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Abstract

:

Sexual violence in the higher education is an epidemic of global proportions. Scholars conclude that the individual and collective silence that surrounds such violence enables its perpetration and that violence will only be eradicated when we break this silence. In this paper, we used two participatory visual methods (PVM), collage and storytelling, to explore what sexual violence at university looks like and what it means to woman students. Two groups of student teachers in two South African universities were engaged in collage and storytelling workshops in late 2017 and early 2018, respectively. We thematically analyzed the issues that emerged from the data, drawing on transformative learning theory to explore how our approach might help women students to break the silence around sexual violence and stimulate critical dialogue to address it. Our analysis suggests that these visual tools enabled deep reflections on the meaning and impact of sexual violence, particularly for women. In addition, the participatory process supported introspection about their experiences of sexual violence and their responses to it as bystanders in and around campus. More importantly, they discussed how they, as young women, might break the silence and sustain new conversations about gender and gender equality in institutions and beyond.
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1. Introduction


The recent #MeToo Twitter movement of 2017 brought international attention to the prevalence of sexual violence in private and public spaces throughout the world. Defined as ‘any sexual act, attempt to obtain a sexual act, unwanted sexual comments or advances, or acts to traffic, or otherwise directed against a person’s sexuality using coercion, by any person regardless of their relationship to the victim, in any setting, including but not limited to home and work’ [1,2], sexual violence is negatively skewed against girls and women. The #MeToo movement and the subsequent campaigns on college and university campuses across the world have brought the pervasiveness of sexual violence against women to the fore in a context where voices against such violence are often silenced. In South Africa, sexual violence is rife and women and girls experience rape and other forms of gender-based violence on a ‘large and seemingly uncontrollable scale’ [3]. Yet the authorities seem incapable of responding effectively to the situation [3]. For example, while over 40,000 rapes are reported to the police per annum [4], it is estimated that only 14% of perpetrators face conviction in South Africa [5]. In fact, evidence suggests that statistics are much higher, since fear, shame, re-traumatization, and a lack of trust in the criminal justice system discourage women and girls from reporting sexual violence [6]. Consequently, just one in nine cases of sexual violence ever reach police records [6,7,8]. The pervasiveness of rape and other forms of sexual violence against women and girls in South Africa, and the inadequacy of the state’s response, have fostered a ‘rape culture’ in which sexual violence has become normalized. Rape culture goes beyond the physical act of rape or sexual abuse. It is a mindset, created and enabled by patriarchy that serves to empower men at the expense of women, keeping women and men within ‘certain boundaries and categories’ [9]. Rape culture effectively undermines the citizenship of women and girls [3], demoting them to ‘second class citizens’ and serving to control their behaviour through a culture of silence, fear, and shame. Our objective in this study was to explore the nature of sexual violence on campus and to gain insight into what it means to be an African woman student in times of sexual violence.




2. Sexual Violence on Higher Education Campuses


Sexual violence in the higher education sector has been a worldwide concern for many decades [10,11,12,13]. It has far-reaching public health, economic and social consequences. For example, students with a history of being sexually violated are prone to depression, anxiety, and headaches and are less likely to perform well academically [14,15]. In addition, since most sexual violence occurs within the context of intimate partner relationships, survivors are known to suffer from the trauma of interpersonal betrayal [16]. Yet when sexual violence occurs within the context of an institution like a school or a university, around half the survivors also report the harm of institutional betrayal. Institutional betrayal is the ‘harm that an institution does to those who depend upon it’ [17]. It is evident ‘in overt policies or behaviours, such as discriminatory rules, or an institution’s failure to do what is reasonably expected, including a failure to respond effectively to cases of sexual violence’ [17]. This form of betrayal is very harmful and may exacerbate the physical and emotional symptoms associated with sexual trauma [17].



There are approximately 76 higher education institutions in South Africa, with around two million students and staff across 420 campuses [18]. While there is no data to confirm the true extent of sexual violence in these institutions, a retrospective study on rape justice conducted by the South African Medical Research Council (SAMRC) provides some important insights [19]. The sample for the SAMRC study consisted of 3952 cases of rape reported at 170 police stations across the country in 2012. In these cases, 94.1% of complainants were female, 46% were children (under 18), 4.9% were disabled, and 10.3% of the adult victims were studying at the time [19]. The report does not detail where these reported student rapes occurred or who the perpetrators were. Yet, if one considers the overall sample, one finds that in 69% of the cases, the perpetrator was known to the victim either as an acquaintance (30.4%), a current or ex-partner (13.9%), a relative (10.8%), or in another capacity, such as a teacher, a fellow employee, or a prospective employer (9%) [19].



Some higher education institutions in South Africa have been developing policies to combat sexual violence since the late 1980s [20]. Yet, many still lack a relevant policy framework, and others have failed to implement their policies consistently [19,21]. Consequently, sexual violence remains ‘a key challenge to the post-schooling system’ and female students continue to be plagued by patriarchal practices and sexual violence [22]. Since October 2016, the South African Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) have been developing a Policy and Strategy Framework to address gender-based violence (GBV). This draft framework could help to address sexual violence on campus [22]. For it to succeed, however, the underlying patriarchal rape culture needs to be challenged since it often undermines the implementation of policies designed to protect students from sexual violence. For example, in 2016, a student was sexually assaulted by a police officer during a protest at a large South African university. However, rather than taking decisive action against the perpetrator and responding to the victim’s trauma, university spokespeople became preoccupied with the wording of their response in the media: ‘Was it a case of rape, or [merely] a case of sexual assault? Did it occur on campus or off campus?’ [23]. Three academics from this university argued that the university’s failure to take decisive action effectively ‘entrenches rape culture and dismisses the gravity of the incident and the lasting impact of sexual violence on women’ [23]. Similarly, in 2017, a sexual violence awareness group from another university campus released a statement about the way that their university had responded to two recent incidents of sexual violence. They argued that the university’s official email focused more on ‘condemning the release of the perpetrators’ names’ than providing practical information on how to respond to sexual violence on campus [24]. These responses illustrate how rape culture can undermine justice.




3. Theoretical Framework


3.1. Participatory Visual Approach


In this paper, we present results from our ongoing research with students at two South African universities, one in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) and the other in the Eastern Cape (EC). In our collaboration with these students, we have been using participatory visual methodologies (PVM) to understand and address sexual violence on campus [25]. PVM include a variety of arts-based visual methods, such as collage, photovoice, digital storytelling and participatory video. It is a popular approach when working with youth since it can help to address some of the power imbalances that often emerge between adult researchers and younger participants [26]. PVM can help to articulate information that may otherwise be difficult to share due to illiteracy, language obstacles, or topic sensitivity, such as sexual violence [26,27]. Participatory approaches are aligned with the work of Paulo Freire, and have been credited for bringing marginal or previously-silenced voices to the fore, enabling participants to share their stories and helping to design and deliver interventions informed by their lived experiences [26]. In this study, we combined storytelling with collage making, by asking the students to create a collage and then write a short narrative about it.




3.2. Using Transformative Learning Theory


We located the project within Jack Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory, which explains learning as a process of development [28]. In line with this framework, participants are viewed as active critical thinkers who are capable of interpreting and reinterpreting their situations and imagining new possibilities [29,30]. By enabling the students to imagine different ways of responding to sexual violence on campus [31], our hope was that the emerging understandings and experiences might contribute to not only breaking the silence that often surrounds such incidents, but also initiating and sustaining critical dialogue aimed at addressing it [32,33]. Through engagement in collage-making and storytelling, we also aimed to examine how the students might imagine alternative organisational structures, interpersonal relationships, cultural milieu, and norms and values in and around the campus [33,34]. Indeed, it is important that students are involved as partners and/or leaders in research so that programs can be more equitable, meaningful, and sustainable [35]. In this study, we engaged students in participatory research in order to explore: (1) What does sexual violence look like on the university campus? And (2) What does it mean to be a woman on campus in the context of sexual violence?





4. Materials and Methods


4.1. Our Sites and Participants


In this project, we ran two workshops at two South African universities, which are located in the provinces of the Eastern Cape and KZN, respectively. These two institutions were selected by convenience because this was where two of the leading researchers on the project team were located. Fifteen university students (one male and 14 female), attended our participatory workshops. The participants were all university students in education and shared a common interest in addressing GBV on campus. Yet the two cohorts were contrasted by their degree of familiarity with PVM and their experiences of living in these two provinces. These differences allowed the participants to help co-create knowledge of the multiple realities of GBV and has highlighted the complexities of this phenomenon in our results.



4.1.1. Eastern Cape Workshop


Nine undergraduate student teachers (all female, and all black African) who were registered for, or had just completed, their Bachelor of Education degrees, attended our workshop in the Eastern Cape. All participants belonged to a group known as the Girls Leading Change (GLC), which was formed in 2013. We purposively recruited the GLC members to this project in their first year of study in 2013. They all went to school in rural villages in the Eastern Cape. Over the past five years, the GLC have been using PVM to investigate sexual violence on campus. They have also been using their visual productions to engage university management and community structures in dialogue about sexual violence on campus and on strategies to address it. Since the GLC have been involved in using creative methods to investigate and address sexual violence for some time, we encouraged them to focus on meaning and activism by using the following prompt in our collage and storytelling workshop in 2017: ‘What does it mean to be a young African woman in times of sexual violence?’




4.1.2. KZN Workshop


Six undergraduate students (one male and five females, and all black African) attended the workshop in KZN. These students belong to a self-formed group known as the Gender Activists (GAs) which has been meeting since 2017. GA has twelve members and continues to grow as other interested students join. Our project team meets with the GA once a month to engage in PVM activities with the aim of identifying and addressing sexual violence on campus. In March 2018, we ran a one-day collage and storytelling workshop with six of the GA who were available to attend. Given the mixed-gender make-up of GAs, we decided to use a gender-neutral prompt: ‘What does sexual violence look like on campus? (The face, the act, the space, the emotion)?’ Since the GAs are still quite new to using PVM, the focus of the workshop was more on mapping out the nature of sexual violence on this campus, than on activism.





4.2. Using Collage and Storytelling


In both workshops, we employed collage as a method for students to reflect on their experiences of sexual violence on campus, to collaboratively interpret the images, and to devise relevant action plans. Collage creation is known to be a time-consuming process, and yet it is this aspect of the methodology, the fact that it is lengthy, that makes it so suitable for addressing sensitive topics. Indeed, it is this process of cutting, tearing, sticking, drawing, and writing, which allows participants to process their thoughts and feelings and to meditate on the meaning of the issue at hand [36]. We also used storytelling to gain insight into the nature and meaning of sexual violence. Storytelling is a useful tool to apply in the South African context since it has played a central role in our cultural and political history and continues to help marginalized people to share experiences, to listen to each other, and to make sense of their worlds [37,38]. For us in the project, storytelling and the dialogues around the meaning of the collages is a part of breaking the silence and creating critical dialogue about being a female student in South Africa in the time of sexual violence. Indeed, through the collage and storytelling, we were able to engage the students in linguistic and non-linguistic dialogue about what they saw and experienced on campus and how they interpreted it [39,40].



In both workshops, we provided the participants with a prompt, and supplied them with poster materials, various magazines, a pair of scissors, glue and markers, and gave them 120–180 min to respond to the prompt in any way they wanted to. The individuals then wrote down their stories, talked about their individual collages and then we discussed emerging issues across the various collages. With the permission of the participants, the discussions were recorded and later transcribed verbatim.




4.3. Data Analysis


The themes that we discuss below emerged inductively through our analysis of the collages, the narratives and our discussions with participants at the workshops. This multi-layered approach to data analysis allowed for the development of a co-constructed understanding of the data.




4.4. Ethical Considerations


Ethics approval for this project was obtained from the Research Ethics Committees of the two universities concerned and written informed consent was secured from all participants. In view of the sensitivity of the topic at hand and the prevalence of sexual violence in this population group, we drew on our experience of using these methods to address sensitive topics and took steps to mitigate the risks of re-traumatization and re-victimization [41,42,43]. For example, we created safe spaces by limiting participation to a small group of students who knew each other well. We continuously reminded the participants to refrain from judging or criticizing the content in the collages and what each creator says about their visual creation. As the group’s intention was to potentially use the visual media for advocacy, we specifically chose to use collage as a PVM tool, since it does not reveal personal identities and kept the stories anonymous in our analysis. Lastly, since the process of creating and sharing the stories and collages led to some emotional experiences for some of the participants, we referred a number of them to post-workshop counselling on their respective campuses.





5. Findings


Our inductive thematic analysis of these visual texts, stories and discussions resulted in a total number 12 non-exclusive and overlapping themes.



5.1. Perspectives from the Gender Activists (GA)


In the KZN workshop, six undergraduates used collage and narratives/stories to explore what sexual violence looks like on campus. In Table 1 below, we provide a thumbnail image and brief content description of each of the six collages (collages #1 to #6). Our analysis of these artworks, stories, and discussions brought about seven nonexclusive and overlapping themes. These were: (1) The Wish List; (2) The Hunt; (3) Rape Gadgets; (4) Standing by my Man; (5) Sex for Favours; (6) My Secret Life; and (7) Agency. We discuss each of these recurrent themes below, drawing on examples from the collages and participant discussions for explanations.



5.1.1. The Wish List


The GAs argued that many young girls come to campus with a ‘Wish List’, expecting to find the ideal person to give them love, material possessions or to fulfil a particular role. As the creator of collage #2 explained, many women come to campus ‘with that sense of freedom’ and the need to be loved by the ‘perfect guy.’ Yet, these expectations can make them more vulnerable to sexual violence since they are fooled by a man’s material possessions and outward charm and fail to recognize when they are in danger. Indeed, one participant explained that behind closed doors a ‘perfect guy’ can transform into a monster: ‘He will tear you up. He will flip in a minute and you will find ‘Mufasa’ [of the Lion King] there and you will be behind closed doors’ (creator of collage #3, group discussion).




5.1.2. The Hunt


One participant created a collage (collage #5) with the theme, ‘The Hunt’, in which women are the ‘food on which men prey’. The participant explained that senior male students prey on first year women students and either lure, coerce or force them to have sex (creator of collage #5, group discussion). Picking up on ‘the hunt’ theme, collage #4 refers to ‘rape gadgets’ (discussed further in the section below), which include alcohol, smart cars, cellphones, athletic physiques, and fancy clothes. Men use these ‘gadgets’ to hunt girls and lure and/or force them into sex. This tends to happen at parties, especially during orientation. According to this participant, men watch ‘innocent-looking’ girls arrive at the event and use alcohol to ‘marinate their meat before going in for the kill’ (creator of collage #4, group discussion). For example, one participant explained:


Most of the individuals that come here on campus are from remote [rural] areas that have not really been exposed to this kind of life. So when they see these materialistic things, they automatically just fall for it and then they get taken advantage of. We always want to have fun. We get exposed to life, we get exposed to alcohol and substances and that makes us have poor judgements and that ends up us being getting taken advantage of and getting sexually violated.



(Creator of collage #6, group discussion)







Although alcohol is officially prohibited on this campus, the participants explained that the campus security guards generally fail to stop students from drinking on campus and are quite likely ‘to come and join you.’ Yet, at the end of the day, when alcohol ‘turns that guy into a monster’ and he attacks girls in their residence bedrooms or at parties, the campus security guards do not want to deal with the consequences, often blaming the women for drinking and partying and, therefore, for ‘asking for it’(creator of collage #3, group discussion).




5.1.3. Rape Gadgets


As discussed above, some of the collages suggested that men used ‘rape gadgets’ to lure or coerce women to have sex with them. In particular, a few of the collages and the narratives suggest that dress and materialism are closely linked to both ‘the hunt’ and ‘the wish list’ and serve to drive sexual violence on campus. For example, a participant noted, ‘you find that the person comes from a poor family and goes to tertiary education, where they want to fit in in terms of what they should wear and they get this person who will be able to provide for them in terms of the finances, and as to how that person treats them, now that no longer matters.’ According to the participants, social media plays a significant role in policing women’s dress, for example, by showing students ‘what we are supposed to wear, and what we are not supposed to wear, and [influencing] how we get violated as people.’ In collages #2, #4 and #6, and in subsequent discussions, it was clear that female students experienced high rates of cyber violence on campus, where perpetrators plague them in their personal spaces with offensive words and images, such as ‘dick pics.’ Cellphone data is expensive in South Africa and this often limits internet access amongst resource-poor youth. However, on campus, free internet is provided by the university and so student use of social media is high.



According to the participants, men often use their athletic physiques to lure women into having sexual relations with them and then use their physical strength as a weapon to overcome them. collage #5, for example, shows a ‘strong man’—the hunter and the body builder, the perfect guy, who goes to gym. Yet, as the participant argued, the story changes when these guys turn to abuse: ‘I honestly feel they go there to that gym to gym up for us. They are just practicing until they come to this boxing match and they box you because they’ve already practiced how to box a woman’ (creator of collage #3, group discussion). Moreover, when the ‘rape gadgets’ fail to lure women, men often use abuse and violence instead. For example, collage #3 identifies name-calling as another form of gender-based violence that women experience on campus, As the creator of the collage states, the word ‘bitch’ is used pervasively throughout campus to refer to women, ‘you are called the ‘B’ instead of your name.’ Replacing the women’s names with this derogatory word is, according to the participants, a form of abuse, robbing female students of their identities and humanity.




5.1.4. Standing by My Man


Our discussion about dress extended to the link between sexual violence and the kinds of clothes that women wear. For example, one student explained that if a man assaulted her when she ‘was drunk, or wearing revealing clothes, this is seen as a good enough reason for him to go unpunished for his wrong doings’ (creator of collage #1, group discussion). Another student claimed that when other women, friends, police or security personnel witness or receive reports of sexual violence, rather than attempting to help the victim or punish the perpetrator, they choose to ‘stand by their man’ (creator of collage #6, group discussion). They choose to ask: ‘what did you do to get violated? What were you wearing? Why was he in your room? What did you say? Is he your boyfriend? Did you text him first…?’ (creator of collage #3, group discussion). Creator of collage #6 further argued that others try to normalise violence, encouraging the victim to let go of the event and ‘stand by your man.’ Consequently, as creator collage #4 wrote on her artwork, ‘rape is the only crime where the victim becomes the accused.’ Such victim blaming is a serious concern since it leads to apathy and a lack of action. Consequently, leadership and managerial structures on campus often fail to protect students from sexual violence.




5.1.5. Sex for Favours


The collages and discussions also suggest that some of the academic and administrative staff are either complicit in the violence or are perpetrators themselves. Indeed, ‘it seems that if you are given the power to lead, it gives you the right to do as you please to those who do not have power.’ Abuse of power has a major impact on the lives of female students. It influences where they live, since those in charge of housing are known to exchange a room in residence for sexual favours from students. Similarly, lecturers are known to exchange marks/grades for sex. This abuse is illustrated in the image of the two people at the desk in collage #4 and the accompanying text, ‘agree to it and I’ll give you what you need.’ The abuse of power extends to the student leaders from the Students’ Representative Council (SRC), who are said to have:


Taken control of every single aspect of life on this campus [and to] use their leadership skills, alcohol and the privileges that they have to manipulate you as a woman. I feel if you go into their office in order to ask for help, they will sit there, and they will look at you and laugh at you unless you are willing to give them something in order for you to repay them.



(creator of collage #4, group discussion)







This has led our participants to question the leadership on their campus. ‘Not just the students, I question the lecturers, I question the Executive Management for not taking a stand on the situation that we are facing’ (creator of collage #6, group discussion). Yet, as the creator of collage #3 claimed; ‘it seems that people [in power] don’t get punished because they are in the high ranks of the university.’ Moreover, it would seem that justice can be bought, since our participants who have gone to the security structures to report abuse have found that the perpetrators sometimes pay security guards to ensure the sexual violence report disappears. This also happens with the police. ‘The police will come and take statements and when you are supposed to go and face trial, the docket goes missing’ (creator of collage #3, group discussion).




5.1.6. My Secret Life


Fear of abuse and a culture of victim blaming has made it difficult for women to speak about experiences of violence. It has created a culture of silence and secrecy, which results in survivors of sexual violence on campus being isolated. This challenges their dreams of a bright future. As the creator of collage #6 explained:


You spend thousands on your ‘new mattress’ [university and housing fees] only to be violated in this space. You find yourself carrying an unwanted pregnancy and/or HIV. You end up floating on the sea, all alone. The people at home who sent you to study, your families, teachers, and friends, will never find out about your secret.



(creator of collage #6, group discussion)







Creator of collage #6 further notes that ‘we end up with a ‘do not disturb sign’ on the door of our relationships because, even though we are going through problems, we ‘are afraid of what you might find behind the closed door and yet … maybe I can help you to get out of that room’ (group discussion). Thus, the collages also referred to some possible solutions and strategies for addressing sexual violence on campus.




5.1.7. Agency


The collages, in identifying solutions, referred to women’s agency and strength. In some instances, it seems as if there is no hope: ‘we have hindrances as women. Even though we want to help one another, we have things that are hurting us. Things that we cannot do anything about because we are shattered … we don’t have anything else that we can use to empower ourselves’ (creator of collage #3, group discussion). This lack of agency is also apparent in the reports of women forgiving perpetrators without seeking justice. As one participant, who disclosed that she was a survivor of physical violence explained, ‘I don’t hold grudges. I am very forgiving … I wish there could be something I could do, but for me, what has helped is just talking about it’ (unidentified participant, group discussion).



Yet despite the complications surrounding agency and strength, it is clear that the students believe in themselves and intend to take matters into their own hands. Firstly, one cannot underestimate the importance of agency demonstrated by these students in volunteering to join this group and in their willingness to talk about this problem (with university leadership) and to take joint action. Secondly, the words: ‘the change makers’ in collage #4, confirm this sense of agency since they indicate that ‘it is us who can change the system in order to work for us.’ Moreover, in the group discussion, the creator of collage #6 further explained that the words: ‘question of leadership,’ on her collage are meant to encourage girls to ‘take leadership and question what can we do. What solutions can we take? Where can we seek justice, and find strength.’ Agency is also evident in excerpts from the discussion, such as ‘you go through so much that you can either forget about yourself or it helps you to find the hidden you.’ Or, ‘I wonder what I can do to ensure that cases of sexual violence are dealt with accordingly.’ Lastly, a sense of inner strength is conveyed in the following statement by creator of collage #3: ‘as a South African nation, we fail to understand that even though men are more powerful than us … we also have the power to stand up and say, ‘you know what, I can do better without you.’





5.2. Perspectives from the Girls Leading Change (GLC)


Here, we present results from the workshop we held with nine of the 14 GLC members, who created collages and narratives to explore what it means to be a young African woman in times of sexual violence. In Table 2 below, we provide a thumbnail image and brief content description of each of the nine collages (collages #7 to #15). Our analysis of the collages, stories and discussions brought about five nonexclusive and overlapping themes, including: (1) The Female Body as a Crime Scene; (2) Changing a Man’s World; (3) African Women, Patriarchy, and Change; (4) How to Flourish in Times of Violence; and (5) Social Conscience to Extend the Reach. We discuss each of these recurrent themes below, drawing on examples from the collages, stories, and discussions for illustration.



5.2.1. The Female Body as Crime Scene


This collection of collages offer insight into how young African women feel in times of sexual violence and reveal that although they are ‘made’ in South Africa they do not necessarily feel a sense of belonging or safety in this space. For example, collage #9 features the image of an indigenous African woman dressed in traditional clothes with the caption, ‘Made from Africa.’ Yet, the creator of collage #9 explained, ‘When the world is violent you feel like there is no place to hide, there’s no sense of belonging. … The place where you are supposed to be safe, feels unsafe.’ (Creator of collage #9, group discussion). She continued and pointed out, ‘There is a sense of darkness’ and ‘it is very scary’ (creator of collage #9, group discussion). Feeling scared is linked to bodily harm in the family home, public spaces, cultural practices and coercion. For example, one participant said that young African women do not feel safe when they go out or when they stay home, because their families may sell them off into a forced marriage or they may be raped by their stepfather. Another collage creator explained, women are ‘thrust into an abusive, unjust, uncomfortable, oppressive and dehumanizing situation by persons or circumstances beyond their control,’ which they endure ‘beneath the mask of a smile’ (creator of collage #9, group discussion). Collages #9 and #10 showed the stress, anxiety, and pain beneath the mask. These all limit the potential of women who come to university ‘to start a new life’ (creator of collage #10, group discussion) and to make something of themselves.



Collage #8 depicts a silhouette of the body of an African woman carrying a basket on her head. The collage creator explained that this body is symbolic of the body of African women as ‘a crime scene.’ As the participant explained, ‘I see a woman’s body, from the breast down, from the chest down, as a crime scene… This part of my body is not mine as a woman. As a young African woman, I do not own this part of my body and I am always in a battle for the control and ownership of my body’ (creator of collage #8, group discussion). The participant continued, ‘society lays claim in many ways to the body of women through media, policy, politics, reproductive health choices, domestic control, body shaming… As African women, it is time that we closed that crime scene and said, ‘This is my body. You need… to step out of it and you are not going to tell me what I am.’ (Creator of collage #8, group discussion). This statement illustrates how these young women are taking back ownership of their bodies and are resisting the demands placed on them.




5.2.2. Changing a Man’s World


The impetus to challenge the status quo—a man’s world—is a significant theme in this collection of collages. For example, collage #8 depicts an African woman carrying a bowl on her head, which represents a woman fulfilling her traditional role in society. In the words of the creator of collage #8, it shows ‘what society expects of an African woman’ and that ‘as an African woman, patriarchy has always tried to make sure that [we] conform to the standards and gender roles that our mothers and their mothers have conformed to’ (creator of collage #8, group discussion). Yet collage #9 shows women and girls in a room with a door behind them to depict how some women just ‘kept on knocking until they found the right door’ (creator of collage #9, group discussion). In other words, they persevered until they found a way to participate in the community discussions usually reserved for men. These women saw themselves as able to take charge and ‘speak about things that we are generally not allowed to speak about in African culture’ (creator of collage #8, group discussion). Nevertheless, another participant acknowledged that there were certain constraints within this freedom, ‘you have to follow certain protocols. You have to do certain things. You have to respect their way’ (creator of collage #10, group discussion). Moreover, she continued that they ‘have to grow with so many secrets in [them] because there isn’t much of a space where [they] can just talk about things’ (creator of collage #10, group discussion).



In the workshop discussions, it was clear that these student teachers saw their role as future teachers as intrinsically important to this vision of transformation, this impetus to change a man’s world. For example, one participant stated that ‘the most important part of being an indigenous African woman in this time is to be a teacher’ (creator of collage #7, group discussion). She further explained that it was important to be ‘a teacher in all aspects, not just a teacher in the classroom.’ She had ‘chosen to teach young men because ‘I feel that when we groom young men, we create a new generation of men who will look at women differently… who will know that it is important to respect a woman…. who will know that you don’t take women for granted.’ Furthermore, this will produce a new generation of young women who ‘know that it is important to value yourself so that other people can value you as well. All this we will do using love’ (creator of collage #7, group discussion).




5.2.3. African Women, Patriarchy and Change


The creator of collage #14 explained that the woman seen gazing into the mirror in her collage is ‘looking at herself. Trying to know who she is, what she is capable of and what her purpose is in life’ (creator of collage #14, group discussion). Living in a man’s world with strict gender prescripts is difficult for indigenous African women. In the words of one participant, ‘Being black. Being a woman. There’s double trouble’ (creator of collage #9, group discussion). Interestingly, some participants stressed that men do not maintain the unequal patriarchal system alone. Women help to preserve it, too, since men are ‘helped by our mothers. They are helped by our sisters. They are helped by other women who continue to perpetuate these standards for women’ (creator of collage #8, group discussion).



Yet one participant emphasized that coming to a university for a higher education qualification gave her ‘a chance to discover that I am much more than I thought I was’ (creator of collage #7, group discussion). For her, coming to university was ‘to start a new life … to make something of myself’ (creator of collage #7). Another participant went on to say that even though indigenous African women are often caught in a net of societal expectations, with courage they can succeed ‘in this time of violence’ (creator of collage #10, group discussion). This, another participant linked to self-belief and agency, as key to this transformation. For example, she stated that ‘part of that change is proactivity or agency on my part as a woman … I need to do something for myself’ (creator of collage #8, group discussion).



A sense of agency and resilience is echoed in collage #13 in the image of a Band-Aid plaster, which, the collage creator explained, shows that one must not ‘let your scars define you’ (creator of collage #13, group discussion). Another participant went on to say that ‘as a young African woman, I feel that part of the change involves defying or redefining gender roles’ (creator of collage #8, group discussion). Moreover, another young woman shared that she is now starting to know who she is. That she has a right to say ‘no and to not do the things that she does not want to do. She also has ‘the right to speak [her] mind, make [her] own decisions’ (creator of collage #13, group discussion). This sense of emancipation and hope is further reflected in the words of another participant, in her ability to ‘depart from all the situations that make us feel like we are trapped in a net. [To] have creative meetings and spaces to help ideas run free. [To] have love and take care of people and … [to] say ‘Now I have my voice. I realize who I am. I realize I have meaning to life’ (creator of collage #10, group discussion).




5.2.4. How to Flourish in Times of Violence


Collage #14 depicts two puzzle pieces with a gap in between them. For this collage creator, the image represents, ‘a person striving to transform into a new person. It is someone trying to connect with this new puzzle piece and trying to … flourish into someone new all over’ (creator of collage #14, group discussion). Yet, this ‘flourishing’ is not always easy, since a person may experience ‘obstacles or challenges when trying to transform’ (creator of collage #14, group discussion). These words are an acknowledgment of the tensions that can arise when one attempts to disrupt societal expectations or when one attempts to challenge traditional gender roles. Another participant posited that to enable the transformation ‘I need to move from all the negatives and expectations that society has of me and my body. I myself need to bring about the change that I want for myself as an African woman’ (creator of collage #8, group discussion). Yet, this cannot be achieved if the ‘lady with a finger on her lips’ depicted in collage #14, ‘is afraid to speak and is afraid of coming out of her comfort zone’ (creator of collage #14, group discussion).



Another participant added that African women need social support and a sense of belonging in order to flourish in these times of violence. ‘As … indigenous African [women] we know how important it is to have a family, to have a sense of belonging, to be who you are and to feel safe where you belong’ (creator of collage #9, group discussion). This idea links to the power of the collective which is reiterated in the following quote from the discussion, ‘[as] women we must have a spirit of unity as I cannot do it alone. We can do it, we can all do it’ (creator of collage #11, group discussion). In addition to social support, one participant also noted that women need knowledge, direction and personal goals in times of violence to ‘know where to go and where you are going, [to have] right choices and goals [and to] be rooted in information as young women’ (creator of collage #10, group discussion). Another participant noted that as an educated woman and as a woman with knowledge about gender inequality and rights ‘I feel like now I have power to control my own life and no one else can control my life. I’ve got the power. Now I have what I call hope. Now I have hope for the future. I have dreams. Now I can make my dreams come true. I have hope that I will become what I want to become’ (creator of collage #13, group discussion).




5.2.5. Social Conscience to Extend the Reach


In the discussion which followed the collage creation, the participants emphasized the importance of sharing what they had learnt with others. For example, drawing on the notion of a woman’s body as crime scene, creator of collage #8 asserted:


I need to clean up my crime scene [and] then I can come up and nurture everybody with all the resources I have in the bowl [reference to image in collage #8 of a basket on the woman’s head] … I have a richness of resources. I can use my independence to protect my world. I can be self-assured and be confident. I can make choices and I can plough that into my community to nurture my community.



(creator of collage #8, group discussion)







This motivation to share knowledge is driven by the need to change the next generation. For example, as one participant stated, ‘the collage represents me passing down all of this to other people, to the children’ (creator of collage #13, group discussion). The power of the collective is further evoked in the following statement, ‘we, as women should stand together. Unite and work together. Rise and not be oppressed by men’ (creator of collage #15, group discussion). This unification and social support is depicted in collage #14, which shows ‘four women holding each other [meaning] that we as women must support each other and we should try to reach out to each other’ (creator of collage #14, group discussion). This choice to offer support and to change society is clear in the following words by one of the participants, ‘I chose to be a lifeline. I chose to be selfless. I chose to help others with what I have learnt so that they can be able to change their lives as well. By choosing to be a lifeline, I chose love as my method’ (creator of collage #7, group discussion).






6. Discussion


Our aim in this study was to explore female students’ experiences of sexual violence on campus and to gain insight into the meanings they assign to them. We located the work within transformative learning theory, and used collage and storytelling to help the women students to break the silence around sexual violence and stimulate critical dialogue to address it. Overall, we found that the two participatory workshops allowed the 15 participants a safe space to explore the nature of sexual violence and its meanings to them, and to openly discuss how the problem of rape culture on university campuses might be addressed. The students’ perspectives at both sites point to the fact that sexual violence is entrenched in gender inequality and discrimination, which is deepened by the intersectionality of sex, race, and class [44]. Yet, despite the deep-seated roots of this challenge, the data suggests that, as participatory and transformative approaches, collage-making and storytelling enabled the participants to identify and discuss their agency as women and students and to engage university leadership and their peers in addressing it.



Our use of different prompts at the two workshops and the different backgrounds of the two respective participant groups resulted in there being some striking differences between the data produced in the two settings. For example, while the data from the KZN workshop with the ‘newer’ group of students served mostly to map out ‘what sexual violence looks like’ in this setting, the Eastern Cape workshop with the more experienced group, delved much deeper into the ‘meaning’ of sexual violence against women students and focused on their power and agency as students and future educators in addressing it. Yet despite the differences, in many ways the themes fed into each other, with some notable correlations between the data produced in the two settings. In the next paragraph, we briefly outline the significance of some of the key themes with reference to our aims and relevant literature about this topic.



The data from the KZN workshop with the GAs provides key insight into how rape culture functions in this setting. In many cases, we found clear connections between these findings and research data about rape culture on campuses in other national and international spaces. For example, ‘The Hunt’ theme provided important insight into how and where men perpetrate sexual violence. The link between alcohol and sexual violence is well established in local and international literature [45]. Moreover, it is well known that substance abuse is used to ‘excuse’ the perpetration of sexual violence [46]. Yet, despite this knowledge, it appears that universities do not have strict enough practices to eliminate substance abuse on campus and its use to excuse acts of violence against women. The metaphors of ‘meat’ and ‘the hunt’ and their links to sexual violence shed light on the gender norms that produce violence against women. Meat plays a central role in indigenous cultures of South Africa and is closely linked to wealth, ancestors and power [47]. For example, at most traditional cultural ceremonies, a beast (usually a bull) is slaughtered as a way for the family to connect with, and appease, their ancestors [48,49]. This meat is then cooked and feasted on at the occasion. Traditionally, however, men get the first pickings, followed by the women, and then the children. When viewed metaphorically, as a man’s need for meat is insatiable and comes before the needs of women and children, so too is his need for sex which comes before the wellbeing of others. The data from the Eastern Cape workshop placed greater emphasis on the link between violence and gender norms. This is a key point, since research has shown that there is a ‘strong association between men’s use of violence against women and their beliefs and expectations about men and women’s roles and rights in society’ [50]. Thus, it is time for universities to mobilize their resources and play an active and decisive role in addressing sexual violence by tackling harmful views around gender norms and their links to sexual violence.



The Sex for Favours theme in our data speaks to different forms of transactional sex, which have been identified in recent literature. For example, in a 2016 review of 300 international studies on transactional sex, three basic paradigms were identified, including ‘sex for basic needs,’ which positions women as victims in transactional sexual relationships; ‘sex for improved social status’, which positions women as sexual agents who engage in transactional sex in order to attain middle-class status; and ‘sex and material expressions of love, which draws attention to the connections between love and money, and the central role of men as providers in relationships’ [51]. Echoing available literature, our findings suggest that many women students find themselves abused not only by their student boyfriends, but also by men in power who force them to exchange sex for a particular service, including a place in residence or for marks/grades. This kind of transactional sex can be aligned with the ‘sex for basic needs’ paradigm. The university can address this form of abuse by warning students and staff, equipping them with the skills and knowledge needed to respond effectively to these situations and punishing perpetrators who demand sex for what women students are entitled to, such as a place in residence [36,52]. Our findings also suggest that when women have the courage to report experiences of sexual abuse on campus, the security service often fails to take relevant action against the perpetrator [53]. This is a serious failure in the university’s security system that clearly needs to change. Furthermore, according to our participants, onlookers often choose to ‘stand by the man’ and either blame the women for the abuse or encourage them to forgive the perpetrator and move on [53]. These responses breed a toxic culture of victim blaming, hopelessness, and silence and impunity on the part of the perpetrators. The participants suggest that it is now time for university staff and students to draw on their sense of agency and accountability by adopting a more active stance against sexual violence on campus.



Our findings also speak to the second paradigm, ‘sex for social status’, since, according to our participants, first year students in particular, tend to be easily lured or forced into sex in exchange for material possessions, such as clothes to help them fit in. Women in this category may appear to have more power than in the first paradigm since they have the freedom to choose a partner, but ‘once the choice [is] made, their power [is] greatly circumscribed…’ [54]. This is particularly true with regards to when sex takes place, the nature of the sex and whether condoms are used. These factors have great implications for women’s vulnerability to sexual violence and to sexually transmitted infections, including HIV—with the man changing into a ‘Mufasa’ in the bedroom! The last paradigm also bears connection to our findings, in particular to the ‘wish list’ and rape gadgets themes, which are shown to make women more vulnerable to violence on campus. There is a need to challenge these connections between love and money and the gender normative assumptions of men as providers in relationships.



The data produced in the KZN workshop is also important and can be used by the participants and university leadership to address sexual violence in this setting. The GA plan is to share this data with the university leadership at strategic monthly meetings, and members of the GA are currently using these themes to create improvised dramas about sexual violence on campus. These dramas are followed by student discussions as a way of breaking the silence and finding solutions. Their engagement in this activism links to the final theme of ‘agency’, which links the data from the two settings, with a notable emphasis in the visual and narrative data on the students’ ability to challenge harmful gender norms and change ‘a man’s world.’ For example, the theme, ‘the female body as a crime scene,’ shows a sense of agency through the participants’ determination to regain control of their bodies. So, too, does their use of the word ‘crime,’ which makes it clear that the students are aware that sexual violence is illegal and unacceptable. Moreover, although these students recognize that patriarchal norms remain a challenge, they are clearly determined to address sexual violence in their communities as students and as future educators.



We believe that the GLC’s engagement in this project for the past five years has boosted their sense of individual and collective agency and has primed them to rethink how gender-based violence and sexual violence could be addressed. Indeed, the GLC is well accustomed to using visual methods to explore and address gender-based violence at university [46] and have had several opportunities to engage in dialogue with researchers and university policy-makers [47,48]. The collage and storytelling revealed their deep awareness as university students of the contextual drivers of sexual violence in the broader community, in their communities and on the university campus. The use of PVM, underpinned by feminist assumptions of doing research with marginalized young women, was critical in enabling them to move from normalized lived experience of sexual violence, to awareness of the injustice against them as women and to a conceptual understanding of the structural violence against women. Their engagement in the research over several years, allowed transformative learning to take place, which, as Mezirow (1996) explains, enabled these women to look back, to look inwards, and to look forward to how to address sexual violence in their communities and on campus [28]. It is such transformative learning, we argue, leading to a redefining of the self as women, which can facilitate ‘clos[ing] the crime scene’ and enable women to belong and feel safe in their communities and on campus.




7. Conclusions


This paper has illustrated how PVM can be employed to engage with women students and to gain direct insight into what drives sexual violence on university campuses across national and, possibly, international contexts. The students’ perspectives on the nature of sexual violence and possible strategies for addressing it can be harnessed by the leadership of institutions to ground the development and implementation of sexual violence policies on campus. The collages and stories discussed in this paper are reminders that the roots of sexual violence lie in inequality and discrimination and that violent masculinities and acquiescent femininities are often used to normalize sexual violence. Therefore, if sexual violence is to be addressed, we need to challenge gender norms, to stop trying to control and police the behaviour of girls and women, and start interrogating the sexually violent behaviour of boys and men. Our analysis also suggests that PVM can play a key role in this cultural change since the research process can enable deep reflections on the meaning and impact of sexual violence, particularly for women. More importantly, PVM can help young women to break the silence and sustain new conversations about gender and gender equality in institutions and beyond. In 2018, we commemorate 100 years of women’s rights internationally and 24 years of democracy in South Africa and yet the human rights of equality, health, and freedom from violence remain a myth for many women on college and university campuses in South Africa and beyond. As our participants contend, it is time to break the silence about this key issue and to take urgent action to address it.
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Table 1. Collage descriptions from the KwaZulu-Natal workshop.
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	No.
	Thumbnail
	Content





	#1
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i001]
	A broken heart frames this artwork. On the left, the words ‘wish list, he’s the best and promise’ are juxtaposed with images of romantic love, such as kissing, flowers, a wedding ring, and a muscular guy. Across the top of the page is written ‘face of tragedy’ and below is a large image of a woman whose face and hair are divided by a birthmark. On the right-hand side, there are images of the same person applying makeup to hide her birthmark and the text reads ‘hide my face, my secret life and journey to self-discovery.’



	#2
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i002]
	On the top left of this artwork, there is a young girl child wearing a pretty dress and decorating a Christmas tree with text reading, ‘gender roles.’ In the middle, there are school children and the words, ‘school policy, teacher beliefs and lack of understanding.’ On the right, there is a young woman with a headscarf and text, ‘culture church, community and parents.’ At the bottom, there is a lot of text, such as ‘campus life, sense of freedom, social status, social media, need to fit in, a hot date, financial dependency and what to wear.’



	#3
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i003]
	This busy collage features an image of a strong man in the centre with the text ‘are you truly happy?’ Pasted below is an image of the folded body of a naked woman with the names of illnesses pasted on different parts of her body. The text, ‘South Africa’ is pasted over this image. In the top left is the letter ‘B’ and there are multiple images of people, pills, and alcohol, and an image of a woman standing on a man’s face with text, ‘time to level the playing field.’



	#4
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i004]
	In the centre is ‘We’re the change makers,’ and above are two people at a desk with text, ‘agree to it and I’ll give you what you need.’ Below are some insects in jail. Centre left is an African woman with a taped mouth and ‘silenced voices.’ Above reads, ‘rape gadgets’ with a blurred party image, smart car and alcohol. Below is someone on her tablet, with question marks and ‘perpetuated through cyber violence’. On top right is ‘Rape is the only crime where the victim becomes the accused.’ Below stands a strong man in front of frightened onlookers with words, ‘Fighting for you.’



	#5
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i005]
	The centre of the collage reads ‘the diligent hunter’ and ‘set your sites on owning a share in this hunting farm.’ Below, two men grab a woman from each side with a naked woman pasted on top of her. Top left is an antelope being hunted and an image of a security camera. Below is woman dressed in money and around the edges of the page are sliced images of people (some with alcohol). At the top are the inverted words, ‘tropical bliss.’ On the right is grilled food and below is an antelope juxtaposed with an image of a woman in underwear whose hands are being tied by a man.



	#6
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i006]
	In the centre, is a lonely figure on a canoe with text, ‘I never sent him pictures of my private parts. I might have been drunk and got tired of him asking for my pictures so I just sent them.’ A stained mattress is above with ‘you spent thousands on your new mattress.’ Below is a pregnancy test and ‘somewhere to hide.’ Text bubbles next to three faces say, ‘it happened to us, I am so sorry and I hope that you can see your way to letting this go.’ Arrows point to ‘friends, staff, RMS, police.’ Top left are happy girls and ‘she who has no fear.’ Beneath are men and hunting hyenas and below are young women at a party. Top right reads ‘a question of leadership.’ Below a girl carries a man with text reading ‘standing by my man.’
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Table 2. Collage descriptions from Eastern Cape workshop.






Table 2. Collage descriptions from Eastern Cape workshop.





	No.
	Collage
	Title and Description





	#7
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i007]
	In Circle of hope, the text and images tell a story in a circular process. Starting on the right, there is an image of a porcelain cup and saucer symbolizing a ‘fragile’ woman. There is a collection of pictures and text, including ‘introspection’ with a woman alone on her bicycle and ‘preparation’ with a pot on a fire. Text, including ‘lifeline’, ‘teach’, ‘love’, ‘mother’, and ‘new generation’ are juxtaposed with images of families and children. In the centre, there is an image of a woman and a volcano next to the word ‘tragedies’ and another image of a Bible, together with the word ‘power.’



	#8
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i008]
	Transcendence features the shape of a woman’s body filled with images and text about resistance and sexual violence. On the left, there is a loudhailer and text which reads, ‘join the resistance’, and on the right, there is text which reads ‘get growing’. The woman carries a traditional basket on her head with text reading, ‘own the struggle.’ On her face, there is an image of a woman walking tall and the words ‘peace of mind’, ‘justice’, and ‘why critical thinking is important for future leaders.’ Lines of text, such as, ‘crime scene do not cross’, divide the woman’s head from her body.



	#9
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i009]
	My smile is my story has an African woman on the right, with the words ‘made from Africa.’ On the left, there are images of violence, such as a woman pointing a gun and a man with a gun over his shoulder and text ‘the sins of the father.’ Between these images are the words, ‘double trouble Black’, and below is a group of women sitting around a table, accompanied by the text ‘sister sister.’ Beneath that, words read, ‘don’t crack under pressure’, and there is a picture of a road and the words, ‘high life.’ On the bottom left, a couple embrace with the text ‘peace of mind’.



	#10
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i010]
	In a net of expectations, but courageous to overcome is in the form of a tree. The roots section has images of a cross, bread dough and a heart. The trunk reads, ‘belonging,’ ‘happiness’ and ‘understanding.’ On the left of the canopy, text reads, ‘he says’, and a man is sitting with his head in his hands, juxtaposed with the text, ‘breathtaking past and uncertain future.’ In the middle is a rider falling off his motorbike and the words, ‘stress’, ‘spider and others.’ On the right of the canopy are the words, ‘she says’ and there is picture of a mother and baby with, ‘now you can live with a liberty’ and ‘discover creative meeting spaces to help ideas run free.’



	#11
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i011]
	Inspiration showcases many images of women, including a single woman, a woman with her two children, a group of women and a group of children. There is also text reading, ‘leading the way,’ ‘choices choices, find the right career for you’ and ‘aiming higher, achieving great things’.



	#12
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i012]
	Plant Roots is presented in the form of a clothes line. A row of colourful pegs secures a variety of images to the line, including a watch, flowers and vases. There is also text hanging on the line, such as ‘discoveries’, ‘inspire’ and ‘comfort zone.’ A South African flag and two circles with the text ‘legacy’ on them are at the top of the collage. At the bottom left hand corner, the artist has traced her hand and signed her first name.



	#13
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i013]
	There’s still hope, is divided into a black section in the upper half, and a white section below. These two sections are filled with various images and text about sexual violence. For example, in the dark part, there is a face of a fearful woman surrounded by a dinosaur with an open mouth displaying sharp teeth. There is also the muscular arm of a man and a brain, with text saying, ‘don’t let your scars define you.’ On the white section, below, there is a woman’s smiling mouth above a drawing of a big family, with the word, ‘HOPE’ written in a large font across the centre.



	#14
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i014]
	Transforming displays two puzzle pieces with a gap in between them. In the centre is the text, ‘transforming and an image depicting the development of woman from cradle to grave. Other images include a woman looking into a mirror, a thumb print, a woman in a lightbulb, a teacher, an older woman, a woman graduate and a woman behind bars, and one with her finger on her lips. Prominent text includes the words, ‘hope’, ‘unique’, and ‘rising above the odds.’ There are two images of nature, with the accompanying text, ‘nurturing growth’ and ‘flourish into someone new all over.’



	#15
	 [image: Behavsci 08 00067 i015]
	Women Empowerment is a busy collage comprising a collection of images and text, including images of women: single women; women in groups; women and men and a woman with a child. One image shows a man with a basket of laundry and another is of a pile of books. The text which surrounds these images are words such as ‘agency,’ ‘love,’ ‘respect,’ ‘hope,’ ‘unity,’ ‘discipline,’ ‘feel the power’, and ‘go woman’.
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