much older.
Nazneen does not speak English initially. She feels completely trapped in her small flat.
Slowly, she learns about the outside world. She finds work sewing clothes for money. Over
time, Nazneen finds her own independent voice. Ali shows the hardships faced by poor
immigrants. She shows the racism they face in Britain.

Intersection of Politics and Religion

Kamila Shamsie is a British-Pakistani writer. She writes about global politics and
religious identity. Her novels connect personal lives with large global events. Her book Home
Fire is very powerful (Shamsie, 2017). It tells the story of a British-Muslim family. The
father was a known terrorist. This dark history haunts his three children. The brother makes a
terrible mistake. He joins a terror group in the Middle East. His sisters try desperately to save
him. The novel asks very hard questions. It asks what it truly means to be British. It asks how
the state treats Muslim citizens. Shamsie criticises the government harshly. She makes the
reader think deeply about modern justice.

Tehmina Durrani is a Pakistani author and activist. She belongs to a very rich and
powerful family. Her life looked perfect from the outside. However, the private reality was
very different. She wrote an autobiographical book called My Feudal Lord (Durrani, 1991).
This book shocked the entire country. It exposed the extreme cruelty of her husband. Her
husband was a famous national politician. He beat her frequently. He controlled her
completely. Durrani bravely broke the silence. In traditional societies, women do not talk
about family problems. Durrani took a huge personal risk. She showed the dark side of feudal
power. Her book proved that money does not protect women from abuse.

Mythology and Personal History

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni writes in a very different style. She blends actual history

with magic. She also rewrites ancient Indian myths. Indian mythology is very famous and
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complex. The Mahabharata is a huge Indian epic poem. It is usually told from a male
perspective. Divakaruni changes this completely. She wrote The Palace of Illusions
(Divakaruni, 2008). This book tells the epic from a woman's point of view. The woman is
named Draupadi. She questions the rules made by men. This book gives immense power to
female mythical figures.

Sara Suleri wrote extensively about Pakistan. She wrote memoirs and literary
criticism. Her most famous work is Meatless Days (Suleri, 1989). This book mixes personal
history with national history. Suleri writes about her immediate family. She writes about the
political changes in Pakistan. Pakistan has gone through many difficult historical periods.
Suleri uses extremely beautiful language. She describes the food and the streets of Lahore.
The book deals heavily with loss and sudden death. Suleri shows how political violence
destroys private lives.

Contemporary Voices and Domestic Violence

Meena Kandasamy is a modern writer from Tamil Nadu. She is also a poet and a
political activist. She writes about caste and brutal gender violence. Her work is very brave
and direct. It is sometimes very hard to read. She does not hide the ugly truth. Her novel
When | Hit You is based on her own life (Kandasamy, 2017). It is about severe domestic
abuse. The main character marries a communist university teacher. He becomes very violent
quickly. He isolates her from her old friends. He deletes her private emails. He beats her
terribly. The book shows how highly educated women can become victims. Kandasamy uses
writing to survive her trauma. Her words are sharp and very angry. She represents a new
generation of fearless feminist writers.

Kiran Desai is another highly successful modern writer. She is the daughter of Anita
Desai. She won the Booker Prize in 2006. She won it for The Inheritance of Loss (Desai,
2006). This book explores modern globalisation. It looks at people left behind by the modern
economy. The story is set in a small village in the Himalayas. It is also set in New York City.
The characters in New York are illegal immigrants. They work in terrible restaurants for low
pay. The characters in the village face constant political violence. Desai shows how the whole
world is connected. An event in one country affects another distant country.

Theme of Marriage and Family

Marriage is a very common topic in this literature. Almost all South Asian women
writers discuss it. In South Asia, marriage is often not an individual choice. It is a strict
family decision. Arranged marriages are still very common today. Writers explore how this
specific system affects women. Sometimes, arranged marriages work very well. Other times,
they trap women in terrible situations. Marriage is often seen as a woman's main life goal.
Society judges women strictly by their marriage status. Writers challenge this old idea
constantly. They create characters who want more from life. They create characters who want
higher education. They create characters who want professional careers.

Physical Body and Public Space

Women's bodies are heavily controlled in South Asian cultures. Society tells women
what to wear daily. Society tells women how to behave properly. Society tells women where
they can go safely. Writers protest against this strict control. They reclaim the female body in
their texts. Ismat Chughtai did this very early on. Modern writers continue this important
work today. They write about the female body very honestly. They discuss illness, physical
age, and human sexuality. They also write about physical public space. Women are often
confined to the family home. The home is seen as a completely safe space. However, writers
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show that the home can act as a prison. They demand more space for women. They demand
space in the public world.
Impact of Colonialism and Language

The British ruled South Asia for a long time. This historical period is called
colonialism. Colonialism ended in 1947. However, its strong effects remain today. Writers
explore these lasting psychological effects. They look closely at the English language.
English is a foreign colonial language. However, many South Asian women use it to tell their
stories. They make the language completely their own. They bend the English language to fit
their needs. Colonialism also changed the local culture. It changed how people view
themselves. Writers analyse this cultural confusion in their novels. They write about the sad
loss of native traditions.
Food as a Cultural Symbol

Food is a powerful symbol in these modern books. Food represents the feeling of
home. It represents childhood memories. For immigrant writers, food is deeply important.
Characters cook Indian meals in America or Britain. This daily cooking helps them remember
their roots. It connects them directly to their ancestors. Food is also tied to women's physical
labour. Women usually cook the food for the entire family. They spend many hours in the hot
kitchen. Writers highlight this unseen domestic work. They show how women express deep
love through food. They also show how the kitchen becomes a place of female bonding.
The Role of Translation Translation plays a huge role in this specific literature. South Asia
has hundreds of different languages. India alone has twenty-two official languages. Pakistan
has Urdu, Punjabi, and Sindhi. Bangladesh uses Bengali primarily. Sri Lanka uses Sinhala
and Tamil. Many great women writers do not write in English. Their work must be carefully
translated. Translation brings their stories to the rest of the country. It brings their stories to
the entire world. Good translators are crucial to this process. They must capture the exact
feeling of the original text. They must understand the local village culture. Translation is a
necessary bridge between cultures. It connects readers with entirely different worlds.
Conclusion

South Asian women writers permanently transformed global literature. They brought
entirely new stories to the world. They introduced complex new characters. They challenged
old patriarchal ideas. Early writers started a literary revolution. They wrote about hidden and
forbidden things. Later writers brought these local stories to the global stage. They won huge
international literary prizes. They explained the modern immigrant life perfectly. They
showed the daily struggles of living in two different worlds. Contemporary writers fight for
social justice today. They use written words as weapons against oppression. These writers
face many difficulties in their lives. They face government censorship. The writers face harsh
criticism from conservative religious groups. Many of them even face physical threats to their
safety. However, they continue to write books on these neglected themes and real facts. They
refuse to remain silent and inspire young women to tell their own stories. The future of South
Asian women's writing is very bright. Many new voices emerge every year. They use new
digital platforms and the internet to share their poetry and prose. They will definitely
continue to shape the literary world. They ensure that the voices of South Asian women will
always be heard. Their historical contribution is massive and undeniable, and captures the
human experience.
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Abstract

The study examines the regulatory and proactive frameworks established by the UGC
to address gender-based violence and discrimination within Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs) in India. The study centres on the UGC rules on the Prevention, Prohibition and
Redressal of Sexual Harassment of Women Employees and Students in Higher Educational
Institutions as per the UGC 2015 Regulations. The analysis explores the transition from
advisory guidelines to a mandatory legal apparatus aligned with the POSH Act (2013) to be
followed in the HEIs. The key institutional mandates are discussed in the study, and they
include the broad definition of 'campus geography,’ which is the multi-stakeholder
composition of Internal Complaints Committees (ICC), the enforcement of strict punishments
and time-bound grievance redressal mechanisms in HEIs. Moreover, the paper evaluates the
"Sexual Harassment Prevention Week" (December 9-15) as a strategic administrative tool
designed to move institutions beyond passive compliance toward a proactive "culture of
safety. By integrating the mandatory awareness campaigns evinced by UGC, sensitisation
workshops, and standardised reporting through the SAKSHAM portal, the problems in HEIs
can be solved. The study aims to dismantle the culture of silence and to overcome harassment
through bold activities of raising awareness among women in academia. The findings of the
study conclude that the combination of legal accountability and recurring commemorative
activism is essential for fostering an equitable, dignified, and safe environment for women in
the Indian academic environment.

Keywords: UGC Regulations 2015, POSH Act 2013, Internal Complaints Committee (ICC),
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), Gender Sensitization, Sexual Harassment Prevention,
Indian Academia.

Introduction
The University Grants Commission drafted rules on prevention, prohibition and

redressal of sexual harassment of women employees and students in higher educational
institutions as part of the regulations released in 2015. It serves as the definitive legal
framework for ensuring gender safety in Indian academia. The regulations were framed to
align Higher Educational Institutions (HEIs) with the statutory requirements of the sexual
harassment of women at the workplace and derive the prevention, prohibition and redressal
Act, 2013. It is commonly known as the POSH Act. The following study extracts and
synthesises the core details of these regulations, focusing on their scope, institutional
mandates, and the mechanisms for redressal.
Objectives

> To estimate the shift from "formal™ to "substantive" gender equality in HEIs.

» To assess institutional compliance with the POSH Act 2013 in HElIs.
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» To measure the efficacy of Internal Complaints Committees (ICCs) in HEIs
» To analyse the impact of periodic awareness campaigns (Prevention Week) on
reducing the "culture of silence™ in HEIs
Review of Literature

The following reviews will give the ideas on the abolishing gender discrimination and
harassment in HEIs. It gives chance to understand the gap and to fulfill it with proper
measures to abolish gender discrimination and harassment in HEIS.

Disha Pathak. (2022) evaluated the effective role of Anti-Sexual Harassment (ASH)
policies in Indian HEIs by reviewing the UGC Regulation 2015 and the 2013 submission of
the Saksham Report. The analysis revealed critical shortcomings in HEIs' handling of these
issues. It highlighted the gaps in procedures in the appointment and qualification of Internal
Complaints Committee members, with a significant lack of representation for sexual
minorities within the ICC members and broader campus gender programs.

Government of India (2013) quotes on the Sexual Harassment of Women at
Workplace in the mandate Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal Act, 2013. Act No. 14 of
2013, Ministry of Law and Justice. The mandate evinces of the "POSH Act" that serves as the
parent legislation for the UGC regulations.

Ministry of Women and Child Development (2015) released a Handbook on Sexual
Harassment of Women at Workplace. Government of India. It provides the official "best
practices™ and procedural guidance for ICC members.

National Commission for Women (NCW), India, released an Annual Report on the
Implementation of the Sexual Harassment Act. It is useful for citing statistics and the success
rate of the Zero Tolerance policies in Sexual Harassment.

Rachan Sareen, Surabhi Dhingra (2024) examined the POSH Act's concrete,
actionable improvements to more effectively combat workplace sexual harassment. These
solutions are deeply grounded in reality, drawing upon a decade of hands-on experience
acting as employee awareness trainers and external Internal Complaints Committee (ICC)
members across various organisations.

University Grants Commission (2016) addresses very seriously on the Prevention,
Prohibition and Redressal of Sexual Harassment of Women Employees and Students in
Higher Educational Institutions in Regulations, 2015. It can be seen in the Gazette of India:
Extraordinary, Part I11-Sec. 4. It is the definitive source for the rules you outlined, providing
the legal definitions and ICC mandates for HEIs.

University Grants Commission (2023) rendered a Public Notice in compliance to the
UGC Regulations at HEI's on the Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal of Sexual
Harassment as quoted in UGC-F.No0.1-15/2009(ARC)Pt.111. It is a notification that reinforces
the reporting mandates via the SAKSHAM portal.

University Grants Commission (n.d.) drafted a mandate entitled SAKSHAM:
Measures for Ensuring the Safety of Women and Programmes for Gender Sensitization on
Campuses. UGC Saksham Portal. This is the official portal mentioned in for reporting and
compliance tracking related to the Safety of Women and to the conduct of Programmes for
Gender Sensitization on HEI Campuses.

Methods and Approach

The study involves a descriptive and quantitative analysis of data from the UGC and
SAKSHAM portals to examine norms and conduct a thematic analysis of institutional
sensitisation workshops. A Top-Down Regulatory Approach to ensure standardised
protection of women academics across diverse geographical locations.
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Theoretical Framework: The research study is based on Feminist Legal Theory and Social
Cognitive Theory. It shows how the legal structures dismantle patriarchal "Hostile Work
Environments” and how observational learning through campus sensitisation on harassment
atrocities will shape gender-sensitive behaviour among the students and the faculty members.
Scope and Applicability of UGC Regulations

The present UGC regulations apply to all higher educational institutions in India. It
includes HEIs like universities, colleges, and research institutes. Particularly, the definition of
‘campus' is broad in an academic sense; it encompasses not only the physical classroom but
also places such as libraries, laboratories, hostels, canteens, and even outer extended spaces,
such as field trips, internships, and transportation provided by the HEI. So, the regulations
have to protect "aggrieved women™ of any age, whether they are regular employees,
temporary staff, students, or even visitors to the HEI campus.

Definition of Sexual Harassment

The regulations define sexual harassment towards women as an offensive act or
criminal behaviour (whether directly or by implication) of a sexual nature. It includes the
following matters:

> Physical contact and advances on women.

> Demands or requests for sexual favours from women.

> Making sexually colored remarks or jokes to women.

> Showing pornography or explicit material to women.

> Any offensive physical, verbal, or non-verbal conduct with women.
The framework also recognises Quid Pro Quo, which is harassment in exchange for benefits,
and Hostile Work Environment, a form of misconduct that creates an offensive atmosphere as
specific forms of harassment in HEISs.
The Internal Complaints Committee (ICC)

The foundation of the UGC regulation is the vital establishment of the Internal
Complaints Committee at every Higher Educational Institution. The ICC has a specific
composition to ensure neutrality and gender sensitivity at HEIs with effective parameters.
The ICC should contain:

> Presiding Officer: A woman faculty member employed at a senior level.

> Members: At least two faculty members and two non-teaching employees committed
to the cause of women's rights.

> Student Representatives: Three students (if the matter involves students).

> External Member: One person from a Non-Governmental Organisation or a social
association that is committed to the benefit of women, or a woman who has endured
such issues related to sexual harassment.

> Gender Balance: At least one-half of the ICC members must be women.

Redressal Mechanism and Timelines

The redressal mechanism and timelines are based on regulations that set strict
timelines to ensure that justice is not delayed and given at the correct time. It consists of:

» Filing a Complaint: A person who suffers harassment has to submit a written
complaint within three months of the incident to the ICC. In exceptional cases, the

ICC can extend this deadline in an HEI.

» Conciliation: Before starting an inquiry, the ICC may request that the complainant
take steps to settle the matter through conciliation. No monetary settlement is allowed.

» Inquiry: If conciliation is not sought or fails, the ICC must complete its formal
inquiry within ninety days.
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» Reporting: The ICC must provide the original findings and recommendations to the
higher Executive Authority of the Higher Educational institution within ten days of
the completion of the inquiry.

» Action: The institution is mandated to act upon the ICC's recommendations within
thirty days.

Support and Protection Measures

During an inquiry, the ICC can recommend interim relief to protect the complainant.
It may be by transferring the complainant or the respondent to another department. The
committee may grant leave to the aggrieved woman for three months. They can restrain the
respondent from reporting on the complainant's work or academic performance. Such
regulations also emphasise confidentiality in this matter. Disclosing the identity of the
complainant, the respondent (The wrongdoer), or the witnesses is a punishable offence under
the POSH Act. There are certain institutional responsibilities that the HEI should follow.
HEIs are not expected to respond to complaints, but should be proactive in preventing
harassment on the campus. Their responsibilities include publicly implementing the Zero
Tolerance policy against sexual harassment on campus. Sensitisation among faculty members
is very important. They have to organise regular workshops and awareness programs for
students, faculty and non-faculty members to foster a gender-sensitive environment on
campus. Annual reporting on the matter is very important. The HEI must submit an annual
report to the UGC detailing the number of harassment cases filed and their resolution status.
There are severe consequences for non-compliance with these UGC regulations. UGC may
impose severe penalties on the institution. The UGC may withdraw grants or financial
assistance to the HEI. UGC may declare the institution ineligible for any UGC funded
assistance schemes. It may also recommend the withdrawal of 'University Status' or the de-
recognition of the institution forever.

UGC regarding Sexual Harassment Prevention Week at HEIs

UGC's stand on sexual harassment of women in a HEI is a strategic directive aimed at
reinforcing the legal and ethical framework of the POSH Act -2013. So, UGC has drafted key
mandates, objectives, and implementation strategies detailed in this directive. One of the
important purposes and strategic objectives of the "Sexual Harassment Prevention Week™
(SHPW) is to commemorate the notification of the sexual harassment of women at the
workplace to the prevention, prohibition and redressal of the POSH Act - 2013. The UGC
utilises this SHP week as a central point to move beyond mere legal compliance toward
creating a 'culture of safety." By dedicating a specific week to these activities, the UGC
ensures that the discourse on gender-based violence remains active and high-priority in the
academic calendar. The timeline of the SHP week is from 9 December to 15 December. It
corresponds to the anniversary of the POSH Act's notification as the period for intensified
awareness. The scope of this directive extends to all central, state, and private universities,
affiliated colleges and autonomous institutions. Both academic and administrative staff, as
well as the student body, have to participate in the HEI.

There are some mandatory institutional actions to follow during this week. The HEIs
are requested to execute several specific administrative and awareness-based tasks. They
have to give a status review of ICCs. The Institutions must verify that their Internal
Complaints Committees (ICC) are properly constituted and functional in accordance with the
2015 UGC Regulations. The publicity and visibility of the detailed information, including the
names and contact numbers of ICC members, must be displayed on campus notice boards and
official websites. Educational campaigns must be conducted properly in the HEI. The UGC
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mandates the display of banners and posters in conspicuous places to educate employees and
students on what constitutes sexual harassment and the specific procedure for filing a
complaint with the ICC. There are some recommended activities and engagement to activate
programs. The UGC encourages interactive programs to maximise the impact of the SHP
week. Sensitisation workshops and hands-on training sessions can be provided to faculty and
staff on gender sensitivity and legal literacy. Student-led initiatives such as poster-making,
poetry writing, film screenings, and critical debates focused on gender equality can be given
as activities. Digital outreach is very important to leverage social media and campus portals
to disseminate information about the POSH Act and the institution’s Zero Tolerance Policy
on sexual harassment of women. The compliance and reporting mechanism is directive, not
mere advice. It carries a reporting mandate from the HEI. HEIs are required to submit
progress reports to the UGC every year. A summary of the activities conducted during the
SHP week to the UGC via the SAKSHAM portal. This annual week serves as a deadline to
ensure all annual submissions of records regarding sexual harassment cases against women
for the preceding year that have been compiled and submitted to the UGC.
Conclusion

The POSH Act — 2013, the UGC Regulations — 2015 and the SHPW transform the
campus from a mere academic place into an academic and legally responsible environment.
By mandating the ICC and establishing clear timelines, the UGC regulations on the POSH
Act seek to dismantle the ‘culture of silence' that often surrounds sexual harassment in HEI
educational settings. They represent a full commitment to ensure that every woman in higher
education can pursue her goals with dignity and safety. Then, the Sexual Harassment
Prevention Week (SHPW) serves as an annual call to action for Indian HEIs to ensure the
safety of women. It serves as an optimistic reminder that the safety of women on campus is
an institutional responsibility in Indian academia. By regulating these activities across the
nation, the University Grants Commission seeks to ensure that every student and employee is
safe regardless of their geographical location and is aware of their basic human rights and the
protections afforded to them under law in the Higher Educational setting.
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Abstract

This article explores the transformative power of artivism. Protest art is geared
toward social or political objectives and serves as an instrument of change. The article
focuses on two processes: spectacularisation (artwork as spectacle) and redirecting the
spectacle (onto the viewer-as-perpetrator or complicit bystander through the oppositional
gaze). By focusing on these strategies, the analysis demonstrates how art can become a
catalyst for social reform. The analysis explores how two contemporary artists employ the
strategy of spectacle to disrupt the normative gaze and assert collective agency. Visual
artivism is crucial within the context of systemic gender-based violence (GBV) and erasure,
particularly addressing issues like ‘corrective’ rape. The article addresses the urgent need to
challenge violence structurally entrenched by cisgendered power that regulates who has the
right to live and be free. The research employs a qualitative methodology framed by Black
feminist and decolonial theory to analyse visual content. The study uses intersectionality to
explore the interlocking systems of oppression impacting Black women and queer individuals.
The primary case studies are Zanele Muholi’s photographic series Faces and Phases (2006-
ongoing) and Beyoncé’s visual album Lemonade (2016). Results indicate that both artists use
visual defiance to transform narratives of victimhood, asserting agency and refocusing the
gaze. Muholi’s work uses a counterarchival strategy, and Lemonade utilises spectacle to
position Black women’s bodies in defiance.

Keywords: Spectacularising, Counterarchive, Feminism, Oppositional Gaze, Artivism,
Gender-based Violence

Introduction

In the global and local context of systemic violence, protest art is making a spectacle
of an issue to politicise the commentary of both the artist and the viewers’ responses. Protest
art uses art as a tool with a political purpose that encompasses awareness, struggle, and policy
change (Pauwels, 2022, p. 124). Govender and Moodley (2025, p. 22) define artivism as
“protesting artistically or arts used as a form of protest.” Socially engaged art activism serves
as a powerful medium for confronting pervasive social injustices, such as gender-based
violence (GBV) and the enduring legacies of colonialism and racial oppression. This article
addresses the central role of spectacular visual production through spectacularisation, which
magnifies the agency of those who are systemically marginalised and subjected to violence.
The focus of this article is on the work of South African visual activist Zanele Muholi and
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American artist Beyoncé Knowles-Carter, who both use art as a spectacle to highlight human
rights issues and the participants in their art use the defiant oppositional gaze to redirect the
spectacle onto the viewer.

Gender-based violence (GBV) is a public health crisis and a global human rights
violation, manifesting in diverse forms — sexual, physical, psychological, and economic
(CGE, 2024, p. v; Enaifoghe et al., 2021, p. 119). Capitalist, racial, and gendered systems
treat certain populations (especially women, racialised, and poor communities) as disposable,
akin to “humans-as-waste” (Yates, 2011). GBV is a gendered form of the waste of potential.
While GBV disproportionately impacts women and LGBTQIA+ persons, GBV touches
everyone in particular ways, as the term GBV is inclusive.

In the South African context, this crisis is deeply rooted in history. The prevalence of
GBYV is alarmingly high, stemming from past inherited policy failures, with the apartheid
legacy that contributes significantly to high levels of violent crime (Jugmohan & Devroop,
2025, p. 29-30, Enaifoghe et al., 2021, p. 119). GBV remains a persistent crisis in South
Africa, shaped by historical inequalities, entrenched patriarchy, and systemic failures. In
2020, one in five women reported experiencing GBV, with seven women killed daily
(Mkwananzi & Nathane-Taulela, 2024, p. 1). Between April 2022 and March 2023 alone,
South Africa recorded 53,498 reported sexual offences, including 42,780 rapes (CGE, 2024,
p. V). Violence directed against Black transgender women, in particular, is structural and
rooted in patriarchal cisgender power structures that represent them as devalued others,
exacerbated by apartheid legacies of racialised economic marginalisation (Shabalala &
Wessenaar, 2023, p. 50).

Visibility campaigns are criticised by activists for being “limited to awareness and
with no concrete intervention plans to bring services that are needed in communities to
combat violence” (Mkwananzi & Nathane-Taulela, 2024, p. 4). For example, public
demonstrations such as the One Billion Rising campaign and artistic interventions in South
Africa, including performance art, street theatre, and photography, often involve pointed
imagery, direct addresses to the audience, or symbolic enactments of defiance. The lack of
concrete intervention plans is made more evident by awareness campaigns such as the annual
16 Days of Activism against violence towards women and children. However, these acts do
spectacularise the issue by turning GBV into a visible, undeniable presence in public and
media spaces, compelling viewers to confront structural inequalities and the social conditions
that enable violence.

In artistic contexts, spectacularising can include portraiture that employs
confrontational gazes, staged settings, or visual symbolism that resists victimisation, where
participants’ direct gaze and compositional strategies assert dignity, presence, and defiance
(Van Der Vlies, 2012, p. 146). In this way, spectacularisation functions as both a political and
aesthetic tactic: it renders GBV highly visible while reframing survivors and communities as
agents rather than passive victims.

Targeted Violence: The Reality of ‘Corrective’ Rape

Specific communities face targeted harms. GBV is directed against individuals based
on their “gender identity or gender performance” or their “location in the hierarchy of
masculinities” (Chujo, 2025, p. 58). Corrective rape is a form of GBV that targets queer
people and is defined as the use of sexual assault to correct a sexual orientation (Mutero,
2025) and to enforce heteronormative performativity norms. This form of rape is fuelled by
heteronormative gender hierarchies and patriarchal cultural norms that historically accept
sexual violence against women and disregard their bodily autonomy (Mutero, 2025). The
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persistence of corrective rape underscores the need for interventions and creative pathways
that address GBV by fostering resilience. Corrective rape is a deliberate form of GBV
targeting lesbian women, aimed at enforcing heteronormative and patriarchal norms (Mutero,
2025).

In her article, ‘Beyond the surface: understanding the cultural roots of corrective rape
in South African townships’, gender and culture researcher Vimbai Mutero (Mutero, 2025)
underscores that corrective rape is not merely an act of individual homophobic violence.
Corrective rape is entrenched within broader structures of systemic inequality and culturally
sanctioned patriarchal norms about femininity and masculinity. However, the term
“corrective rape” is misleading, as it incorrectly implies that lesbian identities require
rectification (Mutero, 2025). Silence and complicity at the community level means that
community leaders and police often treat corrective rape as a “private matter” or as culturally
justified discipline, and this silencing normalises the violence (Mutero, 2025). To combat this
silencing, artists use the gaze as a tool of resistance. The gaze is fundamentally political,
functioning as a mechanism of control and a means of establishing authority. The patriarchal
gaze reinforces power and control over those viewed as inferior, subjecting women to a
critical gaze that both documents and questions them (hooks, 2014, pp. 115-131). Countering
the patriarchal gaze, the oppositional gaze is viewed as a strategy for resisting or defying
authority. Within this context of systemic violence and erasure, protest or struggle-oriented
artists use creative practices as instruments of change. In this paper, | use the word ‘struggle’
because in South Africa, this word is active and political. This article examines how Muholi
and Beyoncé employ the strategy of spectacle to assert agency and catalyse resistance. | will
argue that by intentionally spectacularising their subjects and by presenting them visually in
ways that command attention and refuse invisibility, these artists challenge the objectifying
gaze and transform representations of victimisation into collective acts of defiance.
Importantly, the possibility exists that viewers in the audience who are victims also have the
opportunity to identify with the participants in the portraits and to feel that they are part of a
collective.

In this article, spectacularisation is theorised not as sensationalism or voyeurism, but
as a critical strategy that challenges the patriarchy, demanding accountability from the
audience members who are also perpetrators or complicit bystanders. The primary research
questions addressed are:

> How do Muholi’s and Beyoncé’s works feature activism regarding GBV and
community cohesion?
> What struggle art techniques do Muholi and Beyoncé utilise to achieve this
spectacular defiance?
Existing scholarship on Muholi extensively examines themes of visibility, archiving, and the
ethics of representation (Poulain, 2019; Van Der Vlies, 2012). Muholi consciously aims to
decolonise the canon of Black body representations, particularly Black female bodies
(Poulain, 2021). Muholi and their participants claim the right to appear in the political sphere,
contesting their people’s relegation to invisibility or misrepresentation, thereby constituting a
visual counternarrative (Poulain, 2019, p. 4). The existing critiques of Muholi’s work
predominantly frame spectacle in terms of the risk of commodification, voyeurism (Van Der
Vlies, 2012, p. 142), or aestheticising of suffering (Poulain, 2019, p. 2). However, critics
rarely consider how spectacle might also be deployed positively as a countervisual strategy
that confronts viewers, asserts agency, and resists the silencing effects of GBV. Muholi's
work actively counters by having her participants “return the viewer's gaze” and claim “the
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right to look™ for themselves (Poulain, 2019, p. 6). Spectacularising as defiance has not yet
been applied to Muholi’s portraiture. Little attention has been paid to how her visual
strategies can be read through frameworks of spectacle and defiant presence.

Art-based activism involves using visual media to pursue a political agenda,
particularly on human rights issues (Muholi, 2021). Muholi (2025) voices a strong need to
counter corrective rape with an activist strategy:

‘Curative rape’ is used on us. That forces me to redefine what visual activism is. If

I were to reduce myself to the label “visual artist”, it would mean that what ’m

doing is just for play, that our identities, as, is just art. Art needs to be political —

or let me say that my art is political. It’s not for show. It’s not for play. [...] I’'m

calling myself a visual activist, whether I am included in a show or not, whether |

am published or not. That’s my stance as a person, before anything else, before
my sexuality and gender.
Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks

The analysis in this article is guided by Black feminist thought, race theory,
intersectionality, and the oppositional gaze.

Politics of Gaze and Strategy of Spectacularisation

The visual strategies employed by Muholi and Beyoncé centre on establishing a
countervisuality that challenges the politics of the gaze, particularly the historical
objectification of Black and female bodies. Among these strategies is the oppositional gaze.
In the chapter ‘The Oppositional Gaze’ in Black Looks: Race and Representation, bell hooks
(2014, p. 115) describes the concept of the oppositional female gaze that is more than just the
opposite of the male gaze; it is a perspective shaped by women's individual experiences, and
influenced by factors such as race, culture, and class. The oppositional gaze becomes a tool of
resistance in Muholi’s and Beyoncé’s works by challenging social and cultural norms around
gender and representation.

This strategy shifts the focus from the victim to the observer. Crucially,
counternarratives are achieved by the participants returning the viewer’s gaze (Poulain, 2019,
p. 6). This inversion of the gaze disrupts the normative visual economy by denying
perpetrators the anonymity that often shields them, compelling them instead to occupy the
position of the scrutinised. In so doing, the work subverts the spectacle of victimhood and
redistributes visibility in a manner that re-centres where accountability lies. The portraits’
collective orientation functions as a moral mirror that implicates viewers and demands that
they interrogate their hesitation to act, their silence to speak, and, consequently, their
complicity.

In The Right to Look: A Counter History of Visuality, philosopher Nicholas Mirzoeff
(2011) argues that the right to look requires a mutual gaze, where each person invents the
other, an ethical transaction that Muholi’s photographic realism attempts to create. Muholi’s
subjects transform the viewer into a participant, inviting a reciprocal exchange of looks that
challenges the historical ethnographic and criminological traditions of using photography to
catalogue and subject Black South African bodies to surveillance (Garb, 2011)).

This article investigates how Muholi’s portraiture mobilises spectacle as a tactic of
defiance against GBV and erasure in South Africa, situating her practice in dialogue with the
visual spectacularising strategies Beyoncé uses in Lemonade regarding victims of violences
against Black Americans. This curatorial redirection of the gaze within the gallery space by
Muholi and the visual albums by Beyoncé reconfigures the dynamics of spectatorship by
redirecting the gaze away from victims of GBV and toward the perpetrators themselves.
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Traditionally, representations of GBV have too often positioned survivors as the spectacle,
compelling audiences into modes of viewing that risk reproducing dynamics of
objectification and voyeurism. By contrast, in this curatorial arrangement, Muholi’s
participants staring from the walls become a collective presence — an imagined crowd whose
attention is fixed firmly on those who have enacted harm.

The portrait and video participants gaze at the viewer, confronting the identified
perpetrator and the complicit bystander who are encountering the installation. Audience
members who are not perpetrators are positioned within the scene as witnesses to this
confrontation, and their role is not neutral. The implied question for the spectator audience
becomes: How long can you remain a spectator and deny meaningful allyship? In
destabilising passive forms of looking, the work calls into question the adequacy of mere
acknowledgement or sympathetic observation. The confrontational strategy reframes the
encounter as a site of ethical demand, where the gaze becomes an insistence on receiving a
response.

Relocating the Spectacle by Spectacularising the Perpetrator

This research proposes using spectacularising as a framework to recognise the
potential of Muholi’s work as a reparative, resistant strategy that subverts the victim
narrative. Muholi’s celebration of queerness’ otherness from the patriarchal norms and the
reframing of victims of patriarchal violence as not-victims who redirect the Western
objectifying gaze back at the spectator, relocating the spectacle from the victim to the
perpetrator. Firstly, the gaze is a self-reclamation and an assertion of agency and, secondly,
the gaze would make uncomfortable both the perpetrator and those who do not act to defend
the victim. In a gallery of portraits, the collective gaze becomes a public act of resistance.

The performers in Beyoncé’s Lemonade intentionally interact with the camera, also
seeking eye contact with the audience (Hartmann, 2017, p. 7). The album features women
participants who have been targets of online hate, collectively framed against landscapes that
evoke, present, historical, and antebellum pasts (Joshi, 2021), including well-known women
of colour such as Serena Williams and Winnie Harlow. This presentation is a spectacle that
asserts “communal agency” and presence, wherein Beyoncé subverts negative images of
diverse Black bodies and celebrates sass and truthtellers (Fain, 2021).

By framing the research in this way, this research suggests that spectacularising can
be used as an artistic practice to redirect the gaze towards creating pathways that can be
employed with striking visual, performative, or media strategies to make the invisible visible,
disrupt complacency, and foreground the agency and resilience of survivors. By bringing
together Muholi’s and Beyoncé’s participants’ direct gaze and spectacularising of Black
presence, this study proposes that spectacle can be a strategy of resistance that reclaims
visibility, asserts dignity, and challenges the systemic and structural violences underpinning
GBV.

Systemic, Gendered Violence

The article uses Kimberlé Crenshaw's (1989, p. 139) notion of intersectionality as a
crucial analytical framework, as it addresses how single-issue analyses perpetuate treating
race and gender as mutually exclusive categories of experience. For example, single-issue
analyses result in the theoretical erasure of a particular race, class, or gender. Although
intersectionality initially focused on Black women, the intersectional lens includes an
understanding that the factors that instigate violence are experienced by all genders
(Crenshaw, 1989, p. 155). The intersectional lens reveals GBV to be systemic, intersecting
physical, sexual, psychological, and economic forms of harm (Chujo, 2025, p. 51) that are
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hegemonised (Villa Braslavsky, 2025, p. 201): “[GBV’s] repetitive patterns [are] rooted in
entrenched practices, social justifications, and systemic normalisation”.
Methodology: Case Study Artivism

This research employs a case study methodology for theorising visual artivism. The
case study approach is qualitative and affective, exploring contemporary phenomena within
real-life contexts, allowing for a deep understanding of complex issues rather than relying on
abstract generalisations (Yin, 2003, p. 7). Using case studies drawn from artmaking is
appropriate as it allows for “thick descriptions” of GBV and a deep understanding of its
causes and consequences (Buscatto et al., 2025, p. 11). Although here Pauwels (2022, p. 131)
is describing South African art galleries, this statement is globally relevant:

The art world [is a] space used by socially engaged artists and civil and political

actors to battle out some of the country’s key political, racial, gender and class

struggles with varying means, methods, interests, legitimacies, and degrees of
success.

This research focuses on struggle art. The artistic creation is intentionally geared
towards social or political objectives. The primary case studies for this paper are Zanele
Muholi’s Faces and Phases (2006-ongoing, South African) and Beyoncé Knowles-Carter’s
Lemonade (2016, American)

Findings

Muholi and Beyoncé are both globally influential Black artists who engage with
racialised and gendered systemic violence, offering contrasting yet complementary insights
into the role of visual activism across different cultural and commercial spheres. Muholi’s
portraiture is deeply embedded in South African queer activism and the physical threat of
corrective rape, while Beyoncé’s Lemonade engages with the recurrent racialised violence
against African Americans. The comparative analysis of Muholi's exhibition, Faces and
Phases (2006-ongoing), and Beyoncé’s Lemonade (Beyoncé Knowles-Carter, 2016) reveals
how these contemporary case studies successfully employ spectacle to achieve political and
social objectives, thereby enacting artivism.

Case Study 1: Zanele Muholi and the Counterarchive

Mubholi’s work provides a physical record of existence and resistance. Muholi (2025)
rejects the passive label of “visual artist”, instead identifying as a visual activist before
anything else because their work deals explicitly with human rights and a political agenda.
Muholi’s Faces and Phases photographic series of hundreds of Black and white portraits
began specifically to commemorate Muholi’s friend Busi Sigasa, a survivor of corrective
rape, who died shortly after the project started (Poulain, 2019, p. 1). Sigasa contracted HIV as
a consequence of the attack and died eight months later at the age of 25 (Poulain, 2019, p. 1).
The series participants’ involvement in shaping their representation is central to Muholi’s
counterarchive (Van Der Vlies, 2012, p. 147), ensuring that images are not merely taken but
are collectively made. Muholi explicitly refers to participants rather than subjects,
emphasising the participants’ active role in knowledge co-construction and resisting
objectification (Muholi, 2020).

This study highlights the self-determination in the production of the archive. Muholi
rejects the passivity implied in the word subject (Poulain, 2021), foregrounding instead the
co-creative process in which participants are active narrators of their own visual presence.
The linguistic shift from subject to participant embodies Muholi’s commitment to ethical
representation, resisting traditions of ethnographic and colonial photography that objectified
Black and queer bodies.
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The series documents and witnesses the gender-based and hate-based violence
endured by Black LGBTQIA+ individuals in South Africa. Muholi and the participants risk
public identification as queer, accepting the heightened potential risk of exposure to violence
for the sake of being a collective body in a public space (Poulain, 2019, p. 5). This visual
strategy challenges dominant discourses of victimhood by affirming Black queer beauty,
agency, and existence in the face of persistent violence (Greenberg, 2020; Jensen, 2020). This
photographic strategy is explicitly defined by Muholi as visual activism, as they focus their
documentary photography and portraiture of Black LGBTI people in South Africa,
specifically Black lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, and intersex persons (Muholi, 2020).
The core motivation is self-representation, in which the community documents their own
existence and asserts their worthiness (Muholi, 2020) on their own terms. (Muholi, 2025)
“We should be counted and certainly counted on to write our own history and validate
our existence.” Victims in the audience are offered the sense that they are part of the struggle
collective on the walls. Muholi’s head-and-shoulders framing choice is key to the strategy of
spectacle and defiance, demanding that the viewer and the photographed person engage with
each other, transforming each portrait into a biography that helps others know they are not
alone (Muholi, 2020). The significance of the participants’ direct gaze into the camera in
Mubholi's work is less about making Black lesbians visible and more about “engaging with the
regimes that have used these women's hypervisibility as a way to violate them” (Gqola, 2006,
p. 84). Also, the stare refuses invisibility and confronts the viewer with the reality of Black
queer existence (Poulain, 2021). Through their gazes, the participants reclaim visual power,
transforming the act of being seen into an act of ‘seeing back’.

Zanele Muholi: Visual Activism and the Counterarchive

This active stance that aligns the participant with the authorship of their image
deliberately distinguishes Muholi's photographic documentary practice from earlier South
African creative writing and journalism, which often favoured the ‘“hegemony of the
spectacle” — an aesthetic of shock and excess used to represent oppression (Ndebele, 1986, p.
143). Muholi (2025) urgently asserts that visual activism is necessitated by the threat of
violences such as “curative rape”.

Muholi’s commitment to self-representation and documenting Black LGBTI lives
(Mubholi, 2020) directly combats this erasure. Through spectacle, queer African art seeks to
foster spaces of agency for queer lives to thrive, countering societal processes of silencing
and shaming rooted in hetero-patriarchal regimes (Matebeni et al., 2018, p. 13). The resulting
portraits, through their direct, “in your face” gaze (Muholi, 2020), perform a gazing back
strategy (Poulain, 2019), disrupting the normative, often voyeuristic, gaze that seeks shame
and silence. Eventually, these analyses reinforce the core political stance of Muholi’s self-
designation as a “visual activist” (Muholi, 2025), affirming that the most impactful cultural
production in the face of deep-seated violence is that which explicitly seeks political
outcomes. Muholi’s portraiture demonstrates how spectacular display challenges the type of
media hypervisibility that sensationalises stories of hate crimes and its victims (Poulain,
2019, p. 6). Muholi seems to follow W.E.B. Du Bois’ (1899) counterarchival strategy
presented in The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study, which argued that alternative archives
challenge racist narratives by documenting Black achievement and dignity. In the same way,
Mubholi resists the relegation of Black queer people into invisibility or misrepresentation and
claims with them the “right to appear” on their own terms (Poulain, 2019, p. 3). For Muholi,
the collective act of self-representation in Faces and Phases fosters community cohesion,
enabling viewers to know they belong (Muholi, 2020).
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The Black and white portraits in the Faces and Phases series document the lives of
Black LGBTI people, providing a visual history often excluded from the mainstream canon
(Muholi, 2020). This photographic project functions as a counterarchive to racist and
homophobic narratives (Poulain, 2019, p. 2). The portraits assert collective identity and
utilise spectacular display to challenge the type of media hypervisibility that sensationalises
victims’ stories of hate crimes (Poulain, 2019, p. 2). The subjects’ gaze is consistently
directed at the viewer in a direct and unsettling manner, creating an enigmatic power that
compels viewers to respond in “aesthetic, ethical, and political terms” (Poulain, 2019, p. 2).
Case Study 2: Beyoncé’s Lemonade and Collective Agency and Resilience

In Lemonade (2016), Beyoncé employs similar strategies of visible defiance. Black
women’s bodies are positioned in spectacular defiance of the white gaze. An example in
Lemonade is Serena Williams, who twerks in defiance of the criticism she received for
twerking (Smith, 2018). Many of Lemonade’s participants are women, queer, transgender,
and non-binary people, who are all more likely to be subjected to GBV and thus need creative
freedom in depicting what has happened to them and responding visibly (Bull, 2025, p. 136),
thereby transforming victimhood, asserting agency, and refocusing the gaze. The visual
album serves as a multilayered artwork that intertwines mass culture, technology, and social
discourse, addressing complicated narratives of race, history, culture, and identity (Joshi,
2021, p. 11). The work is a countervisual intervention that centres the “cthnic and race-
related struggles that African Americans (and especially women) have faced” (Joshi, 2021, p.
301) and presents women gazing directly into the camera as an active collective (Hearn,
2019, p. 160):

Lemonade’s manifestation of Black female bodies should be reread as an attempt

to make visible the collective effort of Beyoncé, the dancers, and other female

artists involved in the work of representing female power, sexuality, and
solidarity.

The album’s scope is inclusive, also regarding GBV against men, where the mothers in
their lives, such as Sybrina Fulton, Lesley McSpadden, and Gwen Carr, silently speak up
while gazing into the camera and holding portraits of their sons killed by vigilantes or police
(Joshi, 2021, p. 54). Lemonade intertwines personal stories of pain, Beyoncé’s own journey
of navigating infidelity, mothers’ suffering arising from police brutality and racial violence,
the racialised consequences of Hurricane Katrina and #BlackLivesMatter (Hearn, 2019, pp.
155, 160), and victims of enslavement and sexual exploitation in antebellum America (Joshi,
2021, p. 60). The album serves as a broader intersectional text. Focusing on only one
intersection may perpetuate the “tendency to treat race and gender as mutually exclusive
categories of experience and analysis” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 139). Crenshaw (1989, p. 158)
offers the example of rape:

“The singular focus on rape as a manifestation of male power over female

sexuality tends to eclipse the use of rape as a weapon of racial terror. [...] When

Black women were raped by white males, they were being raped not as women

generally, but as Black women specifically: their femaleness made them sexually

vulnerable to racist domination, while their Blackness effectively denied them any
protection.”

By inclusively spectacularising, Lemonade functions both aesthetically and politically
as a Black feminist cultural text (Joshi, 2021, p. 19) to confront structural forms of oppression
and systemic GBV faced by both men and women. Lemonade addresses a “collective sense
of crisis” concerning the politics of race, class, and gender (Hearn, 2019, p. 156).
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Beyoncé’s Lemonade: Spectacular Defiance

Lemonade employs the strategy of spectacle to assert Black women’s agency,
featuring female participants whose bodies are positioned in spectacular defiance. The work
constitutes a countervisual intervention that demands the right to look and appear (Butler,
n.d.; Mirzoeff, 2011). This strategy is leveraged for political outcomes, such as fostering
awareness and behavioural change. By centring Black women’s struggles, Lemonade
transforms victimhood narratives into an assertion of collective agency, connecting personal
narratives of pain to the broader explorations of Black history and culture (Joshi, 2021, p.
12). The attitude of assertion is evident in the video participants' clear, defiant gaze at the
camera, particularly in scenes that portray their anger.
Artivism and the Redirection of the Spectacle

Violence against Black bodies is structurally and systemically entrenched (Shabalala
& Wessenaar, 2023, p. 71). Spectacularising is a strategy that centres the issues the artists
want to address, and the oppositional gaze within that spectacle redirects the spectacle to the
viewer. Therefore, the importance of artivism cannot be overstated because it redirects the
gaze away from the victim and towards the perpetrator. Visual artivism serves as a potent
vehicle for social change by presenting the spectacle as a deliberate political instrument.
Making protest art is inherently about making a spectacle of an issue to politicise the
commentary of both the artist and the viewer. Both Muholi and Beyoncé move beyond mere
aesthetic production, employing the strategy of the spectacle to disrupt the normative gaze
and assert a collective agency. Central to this strategy is the active role of participants, whom
both artists position as co-creators and active narrators rather than passive subjects. In
Muholi's Faces and Phases, these participants claim their “right to appear” in the political
sphere, while in Beyoncé's Lemonade, Black female bodies are positioned in spectacular
defiance of the white, patriarchal gaze. By utilising the oppositional gaze, participants
intentionally interact with the camera to seek eye contact with the audience. This gaze
functions as a countervisuality that challenges the historical objectification of Black bodies
and aims to decolonise the canon of representation. Crucially, this strategy redirects the
spectacle away from the traditional narrative of victimhood and focuses it directly on the
viewer. This redirection denies perpetrators the anonymity that often shields them,
compelling them instead to occupy the position of the scrutinised. Furthermore, the
oppositional gaze addresses the broader audience by offering victims collective support, by
accusing perpetrators, and by challenging complicit bystanders to act. By destabilising
passive forms of looking, the work acts as a moral mirror for perpetrators and bystanders.
The mirror demands that bystanders interrogate their own hesitation to act or speak out and
demands accountability and behaviour change from perpetrators. This visual activism is not
merely for “show” or “play”, rather, it is reparative, resistant, and seeks concrete political
outcomes. Artmaking that creates a spectacle and redirects the spectacle transforms
vulnerability into visible strength, fosters community, and creates a shared visual language
that asserts the worthiness and existence of marginalised groups.
Conclusion

Nevertheless, the critique provided by Black feminist theory and the author's
positionality within the ambivalence of whiteness, the interpretive interventions here
acknowledge the scepticism of Black scholars as quoted by Matthews, 2021, p. 1115. They
are designed to be reflexive, continually interrogated, and strictly subordinated to Black,
queer-led, and indigenous knowledge production. The findings portray the strategic use of
spectacle in visual artivism, informed by Black feminist and decolonial theory, that challenge
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pervasive gendered power relations and structural violence. Both case studies operate in the
highly contested space of the art world, which serves as a battleground for key struggles over
politics, race, gender, and class as evinced by Pauwels, 2022, p. 131. The visual defiance
demonstrated by Muholi and Beyoncé is fundamental to challenging GBV. Although the
following comment was in the context of trans lives, it is equally true of all gendered
violence. Violence has been structurally entrenched by systems of cisgendered power that
"regulate who has the right to live and be free,” as quoted by Shabalala & Wessenaar, 2023,
p. 71. By redirecting the gaze and documenting existence, these visual artists challenge this
basic structural foundation of violence. Finally, artivism fosters unity and strength in these
cases. Both Muholi and Beyoncé use visual media to transform vulnerability into visible
strength and employ spectacle strategy to disrupt the normative gaze and assert collective
agency to liberate. The spectacular nature of these two case studies builds community
cohesion by creating a shared visual language and a point of reference for marginalised
groups. This strategy of spectacle is particularly powerful in artivism, where the work
deliberately seeks political outcomes, such as fostering awareness, policy engagement, and
behavioural change.
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