
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This file is part of the following reference: 

 

Victoire, Sasikala (2007) Through the looking glass. PhD 

thesis, James Cook University. 

 

 

 

Access to this file is available from: 

 

http://eprints.jcu.edu.au/24952/  
 

 
The author has certified to JCU that they have made a reasonable effort to gain 

permission and acknowledge the owner of any third party copyright material 

included in this document. If you believe that this is not the case, please contact 

ResearchOnline@jcu.edu.au and quote http://eprints.jcu.edu.au/24952/  

ResearchOnline@JCU 

http://eprints.jcu.edu.au/24952/
mailto:ResearchOnline@jcu.edu.au
http://eprints.jcu.edu.au/24952/


THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS

A thesis

submitted with creative work in fulfilment of the requirements of

the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

at

James Cook University

By

Sasikala Victoire
B.A. (U.N.E., Lismore)

Grad. Dip. of Ed. (U.S.C., Lismore)
M.V.A (C.S.U., Wagga Wagga)

April 2007

School of Creative Arts



ii

STATEMENT OF ACCESS

I, the undersigned, author of this work, understand that James Cook
University will make this thesis available for use within the University
Library and, via the Australian Digital Theses network, for use elsewhere.

I understand that, as an unpublished work, a thesis has significant protection
under the Copyright Act and;

I do not wish to place any further restriction on access to this work.

06.04.2007
                                                                                                                

Signature Date



iii

ELECTRONIC COPY

I, the undersigned, the author of this work, declare that the electronic copy of
this thesis provided to the James Cook University Library is an accurate copy
of the print thesis submitted, within the limits of the technology available.

06.04.2007
                                                                                                                

Signature Date



iv

STATEMENT OF SOURCES

DECLARATION

I declare that this thesis is my own work and has not been submitted in any
form for another degree or diploma at any university or other institution of
tertiary education.

Information derived from the published or unpublished work of others has
been acknowledged in the text and a list of references is given.

06.04.2007
                                                                                                                

Signature Date



v

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

My profound thanks to Professor Diana Davis who has guided me in pulling
together, through life’s stops and starts, the many unfolding threads and
deftly, caught my many split infinitives in this research.

My thanks to Anneke Silver for her support in the visual readings of my
research and to Jude Bohm-Parr my gratitude for her mentorship in glass.

To my husband, , my gratitude and love for his patience and support
in solving my many computer glitches and projecting the gaze that fills me
with the confidence and courage to complete this journey.

To my girls a big hurrah for challenging their lives to be the best they can be,
and filling my eyes with pride and love in their quest for their identity.



vi

ABSTRACT

There are pertinent questions in one’s life that develop into that central,
challenging grain in the oyster. Questioning the lack of choice perceived in
my mother’s life led to an investigation of the role of the gaze through
memories of the gaze, as a child. This led to further questioning into
adulthood, a probing of female identity, and analysis of layers of cultural veils
that exist in society. Initially integral in constructing my own identity as a
child within Malaysian society, the gaze continued to be relevant to my adult
life in Australia in sometimes creating a negative, confining and
unpredictable impact on self- identity.

The gaze in this research refers to looking according to social codes and values.
The role of the gaze has been analysed by theorists in terms of gender
relations to uncover issues of power instrumental in creating the inequality
that contributes to the lack of adequate representation of women in society.

This research was designed to explore and confront sanctioned structures and
mechanisms in society that covertly use the gaze as an instrument of power
and control. In a broader context, it is argued that the gaze is used by society
to harness women’s behaviour and to procure compliance to benefit
patriarchal aims. When the agenda of others become predominant in
articulating self, a person becomes an artefact of multiple gazes and the
person suffers a loss of control over the definition of self.

To validate the premise that women are artefacts of society, the artist
narrowed the framework for visual enquiry to provide contemporary,
feminist light on the psychoanalytic theories of Freud (1931), Lacan (1954),
Sartre (1953), as well as Foucault (1988), through the writings of Beauvoir
(1972), Grosz,(1990) Spivak, (1990) Bordo,(1993) Ramazanoglu (1993), Moi
(1999), Irigaray,(2000) and others. Berger’s (1972) theories of looking are also
interrogated for insight into looking for conceptual decisions in the visual
enquiry.

The artist probes for evidence of mechanisms in society through her gaze
using personal narratives as child, wife, and mother to question the role of the
gaze and uses visual evidence of violence and inequalities in many cultural
frameworks. Personal experiences also lead to the questioning of the role of
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cinema (specifically Bollywood) in reinforcing acquiescent behaviour in
women and towards constructing value systems. By probing Mulvey’s (1975)
film theory, the representation of women in mass culture is revealed, whereby
the woman is placed under spectatorship within a masculine gaze. These
theories are pivotal in uncovering power and control mechanisms in culture
that uses the gaze to covertly dominate women’s behaviour, to coerce them
into acquiescence.

The research uncovers violence perpetrated against women in the name of
religion, culture, popular art and fashion. It exposes the power politics that
invalidates their position in society through shaped acquiescent behaviour.
The research also questions the representation of women in terms of body
politics, ideals in beauty and fashion across a variety of cultures to provide a
visual framework for the development of artworks. The exhibition explores
the role of the gaze in objectifying woman through stereotypic notions of
gender, colour and reveals the patriarchal agendas that continue to define and
hence confine women in society through institutionalised religion.

Feminist art has historically been used as an agency for change, to raise
awareness of political, social and environmental issues. The artist, similarly,
has developed this exhibition as a deliberate intervention strategy for visibility

and to defy the gaze. Issues embedded in this research challenge the audience to
absorb and reflect on inherent messages. The decisions are made in the art-
making process as a deliberate strategy for advocacy, to increase visibility and
to highlight the role of women in society.

Using a variety of media such as digital photography on canvas; installations
with mirror and mannequins; kiln glass; sculpture and mixed media to build
the visual and verbal dialogue in the artworks, the exhibition Through the
Looking Glass opened in the Cairns Regional Gallery on 28th August 2004 with
subsequent tours throughout regional Queensland in 2005 and 2006.

As a result of this exploration, many new directions and possibilities arise to
further question current trends in gender roles in a cross-generational and
cross-cultural framework. The discovery of kiln glass process also opens up
infinite possibilities to combine other processes like printmaking and film
making to further challenge and explore visual narratives in the gaze.
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction

1.1 A Matter of Choice?

How the gaze operates to contribute to the identity of a person underpins this
research. It was prompted by questioning the lack of choice perceived in my
mother’s life and led to the investigation of the role of the gaze in constructing
my own identity. The gaze is thus dominant in the reading of the family
interactions in the following autobiographical snapshots of aspects of my life to
foreground this research.

I begin this narrative by remembering… the way, as a child, I rested my
questioning gaze upon my mother, not always understanding her actions.

In a poem, I recorded the paradox I detected in my mother’s life, in terms of the
availability of her choices:

My Amma 1

What a pity she knows no joy!

Her life prescribed by a sense of duty, to a life of martyrdom.

I never understood it.

She said she had no choice.

Born into a chain of events…

From which there is no escape

So gripped with fear, she takes no risks.

Only… to risk, not living.

A good daughter, a good wife, a good mother…

She is allowed no wrong decision.

The ultimate paradox, a victim

Of, no choice!

Being married to a man

                                                
1 Malayalam word for mother
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Who feared life… itself?

Life takes care of itself

Even without choice.

I understand me through her fears, his fears

And try not to fear any fear.

Choice is what I run to

…without any choice.

I gazed upon my mother, proud at her intelligence, her personal strength and
wondered why she continued to live such a subservient role in our family. She
contributed to the major decisions that affected our lives but she ate after all the
family had finished and her choice of pickings was limited to the remains of the
rest of the family. She accepted this ritual without malice, anger and never
attempted to change it for herself or enforce this on me. To my mother, choice
or option could not be defined as a personal need because the person seeking it
was deemed selfish, sacrificing common good for personal pleasure. In seeking
personal pleasure the enormous guilt that followed was often more
overwhelming than the pleasure that was anticipated.

The family of Nairs is renowned for its matrilineal strength and written about
by anthropologists and sociologists, as having equality between the sexes
(Fuller, 1976: 6) but my gaze could not detect it in the life that I saw my mother
lead. The anthropological phenomenon and uniqueness I read about the Nairs
did not present itself in any way in my family or for my mother. My awareness
and encounter of the gaze has been through a fear of domination and the
knowledge of the consequences of not complying with the socially organised
pattern that one was expected to follow.

I relegated these memories to spaces that defied logic and pushed them deep
away in little boxes of scars and wounds that I picked up and smoothed and
straightened…just like my mother did, her best silk sarees and scant family
heirlooms in the camphorwood box.

Thus, that gaze was set in concrete and therefore defined my role within my
family, as a deviant for the rest of my life. Acceptance seems to become a
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strategy for survival in a culture where the other women themselves monitored
and sought compliance from their sisters, daughters and mothers in society.

I am the eldest daughter in an aspiring, middle class family of migrants from
Kerala. The people of Kerala pride themselves on possessing the highest
literacy among women and set the scene for my relentless drive to educate
myself in order to create currency for myself in terms of my family and the
society I belong to. To be regarded a success one had to achieve in so many
realms! Not only does one have to be fair skinned (an important factor in
assessing beauty), one has also to be intelligent and also a ‘dutiful Indian
daughter’. The ‘dutiful Indian daughter’ has many demands placed on her spirit.

That gaze has followed me into adulthood and made me aware that it is a
relentless mechanism of control that elicits compliance. The issues of power
relations come into play and operate covertly within many cultural
frameworks. Is this paradox as problematic as the one in Margaret Mead’s
anthropological study of the Samoans (Leacock, 1992)? To what extent is
attributed the empowerment of the Nair2 women (Fuller, 1976) part of a
fictionalised anthropological gaze? How much of the study is reality, and how
much might be attributed to what the culture was prepared to show the
outsiders. Is this the same way our family is reflected to the outside world?
Somewhere deep under this seemingly ordinary, displaced, migrant family
from India, a seed of feminist rage was being kept alive through subtle
expressions of regret and lack of fulfilment.

Friday (1996) proposes that everything begins with the Gaze and qualifies it
with John Berger’s statement ”Soon after we can see, we are aware that we can
also be seen. The eye of the other combines with our own eye to make it fully
credible that we are part of the visible world.” (Berger, 1972: 9)

1.2 The Veil from within and the Veil from without

On days when we had visitors in our home, in Malaysia, my mother would
insist on my wearing clothes that covered me up. I remember looking down at
myself and wondering, quizzically, “Am I not already covered up?” She, of
course, meant that more attention had to be paid to detailed issues of modesty,

                                                
2 Sometimes spelt Nayar
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like covering my shoulders, no plunging necklines and paying more attention
to the length of my normally short dresses. I had to look like the dutiful Indian
daughter, she wanted me to be; this role is even more important for special
occasions when the external gaze is upon the family.

The Macquarie Dictionary describes the act of being veiled as covered,
concealed, not openly expressed, lacking directness, or clarity. (1989:1888.) All
these meanings point to a lack of transparency. Interestingly, the dismantling of
this word provides various ways of looking, where the politics of power moves
from the object that is looked at, to the spectator who is actively looking. It
creates two positions in looking, namely, the act of being veiled and the act of
veiling. Apart from veiling for reasons of modesty and honour, in dress, the
word also means to conceal or cover so that the object or person who is veiled is
also denied access or actively refuses access. The paradox in the perception of
concealment as an adornment as opposed to concealing nakedness is seen in the
Qur’an, in which greater emphasis is placed on behaviour and attitudes of the
wearer than the clothing itself. The responsibility of upholding the moral code
is assigned to the woman rather than to the man.

Muslim societies use the term hijab3 which translates to curtain and which
means the screen behind which Muslims were told to address the Prophet’s
wives as a mantle of purity. In order to quell the desire in men, the women are
required to veil their zeenah.4

The veil is an apt metaphor that positions the gaze as an external look at the
object, while it places the object in the position of looking out. Both positions
reflect inaccessibility and control. While the veil serves to conceal, it also
attracts attention and therefore defeats the purpose of the anonymity it seeks.

Although my family was not Muslim, my family monitored my every action
and all movements were restricted and strictly chaperoned, for fear of a bad
name. My brother on the other hand, had the freedom to be anywhere he chose
to be. The inequality and gender bias were never expressed in actual material
terms, but in terms of loss of personal freedom and the hours of eternal

                                                
3 Hijab means curtain or screen, the word also means veil (clothing)
4 Zeenah is an Arabic word to mean beauty and the word alters in other contexts to mean

apparel, and parts of the body which may invoke desire
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boredom that took its toll on my flagging spirit. My mother on the other hand,
like numerous wives of her generation, resigned herself to the cultural
expectations and rarely left the home even for shopping. She played out her
role with all the female martyrs, who helped scaffold the many screens and
veils that the next generation of women had to carefully but surely dismantle.

1.3 The Gaze and Power

On balmy nights, after much persuasion to let us go, my grandmother, my
brother and I were allowed to accompany the estate chauffeur to an open-air
movie, shown for the workers in the rubber estates.  We sat away from the rest
of the workers, at the back of the modified, four-wheel drive Land Rover
(which my father used to travel through the estates) and watched the movie
with excitement.

Between mosquitoes and tropical insects flying into the lights of the movie
projector, we watched the portrayal and reinforcement of traditional roles. The
roles of women were played out to prescriptive ideas of perfect mother, wife,
sister, and daughter who sacrifice themselves for the family, country or spouse.
In any plot, where the female’s aspirations were not sanctioned by society,
heavy moralising on the duties of the individual invariably followed, with the
female encountering difficulties and ultimately, sorrow.

1.3.1 Images of Woman

These Bollywood5 films reflected and dictated to the masses images of women
that responded and appealed to the male gaze and were “men’s imagining-of-
women”. (Bonner, Goodman, Allen and King, 1992: 134)

The way films portray women, was first described in 1975 by the film and
cultural theorist, Laura Mulvey in an article entitled Visual pleasure and Narrative
Cinema. She used the word Gaze to align with other psychoanalytic theorists like
Freud and Lacan on the politics of looking and questioned the “way the
unconscious (formed by the dominant order), structures ways of seeing and
pleasure in looking”. (Mulvey, 1975: 18) She observes that the camera is actively
engaged in the act of looking from a male point of view as the spectator and

                                                
5 Bollywood is a media term for an extremely successful film industry in Bombay.  Most of

the films are worked to a formula and have mass appeal.
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thus placed the woman as the object. She argued that this then creates a
privileged and gendered position, wielding the power to construct women from
a patriarchal set of values. The same politics of power and sexual imbalance, in
line with Mulvey’s (1975) theories, existed within my cultural framework where
I grew up in a climate of acquiescence, working from an unequal platform.

What happens to the image of woman and the depiction of the woman when it
is produced within a male definition is the coercion to read her within the same
context. Mulvey (1975) first, refers to this relationship between looking and
dominant patriarchal ideology in her paper, Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema, in Screen 16. Contributing further to the analysis of this power
relationship, Harrison and Wood (eds.) in Art in Theory states

...the film reflects, reveals, and even plays on the straight, socially
established interpretation of sexual difference that controls images,
erotic ways of looking, and spectacle, … demonstrating the way the
unconscious of patriarchal society has structured film form.
(Harrison & Wood, 964: 1992)

We are invited to view the images of woman, where the idea of woman is one
that is constructed, to be looked at and determined by men. Figure 1.3.1 shows
the political reality in the global status of women that existed as of August 1996.
Regardless of the rhetoric that prevail on the advancement of the status of
women since the Beijing Declaration (1995), Schoetzau of the ‘Voice Of
America’, reports that in appraising the progress made in gender equality since
the 1995 Conference, the global human rights group Amnesty International
states that violence against women has continued unabated since the adoption
of the Beijing Declaration with many nations not fulfilling their pledges.
(Schoetzau, B., 2005, Global Status of Women to be reviewed at UN, Internet
accessed 15/05/2006)

The gap between the reality and the rhetoric of equality for many women in
this world supports Mulvey’s view of the constructed woman.
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Figure 1.3.1: The State of Women, The State of the World Atlas by Joni Seager (1997)
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Hence the power in the male gaze, Mulvey (1975) states, is to exhort an image
of woman. Pollock in Vision and Difference states that in the psychoanalysis of
looking, Mulvey (1975) uncovers the politics in the looking, by establishing a
scopophilic link where “pleasures generated by the visual domination and
voyeuristic consumption of images of female form evoke the anxiety that
female form is made to signify within patriarchal culture” (Pollock: 148).
Mulvey (1975) argues that the image of woman, “stands in patriarchal culture
as signifier of the male other, bound by a symbolic order in which man can live
out his fantasies and obsessions through linguistic command by imposing them
on silent image of woman still tied to her place as bearer of meaning, not maker
of meaning.” (Mulvey, 1975). Life under this gaze is then internalised as the
norm where images of woman in cinema constitute the accepted female gaze.

1.3.2 Gender Roles

Another most obvious discrepancy existed in the division of labour where the
home was a battleground in the war against women and the men were the
victors. In my experience, the male and female roles were frustratingly, set in
concrete. On festive days, all the women occupied the kitchen for the never-
ending catering for up to sixty family guests. The men sat together and talked,
played cards, drank and did very little. When dinner was ready, the men ate
first with the male children followed by the girls and women, who then did the
washing up. On numerous occasions, I broached this inequality with my
mother, my grandmother and all the women who wielded power behind the
scenes in my family. They all would return with a similar response, that’s the
way things are, in our culture. This is the natural order of things, in our home and
across the country where the patriarchal supremacy and power reigns
unchallenged, sanctioned by society and culture. In family discussions, my
opinions were not asked for and the barrier that delineated the positions could
not be broken. This natural order of male privilege is also the justification for the
rampant violence against women through female foeticide. See chapter 2.5.2 for
a more extensive discussion of this.

The stereotypical expectations and the invalidation of the views of women by
the male members of the family were a source of many heated arguments. Such
women risk being branded by labels such as modern, rebellious and stubborn,
with complicit female members acting as gatekeepers.
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Strangely, the same invisibility and contempt for women exists here in
Australia where I have encountered patriarchal culture, both in the workplace
and in dealing with tradesmen. Having built houses all my adult life, creating
sculptures and spaces, I have gained a wealth of information and knowledge
about building. When tradesmen arrive to discuss various aspects of building,
they invariably talk to me as if I were invisible and not able to grasp building
terminology. If my husband is present, the tradesman never addresses me on
any issues, always assuming that the man had the greater capacity for
understanding building issues. It has occurred to me that this attitude is not just
cultural but about power and gendered looking!

Another area of male domination is expressed through restrictions placed on
women to speak freely. Swann, (1992) discusses this in terms of delineations in
public and private speech:

Restrictions placed upon women speaking in public are consistent
with the fact that, historically, women have been relegated to the
private and domestic sphere, while men operate in the public
domain. But this is not to suggest that women in private have
been able to speak freely. For men to be master in their own home
restrictions need to be placed on women- and these have included
restrictions on their speech.
(Swann, 1992: 59)

The visual ideology fuelled by male gaze forms the basis for the domination of
women. The State of the World Atlas by Joni Seager (1997) gives a visual
accounting of the state of the world’s domination of women. (See Figure 1.3.2)
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Figure 1.3.2: In their place, The State of the World Atlas by Joni Seager (1997: 28)
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The politics of power in social life is underwritten heavily by the dominance of
male power “in which women are ‘private’ and ‘passive’, ‘body’ to men’s
‘public’, ‘active’, ‘mind’…“ (King, 1992: 135)

The privileged gaze secures the male agenda and men’s ability to maintain their
economic domination in society and in the workplace. It feeds on the mass
insecurity and disempowerment that exists fuelled by complicit societies. In
order to establish a democratic framework in which equity for women might be
achieved, it is important to ensure that the visual ideology based on female
objectification and male desire is challenged and sexism in covert practice
stamped out.

1.4 Culture, Religion, Art and Fashion: The Nexus

These words from Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland aptly echo my feelings
about the cultural climate of my youth:

A curse on this game. How can you stick at a game when the rules
keep changing?
(Carroll: 1996)

This was my sentiment as an adolescent growing in a baffling atmosphere of
dichotomy and paradox. The rules within the gaze of the immediate family,
(where truth and honesty were badges of family honour), were simple and
direct, but the terms of reference altered when exposed to society’s eyes. Truth
was played according to the audience demands and honesty became a very
elastic commodity, both working to protect the honour of the family. We lived
in an atmosphere of nervous anxiety where the manipulation and
transformation of rules of the game altered according to the agenda and the
game kept getting “curiouser and curiouser.” (Carroll, 1996: 23)

Respect in my family is generally a preordained value that is based on
hierarchy and age. As children we do not contradict or challenge elders as a
mark of respect, while quelling the surge of emotions that rebel in one’s chest
when situations appear wrong or untenable. All conversations carry this
prerequisite and this protocol still underlies all communications with elders in
my family. I recall an incident at a social occasion when my brother and I were
included in a formal cross-cultural dinner with our parents. My parents
followed the Indian etiquette of including children, but not for long…
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We were expected to remain polite, quiet and pretend that all the adult
conversations, were not taking place. At some point one of the guests made a
very sexist and crude remark to which I responded quite sharply by stating that
it was unnecessary and inappropriate. The dinner guests stopped and stared at
me following my perceived faux pas. I suffered my parents’ indignation and
embarrassment for years afterwards.

In my eyes, the statement was derogatory and any woman worth her salt would
surely have to object, but at that point, I also learnt that I could think what I
liked, but only in the privacy of my head. The ever-changing rules of the game
relied heavily on cultural frameworks. I would have to learn to understand it
quickly, or suffer the ostracism that surely followed later.

The continual scrutiny under which women are placed, their lack of freedom to
express real feelings and the ongoing acceptance of their situation always
baffles me. Is censorship cultural? Or is it the continued indoctrination that
requires a woman to forego something as precious as self- expression? Is it
simply more convenient to be agreeable to societal structures just to survive the
scrutinised journey that may be a woman’s life?

Could this internalised cultural prohibition be similar to the case of Asian
students in Australia? (I am aware of the generalisation!) Due to the cultural
barriers linked to issues of respect in place, Asian students have difficulties
participating in the discussions so central to western pedagogy. Often, in
institutions, this reluctance is interpreted as a lack of confidence, compliance or
worse still, weakness and incompetence. The same paradoxes exist in women
working in patriarchal structures where stereotyping of roles create misguided
hierarchies.

Many of the structures that determine behaviour exist on a subconscious level.
It is indeed difficult to analyse and differentiate cultural influences separate
from religious mores. There are many instances where the words from the Bible
or Qur’an or the Bagavad Gita are translated so literally that it confines the
people who follow them. Here I come to the notion of original sin…

In Australia, many years later, my family and I had achieved the ultimate
Australian dream of our very own home. We followed the adventurous
seventies and built an ultra modern mud brick house in the Dandenongs,
following many years of the bohemian influences of Montsalvat and the
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environmental movements of Eltham. In response to our newly found ideology,
we decided to shed the unsavoury trappings of a middle-class existence. We
moved at a very crucial time in our, oh, so very comfortable suburban life of
owning two of everything, including children. We set out to seek this good life in
the land of the Aquarius festival in the Far North Coast of New South Wales.

Our search brought us to a picturesque property, nestled in the bend of a large
creek called Cooper’s Creek. We happened to settle opposite a born-again
Christian family. Their children did home study and were forbidden to go to
the local country school or mix with the local hippies. Our relationship with
them appeared congenial except when we came to talking about the role of the
wife. She explained the creation theory and how the women were the source of
original sin and women therefore had to repent in service of men eternally, in
order be forgiven by the only true God.

We had launched into a large learning curve of self-sufficiency in terms of
farming and socialisation. In this land, the ethics and religious differences grew
faster than the weed that provided the income for so many alternative families.
My conversations about Hinduism with the wife of the household were
received with the same distrust shown by the Muslims about the West. A lot of
effort was invested in the months that followed towards saving the souls of my
children. I was perceived as this heathen, foreign sinner and devil worshipper.
They picked my children up, promptly, to be taken into the safe arms of the
local Sunday school. The crunch came eventually, when the pastor asked my
youngest daughter whether she and her sister would like to join their faith.

She declined politely and told him: “We love coming to Sunday school but we
are not church people.” They were, as a result, thankfully, abandoned.

In this encounter, my children clearly separated themselves from the
neighbours of the village of Rosebank, not through any of our actions, (which I
was so careful to avoid in an effort to belong in the environment we chose) but
through their own perceptions of themselves. How they arrived at a sense of
where they belonged in terms of religion or culture was from their own
understanding and perception of difference.

To me, the life my neighbour’s wife led and the way my mother articulated her
identity was from this universal, internalising of culture and religion which
uses power to define and confine women in order to maintain power. I find that
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it becomes increasingly difficult to separate what constitutes religious belief
and what constitutes cultural reinforcement. Hinduism as such is not
prescriptive but it cannot tear itself away from the culture of domination and
subordination or the agenda that is weighted so heavily against women.

In my family, in Malaysia, the issue of modesty and what constituted modesty
was always a puzzle. There are all these pictures of Hindu Gods in many stages
of fornication from the Ellora and Ajanta caves that are deemed acceptable and
live in the region of the sacred. Yet, my pastel drawings of nudes from a life
drawing class, which I took home to Malaysia during the holidays, to cover my
bedroom wall, represented censorship material. Is this merely prudery or is it
cultural embarrassment? In art books and images of Indian culture, there is a
transparency in the display of eroticism and desire but it is rarely sanctioned
within everyday life. It was not always clear where my mother stood in terms of
culture and in terms of modesty.

She gave a semblance of openness in the company of women but the
boundaries were still very clear when it came to touching. She was most
uncomfortable with proximity and I cannot remember when my parents
displayed any affection towards each other. They had also stopped physical
contact with both my brother and me. That period of delineation between child
and parent must have happened gradually. I am always aware of the lack of
physical contact between our family members when I return home for those
rare visits from Australia.

The languid afternoons were the times when the communal bonding happened
when the household rested, showed affection and played quiet games as the
elders took their siesta. I remember fondly, the times when the family closeness
was acted out in cuddles, massages for the matriarch in return for the never-
ending legends and epics that resembled the Arabian Nights. Contact between
all of us was open, natural and comfortable, filled with a naïve, happy,
contentment. As we grew into puberty, things changed. That innocence turned
into this awareness of desire.

The difference in the look by the male members was heightened by the actions
of my mother, who was aware of the physical and emotional changes that were
happening. A clear separation between the males and females began to take
place. The curtain of taboos henceforth was drawn. My life became filled with a
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discomfort of the look, followed by sexual confusion. That insidious feeling of
shame had begun to creep in. My mother used the English word shame to refer
to female genitals. I do not know how it became a focus of shame but I
remember my grandmother using it… perhaps, it was used in the family as a
polite term for the unmentionables. In terms of reference now, I find it
interesting, that the part of the body that signifies difference, enigma and
procreation is thus regarded.

In terms of fashion my mother disapproved of any clothes that revealed the
crotch. I remember her insistence on wearing a long shirt that covered this area.
When skin-tight jeans emerged as fashion and gradually made their conquest
through the family ranks, I remember her cultural discomfort and unease. She
was surely responding to the years of inculcated morals. She was merely
protecting her female child from the social gaze, in a society where only a hint
of rumour can burden a family with an unmarried female child. The concept of
shame is always referred to in any admonishment that my mother metes out,
whether warranted or not.

The role my father played as enforcer of these rules was indirect. There was a
clear pecking order, and I watched that game played out. Whenever the
children caused him any displeasure, my father would demean and ostracise
my mother as a failure and for her lack of control over us. She was responsible
for our academic progress, performance, behaviour in public or the lack of
money or anything else about which he wished to verbally abuse her. These
sessions always happened when we retired to bed and I would lie awake
hearing my mother sobbing afterwards.

The next day she would emerge trapped in all the insecurities and fears she
harboured. There was nowhere else to sink her rage except at the daughter,
who, in her eyes over the years would cause her so much more anxiety and
pain. I had spent years deciphering this tactic and examined its lasting effect on
me. She turned the disappointments that she endured into a mechanism of
control to remind me of my duties as daughter, just as my father controlled her
through eternal reminders of her duty as wife. I harboured guilt and shame for
years and felt responsible for her pain, her disappointments and her miserable
life. Her eyes created the boundaries for my behaviour.
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In the realm of desire, all I could ever muster to cope with the advances of a
male when I was at the height of sexual readiness was a muffled sense of shame
and outrage at my rational self for not being able to give a semblance of relaxed
abandonment. To this day the fear of invasion of my private space is so
overwhelming, it is as if I was living with a collective memory of many
generations of women in my family…

Now, I reconcile it to the way I was brought up and confirm with a smile… that I
am that product of the nexus of culture, religion, art and fashion. Together they
contribute to the framework for understanding myself and perhaps may
explain the foreignness that I display to others.

1.5 Rationale for and Aims of the Research

Previous sections have dealt with aspects of the way an individual life (self) has
been constructed through the process of looking and by the extent to which the
structures exist in the Indian culture to scaffold the way the gaze operates in my
experience. Since the 1970’s, conventions have changed in advertising, with
men increasingly becoming the object of the gaze. This thesis will not delve into
the gaze on men, as this exploration is on a different tangent.

It is important to be aware that there is no homogenous Indian culture just as
there is no homogenous woman. An exploration of these areas through the self
and through singular eyes (my gaze) as an accessible subject enables and
facilitates the construction of identity using the contexts of looking. The
orientation in this research is from an Eastern perspective but in order to frame
the research it is necessary to select concepts from Western literature. However,
these pose limitations of being Eurocentric.

When Simone de Beauvoir introduced the feminist classic, The Second Sex, in
1949, she was accused of working from her personal experience too heavily. She
was also accused of historical inaccuracy and anthropological constructs. Her
defence was that the scope of her work was so broad that it delved into a
myriad of systems of positional analysis and that her actions were unavoidable.

Similarly, I am able to explore these areas through myself and through my eyes,
as the most accessible subject. I am able to construct my identity using the
contexts in my life. My “culture, race, age, sexual orientation, ability, and class



18

privilege may influence (my) readings by placing me in certain positions in
relation to any narrative.” (Goodman, 1992: 67)

Feminist philosophy also legitimises the use of first person narratives to
understand “the broad impact a relational understanding of self and
subjectivity can have… to underscore the relevance of narrative accounts of self
and of social identity that portray the self as necessarily emerging out of
dialogical contexts beyond the borders of any sub-discipline” (Alcoff & Kittay,
2006: 12).

The ‘I’ as a starting point, then provides an essential initial step in the
exploration of identity. Most children begin life with a questioning frame. I was
no exception but in my case, the questioning gaze was intensified by the
perceived lack of choice that my mother articulated through her level of
confinement by cultural restrictions.

This exploration through memories begins through my gaze as a child and then
moves into adulthood where I probe female identity and analyse the layers of
cultural veils that exist. It is important to seek a framework to question the
politics of power that continue to impact upon the lives of women I know. They
continue to be covertly dominated through compliance maintained by society.
Compliance is procured through cultural rules that endorse patriarchy as a
normal state and continues to affect my life, as every visit back to my origins,
makes glaringly apparent.

It is a primary assumption of this research that the objectified gaze turns
women into artefacts for the benefit and survival of patriarchy. The
mechanisms of control that exist across a variety of cultural frameworks in
religion, culture and media demonstrate that there is powerful evidence that
these covert patriarchal structures exist solely to manage, control and dominate
the lives of women.

Through the framework of religion, culture, art and fashion, the patriarchal
organization of our society places compliance demands on women by denying
themselves and placing increasing belief in the mythology that confer authority
on men, husband and fathers who then use violence to elicit compliance.

The violence against women is linked with what patriarchy sees as rights over
women and their bodies. The need to control, direct and manage the lives of
women either by blatant or by covert methods, leaves women vulnerable to
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creating a collective consciousness that rejects and invalidates their position in
society.

It is critical to examine the way control continues to be exercised through
restraints and even physical violence on parts of women’s bodies under the
sanction of religion, culture, fashion and expression of style and art. This
research has both personal and universal dimensions in order to scope the
problem at two levels. The art making intents to uncover issues developed in
this research to fulfil research aims.

Hence the research aims:

• To explore the extent to which external gazes through a variety of
players in my life construct my self -identity and reality.

• To use art making as a strategy for visibility and to defy the gaze by
uncovering visual artefacts of power and control in culture, religion,
media and fashion.

1.6 Organisation of the Thesis

Given the initial aim is to explore the extent to which external gazes construct
my self-identity and reality, it is necessary to establish the role of the gaze in
forming a woman’s identity and in creating dialogue with the self. It is also
necessary to question the role of compliance through cultural rules that endorse
patriarchy as a normal state. The gaze is situated within both Eastern and
Western frameworks as a strategy for uncovering the politics of the
representation of women and the awareness of the institutional framework that
determines the reading of the role of women.

Chapter 2: This chapter uncovers the answers to the unequal relations in gender
and the various positions within the gaze by probing three major bodies of
literature to reveal the psychoanalytic reasons and the political agenda that are
embedded in looking that create the behaviours that support a climate of the
oppression in women. The psychoanalytic frames of Freud (1931); Lacan (1954);
Sartre (1953); Foucault (1988); Berger (1972) and many others are used to
provide specific insight into gender and power relations in the gaze to develop
the visual framework. By probing the psychoanalytic theories, Mulvey’s (1975)
film theory the research questions the role of cinema (Bollywood) in articulating
the role of women by the spectator’s identification in film and discusses the
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politics of representation in the way the camera determines an assigned male
viewpoint. The theories in the politics of looking by Berger (1972) uncover
power structures in looking. Feminist theories by Beauvoir (1972); Cixous
(1995); and Moi (1999) are interrogated to uncover the politics of representation
and power by questioning psychoanalytic theories to provide insight into the
internal dialogue and behaviour of women who subject themselves to
limitations through dominant patriarchal beliefs.

Chapter 3: Analyses of major religions expose religious perspectives that carry
cultural sanctions, accepted as codes of social behaviour, which serve the
institutionalised domination of women through patriarchal and hierarchical
systems.

Chapter 4: Pertinent questioning of feminist theories on the oppression of
women lead to women challenging and developing strategies to take active
responsibility for changing the existing hegemony that controls their lives by
defying the gaze. It provides the framework of reference for the role of the
feminist artist in art history to question the representation of women, identity
and sexual politics through art making. Aligning with the second research aim
to use art making, the visual research is argued as a viable strategy for visibility
and to defy the gaze.

Chapter 5 outlines the artist’s framework of reference through her life, past
research and developing visual codes and iconographic language in her work.

Chapter 6 sets out the research methodology in developing the dialogical
implications involving the self in interlocking but also identifiably discrete roles
in the representation of self as narrator, as the protagonist and the object.

The analyses of various positions in looking contribute to the visual framework,
the conceptual analyses that drive the work and the technical experiments that
result in the presentation of the exhibition. It also looks at the rationale
underlying the final decisions for the choice of materials and processes towards
the visual imagery.

Chapter 8 looks at the culmination of process, choice of venues, layout,
decisions for installation, catalogue production and video documentation of the
Women’s forum as support material for the exhibition, Through the Looking
Glass. It reflects on the artist talk and the speeches at the opening of the
exhibition.
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Chapter 9 reflects on both process and product. Outcomes are analysed in
terms of the aims of the research and the evidence of audience response. Future
directions for practice and research are explored in the context of both ongoing
personal development and more universal applications.
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CHAPTER 2

Theoretical Perspectives on the Gaze
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CHAPTER 2: Theoretical Perspectives on the Gaze

2.1 Defining the Gaze

This chapter analyses the gaze to reveal the various positions within it. Probing
major bodies of literature reveal the psychoanalytic reasons for acquiescence
and the political agenda embedded in looking that create the behaviours that
support a climate of the oppression in women, It also establishes the
researcher’s reasons for examining the psychoanalytic theories through feminist
perspectives. The politics of representation in various positions within the gaze
reveal unequal relations between genders and behind the gaze in culture
(including cinema), religion and society.

The major thrust of the research arguments is developed mainly from feminist
readings by Beauvoir (1972); Cixous (1995); Moi (1999); Bordo (1993); and others
to provide insight into the internal dialogue of women who negotiate cultural
bias and impose limitations on themselves by acquiescing to the dominant
patriarchal beliefs. The psychoanalytic frame of Freud (1931); Lacan (1954);
Sartre (1953); Foucault (1988); Berger (1972); and many others are examined
within a feminist framework to provide specific insights into gender and power
relations in the gaze to uncover misogyny and develop the visual framework to
expose them

Gaze, means merely to look steadily or intently; look with curiosity, wonder etc.
a long steady look. The gaze in this study, however, refers to looking according
to social codes and values. Cultural codes or conventions regulate looking to
reflect a cultural context or to define gender variation. The relationship between
the person who is looked at and the person who is doing the looking needs to be
examined in terms of hierarchy and power. It is important to examine the
context, the experiences and the agenda behind these. The role of the gaze is
analysed by theorists in terms of gender relations to uncover issues of power
instrumental in creating the inequality that contributes to the lack of adequate
representation of women in society.

Some theorists, for example Coward (1985) and Mulvey (1975), make a
distinction between the gaze and the look by referring to the gaze as reflecting a
gendered code of desire (i.e., reflecting masculine desire) rather than an open
perusal or scrutiny. This distinction is important if one is to analyse the politics
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behind the looking. The ability to represent female pleasure and desire rather
than simply the reflected masculine one is important in defining and sustaining
the political position in terms of power.

Gaze is defined as the act of looking and women are described as the object of
gaze. The gaze or the look was originally used to analyse film in the 1970s,
(Mulvey, 1975) but now has taken on a broader connotation in visual media in
terms of the way images of people are viewed. Involving more than the
voyeuristic dimension in looking, it is important to analyse the agenda behind
the depiction of the image as well as the looking itself. The important aspect of
looking rests in examining the politics of representation for the psychological
relationship behind the gaze. This requires identifying not only who does the
looking but also the agenda behind the depiction of the image! There are similar
difficulties in representation analysed by Spivak, who discusses the problematic
position of the subaltern herself being the subject of deconstruction in politics of
representation (Spivak, 1990).

The gaze operates with similar tendencies where the hegemonic interests need
examination so that the looking and the reason behind the looking are analysed
to establish the politics of power. Argyle (1976) examines the way the gaze
conveys information. By requiring women in many Asian and Middle Eastern
cultures to avert their gaze as an act of submission, the culture thereby confers
authority on the male.

2.1.1 Gaze and Identity

In this analysis of theoretical works, the gaze is linked to the construction of
identity; in particular, how women are constructed by the gaze and construct
themselves through a mediated gaze in the context of how society views them.

This research intends to locate the reading of personal identity and the
experiences that are instrumental in defining self. When the representation of
self operates through a number of gazes, the individual’s own perception of self
is a reflected mirror-view. A person becomes an artefact of multiple gazes and
the person suffers a loss of control over the definition of self when the agenda of
others become predominant in articulating self. In Foucault’s analysis, the
relationship in the gaze to power is defined thus:

There are two forms of relationship of the victim to the gaze:
instrumental and identificatory. Both are potentially two-way, with
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the figure of authority turning its gaze on the victim and the victim
looking back. But in the case of instrumental gaze it is the ‘looking’ of
authority that is crucial …
(Ramazanoglu, 1993: 214).

Here the reference to gaze as an instrument of power and control is established
where the power through the gaze reinforces patriarchal control over the
representation of women. In this work, another perspective is added to support
or vary existing analyses by introducing and including examples of Eastern
framework exemplars. The role of the gaze and the role of women as
unconscious enforcers of these patriarchal values are established by identifying
the areas of acquiescence by women to existing patriarchal systems in both
contexts.

The process of ‘looking at’ and the process of ‘being looked at’ are examined to
show that the gaze affects the articulation of identity. It also involves an
unconscious reading of self through the process of seeing, thus contributing to
the articulation of self by self as well as others.

Figure 2.1.1 illustrates how external gazes shape the gaze:

Figure 2.1.1: Shaping of the Gaze
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2.1.2 Psychoanalytic Frameworks

Since the field of literary criticism is fluid and continually evolving, relevant
discussions and analytic writings around the gaze  are obtained first as
background information from primary sources. Disparate and contradictory
psychoanalytic theories relating to looking and its effect on consciousness can
be found in the works of Freud (1931); Lacan (1954); Sartre (1953); Foucault
(1988) and many others. To clarify the positions in this research and build on
existing arguments, substantial secondary support material have also been
sought for investigation to unpack the embedded threads to reveal ideology
that discriminate and subordinate women. Secondary references relating to
psychoanalytical sources have been discussed, debated and expanded in terms
of current application in feminist theory by Beauvoir (1972); Cixous (1995); Moi
(1999); Bordo (1993); and others.

Grosz (1990) in Jacques Lacan, A feminist introduction discusses her own reliance
on psychoanalytic theories for her analysis. As “both investigative object of
feminist researches, and as critical, and strategically valuable tool,” their
psychoanalysis forms the “paradigm of other discourses and knowledges (sic).”
Similarly, in this thesis, the readings of feminist researchers who “develop their
objections from within its frame,” contribute to the primary arguments to
uncover power relationships. (Grosz, 1990: 189)

When examining the gaze, the most relevant works examining the philosophies
in looking and at sexual difference have been by feminist theorists. When
deconstructing looking, the feminists have found the theorists of psychoanalytic
frameworks to perpetuate the narrow, established patriarchal philosophies and
largely ignore and exclude the other half of humanity. Thus feminist
examination of existing psychoanalytical theories, have been valuable
contributions to the rhetoric for the empowerment of women, to question and
reject certain patriarchal readings. It is relevant therefore, to probe the
deliberate omissions by these theorists, to gain new insights into social division,
sexual politics and power relations.

Consistent with theories about the gaze, Berger (1972) identifies two positions
in looking when he observes that, “Soon after we can see, we are aware that we
can also be seen” (Berger, 1972: 9).
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Sartre (1953) also referenced these two positions by the expression ‘le regard’ or
‘the look’, in his book Being and Nothingness and the ‘phenomenon of being’ as a
consciousness of ‘being-in-itself’ and ‘for-itself‘(trans. Barnes, 1956: 74).

Lacan (1954), a post-structuralist thinker, also located the gaze in two positions,
one of an infant perceiving itself as an individual when it sees itself in the
mirror for the first time; the mirror-phase is where the subject lives in a
narcissistic realm of being entranced by its own image. Here the gaze remains
the property of the subject who is also the object. The other position is as an
unconscious mind, gathering meaning freely to differentiate from the Other, to
determine Self, to then, be located by this acquired meaning. The Self as a
construct (as the object) remains the property of the gaze.

In terms of psychoanalysis, the being is conscious as an autonomous object
within “itself” but is relational from the “for-it-self” through the signifiers.
Signifiers such as language and culture then play a more dominant role in the
articulation of self.

Although Lacan (1954) uses the word gaze, it is Sartre’s (1953) interpretation of
becoming an object, as part of another’s consciousness that is relevant here;
when self is determined by an outside influence or spectator, it is in danger of
losing power over itself. This loss of power and self-determination is important
in terms of gender relationships to identify the loss of power in women.

In her work, Woolf (1928), enlarged on the mirror-phase, and refers to women
acting as mirrors reflecting back to men an enlarged view of masculinity. She
had suggested the imbalance in sexual politics is created by defining woman
through continued references to femininity and its continued use as a weapon
for cultural misogyny. By defining women to a ‘place’ woman is also assigned
an inferior position. Although Woolf’s (1928) writings remain limited and
bound by her class and society, her ideas on the power politics in looking are
relevant to this research.

Gross omissions of women’s contribution by historians were detected when
examining the role of women in shaping Australia’s history. Jebb and Haebich
(1994) cite research conducted by historian, Hunt (1986), who found that
historians have deliberately excluded the woman’s role because “there was
considerable difference between the ideology of women’s roles as defined by
traditional family function and actual practices with a frontier society”. (Jebb
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and Haebich, 1994: 26) In addition, when investigating the gender roles and the
historical invisibility of women in Australia, there are references to a
‘womanless frontier’. (Jebb and Haebich, 1994: 26) In an effort to remedy this,
feminist writers have then reintroduced women’s role in the frontier. Jebb and
Haebich (1994) note that:

Issues arising out of feminist critiques have provided the
foundation for including women’s experiences of the frontier
within an overall analysis and for examining the structural
relationships of class, race and gender.
(Jebb and Haebich, 1994: 26)

If glaring imbalances for women did not exist, there would have been no need
for feminist theories. The feminist perspective is therefore necessary due to the
“gendered character of looking and being looked at.” (Bonner and Goodman,
1992: 4)

In more recent analyses, Alcoff and Kittay (2006) uncover a transformative
dimension where “feminist values of equality and inclusiveness” in defining
feminist philosophy are used to introduce “new approaches to traditional
questions” by “expanding the scope, method and vision of philosophy in
allowing for a permeability of disciplinary boundaries” (2006:10-12). In
exploring the gaze, it is this transformative capacity in the discourse that
transfers as subversive strategies in the art making.

Here it is necessary to look at the definition of the word gender as opposed to
the word sex. The meaning of both words has undergone much change and new
definitions describe gender as the difference between men and women.
“Gender continues to function as a grammatical term, for example, as well
being a euphemism for a person’s sex…sexuality gradually assumed a new
status as an object of scientific and popular knowledge.”(Glover and Kaplan
2000: xi) The distinction on gender identity has been debated extensively from
the eighteenth century to now and is regarded “a much contested concept”.
(Glover and Kaplan 2000: ix)

The many debates and distinction between the two, however, is relevant to
define my area of study, and to examine existing theoretical framework on the
gendered gaze. Mulvey (1975) a feminist theorist and filmmaker relies on the
analysis of Freud and Lacan for the following positions; the representation of
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gender in film; the gendering of the spectator’s gaze and the internalising of
patriarchal values. This is accomplished by constructing a consciousness that
relies on the characters in the film to convey the narrative in the film. Mulvey
(1975) argues that in the dark cinema environment the audience is isolated and
identifies with the main protagonist. Within the phallocentric analysis, the
representation of women serves no other narrative function than to be the
object of desire and to be looked at as erotic objects for the male characters and
for male spectators. The men serve as active, primary players in the narrative to
lead the women in the audience to identify with the male gaze that dominates
and turn the passive women into objects of desire.

Mulvey (1975) uses Lacan’s theories on the ‘Mirror stage’, to show that the
characters on the screen act as the ‘mirror’ that reflects the idea of perfect and
more complete image to the viewer. The person looking at the movie identifies
with the characters in the screen in a state of anxiety and loss of ego to
internalise the values projected in the film. (Harrison & Wood: 964-965) Mulvey
(1975) turns to Freudian psychoanalytic theory to explain that the male anxiety
is due to the castration complex from the presence of women in the screen. The
reaction is by rendering women to a passive, ‘done to’ position to reclaim
power in gender politics within the narrative of the film. This fixed position of
passive spectatorship for the feminine and active spectatorship for the
masculine is questioned. Mulvey argues that gender identity is confirmed
through the use of masculine language (within a patriarchal order) and
enacting, by default, behaviour derived from the unconscious due to the
Oedipus complex. By disputing that the gaze is distinctively male, feminist
writers have produced arguments for the inclusion of the female gaze in the
rhetoric of power.
(Chandler, Notes on the gaze, Internet accessed 03/05/2002)

2.1.3  Defining Self

The ‘self’ is a negotiated space and is defined from many positions in the
context of living. It is formed from an internal dialogue with oneself and also
through the external influences that affect and determine this dialogue.

Benglis (1973) perceives:

A person’s identity is (sic) a composite picture of one’s ideas, beliefs,
infinite longings, abstractions, glances in the mirrors, personal
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relationships, size, height, weight, and colour, one’s library card,
driver’s licence, social security number, bank account, acquired
names, one’s occupying one space as opposed to another, wearing of
certain clothes as opposed to others, one’s taste in foods, one’s sex.
(Benglis, 1973: 96)

To define one’s position in life and to find self, there is a mountain of
conflicting, indirect and confusing data to manoeuvre. The accepted notion of
self exists as a fluid form, affected by external influences and the internalising of
the external influences.

Berger (1972) refers to the way the individual responds to visual data and to the
realm of looking and being looked at. He acknowledges the gaze as an active
factor in determining self through the relationship between what we know and
what we believe: “The way we see things is affected by what we know or what
we believe; We never look at just one thing; we are always looking at the
relation between things and ourselves.” (Berger, 1972: 8 - 9)

When representation of self relies on the information from being seen and
seeing and it is important to consider who is doing the seeing and how the
seeing is constructed, it is particularly relevant to look at the power structures
in play to determine the agenda behind the looking.

2.1.4 Gaze and the Objectification of Women

The linking of the looking to the female body as the object of the look is central
to the political reading of the consequences of male definition for this thesis.
Thus, looking has to involve the object or the body, which is looked at. This is
definitely not to reinforce existing preconceptions of the body from a
patriarchal standpoint of sexual desire but to investigate its repercussions on
women as artefact. The marginalisation of the woman as the object of the gaze
is itself problematic but, by placing women as the object of the gaze, an
artificially constructed, detached position of the woman is assumed.

Through this prescriptive gaze, women are confined in roles that restrict their
movement and their freedom. Many women remain in poverty, oppression and
violence through institutionalised disadvantage and indifference. In the book,
Visions and Difference, Pollock (1988) refers to the creation of ideological
difference between masculine and feminine in art culture, which further
oppress women. By placing “Woman as the beautiful image desiring masculine
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gaze, High Culture systematically denies knowledge of women as producers of
culture and meanings.”(Pollock, 1988: 17)

This research focuses on the importance of the role the gaze plays in
invalidating and disenfranchising the role of women in order, systematically to
disadvantage female subjects. The loss of power in women is described thus:

In so far as it is being looked at, the for-itself exists as an object like
any other and is alienated from its potential freedom because it is no
longer in control of the situation.
(Macey, 2000: 154)

2.2 Female Gaze

It is possible to find answers to the unequal relations between genders and
provide insight into the internal dialogue of women across cultures to question
why women also impose limitations on themselves by acquiescing to the
dominant patriarchal beliefs by probing various theories.

In this research, I add a new perspective to the existing work on representations
of women within non-western frameworks, where the ways of looking vary
from western cultural contexts. Many psychoanalytic theories are defined
heavily within the context of time and through a western perspective. Whilst
many issues may well be universal to the human condition, there are subtle
differences that are highlighted in the non-western paradigm especially where
women continue to remain the property or chattel under male guardianship
from childhood right through even to adulthood

A variety of positional readings may be taken for analysis to define the area of
study. Much of the analysis, here, is narrowed to feminist perspectives, more
specifically in regards to the visual realm that relates directly upon the ‘look’
where it functions to the disservice of women.

2.2.1 Politics of Representation

It is important to understand that there is no single gaze. The focus is on its role
in defining the representation of women. Although the gaze affects both
woman and man to varying degrees, the effects of the gaze on woman is
different by how they impact on her and in the way she reads herself. The look
operates with an undertone of judgement controlled by the person who is
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looking and the action of the person who is looked at who is then defined by
this look. (Pollock, 1988: 148)
In Women and Shame, Brown, 2004 argues that women most often experience
shame as a web of layered, conflicting and competing expectations. These
expectations tell us who we should be, what we should be and how we should
be. At their core, these ideals are products of very rigid social and community
expectations. (Brown, 2004, Women and Shame, Internet accessed 3/06/2004)

There is an accompanying feeling of shame (chapter 2.5.1) looked at as an object
that is described as a form of consciousness of the judgement by others. This is
argued to lead to guilt that is inherent in the psyche of the objectified and exists
mainly in women as a result of covert cultural conditioning and operates to the
disservice of women.

In terms of this exploration, the debate on the politics of representation
highlights awareness of the institutional framework that determines the reading
of the role of women. As much as she is read through the power of the gaze, she
also reads herself in terms of this gaze. This reinforced, institutionalised
reading is confirmed through complicit behaviour of women who relinquish
ownership of the gaze, to be further marginalised as manipulated objects.

2.2.2 What is a Woman?

When examining writings on the subject of the gaze by Coward (1985) and
Mulvey (1975), it is apparent that the primary question of what articulates a
woman becomes a matter for discussion. There seems to be a constant need to
align either with the philosophical reading of the woman from the binary
straitjacket of the biological determinist standpoint or from the view that
woman is a social construct.

When Beauvoir (1972) introduced The Second Sex, she analysed the historical
tendency to read women as the other, in reference to man. In clarifying the role
of woman she argues that it has been assumed historically that ‘humanity is
male’ and that “man defines woman not in herself but as relative to him; she is
not regarded as an autonomous being”. (Beauvoir, 1972: 16). She adds:

She is defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he
with reference to her, she is the incidental, the inessential-she is the
Other.
(Beauvoir, 1972: 16)
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She explains that this relational position, derived as an expression of duality,
exists in many philosophical concepts deriving from the Orient (East) and
Occident (West) and is seen as a natural order of humanity. However, a
relational position does not necessarily imply subservience and it is important
to question when duality became expressed in terms of power and control.
Beauvoir (1972) also implied that women should have the freedom to choose
who they become. But, here the idea that women are able to act by choice
becomes problematic. If she has the freedom of choice, then why does she then
choose the position of the Other?

The reason for choosing this position is highly relevant to the study of the gaze
and especially in the way woman is made subordinate where she is in a
relational position, as someone’s daughter, someone’s sister, someone’s wife
and someone’s mother, all valid roles but significant in its reading as the Other.
While it is not possible to presuppose that all women are subjected to the one
gaze or seen as the ‘other’, it is possible to make judgements based on an
individual cultural position. The reading of the gaze is subjective, supported by
other positional readings.

Héléne Cixous (1986), a radical French feminist, challenges the models of post-
structuralist thinkers like Derrida and Lacan. In The Newly Born Woman (co-
written with Catherine Clémént), she questions the “logocentrism and
phallocentrism of Western philosophical discourse.” and deconstructs binary
oppositions in Western thought that violently repress and suppress both the
woman and the feminine. Hierarchically inferior positions advocating “binary
oppositions such as Activity/Passivity, Culture/ Nature, Head/Emotions.”
(Cixous, 1995: 76) have patriarchal tendencies using oppositional logic where
woman has no positive position.

This dialogue clearly does not reflect choice. Within the cultural, social and
political construct that defines woman, she is in a weakened position and
cannot therefore, act by choice. The idea of choice and the concept of value in
human existence are raised by Beauvoir as notions that are rejected by
psychoanalysts:

Freud fails to give us an explanation of their origin - he takes them
for granted. He endeavoured to replace the idea with authority.
(Beauvoir, 1972: 76)
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In the text, Beauvoir herself does not expand on the idea of choice. There is a
failure in the text to establish the validity of the choice for women although she
alludes to the human right to freedom and equality and frames her arguments
within Irigaray’s (2000) understanding of Democracy as according full
recognition to the two genders, male and female. Even Beauvoir’s work was
relegated to being outdated and overlooked, as no longer a meaningful
depiction of modern women. However in What is a Woman by Toril Moil (1999),
Beauvoir has been resurrected; as a consequence, greater credence is given to
The Second Sex as a substantial contribution to the philosophical construct of a
woman in feminist theory.

The critics of Beauvoir (1972) who shunned her work as narrow and from a
biological determinist framework, have now conceded that even an essentialist
framework is useful to examine as an alternative to sex and gender thinking.

Moi explains that,

For Beauvoir, the question is not how someone of any sex becomes a
woman, but what values, norms, and demands the female human
being—precisely because she is female—comes up against in her
encounter with the Other. (society) In order to understand what it
means for the individual woman to encounter the Other, we must
investigate her concrete lived experience.
(Moi, 1999: 79)

Moi discusses the generalisation of what the woman is by questioning the
relationship between the particular and the general, which has also been
discussed by other feminist writers like Irigaray, (1993) She states, “too many
forms of contemporary feminism are unable to understand women who do not
conform to their own more or less narrow vision of what a woman is or ought
to be.” (Moi, 1999: 9)

2.2.3 Self and the Gaze

Beauvoir (1972) presents a compelling argument when she states “one is not
intrinsically, but rather becomes, a woman,” by alluding to her existentialist
belief that social and cultural processes establish feminine attributes. It must
also be added that the external gazes contribute to articulate one’s identity as a
‘lived experience’ to the world they belong to. The cultural baggage as part of a
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‘lived experience’ encompasses race, class and nationality and includes
ideology (i.e. myths of femininity) that the ‘lived experience’ articulates.

Thus, when one constructs one’s own identity through one’s ‘lived experience’,
one must include all the players who contribute to identity through both
positive and negative experiences of their gaze. For example, when I travel
through my mother’s eyes I am constructed through the female gaze and also
through cultural gaze thus contributing to my social definition. As a female, I
invite a gendered gaze from the males in my life. I may have acquiesced with
their gaze to form my identity. My choices actively to accept or reject the values
contained in their gaze can be questioned in terms of who I am. Does this mean
that the accepted and acquiesced parts of my identity as ‘the other’ may be
inadvertently, a patriarchal construct?

Berger’s (1972) contention is that women “survey everything she is and
everything she does because how she appears to others, and ultimately how she
appears to men…” (Berger, 1972: 46). Is it possible that I have placed myself
into the objectified position to which Berger refers? I have to question whether
my self-image is created in response to the male gaze! Perhaps, the way I
internalise my reflection in the mirror is more in terms of gender (socially
constructed) rather than sex (biological).

How do shifts in population through migration and globalisation then
contribute to the formation of identity? It has (as a post-colonial and post-
modern phenomenon) a widespread impact on the cultural content of any
given place and in terms of the person who encounters it. This is relevant to the
formation of my own identity upon arrival in Australia where a different lived
experience begins to influence my identity.

Taylor (2000) in his essay, ‘Multiculturalism and the Politics of Recognition’
discusses the formation of his identity as a dialogical process and the possibility
of failure in the process if the basis for the dialogue is not complementary. He
notes that:

My discovering my own identity doesn’t mean that I work it out in
isolation, but that I negotiate it through dialogue, partly overt, partly
internal, with others. That is why the development of an ideal of
inwardly generated identity gives a new importance to recognition.
My own identity crucially depends on my dialogical relations with
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others… Yet inwardly derived, personal identity doesn’t enjoy this
recognition as priori. It has to win through exchange, and the attempt
can fail.
(Taylor, 2000: 5)

Taylor’s statement clarifies that the terms for seeking recognition in discourses
that are not complementary creates a potential for failure, which could result in
identity being unresolved. In terms of internalising the gaze, a mismatch of
system happens where “competing and sometimes contradictory claims and
demands for recognition, put forward by different groups, presented
simultaneously in the same public arena”, cause a struggle between personal,
individual versus collective, cultural identity. (Docker and Fischer, 2000: 5-6)
Upon arrival in an unfamiliar territory, new social codes have to be learnt and
the gazes read. When experiencing conflicting cultural expectations much of the
basis for identity resorts to cultural conditioning. This relates to my own
behaviour as a new arrival in Australia, when I resorted to the safety of my own
internalised gaze for my behaviour and conformed to internalised patriarchal
expectations.

Northrup (1999), a Western medical practitioner cites an example of the way
women become victims of internalised, patriarchal cultural expectations:

I have been in the delivery room countless times when a female baby
is born and the woman who has just given birth looks up at the
husband and says ‘Darling, I’m sorry’– apologising because the baby
is not a son! The self-rejection of the mother herself, apologising for
the product of her nine-month gestation period, labour and
delivery… Yet when my own second daughter was born, I was
shocked to hear those words of apology to my husband…I realised
then how old and ingrained is this rejection of the female by men and
women alike! …Our culture gives girls the message that their bodies,
their lives and their femaleness demand an apology…. In essence
patriarchy blares out the message that women’s bodies are inferior
and must be controlled.
(Northrup 1999: 4)

Historically, the gaze has been applied in an Eastern context from a Western
perspective where the interpretation of the gaze is presumed to
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be within a subservient, economically disadvantaged status. Below, I examine
an Eastern context where women have economic control and self-
determination. The Minang system has large similarities to the systems in the
Nair tradition from which I originate where cultural rules have undergone a
slow change towards patriarchy.

Williams (1998) in Wives, Mistresses and Matriarchs refers to the largest surviving
matriarchal society of the Minangkabau people where property rights belonged
to females according to the adat6. With the advent of Islam, the adat was
reviewed in line with the rules governing property. It stated that the son must
gain a larger share of the father’s wealth. There were, however no rules in
existence for governing female property as it was assumed that she would have
no property of her own. In these territories, the customary laws remained as
they were prior to Islamic laws because, in Islamic laws, there were no other
precedents in place for property belonging to females. Thus the responsibility of
property and its rights remained with the women.

Here the women were held as the pillars of the household, and reflected the apt
metaphor of the upturned, buffalo-horned shape roofline that is predominant in
Minangkabau society. Husbands were allowed into the household only at the
discretion of the woman and only as guests. If they were found unsuitable they
were replaced or returned to their families. The lineage responsibilities deemed
it necessary to produce a female child to continue the family name and the
female child was held with pride. Williams asserts, that in Minang culture, the
women dismiss the perception of Asian women as subservient; in this
community, there is definite evidence of cultural attitudes where the women
are ambitious and believe in their rights and power. (Williams, 1998: 8) As an
atypical gaze, she adds that the women from this culture look upon the role of
Western women with amusement and see them as disempowered and lacking
in rights that they have. It is important to question why such strong cultural
frameworks have then eroded to be replaced by patriarchy so easily and why
women have become acquiescent when conditions have been so positive for
them

                                                
6 Adat refers to the custom by which a community functions or cultural rules that govern

daily life
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Arrifin (1992), in Women and Development in Malaysia makes similar assertions
where she disputes assumptions and generalisations made about the
subservient Asian women. Her argument is that it is not supported by many
instances where Asian women have reached positions of great importance and
power. She writes:

… it is quite definite that any educated woman in Malaysia, who is
prepared to make full use of the situation and daring enough to
discard gender inhibitions, can rise in almost any profession that she
chooses.
Arrifin, 1992: 174)

Similar stereotypical notions still pervade the minds of western people that I
encounter in Australia, who have not come to terms with an Asia steeped in the
quest for education, travel and economic advancement. While keeping in mind,
the words, ‘daring enough’ as pivotal in the advancement of women, it is still
noteworthy that stereotypical perceptions still dominate western writing. As
Williams (1998) asserts:

Images of Asian women in Western literature and film have been
predominantly of submissive Oriental beauties, manipulative Asian
sex goddesses, or victims of the sex industry.
(Williams, 1998: 14)

There is increasing evidence of changes in their roles with changes in woman’s
economic circumstances. However, paradoxically, despite such gains, abuse
against women still persists across many cultural frameworks when there is no
accountability within society and the issue is about domination and power
especially when women continue to remain the property or chattel under male
guardianship. (Figure: 2.5.1) Also with the aid of science and technology,
through complicit behaviour, women are further compelled, to select male
progeny over female and so still further the cause of patriarchy. (Figure: 2.5.2)
The conspiracy of silence dominates social behaviour in support of patriarchy
within many cultures and creates the conditions for the cycle of violence against
women to continue to occur.

2.2.4 Power and Identity

Western feminism has used Mulvey’s (1975) identification of the gaze to
analyse the role of women in terms of power and identity by making a
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connection between the discourses in the personal and the political lives of
women. Webster (1995) refers to this connection in an article on the life of
Hannah Mitchell, (Bonner 1995):

…the identity she constructs is primarily political, an identity created
by a coherent narrative in which the themes she traces are to do with
the formation and expression of her politics. This is a story where the
personal and the political cannot be separated.
(Bonner, 1995: 121)

This connection is still valid and was referred to, as recently as July 2002, by
Emma Woodley in a paper on ‘Poverty, Violence and Women’s Rights: Setting a
Global Agenda.’ (Townsville International Women’s Conference) She pointed out
that:

Making this connection between the personal and the political has
helped women explore the ways in which the machinery of
oppression is not only external, something that’s imposed on
women, but internal, as socialised ways of being, taught to women to
control their own lives in line with patriarchal order.
(Woodley, 2002: 2)

Patterns of gender oppression in social and cultural systems exhibit consistency
in an eastern as well as a western framework. It is possible to understand the
mechanisms at work that continue to impact on the lives of women which
highlight the embedded power politics showing that women are indeed
objectified through the gaze.

However, Foucault’s (1988) analyses of power “as constituted through
discourses” (Ramazanoglu 1993: 21) differ from and conflict with that of
feminists and are presented in terms of being productive, for the pursuit of
knowledge and overlook the analyses of women’s experience of repression
embedded in it. He overlooks the way power defines and confines women in
specific roles for the benefit of patriarchal outcomes.

2.3 Male Gaze

According to Mulvey (1975), the active male gaze in the context of looking has
two contradictory positions. One that is “scopophilic, (the scopophilic gaze is
similar to the lens of the camera that follows the protagonist in the film and the
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viewer then identifies with the image in the film) arising from looking at an
object of sexual stimulation through sight and two through the identification
with the image seen, through narcissism and the constitution of ego.”
(Mulvey, Desire and the Gaze, Internet accessed 11/01/2002).

2.3.1 Masculine Mythology

The book Genders, (Glover & Caplan, 2000) describes the revival of masculine
ideal of the dominant male and states that, “emphasis upon the perfectibility of
the male body, became an outward sign for male superiority and inner strength
of character.” This has been traced to the eighteenth century and remains
consistent with the Greek idea of male beauty. (Glover & Caplan, 2000: 59).

Again, mythology promotes the image of the man as an active principal and
imprisons the woman in a passive and constructed role of ‘to–be–looked–at-
ness’. But, with increasing change in the economic sector and with more women
having greater purchasing power, the notion of the female spectator is gaining
recognition and given more credence in terms of consumer culture and
advertising.

Chandler cites Messaris (1997) where he notes that ”female models in ads
addressed to women, treat the lens as substitute for the eye of an imaginary
male looker.” He adds: “… it could be argued that when women look at these
ads, they are actually seeing themselves as a man might see them.”
(Chandler, Notes on the Gaze Internet accessed 03/05/2002)

The gaze here is used to define gay identity. In the recent emergence of queer
theory, there is more a questioning of the position of otherness than gender.

Much of in Berger’s (1972) Ways of Seeing has been used by feminist writing to
support the feminist perception of the way we view ourselves and in the
context of cultural representation. Women in political movements have
challenged patriarchy as institutionalised male supremacy.

There are gradual changes in the traditional roles of women in both western
and eastern frameworks with the advent of globalisation. With greater access to
economic freedom and education, collectively, women demand human rights
and equality to seek the same privileges and to address the imbalance. The
feminist aim to reposition and highlight the need for equality and balance is
creating a gradual change in the representation of women in societies, both
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eastern and western. They are also seeking an alternative definition that is not
created through and for men and no longer wish to be articulated through the
male gaze. These changes are slow but evident in cultural production, such as
films, where the questioning of the gaze is occurring.

2.3.2 Spectatorship

Berger (1972) in Ways of Seeing examines male spectatorship and clarifies that a
male experience is different to that of a woman.

The man’s presence is dependent upon the promise of power which
he embodies…suggests what he is capable of doing for you or to you
...in contrast, a woman’s presence expresses her own attitude to
herself and defines what can and cannot be done to her.
(Berger, 1972: 45-46)

When Berger’s (1972) view on spectatorship is examined carefully it is
important to question why the male gaze is so different. Is the difference just in
terms of power and control as hypothesized earlier? Women are surely duped
into believing that they are reliant on man’s “promise of power”. As women, to
what extent do we believe that…“ to be born a woman has to be born, within an
allotted and confined space, into the keeping of men”? (Berger, 1972: 46)

2.3.3 Gaze as Strategy for Control

To what extent, then, is the gaze used as a strategy for confining and
controlling?

French (1992), in her book The War Against Women suggests that the economic,
political and physical suppression and abuse of women is a misogynistic
response to dominate and control women’s behaviour. She argues that:

… a man with an equal, mutual relationship with a woman may
adopt a posture of dominance toward her when other men are
around. Such behaviour suggests men believe ‘manhood’ is not
inherent in a man, but depends on both the opinion of other men and
the existence of a subjected person or group. Male identity is
therefore extremely unstable, and this instability creates anxiety,
often expressed in rage.
(French, 1992: 183)
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In terms of articulating manhood (through emphasised gender differences) the
male gaze is fragile especially when it is maintained ‘by doing to’ and in
opposition to women. As a reflected gaze, the male gaze in this context is one
created by a common, oppositional position of women as a common enemy to
maintain solidarity and power.

French (1992), argues that “patriarchy began and spread as a war against
women”, largely because of the marginalisation of men. In order to create
solidarity among men and ‘replace the bond to the mother’ the women were
removed. The women were annexed as property, as an expression of power and
to ensure a male lineage. As procreators and nurturers the women’s bonding
was with their children and existed not in solidarity with other women.
(French, 1992: 6-8). This explains why historically, due to their priority as
nurturers in maintaining families, they have been precluded from securing an
equal position, economically, let alone one of power.

Even in recent times, the church has reinforced the priority in the role of
women as nurturers. Lundy’s (04/09/2001) article, in the Bulletin, refers to an
address by George Pell, the Catholic Archbishop, who dispensed advice on
stabilising marriage and child rearing by taxing the guilty party for “social
pollution”. She suggested that they should instead promote social and
economic policies, which help men and women balance and share paid work,
household chores and family life. On ‘gendered’ looking, she adds:

The persistence of traditional role models well into an era when most
men and women accept the principles of equality shows how deeply
entrenched public and private divisions of labour really
are…Women are equal to men until they have children, then
suddenly they become a special species - biologically destined to be
primary child carers while men go on with hunting and gathering.
(Lundy, 2001: 45]

Covert patriarchal strategies, justified as necessary, continue to be maintained
and used to subordinate women. They are also widely promoted within the
myth of dominance. Here, the gaze is institutionalised culture that is privately
and publicly maintained through male solidarity and use of power to achieve
dominance.
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Patriarchal structures echo institutionalised dominance. The male members
have the freedom of choice in terms of social behaviour, where they go and
with whom they keep company. They occupy a privileged position in
education, employment and property. Their personal freedom is never
compromised or questioned. Misdemeanours that happened from time to time
are quickly forgiven or forgotten due to the privileged male gaze (ah…they are
boys!) they enjoy.

Cultural and religious strategies have been used to limit the role of women, and
to reinforce the position of women as subordinates within the so-called natural
order in social class.

It is difficult to establish when and where exactly these myths emerged. In the
West, during the Renaissance, men were endowed with positive traits of
‘reason, logic, intellect, soul’ while women were endowed with negative
qualities of ‘chaotic emotionality, unbridled sexuality,’ hence be relegated to a
marginal existence even if their roles were essentialist. (French, 1992: 10)

French’s (1992) arguments, although extreme, are difficult to dismiss, due to the
well-constructed and persuasive content she provides. By setting up the
historical background and pointing out international and religious systems she
argues that the prevalent misogynistic attitude indicates that there is indeed a
war against women.

 She argues that:

Patriarchy may have evolved to overcome female dominance but if
women were dominant, they never institutionalised that dominance
in matriarchy; (matriarchy) never tried to constrict male sexuality
and reproduction, minds and work.
(French, 1992: 11)

The survival of male identity relies on predetermined roles in a framework for
manhood that is established within male agenda and ideal. Patriarchy is so
covert that an example of acquiescence even survives in Mulvey’s (1975)
argument regarding the female gaze in film. It is premised on the unchanging
position of the woman spectator identifying with the male gaze. She states that
the male identity can only survive with the domination of the female and thus
can only realise its predetermined role through aggression and through the
social conditioning of the masculine ideal. Again the rhetoric is relational to a
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masculine position. In this relationship the woman is completely
disempowered and placed in a defensive state of ‘done to’ as explained by
Berger (1972):

A woman must continually watch herself. She is almost continually
accompanied by her own image of herself… And so she comes to
consider the surveyor and the surveyed within her as the two
constituent yet always distinct elements of her identity as a
woman…Her own sense of being in herself is supplanted by a sense
of being appreciated as herself by another…One might simplify this
by saying: men act and women appear. Men look at women. Women
watch themselves being looked at… The surveyor of woman in
herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an
object.
(Berger, 1972:  45-47)

This statement highlights the inequality of power in looking between women
and men and the continued objectification of women within this.

New legislation and structures in Family Law, such as the domestic violence
legislation drafted to protect women from social oppression and poverty and to
redress the imbalances in culture, have resulted in an apparent reactive increase
in the membership of men’s groups, whose main activity is to keep the
manhood myth alive! As a result of strong lobbying to The Federal Court, as a
knee jerk reaction, in 2006 new legislation has come into practice that provide a
presumption of equal shared parenting time for fathers.

2.4 Cinema and the Gaze

2.4.1 Mulvey’s Film Theory and the Gaze

Mulvey’s (1975) article Visual Pleasures and Narrative Cinema first raised the
problematic concerns in ‘the look’ or ‘the gaze’ as “unchallenged, mainstream
film coded the erotic into language of dominant patriarchal order”. Mulvey
places her emphasis on the spectator’s identification in film and discusses the
politics of representation in the way the camera determines an assigned male
viewpoint.

In most movies, the man is positioned as the bearer of the look and the woman
its object. According to Mulvey (1975), the camera positions a ‘male gaze’,
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encourages identification with masculine viewpoints and does not take into
account that the spectator might be a woman. The stereotyping and
objectification of women on the screen reinforces imbalance in social attitudes
and contributes to the further perpetuating of the patriarchal structures. The
mainstream movie industry continues to reinforce this patriarchal ideology
through the ‘male gaze’ by producing representations of women from a male
point of view. Mulvey’s (1975) lack of alternatives or exceptions to the way she
responds to privileged male gaze is itself evidence that patriarchy remains
entrenched even in academic writing. Mulvey (1975), analyses the female gaze
as the gaze of a woman aligning with the conventional masculine identification.
She looks at the gendered way the action is represented by the camera in Alfred
Hitchcock’s films, Rear Window (1954) and Vertigo (1957). She points out that the
spectator is encouraged to identify with a voyeuristic male gaze while the
woman is represented as the object of desire in an exhibitionist gaze. Mulvey
(1975) fails to define the female gaze in terms of an alternative female
identification and chooses to narrow her framework in line with Freudian
analysis from existing masculine standpoint. She fails to represent an
alternative voyeuristic female gaze.

Abele (2002), in her article The Feminine Gaze, disputes the analysis of the female
gaze, in films, as imbued with passivity. She contends that although the female
gaze does not behave in an ‘active’ way, it is still valid through its agency.
(Abele, 2002. The Feminine Gaze, Internet accessed 18/08/2002.),

She prefers a significant shift in reading, from an oppositional, active versus
passive, man versus woman, to one of feminine ‘knowing and accepting’, to
masculine ‘controlling and possessing’. This analysis shifts the emphasis from a
biological sphere, to the perpetrator of the gaze who exercises the power and
control. We are then able to question the agenda behind the gaze and examine
the structure of dominance in society through objectification of the woman, not
merely by gender, but through language, narratives in literature, religious
edicts and popular culture.

Many recent films have been made with informed knowledge of film theory to
create a female-centred dominant gaze. With more women directors in
filmmaking, the questioning of this positioning is taking place. Movies like Fire
(1996), Earth (1999) and Water (2006) by film director, Deepa Mehta (1949) have
emerged to challenge traditional values and have attempted to expose female
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gaze as valid to an acquiescent, patriarchal audience in India. However the
although these films have been met with great success with International
audiences, Yuen-Carrucan (2000) reports on the response in India, in Issue 28 of
the Bright Lights Film Journal:

The day before filming was due to begin the crew was informed that
there were a few complications with gaining location permits. The
following day we were greeted with the news that 2,000 protesters
had stormed the ghats, destroying the main film set, burning and
throwing it into the holy river. Protesters burnt effigies of Deepa
Mehta, and threats to her life began. There were three main
political/religious parties leading the angry mob: the BJP (Bharatiya
Janata Party), the VHU (Vishwa Hindu Parishad), both well
established groups within the state of Uttar Pradesh; and the KSRSS
(Kashi Sanskrit Raksha Sangharsh Samiti), a party formed overnight
from the RSS (Raksha Sangharsh Samiti) specifically targeting Deepa
Mehta. The KSRSS claimed their role was as the guardians of the
culture of Varanasi and came forward with threats of violence
against her.
(Yuen-Carrucan, 2000. Internet accessed 27/07/06)

Thus lending support to the notion that process of looking or the gaze are
reinforced through patriarchal culture and society.

2.4.2 Bollywood

In the films from Bollywood (India’s alternative to Hollywood) however, the
plots are prescriptive, almost formulaic and exploit apparent cultural values of
a semi-feudal emerging industrial-urban society.

In the Indian film industry, a scopophilic male gaze is definitely reinforced by
looking at women as passive subjects who are to be looked at and remain erotic
subjects. The scantily clad, wet-look sari, takes the place of revealing western
nudity. A look at the screen reveals erotic, gyrating bodies, moving to popular
music for an insatiable audience fed on more patriarchal myths of dominance
and control.

Cultural values of sexual licence, modesty and morality are questionable and so
are story lines. It is a monolithic construct that pervades the Indian psyche and
lulls the doped masses into sucking into a cultural belief system that continues
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oppressive practice against women. The portrayal of heroines as naïve, dutiful
and modest clones remains consistent with a ‘formula’ that has found success in
the box office.

The consumer, fed on a diet of patriarchy, finds it difficult to scale the
intellectual chasm to embrace new, challenging depictions of women by
socially- aware new directors like Deepa Metha (1949) and Mira Nair (1957).
These changes may be slow but are inevitable through gradual intervention in
the representation of women in cultural production and the media.

The gaze that was manipulated against the cause of woman can be used, in
turn, to bring about change that is necessary for a balanced outcome.

2.5 Cultural Gaze

When deconstructing the meaning of culture, as “the ensemble of social
processes by which meanings are produce, circulated or exchanged” (Thwaites,
Davis and Mules, 1994: 1), it is evident that culture plays a vital role in the
subjugation of women by men and the unconscious enforcing of patriarchal
complicity by women through the gaze.

The gaze is analysed within a variety of cultural settings to demonstrate that it
is loaded with implications and used as a mechanism of control in society. The
gaze, as described here, is used universally as a control mechanism in the lives
of women. The mechanism of control exists in many forms and may not be
easily identifiable. Control mechanisms are embedded covertly under the
heading of social and cultural mores or taboos that vary in their impact from one
society to another.

2.5.1 Shame, Guilt and Pain

Shame is used as a strategy to impose conformity and compliance within many
cultural and religious frameworks and it is directly linked to the process of
“looking”, as it involves appearances, hence aspects of the gaze. To understand
the psychology behind this compliance it is important to look at shame as a
mechanism of control in culture. Shame is used as a negative consciousness.
Weideger (1978) in Female Cycles refers to the cultural taboos in a girl’s life:

The sense of shame about menstruation is instilled as soon as
menstruation begins. From the time of menarche, a girl learns to be
ashamed of her body: she is told it limits her freedom, just because of
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the way it naturally functions… Where there is a vacuum [of
education] there is plenty of folklore to fill it: ‘Hide menstruation,
don’t go swimming or wash your hair or take a bath or touch
plants…’ These are some of the rumours whispered to young girls.
How are they going to learn to be proud of being a woman?
(Weideger, 1978: 90)

Women, often mothers, inadvertently assumed the role of gatekeepers of
cultural morals by instilling the shame as a response to society’s gaze. The
instilling of shame, however, is gendered and the role of the gaze, unequal.

Fisher (1992) states:

The gaze is probably the most striking human courting ploy. Eye
language … the gaze triggers a primitive part of the human brain,
calling forth …-approach or retreat… This look, known as the
copulatory gaze, may well be embedded in our evolutionary
psyche…
(Fisher, 1992: 534)

Biology and sexual agenda are again implied to explain the male gaze. Friday
(1998) describes the gaze within oedipal analysis as a weapon and a recognition
of his power:

…a male, grown up under monopolistic power of a woman’s gaze,
comes to the realisation that his own eyes have the ability to dress
and undress, excite or unhinge a person of his mother’s sex.
 (Friday, 1998: 536)

With the advent of economic power, voyeuristic women have also moved into
similar arena which Friday (1998) describes as “a genetic move and
countermove in the evolving balance of power between sexes.” (Friday, 1998:
537) In this ‘countermove’ for balance of power by women, the same Oedipal
analysis described by Friday (1998) would be a problematic overlay and
confirms the role of the gaze as a tool for power.

Shame in Freudian analysis is described, as “a feminine characteristic, … but is
(described as) far more a matter of convention than might be supposed, as its
purpose, we believe, is concealment of genital deficiency.” (Davis, D., Notes on
Freud's theory of femininity. Internet accessed 18/09/2002).
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The negative implication (of deficiency) and the use of penis envy in Freudian
analysis is totally misogynistic and derives from a patriarchal agenda of
biological hierarchy. Freud (1933) also places woman’s predicament as “the
work of destiny” by totally disregarding the role of society and thus removing
any responsibility from the patriarchal mechanisms within it.

If control operates in society to the detriment of women, how is this collusive
control placed on women, aided and abetted unwittingly by women and
carried out to the detriment of woman?

To understand this, it is valid to examine the psychology of control and the
acceptance of the control by the psyche and the effect of cultural manipulation
on the subconscious of woman. This involves the working on the mind through
agency, reflection and the consciousness of the woman. This is made
particularly pertinent by highlighting sexual difference between male and
female, which enforces societal rules of behaviour.

Social pressures are exerted in terms of the rules of kinship, as ‘shame’ or ‘loss
of face’, particularly within the Asian context. It is employed covertly to enforce
cultural control and behaviour through guilt. The misdemeanour by one
member of a family may impact negatively on the other members through
enforced sanctions or exclusion.

This occurs in Rushdie’s (1983) book Shame,  in which he explores the
psychological impact of shame in an authoritarian society steeped in rigid social
and sexual codes. He explains the context thus, “Between shame and
shamelessness lies the axis upon which we turn.” (Rushdie, 1983: 115) In the
narrative, shame is explored through a father who kills his daughter because
she made love to a white boy. It is set in the culture of Pakistan where the
burden of honour and propriety fall heavily on women in a hierarchical, class
oriented society. The book probes cultural nuances on the concept of shame
where “A man’s honour is in his woman.” (Rushdie, 1983: 96)

The existence of cultural taboos in society, confine women in situations for
events that are a biological fact. The socially prescribed collective good takes
precedence over individual need or desire. When a girl does not marry and
fulfil her role to procreate it brings shame to the family. Shame is the acceptance
of guilt that the woman places on herself through a value system that society
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establishes. It can only exist with the acquiescence of the woman and exercised
through social pressure. The acquiescence is itself invisible and covert.

In the book Wives, Mistresses and Matriarchs, (Williams, 1998) Miriam, a twenty-
two year old, explains about the pressure from Javanese village culture to
marry at a young age. She explains:

From the age of twelve my parents wanted to marry me off…if you
are getting old and are single, it is shameful.
(Williams, 1998: 291)

It is implicit in this model of the gaze that the passive woman is manipulated
and moulded into a powerless, objectified position. This is consistent with the
intent of the male gaze and responds to the patriarchal gaze to procure a virgin
as an expression of male virility and sexual desire

2.5.2 Violence against Women
When issues of power are examined within the gaze, there is a definite
correlation between the gaze as a mechanism of control and the lives of women.
Violence against women by men is tolerated and condoned by society. (Violence
against Girls and Women, Internet accessed 27/07/06)

Here, the averted gaze of society fails to redress wrong committed against
women and confines them to a victimized position, unable to find support from
even their womenfolk. Psychologically, acceptance of control is secured
through cultural manipulation that plays on the subconscious of women.
Domestic violence is the leading cause of injury and death to women
worldwide and often condoned by state as a ‘private matter’ shrouded in
society through the conspiracy of silence. See Figure 2.5.1 (Seager, 1997: 34)

The issue of the treatment of women and children by Aboriginal men is
similarly, raised in a paper presented by Llyod and Rodgers, where customary
Laws and Aboriginal traditions prevent women from the speaking out on the
violence occurring in Aboriginal communities.
(Llyod and Rodgers, Crossing the last frontier, Internet accessed 24/7/2006)
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Figure 2.5.1: Domestic Violence, The State of the World Atlas by Joni Seager (1997: 16)
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Violence is carried out against a woman’s body through rape, through female
genital mutilation, (Figure: 2.5.1) as spoils of war, as sexual slaves, as forced and
underpaid domestic labour, in female infanticide and foeticide, dowry deaths,
and through the denial of equal access in education, business and employment.
(Seager, 1997: 16-17)

Female foeticide is rampant in traditional societies, like India and China where
the status of women is low. The evidence of male privilege in society is seen in
Figure 2.5.2 (Seager, 1997: 34-35)
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Figure 2.5.2: That’s my boy! The State of the World Atlas by Joni Seager (1997: 34)
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There is a son preference (Figure 2.5.2) linked to the economic gains derived for
the male through the dowry system. Despite the introduction of the Dowry
Prohibition Act in 1961, the dowry system still thrives and commodifies women
into currency for exchange.

It is vital to uncover issues of power relations embedded in the rhetoric in
feminism so that the issues of control in the gaze may be examined to challenge
male authority and protect women’s agency. It is also necessary to examine
how women’s internal dialogue is formed through cultural conditioning to
allow control over women to perpetuate and thus to further disempower their
lives.

State and legal systems condone violence against women through social apathy,
scaffolded by religion. Genital mutilation (Figure 2.5.3) is often seen as solely a
Muslim practice, but this not the case.

Wherever it exits, it is systemic, and it exists in many places: scholars
estimate that at present over twenty million women are genitally
mutilated. (French, 1999: 104)
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Figure 2.5.3: Under the knife, The State of the World Atlas by Joni Seager (1997: 52)
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Although male circumcision is seen as its parallel practice it does not cause long
lasting pain and suffering as a result of it. The female suffers deformity, is
unable to experience sexual pleasure, and suffers unbearable pain during
intercourse and childbirth. It is justified in the guise of maintaining cleanliness,
protecting the female from men, and by keeping them chaste.

This is to maintain control over the bodies of women. French (1999), in War
Against Women asserts that “the real ground of their upset may be their
knowledge that the clitoris is a superior organ…clitoral stimulation does not
depend on a penis; it is in a woman’s own control… they conceal resentment
and envy of the female’s body, power, and autonomy.” (French, 1999: 110-111)

The way she defines herself is a response to her prescribed environment. The
way that she reads herself in turn informs the role she plays in society. The fact
that one is indeed, biologically, a woman and that one is affected by the
environmental factors is not an issue. The question that is problematic is the
power structure that controls and dominates woman in most cultures.

2.6 Fashion and the Gaze

Each day, we are bombarded with a plethora of images from the media;
advertising is used as an inducement to buy products that promise fulfilment in
life. Responding to the area of the looked-at-ness, fashion lives within the realm
of the gaze, and the objectifying of the body. Fashion uses imagery to valorise
the ideal body and ‘peddle’ products that promise to make you younger,
smarter and more visible. The fashion industry does not discriminate and
exploits both genders through its advertising and packaging. They appeal to the
area of desire in its representation of self. However, the representation of
gender and the politics of power within images of male and female differ and
greatly disadvantage women.

This work examines the role of fashion in the representation of woman and
determines the politics of power in the area of looking within advertising and
the media so that we are alerted to the embedded patriarchal ideology within it.
The fashion industry is built on the desirability of the body beautiful and is
responsible for promoting a constructed body image dedicated to facilitate
corporate profits. While it derives its impetus from the construct of the social
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image, its role in creating the body image needs to be examined in the context
of the gaze.

2.6.1 The Beauty Myth

The perception of beauty in women in most cultures is constructed and defined
within a standard that is fluid and intangible. The physical characteristics are
enhanced and adorned to meet established criteria in order to attract the
heterosexual male gaze. Representation of the body is constructed upon
cultural concepts of beauty, perfection and pleasure with less emphasis on the
expression of biological reality. Naomi Wolf (1991) in her book The Beauty Myth
explores the way women are socially coerced into believing the ideology of
beauty, which dominates their self-image:

The Beauty myth tells a story: The quality called ‘beauty’ objectively
and universally exists. Women must want to embody it and men
must want to possess women who embody it.
(Wolf, 1991: 12)

This statement sets up the power relationship of the objectified female to the
male looker for whom Beauty serves. She refutes the myth that Beauty is
essential for women’s ‘sexual selection’, based on a biological necessity for
fertility and reproduction. She maintains that Beauty is a currency in power
relations imposed for the benefit of patriarchy by maintaining a “vertical
hierarchy according to a culturally imposed physical standard.” (Wolf, 1991: 12)

Representations of the black female, however, have not been in the same vein.
Physical attributes have no link to the freedom they enjoy due to hierarchical
issues in the colonised body. Willis and William’s (2002) book, The Black Female
Body, gives many examples of images of black women in positions where they
were colonised and dominated. In an effort to rewrite the invisibility of black
beauty, contemporary black artists have contributed to the history of written
and visual images of black beauty. They have deemed them complicated by the
diversity of experiences due to the way the images comment on race and
sexuality. Michelle Cliff (2002) points out the problems encountered by artists in
the representation of black women as objects in her article on “The Construction
of Beauty”:
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Black women have been doubly objectified-as black, as women:
under white supremacy, under patriarchy. It has been the task of
black women artists to transform the objectification: to become the
subject commenting on the meaning of the object, or to become the
subject rejecting the object and revealing real experience of being.

(Cliff, 2002: 175)

In her article “Feminism, Foucault and the Politics of the Body”, Susan Bordo
(1993) refers to this connection as the politics of the body. The re-
conceptualisation occurs from the physical, “biological form, to an historical
construction and medium of social control.” (Bordo, 1993: 181) The politics of
the body exists in understanding how the standards of beauty describe the
psychological relationship of the individual with her own body in terms of
physical freedom. Connections are made by Bordo (1993) between the physical
attributes and the potential of a woman for her physical freedom, her
psychological makeup and for her growth and development. (Ramazanoglu:
183-184). Thus, Beauty becomes vital currency in the life of a woman.

The ideals of Beauty are also changing in Asia, from prevalent traditional
concepts to newly formed ones through the impact of colonisation and
globalisation. There are subtle differences in the ‘physical standards’ between
various cultures. The issue of colour, for example, is puzzling when seen in the
context of colour prejudice. In India, China and Japan fairness of skin is a
sought after asset for a bride but the Western criterion is for a healthy and tan
complexion. With a global dominance of Western Beauty through the media
these subtleties are no longer that distinct. Women have succumbed to the
Western ideals formed by the bombardment of glossy images from the West.
Although there is no definitive ideal, there is evidence that, in non-western
cultures, concepts are changing. The one definite element that is evident is that
women’s physical appeal is still used to service and to enhance the status or
position in patriarchal structures where the former ideals are replaced and
merge with the western idea of femininity, which is served to a redefined
audience

Femininity carries baggage derived from gender stereotypes and sexual politics
and uses biological determinism to explain incongruous belief systems. These
concepts reflect a definition that is inherently restrictive and confining, thus
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falling in line with the political aspirations of patriarchy. It is precisely due to
this inconsistency that Toril Moi (1999) questions Freud’s statement that
‘anatomy is destiny’ and accuses him of succumbing to biological determinism
and sexism. (Moi, 1999: 374) While many of Freud’s (1931) theories have
furthered the cause of patriarchy through sexual bigotry, his theories of the
unconscious, however, contribute to the understanding of the area of
acquiescence, that continue the definition of women from the gaze of men.

Within feminist rhetoric, femininity has negative implications due to the
oppressive nature of universalising woman into a fixed concept and obstructs
the political struggle for equality. The shift in ideals has been shaped by
exposure to attitudes from the West and the impact of the media in
disseminating them.
(The Hindu: New Delhi News: Matrimonial Ads, Internet accessed 27/07/06)

The cultural ideal for a female is now to be “fair-skinned, tall and slim,
educated or economically well off, (includes potential for dowry), career
minded and with less emphasis on caste”. When we analyse this, it is clear that
physical characteristics change to reflect the current fashion, but the currency of
the female still rests on how economically and socially beneficial she is to the
male. The required physical characteristics reflect societal discrimination and
this also involves race, class and gender.

The pressure and demands on women to respond to the representation of
women for objectification by the male seems universal. These changes in
representation of women continue to take place, responding to male desire and
provide the evidence of the power structures that work covertly to change
social identity. Unsuspecting masses are ‘peddled’ concepts such as freedom
and individualism, and steered briskly towards consumerism based upon
conflicting social construction of woman. The beauty industry uses these
concepts to further their consumer agenda. Fashion, despite its focus on
originality and difference, relies on some element of conformity. It mirrors the
current, accepted form back to its audience as a yardstick or measure for
women to aspire to in the name of femininity.

Faludi (1992) in Backlash refers to the promotion of the ‘return to femininity’ by
the beauty industry after the 1970s wave of feminism, “as if it were a revival of
natural womanhood- a flowering of all those innate female qualities supposedly
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suppressed in the feminist 1970s.” (Faludi, 1992: 239) She accuses the beauty
industry of “aggravating women’s low self–esteem and high anxiety about a
“feminine appearance” and plundering the climate of politics to maintain their
profits by maintaining the pressure to conform to a body image. (Faludi, 1992:
239)

Wolf (1991) in her book, the Beauty Myth also dismantles myths on motherhood,
career and domesticity and challenges the ‘supposed fulfilment’, which
continues to confine women. Despite the political changes that have occurred
since the revival of feminism, she has pointed the finger at patriarchal
structures that continue to operate by preying on the insecurity of women about
their bodies. The promoting of the myth of the ideal enables patriarchal
structures to continue the scenario of discontentment for women to pursue
unrealistic desires.

2.6.2 Role of Fashion

The role of fashion as a societal construct can be analysed within Lacan’s (1954)
mirror stage. The world of fashion including magazines and advertising court
and contribute to female desire. They dangle a carrot of ideals for women to
achieve perfection. The fantasies expressed in media and advertising reflects
this quest to fulfil female desire. Within this reasoning, it is clear that the
pursuit of female desire remains futile and not likely to be realised as it is based
on patriarchal needs as identified previously.

Coward (1985) in the book Female Desires points out that “female dissatisfaction
is constantly recast as desire, as desire for something more, as the perfect
reworking of what has already gone before- dissatisfaction displaced into desire
for the ideal.” By replacing all things in life that is unsatisfying by sustained
desire, a woman is able “to get inside the offer of pleasure and the game of
desire”. (Coward, 1985: 13-4)

Asian women are discouraged from perceptions of her personal self in terms of
her own desire. Her self has no form apart from that framework of sustaining
desire, meted out in terms of social production that is culturally derived. A
mother’s role in Asia (in the 1960s) fulfils that ‘game of desire’, in mainly
performing functions expected of her by her family, for example by cooking
and nurturing. Although women’s roles are changing by entering professions,
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Dr Rustagi (2004) reports that with more and more women in employment the
prescriptive roles still remain unchanged.
(South Asian Journal, 2004 Accessed 31/06/07)

Conflicts exist, where personal needs struggle with cultural expectations (as
described in chapter 1, in my struggle with my cultural roles) and
representations of body. The cultural construction occurs through the
interpretation of the female body, although expectations differ between Eastern
and Western contexts.

There are considerable writings on representations of the body in feminist
discourse. Bordo (1993) analyses the effects of Western culture on women in
Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body where she makes two
premises, in the representations of the body:

1. That specifically gendered embodiment homogenise, flatten out
individualised perceptions of gender, sex, race and body.

2. The creation of cultural expectations that associate body shape
and size with both social position and moral rectitude,
producing self monitoring and self disciplining ‘docile bodies’
that do not deviate from social norms in order to aspire to the
ideal.

(Bordo S, 1993) Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture,
and the Body, Internet accessed 06/09/2002)

These premises throw light onto the acquiescence in women’s behaviour and
are still relevant in the way choices are made. It is an area where ideologies like
individualism and feminism have no relevance especially within the societal
frameworks.

2.6.3 Glamour and Envy

Glamour is redefined within change. Consumerism serves “the spectator
marginally dissatisfied with his (her) present way of life. Not with the way of
life of society, but with his (her) own within it.” He sees glamour as a modern
invention that cannot exist “without personal social envy” to generate it.
(Berger 1972: 148) He blames the ideology of industrialisation as the cause of
the dissatisfaction where the individual seeks happiness as a universal right
within society and his failure to achieve it motivates the struggle.
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The East is gripped by rampant consumerism through such ideology of
industrialisation, while the post-war population fed on a diet of purity, chastity
and modesty competes with a diet of Western stereotypical images of the
rampant, sexually active, modern females. In mass consciousness, the idea of
the desired and the desirable have become confused in a country needing to
retain traditional and cultural values but is eagerly swept in the global context
by adopting the glamour of the West. While the fashions that reflect the
traditional values are held up as the desirable, the schizophrenic culture
consumes western fashions with even more passion.

All the imagery of glamour is formed within a parallel Western context. It even
forms the basis of Eastern advertising system and perpetuates the cinema’s idea
of glamour. The traditional idea of beauty does not correspond with glamour in
the media driven sense. There is no image to represent glamour in an Eastern
context except through the cinema’s construct. Eager to respond to progress
and industrialisation individuals fall in the same trap of creating ‘personal
social envy’ in the pursuit of individual happiness. Thus, the shift in ideology
within society from a collective consciousness for a common good to one of
pursuit for individual happiness is fraught with problems in a culturally
entrenched society. It is structured to think collectively but there is no shortage
of social envy in the culture and “the entire world becomes a setting for the
fulfilment of publicity’s promise of the good life.” (Berger 1972: 150).

By translating Berger’s idea of social envy it is possible to question the search of
‘the good life’, prevalent in Indian society. An example of this can be seen in the
‘snob value’ attached to medicine, science, engineering and other professional
occupations. In matrimonial advertisements these are the preferred careers
from which to pick the ‘suitable’ partner. (Kerala.com) They are the jobs shown
in media advertising as the type of employment that targets the aspiring public
and leads them to the preferred dream.

The challenging of perceptions, dispelling myths and finding a balance where
both systems can comfortably sit alongside each other encounter more failure
than success. Internal dialogue requires great upheaval and adjustment to deal
with a constant struggle between quests deemed culturally appropriate and
quests for personal fulfilment. Berger (1972) names publicity as the dream on
which capitalism is made and concludes by saying that it is achieved in the
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developed countries by “a false standard of what is and what is not desirable.”
(Berger 1972: 154)

Joseph (1995) raises the issue of “Western-manufactured, paranoiac gender
issues... reducing the value of women’s lives to three sets of comparative
statistics: gender-disaggregated distribution of resources, of status, and of
power.” (Joseph 1995:82) The covert introduction of value systems that were not
able to coexist with old established ones in an increasingly global economy has
to be questioned for its power structure and its impact on the lives of women.

In the quest for ‘progress’ and living standards of the West, developing
countries have taken the same path of unattainable packaged dreams. Fashion
and the fashionable who support this dream scaffold the dismantling of age-old
systems, built on traditions, that lived relatively free of capitalism. The
promotion of an economy, chasing the eternal dream and driving toward an
unending reliance on the economy of the West can only establish a Western
cultural imperialism over the area.

Thus, the body, fashion and woman all become tools of change, subject to
oppression where women fail to form an authentic self, appropriate even within
a cultural construct. Feminist theories provide clarification and awareness to
contest and question the many positions that are uncovered in the clash of
cultures. Deriving identity from a position that is not fixed relies on chosen
gazes, to reflect a sense of self. The gaze in religious precepts and practice plays
an active role in maintaining the gaze entrenched in patriarchal ideologies that
dictate the role of women and thus contributing to forming women’s identity. It
is therefore valid to interrogate the role of religion in forming the gaze.
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CHAPTER 3:

The Gaze in Religion
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CHAPTER 3: The Gaze in Religion

3.1 Gaze and the Representation of Women in Religion

This chapter examines the major religions to expose religious perspectives that
serve the institutionalised domination of women in society through the gaze.
Through patriarchal and hierarchical systems they are maintained as codes of
social behaviour to define boundaries that restrict, limit, obstruct and
subordinate women to a level of acquiescence.

Religious precepts and practice plays a role in maintaining entrenched
patriarchal ideologies that validate the control of women through the gaze.
However religion is, in itself, a vast field of academic endeavour and to research
it in detail is outside the scope of this thesis. Nevertheless in the context of the
present research it is important to analyse, clarify and expose religious
perspectives carrying cultural sanctions as these are accepted as codes of social
behaviour, serving to institutionalise the domination of women. As the original
Hindu texts are written in Sanskrit, they are not accessible to me. Hence much
of the content is necessarily derived from secondary sources, translations and
Western scholarship. The inherent problems of relying on translations are
acknowledged. Writings about the texts derived from masculine
interpretations, with embedded agenda and the consistent invisibility of
women as valid subjects are considered in this chapter.

The role of the gaze in religious precept and practice maintains the patriarchal
ideology that is central to this research and needs to be examined in the context
of acquiescence. A deliberate dialogue between the precepts and how the
precepts in religion impacts in practice is set up in this chapter in order to
highlight its practical implications for an individual. Hence the dialogue is
colour coded to make it easier for the reader. Where reference is made to
religious precepts, the text is blue. Comments made in my voice appear in red.
Normal academic discourse is in black text.

I posit the gaze as an instrument of power and control that continues to
disadvantage women. Women are subjected to a gaze that embodies gender
rules and defines boundaries that restrict, limit, obstruct and subordinate
women to a level of acquiescence. This acquiescence restricts the representation
of women in society. The gaze also functions through the psychology of
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identification to create a female identity created for the pleasure of male desire
and power (See Chapter 2). As such, the women have no access to “an ‘image’
of totality” (Bhabha, 1986: xvii). This image is necessary to establish ideas that
can impact on the economic viability and status of women in society. They are
not able to own property and, in some countries (including Christian societies),
have no right to a political vote.

Through religion, the gaze imprisons women in the position of Other, not
simply as a biological referent but as a representation that is ambiguous within
itself and lacking objectivity in the politics of cultural consciousness. Coward
(1992) refers to the way “women still want to see themselves as altruistic and
selfless…Taking care of the needs of others…very few insist on renegotiating
home life with their men.” (Coward, 1992: 193). By colluding with existing
stereotypical notions through cultural production and religious identification,
women contribute to the various positions of the gaze as an artefact of male
desire.

The religions dealt with in this chapter, are restricted to those with which I have
had personal experience. As a polyglot, they encompass the following: born
into Hindu traditions, in a Muslim country, educated in a Catholic school with
school friends who practised Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. There are
substantial differences between the ideologies but in Malaysia it is practised as
a hybrid culture where many inherent features still remain dominant. For
analysis preferences are made in religious precepts that contribute to the
acquiescent behaviour in women.

As Malaysia is a postcolonial society, it is also relevant to examine the role of
the missionaries in framing the gaze in institutionalised religion, to continue the
domination of women within a colonial context. The acquiescence of native
women is established in a climate of domination, where inequality and
submissive behaviour in women are further reinforced through religious codes.

Homi Bhabha (1994) points to particular conditions in the rhetoric of colonial
representation of oppression and domination that reinforce this behaviour. In
The Location of Culture, Bhabha (1994) points to rigidity and ambivalence as a
currency for stereotyping and maintains that these concepts should be
examined more closely. He asserts that ambivalence functions as “one of the
most significant discursive and psychical strategies of discriminatory power-
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whether racist or sexist, peripheral or metropolitan.” Bhabha’s “repertoire of
positions of power and resistance, domination and dependence” (Bhabha, 1994:
66-67) can similarly be found embedded in the gaze in religion. The
ambivalence embedded in this discourse by the gaze creates a climate of
acquiescence that impacts on their internal dialogue and thus forms the cultural
gaze.

Institutionalised religion has made a significant contribution to the social,
psychological, and economic makeup of female identity. In essence, all religious
precepts profess equality and democracy between the sexes. In practice,
however, religion has served patriarchal agendas and provided ideological
reinforcement for the validation of power over and control of women by men
within society. With the help of the gaze, society maintains and restricts the
path of women’s progress with continued ambivalence. By serving masculine
need, women maintain the scrutiny of women and are socially indoctrinated to
perpetuate the language of ambivalence. These are particularly relevant when
investigating religious vows of marriage, where emphasis is traditionally
placed on obedience as the basis of the relationship of the wife to the husband.

The extent of the control and patriarchal power is further reinforced by a clearer
mandate (Laws of Manu 148):

In a childhood a female must be subject to her father, in youth to her
husband, when her lord is dead to her sons; a woman must never be
independent.
(Radhakrishnan and Moore, 1957: 190)

On my wedding day, I was warned by my mother that if my marriage was to
fail, it would be my fault and that my patience, obedience and devotedness
would be questioned. The responsibility for this marriage rested on my
behaviour. There was no mention of my husband’s responsibilities. My Hindu
marriage vows were not dissimilar to the Western one that the Australian High
Commission used in Kuala Lumpur, of ‘obey and cherish’.

Religious rituals like the Sapta Padhi reinforce patriarchal agendas that
designate the submissive roles in women. The scripts of Manu refer to the seven
steps around the sacred fire that represents the symbol of the fire that is
aroused in man and woman to be sustained through unselfish love. The bride is
lead by the groom around the fire with head bowed in submission. The
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marriage is sealed finally with the promise of sharing the same thoughts, the
same desires and to love, honour and respect for all time.

Throughout the procedures on the day of my wedding, there was not a hint of
equality. The appropriate behaviour was unquestioning obedience to the whim
of others. For example the day is filled with rituals that reinforce obedience to
parents, to the older family members by bowing and touching their feet. The
bride is also requested to touch the feet of the bridegroom. The bride is dressed
according to the cultural rules where the bride is judged by her compliance and
patience.

The gaze continues the subjectification of women through power and control in
social behaviour. Their actions are based loosely on the Laws of Manu (2) where
it is stated:

Day and night, women must be kept in dependence by the males [of
their families], and, if they attach themselves to sensual enjoyments,
they must be kept under one’s control.
(Radhakrishnan and Moore, 1957: 190)

Thus, despite the complexity of Indian philosophy, the textual sources in
religion clearly establish the subjection of women to the control of the male.
Indian society, by embedding restrictions in the social codes of behaviour, uses
religion to subject the unconscious minds of women to produce patriarchal
outcomes. An example of this may be seen in the way issues of pollution for
entry into the temple impact on the individual:

On days when I menstruated, my mother’s questioning gaze at the temple gate
would restrict my entry into the temple. Standing at the gate I was always
aware of the congregation inside who had knowledge of my bodily functions.
There is an accompanying feeling of shame, exclusion and exposure.

Missionary aspirants also play a role in articulating the role of women by using
the notion of ‘otherness’ to position women in colonial representation. As a site
of rupture, an overlay of social codes occurs where racist as well as sexist
practices are exercised to expunge local, cultural and social practice. This occurs
by overlaying moralistic hierarchical judgement on colonised subjects to
establish control.



69

My encounter with Christianity was as a boarder in the Convent, where all
senior students were expected to wake up for early morning mass. Every
morning, in the dormitories, the controlling gaze of the Sister in charge would
look at me with disapproval, if I rolled over to ignore the prodding of my toes
to wake me up. With unquestioned obedience, it became easier to comply than
to resist the indoctrination of a foreign religious practice while at school.

The extent of the control through political doctrine reflects codes of behaviour
where obedience and service of men continue to be encoded as divine
ordinance. Furthermore, in applying individual and citizenship rights only to
the male population, they continue to apply the gaze, to view women as
property and subordinate to men. The churches in Asia consistent with Western
traditions have men in positions of power and women in service supposedly,
akin to the brides of Christ.

The gaze in religion provides an unquestioned sanctioning of the framework
that restricts and limits the progress of women. This is carried out through the
reinforcement of patriarchy as “…not just a matter of coercive force but a
network of relationships, of inclusions and exclusions, of domination and
subordination.” (Pollock, 1988: 33) The gaze in religion, thus, becomes
instrumental in creating the internal dialogue of women. It is important to
clarify the inherently embedded politics of power so that issues of power can be
differentiated from spiritual content in religion. If the practice of religion itself
has embedded inequality and difference, socialization production can only
reinforce patriarchy as the order of things natural. In the sections that follow
this is examined within specific religions

3.1.1 Hinduism

Narasimhan (1990) in Sati: The study of widow Burning, states that,

…there is no single, supreme, religious textual authority in
Hinduism the way there is in other religions.
(Narasimhan, 1990: 12)

She also adds that the Hindu scriptures were codified and evolved over a
period of some four thousand years (2 BC to 2 AD). Changes and additions
have resulted in contradictory edicts and this has resulted in scriptural
sanctions based on diametrically opposed opinions. (Narasimhan, 1990: 12)
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The Bhagavad Gita,7 which is a part of the Mahabharata, ranks as one of the three
most authoritative texts in Indian philosophical literature. (Radhakrishnan and
Moore, 1973: xix) It combine both the “pre-Aryan thought of Aboriginal India”
and “the Vedic ideas of Aryan invaders” to serve as the doctrine, where the
process of life is interpreted as the blending of two opposing spheres; “that of
life-monad (jiva, purusa) and of matter (a-jiva, prakrti)” with hierarchical
superiority given to the pure and crystal-like, immaterial essence of the
individual rather than the darkening polluting material world. (Zimmer, 1957:
378-9)

The concept of dualism (Ajivika) referred to in the Tantric and the Vedic texts
remains the basis of thought, as polar principles that are explained further by
Radhakrishnan and Moore, (1973):

All experience is based on the duality of the knowing subject, purana,
and the known object, prakrti. Prakrti (usually translated “Nature” is
the basis for all objective existence, physical and psychical.
(Radhakrishnan and Moore, 1973: 424)

All doctrine aims for essence and purity with restraint as a means of
enlightenment and virtue. There is a contrasting idea of preserving the sanctity
of life, that ‘One Thing is always present as two’. Graphically, this can be
explained as similar to the dual systems in the Chinese Ying and Yang that
makes the whole.

The idea of opposites is seen as reflecting ‘the nature not of things
but of intellect… Contradictions found by Western critics are valued
by the Indian mind as part of the understanding of reality.’
(Zimmer, 1957: 381)

I propose that these underlying paradoxes embedded in the psyche of the
Indian woman underly their complicit behaviour where initiation by a woman
is seen as desired. While women are able to achieve, within spiritual hierarchy
as guru in Tantric traditions, free from ‘social and biological differentiation’, the
Vedic texts disadvantage women; …”women are consigned to a secondary
sphere of spiritual competency and aspiration.” Mirabai (1498-1547), a Rajput

                                                
7 Srimad-bhagavad-gita-upanishadas
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Rani8, is an example of the elevation of women. She wrote devotional poems
concerning Lord Krishna and became a religious leader.
(Mirabai, Internet accessed 23/10/02)
Paradoxes are unquestioned and form part of a higher understanding of the
dualism in Life. The concept of the God, Ganesha, as an embodiment of
paradox reveals how entrenched the idea is.

The sakti tradition also reflected this. The term, sakti meaning, “energy, force,
power, potency,”(Zimmer, 1957: 77) also means ‘the supreme Goddess’ and the
projected energy of the male in a dualist sense or “polar manifestations (passive
and active) of a single transcendent principle.” (Zimmer, 1957: 62)

When examining this in the context of Cixous’ (1986) analysis of binary
oppositions, embedded hierarchical implications are not apparent. The sakti
tradition in modern Hinduism contrasts with the patriarchal emphasis of the
Vedic traditions. Tantric traditions venerate and cherish the role of woman as
the giver of the “vital breath or prana” (Zimmer, 1957: 228) to man who is till
then a corpse…

The status of the Goddess is identical in Power to the male Divine
Power.
(Zimmer, 1957: 573)

Most edicts like this point to gender equality but at some point the attitudes
towards women change to become regressive and result in violence against
women as sati. All social structures operate under strict caste rules and the
position of woman is no different.

Every feminine being is a manifestation on earth of the universal
Mother…The married woman is to be all decency…The mother and
housewife is to breed sons without cease and to worship her
husband as the human embodiment of all the gods… her service to
him is her religion, just as his religion is the service to his ‘Fathers’
and the deities of his vocation.
(Zimmer, 1957: 153-4)

                                                
8 noblewoman
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This statement carries implicit patriarchal overtones where sons are valued over
daughters. The need and the motivation in society to produce sons continue to
inform the value of the woman. There is no mention of daughters or reciprocity
of service to women; the expectant gaze of the family places pressure on the
woman to produce male progeny. A hierarchy of value is reinforced through
gender bias, exemplified most violently by the incidence of female foeticide.
Women are placed under enormous pressure from society’s gaze. If the service
by women were not to the satisfaction of the man and his family, the women
risk divorce, economic stress and shame. Acquiescent women themselves
enforce this hierarchy of value through their gaze thus maintaining the
oppression against women.

In the Vedic texts the word sati refers to “a virtuous or a pious woman”
(Narasimhan, 1990: 11) and makes no reference to the need for self- immolation
as proof of wifely devotion. The text Manusmirti by Manu only emerged around
the beginning of the Christian era, (between 200BC and 200 AD) with references
to the practice of sati in terms of immolation. It is obvious that religion is used
to reinforce the ideals that benefit males to procure compliance in women. The
giving up of the body voluntarily involves not only an ultimate sacrifice but
must involve an acquiescence that is the result of psychological manipulation.
Family and society exercise massive coercion on the women who cannot escape
so-called religious dogma reinforced by the value placed on the soul of a male
corpse. The religious merit it brings to the family is valued more than the life of
the wife or the needs of the children. The tide of the cultural gaze by society’s
confirmation of the male agenda is so strong, that a final submission to fiery
immolation is perceived as more preferable to a “meaningless” life as a widow
in society.

The Laws of Manu (55 and 56), specifically refers to the positive treatment of
women; it says:

Women must be honoured and adorned by their fathers, brothers,
husbands, and brother-in-law, who desire (their own) welfare.

Where women are honoured, there the gods are pleased; but where
they are not honoured, no sacred rite yields rewards.
(Radhakrishnan and Moore, 1973: 189)
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However this is generally ignored. Narasimhan (1990) noted a steady shift in
attitude towards the disempowerment of women in the Hindu texts in the
establishing of sati:

…to begin with, they were allowed remarriage: later, celibacy was
enjoined: later still celibacy and immolation were mentioned as
alternatives; immolation became the more meritorious alternative;
and finally, as we come to the last of the additions to the corpus of
the scriptural texts, we find an outright glorification of widow
burning.
(Narasimhan, 1990: 18)

The existence of the Goddess mythology and with it an observance of due
respect of woman’s roles are evident in worship of deities as consorts or within
the dualist concept of the whole. Examples of Devi manifestations are Durga,
Parvati, Tara and Kali. Motherhood is revered in Hindu society as a sanctified
role much like the position of Mary as the Mother of Christ. But this gradually
changed…

Stone’s (1976) concludes that:

Archaeological, mythological and historical evidence all reveal that
the female religion…was the victim of centuries of continual
persecution and suppression by the advocates of the newer religions,
which held male deities as supreme.
(Stone, 1976: xiii)

Changes occurred through conquest and suppression by Indo–Aryan
patriarchal invaders who brought with them the structure of society through
caste and also introduced racism to the indigenous Dravidians as a strategy for
political control. (Stone, 1976: 70-3). Although Devi worship was incorporated
into society, the power and status of women was deliberately eroded,
nevertheless there still remains some evidence of Devi worship in many isolated
areas of India.

Further denigration of woman (as temptress) emerged out of the rise of
Buddhism (5BC) through “the Jataka Tales, which portray the demoralising
influence of women.” (Narasimhan, 1990: 17) It is interesting to note that, in
portraying men as the seduced party, women are again apportioned blame for
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men’s actions. In writing about Goddess religions, scholars reflected male
oriented writers bias by placing moralistic judgement and an ‘ethnocentric
ethic’. They displayed “a lack of comprehension of the very theological and
social structure” of the role of women. (Stone, 1976: xx)

In looking at modern Hinduism, it is evident that the institutionalising of
religion has created a climate that is decidedly patriarchal and privileges men to
the detriment of women. Many women’s movements in India and publishing
houses (Kali for Women Publishers and Zubaan Books) have been efficacious in
creating rhetoric and dialogue to examine and question the validity of the
oppression against women to change the tide and effectively bring about equity
in their lives. Rules of caste that create inequality still remain firmly entrenched
in the social sphere as opposed to the spiritual sphere. (Zimmer, 1957: 381).
Contradictions remain where logic is accepted as “an imperfect, inadequate
instrument for final insight” (Zimmer, 1957: 380) thus, conveniently, subjecting
women to the contradictions and paradoxes formed through male gaze.

The acceptance of privileged male meanings within culture and religion as
framework for the gaze in society surely need to be challenged to bring about a
more equitable solution. The psychological identification with narratives
produced to favour the male and disadvantage the female is indeed a vital
point in gender relations and for the autonomy of the female.

3.1.2 Christianity

Christ’s message in and immediately after his own time was broadly
egalitarian, stressing that all were spiritually equal before God.
(Mann, 1995: 184)

Yet, religion has played a great part in the suppression of women’s rights by
gaining society’s sanction for man’s authority over women. Based on the myth
in the Creation theory of Adam and Eve, women are relegated to the position of
‘spare rib’ with only, “man made in God’s image”. (Stone, 1976: 6)

Eve is deemed instrumental in the fall of Adam from grace and loss of a blissful
life in the Garden of Eden. Blame of the original sin is not attached to Adam
who is not questioned for his lack of personal integrity but instead falls on Eve
and, by default, the entire womanhood who are to suffer eternal punishment
for the loss of Paradise.
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Stone (1976) in her book When God was a Woman refers to the book of Genesis
for the blame attached to “being a woman…a daughter of Eve” and the
evidence for the emergence of patriarchy.

I will greatly multiply your pain in childbearing: in pain you shall
bring forth children, yet your desire shall be for your husband and
he shall rule over you. Gen.3: 16 (Stone, 1976: 5)

Religious texts bestow divine right on men and give justification for the
repression of women. In order to embrace a religion, women are compelled to
adopt all the disempowerment that patriarchy attaches to religion and the
structure of the gaze within it. When examining the texts there is a deliberate
difference between the texts and the interpretation. This is not only seen in
Christianity, but is evident from Hindu texts (as in the case of Sati), where the
texts have been decidedly procured to further the patriarchal outcomes through
stereotyping.

In Judaeo-Christian frameworks, rhetoric rather than fact (French, 1992: 121) is
continually used as justification for the use of power and control to service the
needs of patriarchal dominance. Women have not been able to deflect the
entrenched use of male-dominant religious philosophies that continue through
cultural endorsement and language use that endorse sexism.

Historically in Asia and in the past in the West, women have not been allowed
open access to education, which was inherently male dominated (unlike the
conditions now in education9) and derived their image of themselves within the
cultural and behavioural boundaries of their community. The community
articulates societal endorsement of male dominance. They encourage
submissive behaviour in women by using obedience as a strategy to maintain it.
Stone, (1976) refers to the Corinthians as an example of patriarchy at work:

For the man is not of the woman, but the woman of the man. Let the
woman keep silence in the churches, for it is not permitted unto them
to speak; but they are commanded to be under obedience, so saith
the law. And if they learn anything, let them ask their husbands at

                                                
9 The pendulum has swung to the other extreme where positive educational strategies for

females have begun to disenfranchise the male in education.
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home; for it is a shame for women to speak in the church. (Stone,
1976: 6-7)

Religion uses language and beliefs to endorse patriarchy. Walby (1990) states
that patriarchal beliefs and practices are at the core of all world religions
including world medical science to create a domination of women by men, and
points to language as a medium that drives the misconceptions in patriarchal
beliefs and practices. (Walby, 1990: 101).

Notions of modesty, chastity and virtue in Biblical texts maintain religious
control of women in society by using words like femininity and womanhood in
stereotypical contexts to maintain the gaze. These notions are, however,
gradually losing their traditional hold in society due to the questioning of the
discrimination it carries and in response to feminist pressure.

Religion involves rhetoric that exercise power relations in colonised territory,
Bhabha (1994) questions the role of power in the semiotic of ‘Orientalist’ (Said,
1978). He examines the missionary zealousness with which Christianity has
been introduced to the colonised subject of the Orient who is conveniently
packaged into a single “unified racial, geographical, political and cultural zone
of the world.” (Bhabha, 1994: 71) The same static stereotyping endeavours
through imperialist superiority, ‘to civilize’ a people who are of a far more
established cultural tradition, an issue that is consistently overlooked.

In the Torres Strait Islands the ‘Coming of the Light’ saw the introduction of the
gospel to the original heathen population whose animist traditions in worship
were frowned upon by the London Missionary Society. ‘The Coming of the
Light’ on 1st July celebrates the introduction of Christianity by the Reverend
Samuel MacFarlane to Darnley Island in 1871. The impact of missionary rigidity
on the dress codes in the Islands can still be evidenced by the adoption of the
National Dress (Mary or Mother Hubbard dress) of the Torres Strait. It is
consistent with the decree of modesty in dress according to the New Testament,
the original grass skirts and nakedness were replaced by a modest sack that
displays no form. This style of dress has been adopted in all colonised territory
in some form. With the introduction of Christianity, shame is attached to
nakedness through the gaze. The dress signifying the virtues of Christian
womanhood is overlaid on existing codes. Interestingly, the missionaries wore
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attire distinctly different in style to this, thus imparting hierarchical distinction
from the Islanders.

Many other contradictions like this exist, conferring credibility to the
ambivalence in the site of rupture, (refer to Bhabha, 1994: 66-7) where religious
codes from local customs are assimilated to further desired missionary agendas
or outcomes as a political move.

Kennedy (1986), in Adha Gar Tidi: Cultural sensitivity Topics for Workers in
Western Torres Strait, reveals the role the missionaries played in adopting and
maintaining the tradition of “Ipi Pawdh” in their endeavour to introduce the
gospel to Boigu. The Boigu warriors were more aggressive to outsiders
approaching their territory and in order to gain safe passage, a wife of a Duan
man was handed over as a mark of appeasement to another tribe. Kennedy
(1986) adds that he has a problem with the missionaries adopting an alternate
religious rite that had deep cultural significance in Torres Strait culture but
frowns on the convenient practice of “worshipping another God”. (Kennedy,
1986: 38-40), thus adopting the ethos of another culture. He also comments on
the lack of clarity in the application of the Christian ethos and describes it as
“cultural chauvinism”. The position of the woman here is again clear, a
patriarchal sacrificial lamb that “cooled the heat and anger of men’s passion”.
(Kennedy, 1986: 39) The appropriation of local customs suited their patriarchal
and imperial need and the status of women suffered yet again by establishing
domination over women and reinforcing the cultural gaze. Islander men still
reflect inherent chauvinism towards their women in contemporary life where
the status of women is still in question.

An example of this occurred among students in my art class. The Islander boys
would harass the Islander girls to do the washing up for them. The Islander
girls, still in servitude, comply by washing the screen-printing frames the boys
avoid cleaning up. It is not just laziness but evidence of a reluctance to adopt a
domestic role, which the boys perceive as women’s work, not unlike many
other societies.

The cultural and religious systems contribute significantly to the gaze by
supporting role differentiation in labour as yet another convenient remnant of
patriarchy,
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3.1.3 Taoism, Confucianism and Buddhism

In Malaysia, my contact with Chinese schoolmates and exposure to festivals has
created a familiarity with the Chinese ideology. There is not a distinct
delineation between the Taoist, Confucian and Buddhist ideology but a hybrid
form has emerged that serve the migrant population from China. They “exist
side by side and the Chinese tend to worship them simultaneously. …In
Malaysia temples may be dedicated to Buddha or to Nine Emperor gods, to
Kuan Yin the goddess of Mercy or to any number of saints and deities.” (Walls
and Martin, 1986: 41)

Many of the Chinese population have long forgotten the relevance or
significance of customs and rituals and merely follow them to conform to
cultural expectations. In a country that emphasises celebrations with National
holidays there is always a festival and preparations for feasting underway. A
heavy preoccupation with the ‘other world’ or ‘the after-life’ results in funerals
that incur astronomical costs. The scale and costs of the funeral often reveal the
wealth of the bereaved family who attempt to provide well for the next journey
of the soul. This involves long mourning and the offer of paper replicas of
possessions and currency, burnt as a symbol for their comfort in the after-life.
The maintaining of ancestor worship is the responsibility of the male offspring
thus ensuring a position of cultural and religious privilege for the male.

It is the moral codes endorsed by Confucianism that strongly influence the
social domain of today’s Chinese; a strong emphasis on familial duties endorse
servitude as synonymous with women’s role in life. In keeping with the low
status of women, education was not available to women till recent times and
this set a precedent that modern Chinese women have to overcome in order to
succeed.

The meaning of success itself is difficult to assess in migration and movement.
It often means material wealth and this might be gained at the expense of
personal freedom and sacrifice. Women, who once remained at home as
evidence of personal wealth, now pursue careers to satisfy rampant
consumerism. The birth rate of the educated sector of society has fallen victim
to a community too busy to procreate.

The Singapore Government has taken counter measures to enable this social
process to be ‘managed’ by a computer matched, hierarchical dating system
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called the Social Development Unit (SDU) which is only open to graduates. This
is to overcome difficulties that face educated women in a society where “there
is a mismatch between rising expectations of women and the chauvinism of the
men.” (Williams, 1998: 237)

This is another ‘site of rupture’ where the overlay of an adopted system creates
a glitch in the social fabric of the society. “Confucian discrimination of women
has been swept away in a single generation” (Williams, 1998: 240) by a national
push based on high achievement and competition. Modern Chinese women
value progress and national ambition to the detriment of personal fulfilment;
personal fulfilment is difficult in a society where imbalance between the sexes is
sanctioned and reinforced through the gaze of family and institutional
frameworks. The SDU actively encourages women to keep up appearances; “we
ask our women to play softer, to play a little dumb if possible”. (Williams, 1998:
241)

In a climate of acquiescence, due to the shame attached to remaining single, the
unmarried women comply with cultural expectation. The gaze from society
restricts women and freedom seems relative in countries that are undergoing
social change. In pursuit of a partner, traditionally, the woman’s feet were
bound (‘golden lotuses’10) for the pleasure of the Chinese man. Now, the
woman has to bind her mouth to pander to the male who continues to place the
woman under the same gaze (satisfying male desire by objectifying women,
with society’s sanction) with the same ‘ambivalence’, (Bhabha, 1994) to further
maintain the stereotypical framework of reference.

3.1.4 Islam

In the current climate (2002-2006), there is much opinion about the Islamic faith
that stems from political agenda and deliberate misconceptions. Much of the
media reference about Islam is directed to maintain the outrage following
September 11 that serves the military and economic interests of the World
powers. When examining Islam through Western context, subtleties in gender
relationships are often not considered or understood. In fact, “so negative is the
perception of the role of women within Islam in the West” (Williams, 1998: 269),
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that it is easy to overlook the inequality in the role of women that is covertly
rampant in the West.

Brooks (1995) cites Ali Allawi from Dialogue about the disparateness, which he
registers as “prejudices and social baggage of Islamic lands”, caused by
misconceptions (Brooks, 1995: 226). The extended family system, far from being
restrictive, provides a greater pool of social interaction than a nuclear one.
Arranged marriages have a far greater reliance on the family as support system
than on physical and sexual attraction. Women rely on their family groups for
stability and advice. Also the practice of Islam differs according to the cultural
codes of the country and is not prescriptive over all Islamic nations. As with
differing contexts in Christianity, so it is with cultural readings and the
interpretation of the Sharia.11 Islamic traditions have as much relevance in the
context of their customs and traditions as with their counterparts in the West.

Fundamentalist Muslims, however, resort to literal interpretation of the Koran
and move towards religious extremism and dogma to exert control over society
and in particular its women. Islamic society imposes clear sanctions on
inappropriate behaviour of their women. The society’s gaze rests heavily on
women and creates severe constraints on their behaviour, dress, travel and
movement. To safeguard the reputation of the family, women fearing severe
repercussions, maintain vigilance fiercely, through the gaze, to actively avoid
any criticism of the family. The active adherence to the zeenah referred to in
Chapter 1, appears in the Qur’anic text, thus:

Say to the believing men that they should lower their gaze and guard
their modesty: that will make for greater purity for them: and God is
well acquainted with all that they do.

And say to the believing women that they should lower their gaze
and guard their modesty: that they should not display their ‘zeenah’
(charms, or beauty and ornaments) except what (must ordinarily)
appear thereof that they should draw their ‘khimar’ (veils) over their

                                                                                                                                              
1010 Practised from the Tang Dynasty (618-907 AD). “The tiny feet became a love fetish. Men

were said to be sexually aroused and women with bound feet were said to have tighter
vaginas."(Williams, 1998: 69

11 Islamic law. Literally, the road to the water hole.
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bosoms and not display their zeenah except to their husbands, their
fathers…
(An Islamic perspective on Women’s Dress, Muslim’s Women’s League,
Internet accessed on 28/12/2001)

This reveals a double standard that leans heavily towards a privileged
patriarchy. It is important also to acknowledge that the degree of control that is
exercised varies from one Muslim society to another. It increases where religion
and culture become undistinguishable. The story behind this code serves more
to challenge the hijab. It is more a convenient agenda than a strategy against
harassment and for the protection of the women.

While I point out this agenda it is also important to be mindful of the rhetoric
behind veiling that is raised in the west on the question of Muslim women’s
autonomy. As a political discourse it has become used as “potent symbol” of
oppression of Muslim women (as visible proof of women’s oppression) and
since September 11, 2001 for the justification of the war against Iraq by the west.
On Islamic veiling, Hirshmann points out that, ”by focussing on the form of
dress itself, westerners may misdirect their focus and as a result misinterpret
the problems of autonomy faced by Islamic women” (Alcoff & Kittay (eds.)
2007: 157).

It must be pointed out, that the Prophet Muhammad did not insist on the hijab
or veil from his wife of twenty-five years, Kadijah, who happened to be strong
and economically influential and supporting him.

The role of the Muslim women as keeper of family honour has a dual purpose as
a mechanism of control. It serves as a device of control that is actively
perpetuated by the community to align with cultural expectations. It also
actively directs the responsibility away from the male.

While fundamentalism in the Middle East and enclaves in other Muslim
countries endeavours to impose extremist views on matters of faith, identity
and community, there is also a large population wrestling with the need for
economic advances and stability that necessitate moderate interpretation of the
Holy Koran. Again the interpretation of the Koran, like in all other religions, is
the source of division and misunderstanding in the application of laws in
Islamic courts. Political and gender bias remains widespread and where no
specific laws are in place, abuse certainly takes place against women. Patriarchy
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thrives here, so, consistent with examining areas of acquiescence, instances of
institutionalised religious bias against women within Islam are examined.

Williams (1998), in Wives, Mistresses and Matriarchs, interviews a female judge in
the Islamic Court in Indonesia (the only Islamic country to appoint a woman to
sit in judgement) for clarification on judicial roles based on Islamic traditions:

Polygamy, Ibu Mahdiah explains, is permissible within Islam. A man
may take four wives under certain conditions. He must have the
consent of the existing wives… Before 1974, when Islamic Court was
established, general laws, in Indonesia were very vague on this issue.
Now the law has become clear so women are safe from abuse, … It is
a matter of responsibility, the responsibility of a man to a woman
and a woman to a man… If there is no polygamy then there will only
be extramarital affairs and the woman has no protection or status. It
is better to have a formal second marriage with responsibility than to
allow a man to have affairs.
(Williams, 1998: 270)

In this statement, the clarity of the law seems to favour men and the hardship
imposed on women is not even considered. The double standard in societal
sanctions for the sexual behaviour of the man is apparent; it gives the husband
the right to have multiple relationships through sanctioned polygamy as an
acceptable (legal face-saving) form of adultery. By doing this, women are
coerced into allowing an unacceptable practice to continue for the sake of
economic support for the children and themselves. Even so adultery is rife;
“Indonesia has not adopted a law within the Islamic Courts to punish
adulterers.” (Williams, 1998: 270). Adultery requires four male eyewitnesses to
appear, based on the accusation of Aisha (the prophet’s favourite wife who was
vindicated by a convenient revelation)

Call in two male witnesses from among you, but if two men cannot
be found, then one man, and two women whom you judge fit to act
as witnesses, so that if either of them commits an error, the other will
remind her. (Quranic verses 24: 4)
(Women in Society: Legal Rights. (Internet accessed 23/01/2003)

This literal prerequisite causes difficulties for women who seek divorce for
adultery. It is indeed unlikely a man will testify against another in Court and
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also, clearly, the word of the woman has less credibility in the misogynist court
system. The power of the gaze discriminates against women, “based on the
assumption that the memory of a woman is weaker than a man.” (Williams,
1998: 274)

Yasmin Salem (2002) reports on Egypt in the Middle East Times:

…what is permissible for men is often times inconceivable for
women. It’s a stigma. A total taboo, says Dr. Madiha Al Safty,
professor of sociology at the American University in Cairo. For
women it is unthinkable…For men it’s less of a social stigma. This
means the public deals with adulterous women more severely;
they are often shunned from society. Men, on the other hand, will
be looked down upon but not ostracised.
Sharia Laws tougher on women (Salem, Internet accessed
28/11/2002)

The punishment by stoning the guilty is meant to apply to both the male and
female but the punishment is often carried out only on women to guard family
honour that rests mainly on the behaviour of their women.

For instance, if a man walks into his friend’s house, finds his wife
sleeping with his friend and kills his wife on the spot, there is
generally no punishment for him, because … there is no way a
woman can have two husbands.
(Salem 2002)

The article, Women living under Muslim laws (Author unknown, internet
accessed 28/11/2002) refers to, “a Christian woman, Abok Alfa Akok who was
sentenced to execution by stoning in Sudan by a Sharia court for committing
adultery on 8th December 2001.” She is still in custody with no access to a
defence lawyer. The legal system conforms heavily to Islamic tradition and is
defying International human rights and fundamental freedom. The Sharia laws,
however, take a more lenient stance for male, non-married, offenders where
they may be punished, in addition to whipping, with expatriation for one year.

Many more cases of stoning are being reported from Nigeria, Amman, Jordan
and Pakistan. With ‘shame’ as the driving impetus, the woman cannot find
sanctuary even within her own family, whose gaze is often turned against her
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to prove their allegiance to Islamic laws. This is to avoid society’s sanctions.
More recently, cases have emerged where action has been taken against couples
having sex or having children outside wedlock. Many reported cases have come
to media prominence lately through the National Organization for Women and
the Human Rights Commission. Honour killings have been reported in thirteen
countries across four continents with 5000 women falling victim to an
institutionalised bias founded in tradition rather than religion. The killing of the
women, who have been victimised and dishonoured through rape, illicit sex or
infidelity, have not only been condoned but also applauded in society as the
only course of action to restore the honour and reputation of the family. Male
honour and manhood are therefore defined through their power over women’s
sexual organs.
(ABC, Compass: The Lost Honour of Sirhan, accessed 1/12/2002)

First established by ancient laws (Hindu Laws of Manu in 500 BC, and Art of
War by Sun Tzu in 700 BC), rape is seen as an “injury to the male estate and to
the community, but not to the woman” and in war, rape of the women is seen
as the “final humiliation of their adversaries”. (Frederick, 2001: 12). As
property, banner and booty “women may have been treated brutally over the
centuries, the brutality stemmed from assumptions about the place of women
and the role of the victorious warrior.” (Frederick, 2001: 13). The crimes of
violence against women still continue in Haiti, Bosnia, Rwanda, Afghanistan,
India and Burma, all areas of conflict where abuse, rape and killing are used by
soldiers and police as weapons of terror in political upheaval.

3.1.5 Role of Religion

Women are commodified as property through the gaze by the constraints of
tradition, in deference to man’s desire. Years of established tradition based on
patriarchal values have been promoted and reinforced by religion. The conflict
that arises from a woman seeking to reclaim her gaze is fraught with difficulty
in overturning the internal dialogue not only in women but also in the eyes of
society. Through censorship and denial of economic freedom, gender
discrimination exists not only within religious precepts but is also established in
practice in most other areas of life.

The gaze in all the religions examined above imprisons women in order to
favour and privilege men. Inequality between sexes depends on cultural
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reinforcement effected through religious sanctions and societal expectations.
Thus, men become the gatekeepers to shape the social and individual behaviour
of women.

Aspects of all the religions above, display a climate of inequality and
diminishment that continue to impact on the lives of women. The gaze is used
as an instrument of control by taming and commodifying the female with
community sanction using religious propaganda, to “train women to be docile,
tractable, penned in.” (French, 1992: 103) The women are systematically
deprived of their liberties by controlling reproduction. For the benefit and
control of the male, the women maintain and initiate the mutilation of their
bodies to preserve purity and chastity. In society, women unconsciously collude
and acquiesce through the gaze to accept immeasurable harm against women as
a natural occurrence. The gaze, within the realm of seeing and being seen, is
accepted by women for the sake of perceived social stability. This allows gender
motivated injustices and manipulation in religion to occur and further deny
women’s rights.
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CHAPTER 4

Defying the Gaze
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CHAPTER 4: Defying the Gaze

4.1 The Role of Feminism

While the literature on feminism is vast, there is no doubt that its central core
has posed and continues to pose questions of critical relevance to the struggle
by women against oppression arising from patriarchal paradigms; these issues
are the focus of this chapter.

Feminist readings offer women a range of strategies to enable them to take
active responsibility for changing the existing dominant hegemony that controls
their lives. This chapter explores the bias and assumptions that contribute to
misrepresentations that create dissent in women. This is acknowledged as
deliberate strategy to divide and regain patriarchal control thus returning
women to their ‘natural’ position. The intent of this chapter is not to present the
history of feminism but to demonstrate that the discourse in feminist theory
poses questions inherent in the struggle against oppression of women by
patriarchal paradigms.

The gaze is embedded in the ideals of the women of one generation based on
male desire and this is the burden handed on to the next generation of women.
Women who become aware of the patriarchal agenda in their lives resist its
dominance and attempt to make informed choices as a basis for their actions.
Feminist discourse exposes the role of the gaze as an instrument of control.
Through feminist interventions, women are able to find solutions that defy,
deflect or change the internal dialogue to create a difference in their lives. The
next generation of women no longer have to function as an artefact of man and
thus are able to create an ideologically stable site for themselves. Both men and
women may use the label feminist to allude to extremist and radical viewpoints.
They are inscribed by the freedom to represent themselves and reclaim their
own gaze. They base it upon the reflection of one or more theoretical or moral
power positions. Adams (1992) points out that the questioning of power over
women began with the book, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman by Mary
Wollstonecraft (1792) with her attack on biological explanations for
womanhood:

…Society is wasting its assets if it retains women in the role of
convenient slaves and alluring mistresses, denies them economic
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independence and encourages them to be docile and attentive to
their looks to the exclusion of all else.
(Adams, 1992: 394)

Early feminism, fuelled by the suffragette movement, emanates from a more
organised political attack headed by Emily Pankhurst with the formation of the
Women’s Social and Political Union. From then on many works have followed,
questioning both the Freudian myth (women as social construction) of the
passivity of woman and justification for male domination. Beauvoir, (1972)
through her book The Second Sex, furthered the women’s cause by examining
the role of women and challenging the stereotypical notions of passivity in
woman. Germaine Greer (1970) with the release of her book The Female Eunuch
gained tremendous momentum in the 1970s with high media engagement and
significant support from the female public that desired liberation. Despite
gathering data and information, feminism in its fight for human rights and
equality, has not been successful in all areas due to social diversity and
resistance.

Challenging male authority and female conformity, feminism as an
interventionist movement has suffered setbacks in the hands of religious
fundamentalism that feeds on biological difference for the separation of the
spheres. The entrenched reinforcement of stereotypical gender differentiation
remains steadfast in many spheres of life. Cherry (2000), places the blame on
sexual differentiation for the failure of governments to legislate positively for
representation of women. She points to the rigidity in institutionalised ideology
and patriarchal agenda by using social and cultural historians as support. She
says:

Sexual differentiation…was built on and shaped by differentiation of
ideological and material space: to femininity was assigned the
private domain of domesticity and the family, increasingly secluded
in the suburban home; to masculinity was assigned the public world
of work, politics and the city streets.
(Cherry, 2000: 31)

Women, inadvertently, continue to be used as tools of control to secure male
agenda. They remain unaware of the patriarchal endorsement of edicts and
systems in culture that facilitate the use of power against them. They are also
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unaware of how the gaze is used as a strategy to limit women and use them to
procure male desire. Women continue to be inscribed within patriarchal
construction, to be dominated, and remain dependent on male patronage.
Women are also used as instruments of control over women. Inequalities of
wealth, health, access to opportunities and covert systems in place that are
unyielding to women also obstruct the feminist message.

Coward (1992) attributes the success of the feminist movement of the late 1960’s
and early 1970’s, on the contradictory messages they had received from their
mothers; on their mother’s discontent, lack of financial independence and the
inappropriate choices the mothers had made for their own lives. Through the
gaze, the women have internalised their mother’s attitudes and expectations
under male domination by the choices they make for themselves.

Women in defying or deflecting the gaze of mothers and other women in their
lives, whose acquiescence and veiled criticism is detrimental, fail to form their
own identity. Along with the positive messages that emerge from their mothers
to contribute to the choices of the next generation of women, the guilt, shame
and sacrifices from women of the previous generation contribute to the
decisions of the next generation. To defy the gaze, the daughter is compelled to
find solutions and work through the conflict in social values that occur between
her mother and herself. If successful she still has to endure the internal conflict
in challenging existing conventions and bear the climate of veiled criticism
detrimental to forming her identity. This is relevant in terms of the hierarchical
value system that is inherent in the gaze and the conflicts that could arise.
Conflict due to differences in attitude between generations of women and “the
changing ideals of women and work,” also contribute to the “mixed messages
and ambiguities”. (Coward, 1992: 93)

Feminism was born as a response to the identified inequalities and the assertion
of the rights of women to equal opportunities. In Beyond the Frame, Cherry
(2000) observes that:

In Art historical literature of the late twentieth century, the category
’women artists’ posed an alternative to ’the artist’ (a universalising
category generally understood as masculine).
(Cherry, 2000: 2)
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Awareness of social inequities and the representation of women in visual
culture created “distinct and identifiable discourses concerned with the rights
of women.” (Cherry, 2000: 3). Cherry points out that:

Feminism provided frames for viewing and interpreting, sometimes
stated, at other times not…Visual culture as well as mediating works
of critics and writers acted as loci of interaction, points of production
for the making of meaning.
(Cherry, 2000: 2)

Women artists aware of the discrepancies and inequalities have used art as an
effective covert tool in keeping alive the discourse against patriarchal control.
They have reclaimed the gaze to take “the challenge of imaging women as
subjects who claim political rights and visual representation”. (Cherry, 2000: 2).
By taking on cultural production they are able to shift the politics of
representation and the internal dialogue locked in by the gaze.

By challenging the existing disciplines based on masculine criteria, feminist art
reveals heavy bias and attempts to redress the existing imbalance in art practice.
Feminist art practice is fluid and remains socially and politically motivated.

4.2 Role of Feminist Art

The analyses of the gaze in art history are from both passive and active
positions. Early painters have used reflections in mirrors for example Van
Eyck’s (1434) Arnolfini Marriage, (Plate 4.2.1) to a more contemporary visual
analysis of looking in Peter Tyndall’s (1997) A person looks at a work of art/
someone looks at something. (Plate 4.2.2)
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Plate 4.2.1: Van Eyck Arnolfini Marriage (1434)
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Plate 4.2.2: Peter Tyndall A person looks at a work of art/ someone
looks at something (1997)

But Berger’s analysis of looking uncovers, most succinctly, the politics in the
gaze. Historically, art has played a definite role as an agency for change in
which artists have overtly or covertly played a significant role in raising
awareness of political, social and environmental issues but solely within male
gaze

Art history has remained constrained within male production and
defined solely from the male gaze. This sets an arena for inequality
and ‘structural sexism’ that ‘contributes actively to the production
and perpetuation of a gender hierarchy.’
(Pollock, 1988: 1).

In this research, the focus is narrowed to areas where art challenges existing
notions to reinstate an alternative position. The intention of feminist art is no
different, although its main and initial aim was to change the representation of
women in art history.



93

Art history had largely ignored the role of women in art due to persistent
patriarchal dominance. Earlier attempts by the following artists such as,
Sofonisba Anguissola, (1550s) Artemisia Gentileschi, (1600s) Angelica
Kauffmann, (1741-1807) Lavinia Fontana, (1580s) and Marguérite Gérard, (1787-
90) and many more have been quashed into relative obscurity and have since
been resurrected by feminist artists and writers to alter the invisibility of the
women in history. Chadwick refers to the deliberate exclusion and the lack of
visibility of women. She writes:

Excluded from patterns of artistic lineage that secure ‘greatness’ as a
male prerogative, often isolated from the centres of artistic theory
and from roles as teachers, few women have been able directly to
bequeath their talents and experience to subsequent generations.
(Chadwick, 2002: 10)

Nochlin’s essay, Why have there been no great women artists, asserts:

…a feminist critique of the discipline of art history is needed which
can pierce cultural-ideological limitations, to reveal biases and
inadequacies not merely in regard to the question of women artists,
but the formulation of the crucial questions of the discipline as a
whole.
(Nochlin, 1973: 2)

Chadwick (2002) writes that feminist art historians began by questioning the
exclusion of women in mainstream art, by “challenging the values of
masculinist (sic) history of heroic art which happened to be produced by men”
(Chadwick, 2002: 8). By transforming “the image of women from one of
possession and consumption,” feminist art has played a definite role in raising
awareness and creating validity in the representation of women. She adds:

Modelled on the civil rights and anti-war movements of the late
1960’s, the contemporary feminist movement in the arts emphasized
political activism, group collaboration, and art practice centred
around the personal and collective experiences of women.
(Chadwick, 2002: 8)

Artists use their visual imagery to conceptualise thoughts, ideas and aspirations
to the public and feminist art historians are aware that there is “no such thing as
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a singular female perspective”. (Broude and Garrard, 1994: 10) But feminist art
does create a fluid site that allows diversity, difference and representation to
strengthen the textual discourse with powerful and persuasive imagery. Cherry
provides evidence for the relationship of feminism and visual culture. She
refers to the coincidence in “the emergence of an organised women’s
movement, the prominence of women as professional artists and the
development of the visual culture of modernity.” Feminism thus provides
women artists, a valid “new theoretical position and a new aesthetic category.”
(Broude and Garrard, 1994: 12)

All preceding art movements had not given women a voice or a position from
which to articulate female experience. Chadwick (2002) acknowledges both this
and the questioning by feminist art historians.

Some feminist art historians began to question a historical writing
about women artists that used gender as a more binding point of
connection between women than class, race and historical context.
Others found the isolation in which many women artists have
worked, and their exclusion from major art movements through
which the course of Western art has been plotted by historians,
insurmountable barriers to reinscribing them into art history.
(Chadwick, 2002:10)

This question has become a catalyst to challenge ‘natural’ (biological
determinants) assumptions that exist across many disciplines; to challenge the
intellectual content that carries and redefines the female experience. Similarly,
the impact of art has extended through performance, installation and
filmmaking to give women a voice, a visibility and a successful medium that
continues to make a valuable contribution and have given the impetus for
cultural production along postmodernist lines.

The impact of the art varies according to the political and social climate and
also its context. Women like Chicago, (b.1945), Holzer, (b.1950) and Sherman
(b.1954) have made large contributions in the rhetoric of inclusiveness in
America and in instilling “feminist educational principles” (Broude and
Garrard, 1994: 46).

In describing what it is to be a feminist artist in Art + Text, Kruger (b.1945) says:
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For every woman, the notions of what feminisms-plural-can and
cannot be changes according to race and economic situation. There is
no correct way to be a feminist, no one correct way of being a woman
making art. The idea is to expand notions of what constitutes visual
and textual practice- to be inclusive.
(Art + Text, 1993: 35)

Similarly, in Australia, women (through their cultural production) refused to
remain “in lesser status in both private and public domains without challenge.”
(Saunders and Evans, 1994: 223) Works by Binns, (1970) Archer (performance)
(1970) and Rrap (1988) have all challenged the notions of femaleness, femininity
and identity within a questioning framework. The exhibition, entitled Pleasure of
the Gaze,

…looks out across several difficult terrains, each precipitously
different, from the active gaze into mirrors and reflections, social
passions and desires, to more vertiginous pleasures in replication
and decentred vision, in screens and concealments, surfaces and
depths.
(Adams, 1985: 6)

According to the curator, Adams, this exhibition, re-examines the way art
history had played an active role to form a current representation of images that
had been “fetished, idealised, mystified and adored,” (Adams, 1985: 6) under
multiple gazes (narcissistic, voyeuristic or fetishist). Artists have responded to
various encounters and readings of the gaze in this exhibition.

Similarly, in the Johannesburg Biennale, Chadwick notes the inclusion of four
Indian women on a global platform. The inclusion of many non-European
artists, inspired by “a pioneering figure of Amrita Sher-Gil (1913-41), an Indian
painter of Hungarian birth active during 1930’s, who paved the way for
younger women.” (Chadwick, 2002: 437) These women, ‘Sheila Gowda (b.1956),
Nalini Malani (b.1945), Pushpamala N. and Nilima Shiekh, “each in her own
way would develop narratives of female experience, combined with allusive
references to embodiment, that were individual, complex, and open ended.”
(Chadwick, 2002: 437) As artists, these women have transgressed their cultural
boundaries to reclaim a “subaltern” (Spivak, 1990) voice that traditionally is
disenfranchised due to the dominant male arena in art.
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4.3 Multiculturalism as a Position

With the advent of multiculturalism, the door opened to a large group of artists
living in Australia, whose identity before has been melded into the dominant
white Anglo-Saxon into an ‘assimilated’ position. The rhetoric of exclusion and
difference, together with the denial of recognition in patriarchal narratives
parallel the rhetoric of the displaced migrant. Similar anxiety and emotional
need for a voice becomes a vital political motivation for action towards
visibility.

The questioning of the power is central to the discourse. New rhetoric emerged
from many new artists from migrant backgrounds during the political thrust
towards inclusion. Their work questioned their representation, citizenship and
validity. New blockbuster exhibitions with themes of self and identity and the
questioning of labels of the other, also raised many issues that were simmering
below the surface of Australian psyche. This is consistent with the need to “re-
gain any power or authority for themselves.” (Ramazanoglu, 1993: 211)

The basis of “the relationship of the victim to the gaze” (Ramazanoglu, 1993:
214) and this need to regain self is explained by MacCannell and MacCannell
(1993) in their article in Up against Foucault. By aligning with Foucault’s
exploration of power and control they identify two positions, the instrumental
and identificatory which link power to the gaze.

They write:

Everyday experience structurally and psychoanalytically binds
power and the gaze. Power and gaze are always linked in the mind
of the intimidated.
(MacCannell and MacCannell, 1993: 215)

Recently, challenges in looking have been made in the new works of Symryn
Gill (2000) (Malaysia) by revisiting sites that “held essentialist notions of
‘Asia’.” (Koop, 2001:4) She constructs images of Port Dickson (Malaysia) with
local figures posed with superimposed produce as the head of the subject.
‘Cultural clichés’ in notions of place, identity and the exotic are exposed with
humour. (Koop, 2001: 4) Although this work explores labels of cultural cliché
placed through the gaze and questions the positions of power within them, it is
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not in terms of sexual politics but within the politics of power, place and
identity.

In both instances, the multicultural artists and the feminist artists through their
cultural production have challenged looking and attempted to reassert the
position of the subject. Feminist discourse clarifies and exposes the role of the
gaze as an instrument of control; art as an interventionist strategy is capable of
reinscribing women through reflection and using ideology to reclaim their
rightful position. Feminist discourse fulfils the need of the victim in the
‘identificatory’ position to assume some control over the authority of the
instrumental position. They are able to find solutions that defy, deflect or
change the internal dialogue to create a difference in their lives. By taking
control of the visual narratives as a strategy for autonomy, the object of the
gaze, is able to stake a position from which to articulate female experience and
assert authority over its identity.
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CHAPTER 5

Toward a Framework of Reference
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CHAPTER 5: Toward a Framework of Reference

5.1 Early Days

This chapter uncovers the artist’s framework of reference through her life, past
research in art through problem solving to arrive at a set of visual codes and
iconographic language in her work that is used to develop the visual
framework towards the exhibition.

I was born to a society with clear, delineated roles but contradictory values. My
childhood was thus filled marked by isolation and estrangement. My earliest
memories of making art images are from drawings as a child. I copied pictures,
comics and annual calendars when the family took their afternoon siesta on hot
steamy days. Pictures of Hindu deities and the stories of the childhood of
Krishna reflected renaissance ideals of perfection and motherhood for the
women, and gay abandonment for the male. I was aware of the inequality but
was made to accept it as the cultural norm.

One image that stood out from the norm was an image of Chotanikara Bagawathi,
(Plate 5.1.1) the Goddess who was my mother’s preferred deity. Her image
reflected openness and strength. She held a fascination for me. She was
depicted in a brazen, bold pose with a proud open stare. Her breasts were
bared like the Nair women in my grandmother’s stories and her gaze was direct
and powerful. To me this image reflected woman in a position of
empowerment!
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Plate 5.1.1: Chotanikara Bagawati, 20 x 15 cm print of oil painting
from temple

Books on art were non-existent but there were many dusty British novels in the
library of the social clubs in the colonial rubber estates that my father managed,
to trigger my imagination. European classics, Ben Hur, Bond novels, Somerset
Maughan and Anthony Burgess all smiled out from mouldy pages along with
Enid Blyton and the Boys or Girl’s Annual to play on my imagination and
entice me to faraway places. I drew on everything I could find; even textbooks
were covered with my wanderings. The unseen underside of the roof of shelves
also became my canvas.

My knowledge of art was still limited to my immediate environment; there
were no mentors, books on art or people who valued art around me. My
mother’s gaze was accepting and even occasionally proud.

In the company of relatives who sometimes visited, I would be praised for
drawing a good likeness of a subject or for being able to copy. A present of a
box of block paints with twelve shades of colour from a relative one year,
introduced me to watercolour painting.
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5.2 Art Education
5.2.1 Malaysia (1958-1968)

In Malaysian schools, the themes that predominated in watercolour painting
and gouache were traditional landscape of coconut trees and kampong12 scenes.
(Plate 5.2.1)

Plate 5.2.1: Kampong Scene, p 68 Kuala Lumpur, A sketchbook,
Archipelago Press

Sometimes we were taught poster painting to make graphic signs for the school
fête or for a social comment for example on the value of hygiene. Occasionally a
local craft or batik dyeing would be introduced; the education system certainly
did not give any emphasis to art as a discipline.

In the sixties, I was in a Convent school with a nun as art teacher. This had its
repercussions. My school task marked with a big red zero was returned with a
severe public admonishment. This was accompanied by whispers and giggling
from my schoolmates. The title of the task was an “Under seascape”, for which I
painted King Neptune and mermaids frolicking amongst sea creatures. The
mermaids had their bosoms showing! This was not a deliberate act of defiance
or daring on my part in any way. I had, however, inadvertently crossed existing
moral codes and was penalised for it. It was one lesson that I learnt about the
society I belonged to, about shame and censorship and how my personal beliefs
might not be acceptable.

                                                
12 Malaysia village scenes, often seen in souvenir shops
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Upon completing Senior Cambridge, I spent a year in the Kuala Lumpur, living
close to an art institution called Institute of Technology MARA, whose intake of
students was restricted to the Bumiputeras13. In line with the government
affirmative policy for advancement of Malays, the objectives of the institution
was to improve and safeguard the socio-economic status of Bumiputeras.

I looked in on the activity in their studios with envy and resignation; in
Malaysia, a career in art was not an option for an Indian female. Access is
denied due to both race and hierarchy and exclusion are Government policy.
My parents, like most Asian parents of the time, were only willing to fund
studies that would lead to economic viability. The objective was to create a
currency for matrimony.

5.2.2 Melbourne (1970-1980)

With great reservations, my parents sent me to Melbourne for my
Matriculation. I became a boarder at St Margaret’s, Presbyterian college in a
very quaint town called Berwick. My world of art opened in a little cottage
called the art room. My eccentric, but committed art teacher, crammed two
years of the art syllabus into freezing early mornings before school. Her great
enthusiasm motivated me to explore new media and experiment with new
techniques. (Plate 5.2.2)

                                                
13 Princes of the earth, referring to the Malay component of the population
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Plate 5.2.2: Talc Sculpture, 1970, 12 x 10 cm

That year, in the midst of a new culture and new social values, I found immense
pleasure in plunging head first into experiencing everything I could with no
defined boundaries. Art, literature, plays, sport, Australian culture, food and
wine, local use of language and etiquette filled my year of study and adventure.

I was fortunate to be billeted into the homes of my schoolmates during the
holidays. Providence took me to a home in the outskirts of Research in Victoria
where the vibrant Bohemian art industry flourished. In this friend’s home, I had
access to books I had not seen before and insight into lifestyles that shook my
comfortable middleclass values.

I spent most of my holidays that year quelling some of my consuming curiosity
about this new palette in front of me, safely peering into every crevice of the
new culture. In the midst of mud brick building, horse riding and bushwalking,
my friend and I gained entry into Monsalvat by waiting on music nights.
Evening escapades into this magical atmosphere of music and art culture, left
me confused…. I was seeking answers to define my new self that could not fit
back into the womb-like life from which I had emerged. The overwhelming
internal displacement grew so large that I had to honour this new need to find
myself through the arts.
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My time at Monash University at the peak of the Whitlam era opened new
avenues. I moved from the University to Caulfield Institute of Technology. I
had to deal with the disappointment of my family when I chose art over a
degree. When I reached out with newly found independence and married a
‘white’ man, I caused displeasure and was accused of bringing shame to my
family in Malaysia.

In Australia, I still persisted with my attempts to deal with displacement and
migration. The art school environment was a confusing place in terms of
understanding boundaries and working authentically with ‘self’. I was also
discovering a new role as mother in a foreign land with no family upon which
to rely. Difference was problematic in an institution that was striving to find its
position in the academic race.

I found the printmaking room hard to access. It was a daunting space with
machines I could not work. Appearances and the lack of the necessary
relationships precluded me from this male bastion. I found the relationship
with academia daunting and confusing. I left Caulfield with some
understanding of process and techniques but still grappling with self in a
foreign territory. I failed to find a niche in the art arena and did not have the
confidence to position myself in art. The perceptions of the people around me
made me retreat to a comfort zone by experimenting with mixed media and
painting and drawing. I experimented with the different art periods to seek a
comfortable expression of my new self. My travels through the colour fields,
drawing and the nude body ended with a focus on the external environment
where I lived. (Plate 5.2.3)
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Plate 5.2.3: After Ash Wednesday, 1982, 45 x 60 cm

I kept exhibiting with determination, and joined the local art society at the Hut
Gallery, Ferntree Gully where, as an active member of the committee of the
gallery, I gained experience in planning and learned curatorial skills by
working with and alongside volunteers. I still did not have clarity of direction
or a sense of my place in Australia, let alone a place in art making.

I also devoted my time to building (Plate 5.2.4) and creating designs that
yielded to the nostalgic feel of home. Eclectic designs emerged reflecting parts
of Malaysia or India and other Asian sensibilities... it was just a different
canvas, assembling, constructing and making a three dimensional space with
the essence of home embedded for my new and growing family.

Issues of identity emerged as a parent, trying to combine one culture with
another, to seek common boundaries, to live with difference… As a family,
miscegenation provides a palette to choose from but the internal dialogue was
beginning to riot.
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Plate 5.2.4: Mud-brick Design, 1990, Alexanders Lane, Lismore

5.2.3 Lismore - 1985-1997

The Ash Wednesday fires stopped short of our boundary fence and nearly
consumed our mud brick home in Upwey. It made us very restless and aware
of the dangers around us. The television at the time presented an alternative
ideal lifestyle in the program The Good Life. We had outgrown the middle class,
safe clichéd existence. We yearned for a different lifestyle that had a different
set of ideals.

We gave up everything and moved like hundreds of families in Australia
towards the rainbow where everything was gentle, mellow; where Peace and
Love reigned.

We arrived at Lismore, a place that thrived after the Aquarius festival, along
with others seeking a new way of life. With the same naivety as the protagonist
in the film, Jean de Florette, we bought a magical property on the curve of a river,
with the real estate promise of a frost-free piece of paradise in Rosebank. The
day we arrived at this empty, dusty, shack, tired and hungry with no power
and no supplies anywhere in sight, my displacement grew into huge tears of
regret and fear. The morning gave us more clarity and we decided to make the
very best of it.

My life was now isolated, different and unrecognisable with two little children
in tow. The girls were delighted with the country living, climbing trees and
trashing about in the local swimming holes. The Hippie existence around us
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taught us to be a strong family, to be focussed on our own values and
accommodating of difference. We still had much to learn. Underneath the rosy
existence, there lurked much hardship and many social problems. I still
persisted with my artwork but now concentrated on this new landscape. I kept
exhibiting and selling work. I also met local artists who gathered for figure
drawing or still life at Minyon Falls. Michael Taylor, a local artist held a
workshop at his house and we did similar things over and over. I felt restless
and unable to keep my interest in objects or the female body as a form.

My artwork got more recognition from awards and prizes; I was also selling
well. The works that sold often matched the latest colour scheme in interior
design and increasingly the demands of the agent for ‘no ethnic stuff, like
snakes etc’ started to create discontent. Deep inside, however, I was not happy
with the content of my work and questioned my place in the context of my
living, heritage and loss of culture.

5.3 New Directions

One work, a portrait of my maternal grandmother in pastels, was a pivotal
point in the change of direction in my work. It was called Mothers and their
Heritage. (Plate 5.3.1) I was invited to submit work for final selection to the
National 1988 Women’s Art Award. My deliberate decision to create a work
that reflected my heritage and to honour the matriarch of my family came from
the initial discontent at the lack of identity in my work. This award was set up
for the Gold Coast Collection for the recognition and representation of women
artists. Betty Churcher was guest Judge. She gave a speech about the role of
women artists in Australia and inspired in me the need for a social conscience
in my work. I do not remember who won the award, but I still remember the
feeling of inclusion representing women artists from the North Coast. I felt that
to incorporate the concepts that were brewing inside adequately, I needed more
strategies and processes to broaden my scope.
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Plate 5.3.1: Mothers and their Heritage, 1988, pastel on paper, 110 x
140 cm

This motivated me to return to University to learn Printmaking, an area I felt
compelled to explore, to rid myself of the techno phobia that had overcome me
during my days in art school.

Printmaking gave me more alternatives in using a combination of text and
imagery. The ability to create multiple works was also appealing. I joined many
young, eager and a few older students in Southern Cross University. My life
was taking a new direction. The print room became my home for the next year;
I was immersed in exploration until I became ill with an immune system
dysfunction. The use of turpentine and inks had taken its toll and I was rushed
to intensive care due to the onset of paralysis with an undiagnosed illness.

They later gave this disease a name, Neurosarcoidosis. The hospital environment
was a unique experience that I never wish to repeat. Psychologically, chronic
illness changes one’s value systems and places great stress on one’s family.
Externally, we looked like we got through it but there was a great deal to
reconcile later. There were new limitations due to the illness in terms of a
marriage, nurturing traumatised children, balancing building a new home, a
farm, studies and a personal grief over loss of the old self.
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Months later I gathered myself, persevered with the building and started
rendering with the mud to complete the house we had started; this was
excellent physiotherapy for my wasted body. When I finally recovered and
returned to my study, all printing had to be parred down to essentials. The art
school also paid particular attention to providing a safe workshop environment
for the students after my illness by installing sophisticated exhaust systems in
the studios. The lecturers in Southern Cross University supported my decision
to change directions due to risks to my health in printmaking. I limited any
contact with inks to a minimum, changed the printmaking processes from
etching to linocuts and woodcuts and turned my attention to research
installations as a method of developing my concepts.

5.4 Problem Solving

I still exhibited extensively around New South Wales, increasingly, using
imagery from my heritage. The review of my exhibition, Intimate Pavilions, by
Michael Berry, in Periphery (Appendix A.1) raised questions in me about the
inadequacies and problematic concerns of bridging two cultures. The
questioning of Eastern sensibilities from Western point of view and the author’s
inability to detect gender in the work made me question the strategies for
presenting work. I had to address and ponder my covert handling of issues of
sexuality. I began to explore new ways of conveying information. This led me
into investigating meanings embedded in culture and the production of
meanings in imagery. I questioned the role of audience versus the intent of the
artist, how much to reveal and how much to leave as suggestions. The
embedded tensions in looking and the gaze were beginning to emerge but the
implications of the gaze had not gathered the impetus for my work as yet.

I introduced text with imagery to provide access to the uninitiated, to explore
the notion of the exotic and looked for methods to convey intended meanings.

The detail in the installations, Exotic (Plate 5.4.1) and Fallen Angel (Plate 5.4.2)
demonstrates how the use of text, layering of images, the use of objects and the
narrative of Alice in Wonderland (1996) is used to articulate notions of identity.
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Plate 5.4.1: Exotic, 1992, mixed media on ply, 110 x 60 cm

Plate 5.4.2: Fallen Angel, 1990, mixed media on sandstone 20 x 20
cm

I was also interested in skin colour as an element of difference. I explored the
artworks of Bea Maddock (1934), Barbara Hanrahan (1939) and Neil Emmerson



111

(1990) to provide new impetus, to explore different ways of presentation for my
work, using assemblage, drawing and mixed media. The parring down of
imagery, the use of recycled narratives all began to give strength to my voice.

While grappling with the ways to define identity, I entered my work for the
Jacaranda Drawing Award in the Grafton Regional Gallery. The judge, Clare
Williamson, selected Box of Ideals for their collection (Plate 5.5.5). She described
my work as challenging the notion of printmaking and stretching the notion of
prints to create a unique statement. This gave me the confidence to pursue new
ways in looking at my practice. Southern Cross University also purchased a
new work entitled Old Bags for their collection. Each of these little wins
contributed to my confidence building by acknowledging my ability amongst
my peers.

On a visit to the Queensland Gallery, I met Clare Williamson again who was
curator of the print collection and also curating the exhibition Who Do You Take
Me For. When we discussed recent works of multicultural artists, I identified
with the issues in their discourse. This gave me the confidence to pursue more
political areas of identity.

I wanted to share my art knowledge. I began to give workshops in the schools
and community in Lismore where I noticed a clear discrepancy between the
wages for education-trained facilitators and the lay artists who often gave better
industry-related workshops. I decided to undertake the Graduate Diploma of
Education to enable me to look for paid work. I worked as Art teacher at local
schools.

The work environment in schools slowly gave me the confidence in public
speaking through delivering lessons and learning a great deal about the youth
of Australia. My artwork was giving me great pleasure moving from exploring
the school environment as a site for investigation and working in collaboration
with my young students. I still missed the rigour in my art practice and decided
to investigate all universities offering a Masters degree other than Southern
Cross University. I discounted it thinking that it would not challenge my
development with the same resources and relationships I had already formed. I
needed to negotiate new and different environments. I returned to study again
and this time enrolled part time for my Masters of Visual Art at Charles Sturt
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University, Wagga Wagga. I decided to extend the academic pool to broaden
my art knowledge and contacts.

The reading material for my degree provided more arenas to explore. The
theories behind the many art movements and my interest in colonial and post-
colonial material fuelled my already well-developed experiential perceptions of
race, gender and politics of power in my life. I saw the glaring need to increase
the content in my work or risk being trite and hollow. The use of text as a
strategy for delivering intended codes and signified meanings in my work
became more relevant and I began to take a keen interest in the French theorists
like Saussure (1857-1913) and Barthes (1915-1980) to understand how meanings
are conveyed through language and signs.

I explored materials and sought relevant codes for culture. My love of the
paisley motif and the connections to the sarees my mother wore, all presented as
material to use in my work. I made metaphorical links between the paisley
design and a migrant. For me, it became the metaphor for the transformation
and the transmutation that occurs in a migrant’s life. (Plate 5.4.3) For two years I
researched this design and presented its path in my exhibition, Similitudes. I
traced its development to Greece; Mulhouse in France; and the town of Paisley,
in Scotland. Here, I contacted the keeper of textiles, Valerie Reiley. I had the
marvellous opportunity to look at the Paisley shawls in Paisley Museum
collection and make the global connections between imagery and culture that I
had perceived during my study
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Plate 5.4.3: Reprocessing Perceptions, 1995, mixed media

The review of my work in the exhibition Similitudes, (Appendix A.2) by Rilka
Oakley in Periphery (No. 23, May 1995) reinforced the need to find a strategy to
reach the public. I sought Clare Williamson as my supervisor and kept in
contact with her. She was an excellent mentor, extending my knowledge to the
contemporary gallery environment.

At the end of 1996, due to business commitments, my husband decided to move
to Cairns. So we put our house on the market again, leaving Lismore, a life and
many friends behind.

Cairns felt like a familiar territory; within the realm of memory, it smelled of
home… but the casual atmosphere hides a competitive and inaccessible arena.
For the first time, I became aware of racial suspicion and hierarchical problems
in the society I encountered. I was aware of a definite estrangement and
wariness that pervaded all areas of my life.

Despite accumulating a good résumé in New South Wales, the education
system denied accessibility. Transfers policies between States lack
compatibility… so it was down to the bottom of the pile again. It was certainly a
struggle to create new relationships in this new environment. Again, I became
aware of the gaze where perceptions and ‘Chinese whispers’ played a great part;
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most employment was gained by social interaction and by ‘being in the know’.
There were very few openings and much competition.

The paradox that existed in the diverse community of Cairns with an
underlying institutionalised attitude to difference remains covert and has
impacted on my life. Although many aspects of institutional and educational
policies deny access or opportunities, I refused to give up and accepted any
employment that came my way. I tried to remain flexible, teaching Indonesian,
art or special education when the openings occurred. It was important to learn
to work with the flow and not to be overcome with bitterness. I felt the gaze on
me and the pressure to constantly prove my capabilities based on values and
systems that were elusive and not transparent.

With the suspicion and fear generated by the rise of the One Nation, and their
dividing ethos, I became aware of the need to use covert means to deliver the
message of displacement. In response to the previous reviews on the gap in
audiences’ understanding of issues of another culture, I decided to develop the
widely known, children’s story, Alice in Wonderland, as a definite strategy.

I explored political and personal issues in this covert framework due to its mass
appeal and the narrative that already had a layer of meanings. In my role as
Artist in Residence in the Print Workshop at the Tanks Art Centre, I entered the
Cairns contemporary art environment. I joined Kick Arts, a Contemporary Arts
organization in Cairns for support and I set out to complete my work for Alice
in the Interface. (Plate 5.4.4)
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Plate 5.4.4: Alice in the Interface, 1998, mixed media Installation
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Plate 5.4.5: Alice in the Interface, 1998, detail of mixed media on
parachute fabric

These works addressed the issues of identity, (Plate 5.4.5) movement and
displacement. As an installation it was an interactive medium that allowed
various levels of encounters and interaction. On an ordinary level the
connections with Alice remained obvious and through the many layers of
interpretation, the audience was able to participate at their own level of
comprehension.
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Plate 5.4.6: Migration, 1998, digital image and screen-printing on
silk

Plate 5.4.7: Dispossessed and Lost heritage, 1998, digital image and
screen-printing on silk

The exhibition opened three months later and had great mass appeal. The
review (Appendix A.3) from this exhibition clearly supported the new
strategies I had in place for audience interaction and the development through
the narrative of Alice in Wonderland. The political messages within the exhibition
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were conveyed at many levels to target the issues faced by migrants (Plate 5.4.6)
and loss suffered by displacement. (Plate 5.4.7)

Plate 5.4.8: Alice Characters, Tanks Art Centre, Cairns, 1998

The work reached a diverse audience of young and old of diverse cultures.
Through effective partnerships with community I was able to coordinate a
variety of fun components like The Mad Hatters Tea Party. It was clear that
even children responded to its interactive component and the dialogue between
people and their identity as Australians. (Plate 5.4.8) The responses confirmed
the success of this process.

With the strength of past work, I sought funding and began developing
community projects, embedding art into the fabric of community. I planned
new exhibitions that connected the arts to the community. Working at a local
level gave me a public face, an identity and validity that strengthened with my
continued level of involvement. I used the Centenary of Federation (2001) as
platform for creating relationships with the Stratford community (Cairns) by
highlighting local and social issues (Plate 5.4.9). I also collaborated with other
artists in the community to create partnerships with local business to promote
greater understanding.
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Plate 5.4.9: Stratford Centenary of Celebration, 2001, a Community
Development Project

Through art practice an artist can be a relevant tool to create empowering life
changing strategies in the lives of people. The need to make authentic
contributions through my art practice has developed into diverse and flexible
ways of working. I keep my narratives alive and current through speaking at
seminars and contributing to workshops. Art can disseminate ideas and
knowledge that can change the rhetoric in a community. However, I have
remained aware of the gaze, and how “power and gaze are always linked in the
mind of the intimidated,” (Ramazanoglu, 1993: 215) and attempted to deflect
the gaze by questioning the relationship of power in the gaze in my artwork.
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Apart from being fulfilled by my work, I have slowly begun to gain acceptance
by sheer doggedness and refusal to be invisible. The difficulties in entering
unknown territory continually provide challenges and sometimes, intense
frustration. Difference is my reality and “otherness”, a position from which to
work. While I have attempted to remain visible through my artwork, I am
immensely aware, through my absence in my culture through migration, my
invisibility at home in Malaysia.

5.5 Visual Codes and Iconographic Language

Art has been an active repository for a voice that struggled for so long under a
cultural harness. Unleashed, I find greater satisfaction in producing work that
addresses social and community issues than merely reflecting an aesthetic
experience. As opportunities arise, I use my art making to give strength and
validity to my ideas and convictions.

Over thirty years of art making there are distinctive styles and techniques to
inform and underpin my art making. To communicate effectively, I use
recognisable images that form my visual language. Past references have
included a well-used image of an Indian woman as a metaphor in varying
contexts. This well-known image originates from an Indian miniature painting
and was chosen as a cultural stereotype (Plate 5.5.1) When deconstructing and
dismantling notions of self, the exotic, difference, womanhood and the ideal
woman this image has served as a visual reference of my cultural context and
for the stereotype, other.
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Plate 5.5.1: Exotic Stereotype, Bani Thani, Rajasthani (image from
postcard from India)

In my visual journey into identity, many of these symbols and images have
become metaphorical codes to create meaning. As I gradually combine
printmaking in my image making, many are recycled with underpinning text to
form new dialogue. The constant use of a restrictive palette of mainly black ink,
ultramarine blue and gold distinguish many early works. Techniques in mixed
media have a consistent style and application. (Plate: 5.5.4)

I use a variety of mediums, (Plate 5.5.2) that best encapsulate meaning for the
conceptual journey. I develop my techniques by problem solving and
challenging myself to develop succinct visual strategies and language. Over
these years I have developed a seamless, eclectic use of mediums that gives me
a greater freedom of expression (Plate 5.5.5).
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Plate 5.5.2: Alice Crockery, 1998

I experimented with audience development techniques by combining
performance, interactive installations and inclusive strategies like dressing up
in Alice characters (Plates 5.4.8, 5.5.2) to draw on the variety of audiences in
Queensland.

My favourite ground is rice paper. It is strong, resistant to tearing and is
versatile in its application. As well as having archival properties, it is perfect for
collages and printing. I am able to exercise excellent control and moreover, be
as frivolous as I like by using staining techniques and broad brushstrokes. The
paper accommodates drawing, hand- printing techniques, tearing, gluing,
overprinting, chine collé and layering techniques. It is easily mounted for
sculptures, is light to pack and easily transported (Plate 5.5.3).
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Plate 5.5.3: Box of Ideals, 1995, mixed media installation

I challenge composition, placement and materials in all my applications. In my
work I reflect a similarity in rhythms and lines and draw from a strong drafting
background against the tension created by graphic, printmaking techniques.

I create a deliberate collision between graphic and painterly style to create an
interface that challenges the audience visually. In Plate 5.5.4, the difference
between hand drawn painterly and clean graphic style using printmaking
techniques creates tensions similar to that in the collision of cultures.
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Plate 5.5.4: Ingrés meets Hokusai, 1995, 70 x 105 cm, mixed media

I also use other contemporary materials like perspex for rigidity,
polycarbonates for fluidity and engage wholeheartedly with any material that is
not toxic in a domestic studio (Plate 5.5.5).
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Plate 5.5.5: Mere Words, 2005, 220 x 100 cm, Mixed media on
perspex

5.6 Unpacking the Gaze

My decision to question the representation of women, identity and sexual
politics has influenced the direction of my enquiries. Awareness of gendered
gaze plays a significant role in fuelling my commitment to raise issues that are
personal, political and social in my family and in an adopted country. My aim is
to raise awareness of inequalities in life that on the surface are not apparent.

The content for my work is derived from the need to understand a range of
discourses to secure my own values of self in terms of my life in Australia.
Feminism has afforded me a viable position to define politics of identity
through ‘difference’ and ‘other’. Community issues and women’s issues
underpin my choice of the concepts for my image making. As a community art
worker and curator, I am able covertly to raise awareness of issues that arise in
the political and personal arena. Using art as a covert intervention strategy, I
can form effective liaisons and partnerships to find a committed voice to
reclaim the gaze to enhance and recognise the role of women in society.
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CHAPTER 6

The Research
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CHAPTER 6: The Research

6.1 Directions from the Literature
This chapter sets out how the research methodology is derived from the
literature for the representation of self as narrator, as the protagonist and the
object. Conceptual analyses uncover various positions in looking that contribute
to the visual framework from research into feminism, psychology and film
theory. It also looks at the rationale underlying the final decisions for the choice
of materials processes and technical experiments towards the visual imagery
that result in the presentation of the exhibition.

It is clear from the analyses of the gaze in Chapter Two that theoretical
frameworks developed by Beauvoir (1949); Lacan (1954); Sartre (1953); Foucault
(1988) and Mulvey (1975) inform feminist discourses by Mulvey (1975) by
Beauvoir (1972), Cixous (1995), Moi (1999), Bordo (1993) and others that argue
an underlying politics of power in male – female relationships. Such power
politics are seen to be instrumental in affecting the internal dialogue in women
and provide support to the writer’s experiential notions of femaleness. Even
now, evidence shows that contemporary reality favours patriarchal solutions,
which impact negatively on women’s life opportunities and growth. In
reference to an example cited by sex discrimination commissioner Pru Goward,
Jackman (2005) intimates that nothing really has altered, under the surface of
change:

…some things haven’t changed quite as much since the passing of
the Sex Discrimination Act in 1984. In the public realm, the
Australian workplace is virtually unrecognisable. But peek behind
close doors of the family home, Goward insists working mothers
face many of the same impossible expectations she did more than
20 years ago.
(Jackman, 2005: 15)

Goward’s context, of course, is an overtly Western one although Australia’s
multicultural population means that East and West collide as well as coexist.
Such, indeed, is the experience of this researcher.



128

6.2 Towards a Research Methodology

6.2.1 The Gaze as Research Framework

It is argued in this research that the gaze epitomizes both the reality of and the
metaphor for inequalities in power given that the gaze is instrumental in
acquiescent acceptance and, in some cases, resignation by women in passive
and benign roles. The gaze is situated within both Eastern and Western
frameworks as a strategy for uncovering the politics of the representation of
women and the awareness of the institutional framework that determines the
reading of the role of women. The self is created through a number of gazes as
the artefact of multiple layers in looking. From the literature relational sets of
values have been derived to identify the object and the subject of the gaze.

In developing a methodological framework for the current study it is necessary
to accommodate a complex dialogical relationship involving the self in
interlocking but also identifiably discrete roles. My position as the subject of the
gaze is problematic. I am the person who is doing the gazing at myself and also
at the conditions around me. In writing this thesis, I have become the spectator
and have also placed myself as the object of my own scrutiny. Thus within this
work I am the protagonist, the narrator and the object.

Table 6.2.1 identifies these roles, the focus/direction of the gaze, its potential
impact on the individual/identity and the possibilities inherent in the artist’s
role. It unpacks a variety of positions in looking and in the gaze, for self and also
for women in patriarchal society. It clarifies the implications for the research on
identity and how the psychoanalytic and feminist theories contribute to art
practice.
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Table 6.2.1: Analysis of the Dialogical positions
Dialogical
positions the
Self

Focus/
direction of
Gaze

Impact of the Gaze Implications for Self
Identity
And for Internal
dialogue

Potential role for artist

As Subject
Active

• Self Subordination → Compliance Artist (I) as subject of
visual narrative

As Subject
Passive • Society

• Other
females

• Male gaze

Compliance
Family as
gatekeepers

→Acquiescent
behaviour

As object
Passive Conscripted

masculine gaze
Voyeuristic
gaze →
Gendered gaze
→

→Shame, guilt
violence, pain
→Reinforces male
privilege &
patriarchy
→Control

→ Compliance
→Acquiescent

behaviour

Artist (I) as object of the
gaze
Child
• Memory

As Protagonist
Passive

Active

Scopophilic
gaze
As child

Female gaze
As child

As adult

→Reinforcing
patriarchal
notions

→Reinforcing
patriarchal notions

→ Reclaim the
gaze

I as child
Stereotyping
women/erotic
stereotypes
→ Object of desire
Bollywood

Artist (I) as main
character in visual
dialogue
• Narrator
• Using art as

strategy to reclaim
the gaze

Narrator
Passive

Active

Society’s gaze

As adult

→ Patriarchal
notions reinforced
by Culture, religion
and
art as popular
culture

→ As change
agent

→Beauty myth- body
politics of black
female/exotic
stereotype
Reclaiming the gaze

Role of Artist
• create visibility
• As advocate of

change by
Touring exhibitions
Empowerment
workshops

Table 6.2.1 shows that the object, the subject, and the protagonist contribute to
the role of artist as both protagonist and narrator. The role of the protagonist
creates both active and passive positions. Within an eastern paradigm, under
the scopophilic gaze (see 2.3) the I, as child, as spectator in the cinema has
internalised the stereotypic ideals in a passive position but, as artist, it is argued
that the artist’s role as main player in the visual dialogue has created an active
position from which to reclaim the gaze. These representations of self are
refracted through the gaze to create a variety of positions in looking.

Hence there are valid dialogical positions from which to analyse the gaze, as
child and the gaze as adult, as object, as subject and also as protagonist and
narrator. A complex dialogical relationship informs the methodology for this
research. This relationship involves self in interweaving but nevertheless
discrete roles, as the object, the subject and protagonist contributing to the role
of the artist as both protagonist and narrator. The Self (I) or identity is
negotiated between the various positions as shown in Table 6.2.1.
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6.2.1.1 I as Subject

The shift in the focus of the gaze and looking between the two positions reveals
the suggested underlying power mechanisms. It uncovers the evidence of
patriarchal pressures in the writer’s personal reality and history; hence writing
and research contribute directly to the conceptual framework of art making.
The data from childhood memories are re-assessed through distance and time
(as adult) hence the inherent dialogue or issues embedded within life that
contributes to identity unfolds the role as subject. The interrogation of these
narratives through art making then form the basis for this visual research and
exploration.

6.2.1.2 I as Object

This position responds to the voyeuristic gaze that instils shame, guilt and
therefore uncovers female compliance in a done to passive position as referenced
in the psychoanalytic frameworks referred to in 2.2.2 which reveal how
compliance is procured by manipulating women’s minds. Society pressures the
consciousness of women, through agency and reflection, to act as compliant
gatekeepers by bulwarking the power structure in favour of male privilege. For
example, the collusion of women in the areas of violence against women needs
to be a fundamental plank in the ultimate visual dialogue

6.2.1.3 I as Narrator/Protagonist

The, I, as narrator, thus gives the voice and validity to the work and personal
experiences that are fundamental in the construction of the narrative of self.
Feminist theoretical perspectives potentially uncover various positions within
the gaze to suggest answers to the unequal relations in gender reflected in the
internal dialogue and behaviour of women who negotiate cultural bias and
impose limitations on themselves by adopting patriarchal solutions in life.

The representation of self as a subject who is also the protagonist creates a
position similar to the protagonist in film theory who is able to control the way
the narrative unfolds with self as the active agent. This is a deliberate
subversion of Mulvey’s (1975) scopophilic male gaze to restore the power and
control in looking as the spectator is compelled to identify with the active agent
in the narrative.
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6.3 Transitions

6.3.1 From Alice in the Interface to Through the Looking Glass

The research into self and identity begun in earlier work for the exhibition, Alice
in the Interface, discussed in 5.4, now extend to the reasons and conditions
behind complicity and subservience. As evident from Chapter 5, my practice
has an eclectic style, relying heavily on a strong conceptual base to unfold its
visual narrative. As a starting point, I explore how the concepts can translate
into visual imagery to form strong connections with the audience. The choice of
the title Through the Looking Glass makes deliberate connections with past work
and provides an apt position from which to address the issues embedded in
looking.

6.4 Unpacking Through the Looking Glass as visual research

6.4.1 The Gaze as a Conceptual Framework

Society’s sanction of patriarchy from traditional as well as contemporary
frameworks result in cultural frames placed on women: These have dire
implications for women. The role of the gaze in harnessing women through
cultural frames (culture; religion; society; art and media) thus creating
stereotypes and maintaining male privilege is uncovered by theoretical analysis
of embedded power.

In unpacking the gaze, I explore many possibilities for the global hangers. As a
valuable source of imagery and to direct my visual research it is necessary to
develop visual concepts, verbal concepts, and cultural concepts as the basis for
the content in the exhibition. From a variety of options and points of reference I
am able to choose and develop the strongest imagery to implicate the gaze. They
are areas where pain and violence are committed against women, visual
examples of subordination and cultural constraint especially through dress
codes and fashion in body politics. I also reveal visually areas of patriarchal
constructs that obstruct the growth of women

6.4.1.1 Gaze in Art History

Many influences affect artists; some deliberate paths are found after active
research, while others lie dormant in the subconscious and present as solutions
to problems while developing the artwork. Past imagery could influence my
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decisions and contribute to decisions that I make like Artemisia’s (1593)
endeavours in her patriarchal surrounds, the tortured Frida Kahlo’s (1950)
construction of herself, Cynthia Wiggins’ (1980) challenging of black ‘idealised
beauty’, (Willis and Williams, 2002) Mona Lisa’s (1503) beguiling appeal, Indian
Bollywood’s (1950-2004) stereotypical imagery and the feminist visibility of
pioneering. Australian artist Vivienne Binns (1970) in response to the women’s
art movement and Julie Rrap’s (1998) wit and humour all influence and
contribute in my development of a cohesive language. From this vast palette of
art imagery, I am able to select my own representations of the body.

Vivienne Binns’ work challenged the sensibilities of the 70’s in Australia by
providing visible practical examples through her art as a precursor of the
feminist movement by rejecting sexual taboos in society. Her works while
confronting and shocking the values in society failed to reach the ordinary
woman due to its extreme shock value.

The emergence of Julie Rrap’s work succeeds as a result of its directness and
confronting style, years later when society had became immune to shock. She
uses extensive images of her body and uses deconstructive analysis to
dismantle the politics of representation. This suits a Western sensibility,
dismantling body politics through art, gender and value systems where the
body functions as objects of desire. Coming from an Asian framework, I find
nudity problematic and cannot immerse my body directly into this discourse.
However, I am able to transcend this problem by using plaster casts of my body
to develop installations on body politics.

6.4.1.2 Dismantling the Gaze

As the analysis of looking is the predominant theme from which the gaze is
dismantled in this visual research, an apt metaphor for developing a visual
strategy is by using windows as a visual frame to analyse each cultural
framework.

6.4.1.3 Windows as Framework

In my work, the gaze is analysed within a variety of settings to demonstrate
that it is loaded with implications and used as a mechanism of control in
society. Within my role as protagonist, the analyses of the gaze can translate
into a series of windows to create metaphorical positions of looking. The
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cultural windows metaphorically connect the audience with the rhetoric. As a
priority the visual development would need to focus on clarifying the role of
cultures and religion in the subordination of women. The materials I collect
would have to unfold these issues and my final sorting process would then
determine the final outcome. Through the interaction between the windows, the
audience is able to make connections between the patriarchal structures to the
violence that occurs in the lives of women to strengthen my premise on the gaze.
Investigations into looking in and looking out (Plate 4.2.1 and Plate 4.2.2) convey
a variety of meanings to support the visual analysis of the positions. They are:

• Through cultural frameworks: To present different cultural contexts by
using collected objects of reference and imagery to address social and
cultural and religious issues explored in this research. When researching
imagery in feminist art history, for example, the image of Mona Lisa (1503-
07), (Plate 6.4.1) and Judith decapitating Holofernes (1618), (Plate 6.4.2) are
appealing as representations of women through the gaze. A visual
analysis of appropriate imagery would inform this research into the role
women and artists.

Plate 6.4.1: Mona Lisa, Leonardo da Vinci, circa 1503–1507 Musée du
Louvre
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Plate 6.4.2: Judith Decapitating Holofernes, Artemisia Gentileschi,
c.1618. Uffizi Gallery, Florence

• Self and the gaze: It is valid to examine the way other artists represents self
to arrive at my own imagery. The works of Norman Rockwell, Girl at the
Mirror (1954) (Plate 6.4.3) and Triple Self-Portrait (1960) (Plate 6.4.4) provide
an interesting look at the play between positions of the object and the
subject through the male gaze. By appropriating these examples and
mediating them, I am able to represent self and thereby posit my gaze into
the dialogue.
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Plate 6.4.3: Rockwell, Norman Girl at the Mirror

Plate 6.4.4: Rockwell, Norman Triple Self-Portrait, 1960
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6.4.2 Global Hangers in the Visual Analysis

To form a coherent visual language that describes the unpacking of thoughts,
notions and ideas from the analysis of the gaze, Figure 6.4.1 sets out the spatial
deconstruction of how the gaze forms the primary conceptual framework that
contributes to my visual research and fulfils Aim 1 of my research. I probe
female identity and analyse the layers of cultural veils to question the politics of
power that continue to impact upon the lives of women. It directs the visual
enquiry to gather the specific subversive data for the exhibition within the
cultural frames and within body politics. The theoretical filters and societal
filters in the figure also detect the patriarchal frameworks in society that
scaffold stereotypes, male privilege and prevalent attitudes in mass media to
impact negatively on women. These are then translated into visual concepts,
verbal concepts and cultural concepts. The stimuli from these concepts translate
into subversive imagery for the iconographic language in the works for the
exhibition.
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THE GAZE



Traditional Gaze

Body Politics Cultural Frames
Power  Subordination
Domination  Constraint
Control  Acquiescence
Violence  Pain

Self
Gaze

Theoretical Filters Societal Filters
• Psychoanalytic • Stereotypes
•  Feminist •  Male Privilege
• Film Theory •  Mass Media



GOAL: To subvert through Art Practice



STIMULI



THE RECLAIMED GAZE

Visual Verbal Cultural

Installation
Assemblage
Photography
Painting
Drawing
Video

↓

Text
Words

↓

Religious
codes/Precepts
(Reinforcing Male authority &
denying access to education
and career advancement)

•  Foot binding
• Screening/ Veiling
•  Widow Burning
• Leg Stretching
•  Dress codes

/Fashion

↓

Installation & Assemblage



EXHIBITED WORKS

Figure 6.4.1: Global Hangers

6.4.2.1 Derivations of Cultural Imagery

The investigation of cultural frameworks (within Hindu, Christian, Chinese and
Muslim contexts) reveals rich visual imagery. Research into issues like foot-
binding, screening and veiling, widow burning, leg stretching and dress codes
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in fashion, reveal unquestioned male authority embedded in religious texts
where access to advancement for women is denied. It provides the potential to
choose and develop imagery that contributes to the aims of this thesis (woman
as artefact) and establishes the role of the gaze as the conceptual source of the
visual investigation. (See Figure 6.4.1.)

6.4.2.2 Theoretical and Societal Filters

Through an examination of issues of power in theoretical frameworks
(psychoanalytic, feminist, film theory) it is possible to uncover the power issues
embedded in societal filters that benefit patriarchy and maintain its domination.
Through the use of theoretical frameworks such as feminist ideology, it is
possible to highlight the domination of women through art making as strategy
to reclaim the gaze.

6.4.2.3 Using a Feminist Framework as Strategy for Subversion

Feminist theories provide the evidence for the status quo and support the
argument that patriarchy is kept alive for the benefit of the dominant male.
Consistent with the politics of inclusion in feminist art where the “personal is
political” (Webster, 1992: 121), artists can use personal narratives to elucidate
and confirm their position. The strategy underlying the current research is to
take active control of the narrative to expose the extent to which external gazes
have constructed self-identity and the ultimate reality of the artist’s life through
religious and cultural mores. The role of the gaze in society is thus confirmed as
instrumental in shaping and as stimulus to both the internal and external
dialogue.

Political and social processes that are not transparent and exist heavily
disguised in culture elicit compliance from the women. Culture, religion, art
and fashion all collude to confine and restrict the lives of women through the
process of ‘looking’. An examination of the gaze is in terms of issues of power
relations and by applying feminist theoretical principles, it is possible to
dismantle existing power structures and thus make visible the issues of power
and control within it. Religious precepts are probed to demonstrate that women
have themselves colluded to their continued detriment and subordination

By exposing patriarchal agendas that have been built on male symbolic order,
explored in previous chapters, it is demonstrated that the objectified gaze is a
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visual artefact of control and power in culture, religion art and fashion.
Through art making as a strategy for visibility and for defying the gaze, it is
possible to gain insight, in an endeavour to form a new identity, free from
cultural references articulated through male desire and specificity.

The words, gaze, window, body as an object, glass, mirrors, violence, widow burning
trigger visual imagery that serve as potential ingredients.

Through these cues, I am able to create apt metaphorical connections. For
instance, from the Chinese three-inch Lotus shoes the exploration of foot
binding provides the visual language for constraint and cultural restriction. It is
also possible to unpack the concepts further by comparing current practices
with old customs to collectively bring them together under the framework of
the window.

For the past and in the realm of memories, old photographs from personal
history may be used to form the imagery and sounds from the music of my
early childhood may provide the context of time and cultural origins to drive
the context, direction and exploration in this research.

Eyes as an image, represents the gaze most effectively and as a strategy for
inclusion consistent with feminist ideology, I document all the women I
encounter by photographing their eyes to create a final piece of work for the
universal gaze.

6.4.2.4 Using Text

Throughout my encounter with printmaking, I have discovered the important
role of text in art making to be used as an overt signifier of the direction the
artist intends to unfold rhetoric or as the context from which imagery is
developed.

There are many ways to embed text. One way is to clearly use size and the
meaning of words to convey meaning. Words may be large, small, bold or
subtle. They can be raised as three- dimensional objects or flattened as part of
the imagery. The choice varies with each work.

By sandblasting text on glass, subtle and overt messages of compliance and
control, may be used. The meanings and semiotics embedded in the words obey,
comply, control, restrict, all become useful tools for raising awareness.
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By dismantling the word ‘reflections’ and by using mirrors to convey different
states of representation and deflection, more emphasis to the title Through the
Looking Glass can be made.

The artworks that emerge from the visual investigation and research further
provide the visual link to reinforce the inherent personal, theoretical and
political issues.

6.5 Relationship between Global Hangers and Materials/Media

Artists explore a variety of materials to convert their ideas into concrete
outcomes. Whether they are formal conceptual ideas driving the choice of
medium, or the pure enjoyment of process, the die is cast at the planning stages.
In this exhibition the choices have a conscious direction, formed by the global
hangers (Figure 6.4.1) that underpin the framework of the thesis. From here the
practise unfolds naturally, gaining momentum and consolidating the various
sections of the process, as it progresses. By controlling the colour palette,
restricting the choice of materials and selecting the methods employed the
narrative can be unfolded from the conceptual framework.

6.5.1 Looking at and through Cultural Windows

To retain a consistency and balance in this exhibition I choose to focus on
window installations that are three dimensional, freestanding and uniformly
divided into sections so that each installation remains independent. While the
artworks within each window frame allow visual connections to be made about
culture and religion, they would still work as one unit of work. The choice
reflects and complements each cultural affiliation. An example is the auspicious
colour red for the visual development of the Chinese cultural window.

The other limitation placed on the genesis of this group of installations is the
choice of colour palette for the materials and artworks. My compositions
succeed best when strong symbolic significance is conveyed simply and my
challenge is finding ways to do this either by shape or by colour.

6.5.2 Unfolding Positions in Looking

For the theoretical positions of object and subject I investigate reflections and
reflected images. For the subject I had found a group of life size mannequins
from a second hand store in Mackay. Through them I convey the issues in body
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politics. For the objectified and reflected positions I choose life size mirrors. As
a set of installations they occupy both positions adequately and also fulfil the
third positions of the audience in looking.

6.5.3 Strategies to Reclaim the Gaze

To actively reclaim the gaze and create visibility for women, I plan to document
the current voices of the women from the North of Queensland using the
headings explored in this thesis. I could either use a series of questionnaires or
record observations of individual women in the Cairns area. Another more
casual North Queensland practice would be to hold an informal gathering of a
diverse group of women of varying ages, social backgrounds and ages to see
what unfolds. Documenting this forum would give a local context, create
interaction and develop awareness for a dialogue towards empowerment.

6.5.4 Assembling Found Materials

I assemble objects and combine painting, printmaking or collage to form
coherent statements. Finding objects for an exhibition is a combination of
serendipitous findings and deliberate collecting. As soon as a concept is
developed, I am on both conscious and unconscious level, ferreting and
fossicking. I comb through opportunity shops, hardware shops, second hand
shops, recycling centres and antique shops to collect whatever relevant material
that adequately inform the rhetoric in my work. I also hand out my phone
number to shops looking out for old corsets and other paraphernalia that could
impart the objectified body to an audience.

From the conceptual base, the global hangers (Figure: 6.4.1) form the basis for
collecting and sorting. Even on trips overseas, I comb through hardware shops,
markets and pet shops to find suitable objects that may one day end up in an
artwork. In labelled boxes, I gather materials and colour code them so that they
can support the conceptual basis for an artwork. Table 6.5.1 illustrates the way I
collect objects for later use as ingredients to weave the narratives in cultural
windows.
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Table 6.5.1: Classification for Cultural Windows

Chinese Islam Hindu Torres Strait

• Fabrics

• Porcelain spoons

• Chopsticks

• Lotus shoes

• Chinese joss
paper

• Hand-mirrors

• Chinese
advertising
postcards from
the 1940s

• Canvas

• Text references

• 4 sieves

• Variety of wire
screens

• Jelly moulds

• Photos of Indian
scenes

• Arabic text

• Glass

• Text references

• Mirror frames

• Brass door
handles

• Canvas

• Widow burning
text

• Religious
paradoxes

• Collected
religious images

• Images of fish
traps

• Woven animals,
birds

• Woven mats

• Examples of
hibiscus prints

• Images of shields
and Islander
headdress

Before I start an artwork I would already have a vague idea of the palette and
the materials that I intend to use, to effectively translate the concepts although
these decisions are not fixed and may change in the planning stages.

6.6 Materials and Medium

There is a definite relationship between the choice of process and the materials
and medium used. My preference for mixed media predetermines the use of a
variety of equipment ranging from printmaking tools, papers, printing inks and
mediums to bind, glues and the variety of paints used for the development of
this body of work.

I move with ease between different areas of my studio where each process can
be separately executed so that they are assembled at a later date. The only
departure from my normal practice is the exploration of kiln glass methods that
require separate technical experimentation to reach intended outcomes.

Table 6.5.2 illustrates the relationship between the choice of process, the
medium selected and the techniques used.
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Table 6.5.2: Materials and Mediums

Process Medium selected Equipment Techniques used

Printmaking • Inks,

• Rice paper

• Rollers, burnishers

• Baren

Lino printing

Photography • Digital • Digital Camera

•  Epsom Printer

Digital photography

Kiln Glass

Techniques

• Bullseye Glass

• Rubber cement

• Casting Plaster

• Clay

• Wax

• Kiln

• Glass grinders,

• Glass cutters

• Steamer

• Sandblasting

• Slumping, casting

• Tack-fusing

Assemblage • Sieves, wooden
cabinets

• Cane

• Glass vessels

• Wardrobe mirrors

• Bird cages

• Glues

• Steel mounts

• Screwing

• Glueing,

• Weaving,

Painting/

Drawing

• Canvas, Pigments,
Acrylics, Papers,

• Chinese festival
papers

• Coloured pencils

• Variety of
applications,

• Brushes

• sponges

• Collage

• Layering

Video
Documentation

• Film making • Digital video camera

• Editing equipment

• Filming
techniques

• Editing

6.6.1: Investigation of Glass as a Medium

The need to depict visually overt and covert mechanisms in society leads me to
investigate glass as a medium. Glass provides the best metaphor for the degrees
of transparencies in terms of looking and the gaze. It enables overt and covert
statements on mechanisms that exist in society. Combinations of clear, coloured
and obscure glass can be used to create layering, filtering, distortions and
magnification to explain and reveal concepts inherent in the research.

By combining mixed media and found materials, I intend to experiment with a
variety of assemblages to articulate visibility, layering and filtering through the
gaze. By delving into aspects of revealing and concealing I will also be able to
work with glass to analyse male spectatorship raised in the research.
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I am able to experiment with colour and thickness of material, by fusing and
slumping glass to examine notion of visibility. I investigate a variety of new
materials from plastics, perspex, glass and mirrors to add to a contemporary
dialogue.

I obtained advice from an experienced glass-worker, Jude Bohm-Parr who
agreed to mentor my glass processes. Her advice was to use Bullseye glass
(Plate 6.6.1) for its inherent compatibility and consistency of colours after firing.

Plate 6.6.1: Bullseye Glass Samples

To provide the desired outcome, the kiln-formed glass process needed a
lifetime of experimentation. That luxury I do not have, so I hone in on the
concepts to drive the enquiry. However, I am mindful of the reasons for
choosing glass and am prepared to look for alternative ways to work if the
outcome does not meet exhibition standards.

6.7 Technical Experimentation

The Egyptian name for glass is ‘stone that flows’, reflecting that it can be both
liquid and solid. This appealing, alchemic quality is seductive at the beginning
but as one progresses and grasps the intricacies in working with glass it begins
to challenge one’s conceptual realm far greater than any other medium.



145

My relationship with glass and my dialogue with Jude fill every waking
moment of the next five months. I keep my trips to Jude to a minimum not to
interfere with her business commitment and decide to focus on the mould-
making process.

6.7.1 Refactory Moulds

Mould making techniques are well described in books. Reading manuals only
provides limited information for mould making. I require hands on instructions
and experiential learning. As a beginner, I decide to explore two-dimensional
designs as a step to building skills for slumping/fusing techniques (Plate 6.7.1-
Plate 6.7.4) and these are necessary for the conceptual decisions I have taken for
the exploration. The arrangement of separate glass components and the
containment of the shape dictate the results. While it looks easy, many factors,
like humidity, can affect results. Moulds have to be solidly made and reinforced
adequately. They are made up of a 1:1 mixture of silica and plaster. I also
reinforce the mould with fibreglass strips to stop them from disintegrating
when lifted. The fragile moulds also require careful handling

Plate 6.7.1: Refactory Moulds
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Plate 6.7.2: Plaster Mould of Duty

Plate 6.7.3: Final Cast in Mould
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Plate 6.7.4: Casting Glass in Moulds

6.7.2 Casting

The casting process in glass is long, involved and tedious. It begins with
creating the mould. I decide to tackle mould making first, due to the degree of
difficulty it involved. I find that the better the moulds the better the finish on
the glass work. (Plate 6.7.3)

6.8 The Kiln

When working in Jude’s studio, I realised that I need more experimentation and
this would require the use of a kiln for my own tests and firings. It will then
give me the autonomy and the ability to work at my own pace.

When I found a second hand, three-phase powered kiln in the local paper, I
discovered that I needed someone with electrical knowledge to get me started. I
rang all the schools in Cairns, who used this type of kiln to access an instruction
booklet as the company that made the kiln had ceased operations. I located a
photocopy of an old model and it was all I needed.
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Plate 6.8.1: Stacking a Load

I also had to find a knowledgeable technician. I found him after a long hunt
through the school network. He was willing to spend the time to find out about
this kiln and fix the programming control that had blown. The trials and
traumas involved in setting up the kiln gave me quick insight in operating it
and eventually we had it running smoothly.
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Figure 6.8.1: Stages of Firing

(Cummings, 1997: 47)

I would go through the schedule and record the details, step by step and
discuss what I anticipated as my outcome. Jude would reinforce the settings for
the firing schedules before a firing so that I understood what happens in the
firing process.
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Table 6.8.1: Firing Schedules
Time: 9.30 pm Casting Completed

19/11/04
Instructions Ramp Temp Soak (hold)
1st stage 50°/hr 500° 60 mins: 1hr
Bung out- dry moulds 10 hrs
2nd Stage
Bung in 150°/hr 810° 60 mins: 1hr

5 hrs 30 mins

3rd Stage
Annealing Taking
stress out

800°/hr ⇓ 516 ° 90 mins

Don’t open till 100° ⇓300°
front bung out

Both bungs open
Open at 50°
Later ⇓30°
Results
Works Fired 19/11
Subordination
Duty
Figure
Hand mirror

√
√
Not enough glass
Molten glass: Spilled
over

Small amount of
Leak
Good results
Repeat

See photos of results

Fusing

1st Stage 150°/hr 300° Off

2nd Stage 300°/hr 800° 10 mins

3rd Stage off 516°(Annealing) 456 mins
Wait till temp ⇓ 30°

RESULTS
Blue mix √ Fused well
Fawn pieces √ Fused well
Test Pieces
Clear Glass
Beads
Eyes on glass

Window glass had
Fractures, Bulls eye
Glass melted between
window glass Bubbles
trapped

Slumping
Instructions Ramp Temp Soak
1st Stage 150°/hr

2hrs
300°(150°for window glass
(thicker)

10 mins
If deeper or thicker
Soak it longer 20 mins

2nd stage
SAFETY
No plastics or nylon
only wear natural fibre

200°/hr
2hrs

⇑700°

3rd Stage
Wait to 30°

off 516° Till 45 °

Results
Temp not high enough for
slumping

Increase temp 100°to
300°

Jali 24/2/2004 1.45 pm Increase to 780°
Gold embedded
Eyes
Glass Blocked with fire
bricks
Tack fusing
Ist stage 50°/hr 300° off
2nd stage 700° 15 mins
3rd stage Off 516° 60 mins
Off
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6.8.1 Method for Stressing Glass
Heat to 300°

Immerse in metal container of water

Table 6.8.2:  Fire Polish

Fire polish

Instructions Ramp Temp Soak

1st Stage

12.40-6.40

⇑50°/hr 300° 4- 5 mins

2nd Stage 500 °/hr 700°

0°/hr 516° 45 mins

Commodity

Chattel

Object of desire

Artefact

√

√

√

√

RESULTS

Only marginal
difference in the shine

To appease my trepidations I telephoned Jude to describe my results after a
firing. Although my results were mostly successful, I learnt the boundaries of
the process more quickly through the disasters.

I found the discussions with her the best way to learn and to be aware of the
range of possibilities in front of me. The curious thing about changing process is
that one learns that they are all demanding, of time, patience and resolve. There
is no difference in the rigour or honesty necessary to achieve a successful
outcome.


	Cover Sheet
	Front Pages
	Title Page
	Statement of Access
	Electronic Copy Declaration
	Statement of Sources
	Acknowledgements
	Abstract
	Table of Contents
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	List of Plates

	Chapter 1. Introduction
	Chapter 2. Theoretical Perspectives on the Gaze
	Chapter 3. The Gaze in Religion
	Chapter 4. Defying the Gaze
	Chapter 5. Toward a Framework of Reference
	Chapter 6. The Research



