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Sexual cultures in university: an arts-based intervention
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ABSTRACT
Universities are increasingly recognized as spaces and cultures
where gendered and sexualized harassment is endemic. This
article pays close attention to the manifestations of sexualized
behaviours in a campus university in the UK, examining some of
the ways in which formations of masculinity are encouraged and
reproduced through university structures, processes and
aesthetics. The discussion draws on data generated by a creative
project utilizing film-based materials as a prompt for collaborative
reflections. Bringing together staff and students from across the
university in a creative space enabled diverse experiences to be
shared and produced rich and detailed insights across disciplinary
and generational differences. The paper argues that such creative
interventions are a vital form of feminist pedagogy offering a
powerful resource for future work in this increasingly urgent field
of study.
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Introduction

This article presents findings from a project entitled Virgin Territory/Shut Down at Univer-
sity aiming to generate and sustain creative and critical space for exploring sexual harass-
ment in a university context. Despite increased attention in recent years, including in this
journal, research examining sexual cultures of universities remains underdeveloped in
relation to the reported (and felt) scale and complexity of the issues (Eyre 2000; Phipps
and Smith 2012; Phipps 2020; Jones, Chappell, and Alldred 2021). This paper adds its
voice to these important and urgent debates by providing empirically informed analysis
of some of the ways in which universities provide fertile conditions for sexual harassment
to occur. In particular, an exploration of damaging cultures of masculinity amongst
students and staff extends existing scholarship on masculinities in higher education
(Dempster 2011; Phipps 2017; Jeffries 2020; Jackson and Sundaram 2021).

Sexual harassment remains an urgent concern for higher education in the UK and else-
where (Mirza 2015; Phipps 2017). In the UK, over the past decade, several research studies
and surveys (NUS 2010; UUK 2016; The Student Room 2018) as well as high-profile ‘scan-
dals’ reported widely in the media, have pointed to similar, damning conclusions about
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the widespread prevalence of sexual abuse (see Bull, Calvert-Lee, and Page 2021; Tutchell
and Edmonds 2020). Alongside wider global and national campaigning such as #metoo
and Everyone’s Invited www.everyonesinvited.uk this scholarly and media attention
makes it clear that sexual inequality and gendered harassment and violence are not
new phenomena although they are perhaps being called out and exposed in new
ways. Universities are sites where problems of sexual violence loom large. Campus univer-
sities in particular, with a ‘traditional’ (young) population living and socializing together in
proximity, have become a focus in the UK media for ‘spectacular’ and shocking news
stories.1 As Jackson and Sundaram (2020, 34) argue, such media coverage works to
‘pathologise a small number of “extreme lads” and render invisible the broader socio-pol-
itical discourses that normalise sexism and harassment as part of everyday life’. In
response to the demands of angry students and staff and the putative concerns of pro-
spective students and their parents, universities are responding with various disciplinary
policies, training programmes and pedagogic initiatives. However, reputational risk is
keenly felt in the neoliberal educational marketplace, and universities have conflicting
incentives to demonstrate their positive community values and intolerance of sexual vio-
lence whilst minimalizing if not silencing and invisibilizing negative statistics and stories.
This contradictory and complex setting provides the context for interventions such as
Virgin Territory/Shut Down at University.

The title of the project, Virgin Territory/Shut Down at University, references two distinct
but related live performance and film installations, devised by Vincent Dance Theatre, a
UK based international ensemble producing dance theatre with a related social engage-
ment programme.2 These pieces emerge out of Vincent Dance Theatre’s longstanding
commitment to provocative work dealing with difficult issues: in this case, sexualization
of young people and sexual abuse and consent, particularly in a digital context. Virgin Ter-
ritory focuses on the experiences of girls and women, whilst men andmasculinities are the
focus of Shut Down. They were produced through devised dance theatre involving young
women and men, including school-aged young people, whose words appear verbatim in
parts of the performances. The live performances were transformed into films. Combining
spoken word, dance-performance and a soundtrack, they are powerful and difficult films
to watch. Prior to this university collaboration, the films have been utilized as a basis for
workshops in schools and colleges, generating discussion and manifesto-like outcomes
around young people’s gendered and sexual(ized) lives in twenty-first-century Britain.
This project was the first presentation of these materials in a university setting, bringing
wider issues of gendered inequalities, sexual harassment and consent into the higher edu-
cation context.

The analysis here draws on an unusual methodology which – partly by design, party by
circumstance – brought university students and staff from across the disciplinary reach of
one university into close and meaningful discussion. The project was a collaboration
between researchers at a UK university and staff at Vincent Dance Theatre. Fusing
research, pedagogy and activism, we present this collaborative project as an example
of feminist pedagogy, illustrating the potential of arts as a method for creating spaces
where creativity, dialogue and complexity can be generated and nurtured. Megan
Boler defines feminist pedagogies as ‘attending to power relations (including those
between teacher and student); valuing personal experience and emotion as these
inform knowledge and learning; and transforming injustice through reflexive praxis’
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(Boler in Boler 2016, 21). The following section highlights the ‘affective choreography’ of
the workshops and the ways in which combining media, human and non-human intra-
actions (Barad 2007) offers potential for vital interventions. As well as the clear empirical
findings produced through creative collaboration and dialogue, the affective force of
masculine posturing, embodiments and expectations was felt in the workshops and
the affirmation of these feelings enabled intellectual insights into gendered relations in
the university. Such reflexive or indeed diffractive praxis (see Lambert 2021) is, we
argue, important as part of the more instrumental training and policy-based interventions
being developed by many universities (in the UK and beyond) in response to rising visi-
bility and awareness of oppressive and violent sexual cultures across the sector.

As a research strategy, the situated discussion enabled by this project has key strengths.
Although universities without doubt provide a ‘conducive context for abuses of power to
occur’ (Jackson and Sundaram 2020, 119) and there are generalizable features to those con-
texts across the global field of neoliberal higher education (Phipps 2017), a more granular
approach enables understanding of nuanced ways in which power inequalities are re/pro-
duced and experienced. As a feminist pedagogical project, the workshop sessions on which
this discussion draws were themselves interventions aimed at not only understanding but
also disrupting existing repertoires and relations of power. Feminist pedagogical interven-
tions privilege experience, emotion and embodiments as ways of knowing; participants
learn with and from each other, and with and through different media and matter, attend-
ing to multiple intersecting and unequal relations of power and value. Whilst the insights
they generate may resonate widely, such discussions are necessarily situated, drawing
from and speaking back to their localized contexts. They may be an example of what
Alison Phipps (2020, 238) calls ‘speaking in’ about issues of harassment. Rather than speak-
ing out in the media, ‘speaking in’ involves

self critique and experimentation, exploring different ways of being both inside and outside
the inquiring space and analysing the systems (intuitional and external) in which inquirers
exist. It requires inquirers, especially those in position of power, to speak their minds and
open themselves up to others’ thoughts and feelings.

Using the film materials as a springboard and site of praxis for sharing emotional
responses, our participants, embedded in different ways in university life, were able to
pinpoint and unravel some of the precise ways in which environments conducive to
abuses of power are able to flourish. We turn later in the paper to see how this unfolded
in response to a clip from Shut Down.3 First, some notes on method.

Arts-based methods: from (big) dreams to (small) teams

Brought together by shared concerns about gendered inequities and social justice, a key
feature of this collaboration between Cath Lambert and Vincent Dance Theatre is the
development of practice-based methods to explore and understand complex relations
and experiences through live engagements (Lambert and Vincent 2015; Lambert 2016;
Lambert 2018). An ethnographic methodology, using participant observation, interviews
and live sociological methods (see Back and Puwar 2012; Lambert 2018) was planned and
full ethical approval granted prior to commencing the project.4 All names and details as
they appear here have been anonymized.5
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Scheduled for delivery in Spring 2020, the shape and trajectory of the project were sig-
nificantly changed by the Covid-19 pandemic. The project was designed as a large-scale
film-based installation. We had booked a large, windowless nightclub in a university Stu-
dents’ Union. This space has a sticky floor and lingering scent of alcohol, sweat and clean-
ing products. Its cave-like ambience, its capacious invitation to be creative and
collaborative, felt appropriate for both the content and methodology of the project.
We imagined the hard-hitting scenes from Virgin Territory, and Shut Down’s black and
white masculinity-posturing, loud and arresting on a big screen. We anticipated the min-
gling of ideas, stories, bodies, participants responding to the films and engaging in crea-
tive tasks, writing, drawing, making, using (fake) blood and soil and leaving the imprint of
their responses for others to pick up on. And then the pandemic came, and those possi-
bilities were gone. Room bookings undone. Invites cancelled. Plans in suspense (we will
wait till we can do it again). Plans in freefall (when will that be?) Plans in rethink and restruc-
ture (let’s do it differently, then). What would it mean to reimagine the aims and ambitions
of this project in digital form?What losses? (so many) Any gains? (we have to try). Given the
timeframe and funder’s remit, this was not a project which we could put on hold or radi-
cally rewrite. The only viable option to fulfilling the project in the time available was to
translate it into a digital project.

Going digital was a radical departure from the imagined scale, scope and spirit of this
project. It was hard to imagine what technologies would allow us to share the primary film
resources and enable people to join in and work together in a collaborative way. Would it
be possible to retain the aesthetic and affective ambitions for the project? We did not
have digital expertise, only the partial, panicky sense of becoming digital experts that
any of us working in education or creative arts are now familiar with. Apart from our col-
laborator at Vincent Dance Theatre, all participants for this project were internal to one
university, so we decided to use Microsoft Teams as the platform for which we could, if
necessary, access institutional support. We used Padlet as a collaborative space for think-
ing together – the virtual equivalent of a big sheet of paper on the floor. We ran the
project in 6, 2-hour sessions over 4 days. We recruited across the university, targeting
Student Union sports and campaigning groups, staff and students working on any of
the university’s consent initiatives and anyone with a personal and/or scholarly interest.
The call went out via social media, departmental mailing lists, and regular audio-visual
features on a big screen on central campus. Each session recruited between 4–6 partici-
pants, with a total of 23 participants. They comprised 8 academic and administrative staff
and 15 students (9 undergraduates and 6 postgraduates) from across all faculties (12 from
Social Sciences, 1 from Humanities and 2 from Science). 19 participants identified as
women, 2 as men and 2 as non-binary. During the structured 2-hour sessions, participants
were introduced to the making of the films and to the aims of the university-based
project. They were then shown selected clips from Virgin Territory and Shut Down, with
interactive screen-based activities and focused discussions. The final task involved
making paper chains of people (see below) on which we wrote and shared our ‘everyday
actions’: a humble and constrained idea relative to the grand mess anticipated in the
nightclub space. Discussions were audio recorded and transcribed in an anonymized
format and anonymized screen shots were collected throughout the sessions (Figure 1).

The altered space/time of the activities into this digital format forced a significant
rethinking of the project and its possibilities. Space is a key methodological component
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of Vincent Dance Theatre’s work and of this collaboration. Haunted by the big, open
promise of the nightclub and the invite to loosen limbs and imaginations in haptic prac-
tice, the space of our individual screens seemed small, and our bodies restrained. Virgin
Territory is designed as a multi-screened installation, giving participants the freedom to
decide where and when they look, where and when they look away, to shift their
bodies and gazes in line with their response to the materials. Online, our orientations
are determined. We had to consume the media as it was packaged and delivered.

Figure 1. Paper chain people with ‘every actions’ on. Credit Authors 2020.
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As one participant noted about a difficult scene ‘in live performance we can control where
we look but in this format we can’t. The camera controls where we look’.

And yet the online space ismultiple in other ways: people bring their domestic settings
with them as they hover on the brink between where they sit or stand and the digital
space of engagement with others. This brink is full of slippages (sounds, lights, colours,
movements) from offline to online worlds. Participants brought some of the vulnerability
and exposure of being in their ‘personal’ spaces to the workshops. There was also a real
sense that these workshops offered something different to regular online classrooms and
meetings. One participant said they signed up because ‘I needed to do something
different… to connect with different forms of screen time’. One surprise outcome,
which turned out to be a key strength of the project, was the hybrid conversations
that emerged. The recruitment and signing-up process resulted in groups where partici-
pants of very different status, age and experience were brought together. Each person
brought unique expertise, offered different advice to others, and learnt from people
with whom we have a university in common but share very little space, time or conversa-
tion. We hypothesize that such sustained engagement between people so differently
positioned would not have happened in the offline context where people would have
gravitated towards familiar and similar others. Finally, although the shift to digital was
forced, it felt somehow fitting that we occupied digital space. So much gendered perfor-
mativity and sexual harassment occur online and via social media. The film materials
made graphic how sexual violence is embodied both on and off-line. Today’s young
people navigate simultaneously online and offline spaces as (often interconnected)
sites of relational encounter (Handyside 2021).

We argue here that our use of arts-based methods not only generated important
findings, but also destabilized dominant ways of knowing (Lambert 2018). The approach
we took resonates with exciting theoretical and applied work in the field of feminist post-
human or post qualitative research (Greene 2013; Taylor and Bayley 2019). Attentive to
affective and embodied knowledge-production, the workshops created an assemblage
of human and non-human matter in sense-making. They serve as an example of
‘affective choreography’ (Charteris and Nye 2019; Youdell and Armstrong 2011) the
effects of which can exceed the space and time of the interaction. Charteris and Nye
(2019, 339) account for their affective choreography as follows:

Pedagogic affect is mobilised
In the hope
That critiques flow
On and percolate
And take lines of flight

The use of ‘hope’ here indicates uncertainty about what, beyond tangible and quantifi-
able outputs, affective and arts-based methods generate. That uncertainty itself serves
an important political function in the context of feminist research and pedagogy attentive
to less binary, less authoritative ways of knowing and forms of knowledge. We return to
this question of uncertain or ambivalent knowledges later in the paper. For now,
we consider data from the workshops in more depth, focusing on how different forms
of masculinity are expressed, creating in turn cultural formations conducive to sexual
harassment.

6 C. LAMBERT ET AL.



Manifestations of masculinity at university

In a film clip from Shut Down, fifteen-year-old Eben’s spoken word performance tells of the
damaging manifestations of masculinity as experienced and enacted by boys and men
going through different developmental stages of life. The performance provides ‘sketches
and outlines of masculinity’ which the actors/dancers try to fill onstage/screen and we, as
both audience and workshop participants, were invited to fill and expand in our discus-
sions. The performance highlights expectations that being masculine means being
‘manic’, ‘unmanageable’, treating women ‘like pieces of meat’. Such behaviour disguises
teenaged boys’ emotions: he is ‘scared/ his future is shrouded in doubt/ so he smokes,
drinks, gets with girls but he’s really just blocking it out’. Moving into his twenties ‘man
buckles up and settles down/ the hustle’s up and for some the 9–5 commute bustle
comes round/ Straps on a suit/ Becomes the gentleman’. The compelling spoken words
and movement over music tells a familiar story of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ (Connell
and Messerschmidt 2005): aggressively heterosexual, physical, displaying only ‘strong’
emotions and repressing ‘weak’ ones in themselves and others. At every stage of life, a
stark binary of gendered expectations in seen to bear down on men and boys.

In the workshops, we discussed ways in which masculinities manifest in the university
context and with what effect. Our discussions confirmed findings widely reported in
research and media coverage, of a sexualized and misogynistic university culture often
fuelled by alcohol (see Dempster 2011; Phipps and Young 2015; Jeffries 2020). Younger
students recognized the aggression and bravado on display at flash points in university
such as ‘Freshers’ Week’. One male student, Ethan, reflected on club nights at the
Students’ Union, where

…most people have had alcohol. There is that expectation of one-night stands from it… It
feels like there’s a pressure to fit in, but there really isn’t. But I can see why some people think
this is what they are going to have to do.

And Yara commented on the ways that this culture and peer pressure altered some young
people’s behaviour:

… amongst us teenagers people do dramatically change, depending on the group they’re
with. I have seen boys be one thing then be another and engage in that toxic masculinity,
which you probably wouldn’t expect, but I assume there is a pressure to conform.

Picking up on the idea of external forces and constraints shaping boys’ and men’s life-
trajectory as articulated in Eben’s performance, these students recognize a ‘pressure’ –
to conform, to fit-in. They did not condone these behaviours but emphasized that
interventions need to be made at the cultural level to challenge structural, environmental
circumstances generating pressure or expectancy. As Gloria, a member of staff put it, ‘you
don’t want to let them off the hook, but you might be able to connect, or understand’. At
the end of his spoken word piece Eben ends with the questions ‘Why is man like this? Why
am I like this?’ One member of staff, Rosa, responded to Eben’s words as follows:

some of the things that were spoken about as manifesting in that piece I certainly see in both
student culture and in staff culture, all the time in different ways, but… you see that what
he’s talking about is himself and how he understands it… I’ve understood some of these
things as blockages. Thinking of those times where… I’ve felt like I’m engaging in some of
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that stuff that’s manifesting, and it’s just sort of broken through and you understand what’s
under it and a bit more about the person.

Again we see an empathetic reading, linking the self-knowledge Eben articulates to pro-
cesses within the university for understanding manifestations of masculinity. Rosa frames
her response through her academic role, emphasizing the importance of understanding
‘blockages’ and ‘what’s under’ demonstrations of sexist, laddish and stereotypical
behaviours.

Of course, as Rosa suggests above, sexist behaviours are evident in both students and
staff cultures. Sara noted that

I have worked for the university for nine years. You see perhaps some of that toxic masculinity
with adult staff… People speak through scripts, they’ll say the right things at the right time.
They’ll say things that they don’t actually believe. But behind the scenes… you will see that
behaviour happen in front of you. It is very difficult to describe, but you will see it, you know,
the groups of men will walk with each other, or shout across the office, kind of assert their
dominance. The way… they use the space rather differently to how you see women use
the space.

This gendered occupation of space has been elaborated within feminist literature (see
Puwar 2004) demonstrating embodied ways these forms of gendered power are
embedded into the everyday life of institutions and facilitate certain gendered perform-
ances. It deserves renewed attention in a university context and in the same framing as
debates around harassment and consent. Online spaces are also sites of gendered and
sexualized performance and dominance, and of course relational encounters take place
across and between on and offline sites (Handyside 2021). Sara’s comments here also
draw attention to the careful management and gendered presentation of self as
people ‘speak through scripts’. A solely punitive approach to tackling inequalities and cul-
tures of harassment can amplify these behaviours, as both staff and students take care to
say the ‘right things’ in the right spaces – certain meetings, classrooms – but their under-
standings and attitudes do not align with this and so contradictory behaviours emerge in
less formal spaces, both online and offline.

Masculine (dress) code: strapping on a suit

Across the diverse workshop discussions, one dominant manifestation of ‘university mas-
culinity’ emerged as ‘suited’, driven by career aspirations and professional expectations.
One member of staff, Erika, used the ‘career environment’ as an example:

students are trying to engage with all these Law firms and so on and see whether they would
like to work there… There you can see some of the not-so-positive images of masculinity
come forward a little in the ways in which male students might sell themselves or portray
themselves, kind of the elbowing out of the way… sometimes you have to portray yourself
in a certain way.

In response to the comment above, a female student Samira responded:

It’s not limited to just men…Women more often than not now in the neoliberal structures
feel [the need] to step into their masculine in the way we perform our duties and the way we
present ourselves to the world. There is definitely this tendency of strengthening, of being
assertive, being competitive and that’s the way we measure success. And so the fact is
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that both men and women are being pushed to be masculine and that’s because of the struc-
tures, because the structure values these ultra-toxic masculine traits and that’s what we
measure success against.

Both these quotes draw attention to the gendered effects of neoliberal values pervading
university life. To different degrees they suggest the pressure of structural forces. The shift
in tense at the end of Erika’s comments, from ‘the students’ to the more general and
inclusive ‘you have to portray yourself’ appears to remove some of the responsibility
off individual students and recognizes the demands the neoliberal university makes on
those who wish to succeed on its terms. As Samira notes ‘we’ women are also ‘pushed’
to behave in certain ways to meet the necessary criteria of success. Not surprisingly
this also effects students’ presentation of self on social media. Tom, an academic technol-
ogist noted that ‘A lot of the students nowadays I see, they’re like business entrepreneurs
… in their social media… they’re doing so much more than me’. In a different session,
Ella, a female member of staff, echoes this point, drawing on words from the film
where Eben describes how man moves into adulthood and

Straps on a suit. Becomes the gentleman
That’s those who make it. Others are trapped in a workforce that remains faceless
to an employer that leaves him virtually payless.

She reflected that

I’ve been in the University for many years. In the Business School I’m particularly struck by the
suit. I’m particularly struck by images of masculinity, masculine behaviours, attitudes that I
see in women in the Business School as much as I do in men. I’m particularly struck by
women’s conformity to some of that when it’s intensely modelled around you…When I
think of the student identity or the student journey what might be harder for some students
to resist, is the very early professionalisation of our students, who after year one don’t come
back through those doors in the same way. So they bring a greater sense of themselves in the
first year which I think very quickly evolves because of the professional narrative of what they
are aspiring to, and who they are aspiring to [be]… you come in like this, but there’s this nar-
rowing of vision and pathway and possibility.

Ella’s reflections unfold from the powerful image of being strapped (in a suit) and trapped
(in employment), voiced by Eben and performed visually in the accompanying dance (see
Figure 2 below). The narrowing of (gendered) options is carefully unpacked here by Ella,
detailing how the professionalizing demands of the university – or this version of it – put
intense pressure on students to conform. There are resonances here with Tsaousi’s (2020)
research based on focus groups with women UK academics in management and business
school settings. They note the ‘perception of both students and staff that academics who
teach business, including finance and marketing, ought to be dressed in business-like
attire’ (2020: 1812) with one of the focus group participants commenting that ‘People
here think they work at… KPMG or something… they dress so formal’ (Christina, in
Tsaousi 2020, 1815). This formality is far from trivial: its consequences are felt by the stu-
dents and staff in the present but also infuse the business cultures to which they aspire.
Ella continued:

I watch the way in which they accessorise themselves to become ready… strapping on a suit,
it’s uncomfortable. This discomfort that goes with it, then that’s trapped in. And I hear those
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trappings as well in organisations, the mental health issues that start to surface… into the
workplace and industry where some people burn out very quickly because of expectations.

Ella made parallels between the limiting timeline mapped out in Eben’s spoken word per-
formance and the damaging trajectories of education-work which university culture facili-
tates. Eben’s account details the capitalist logic of masculine development expected of
(some, notably working class) men from the gendered play of children through teens
and into fatherhood and employment (Willis 1977; McDowell 2014). In Ella’s reinterpreta-
tion of this timeline, we see the same linearity of hetero-capitalist logic (Freeman 2010)
which evolves from the discomfort of being trapped in a (metaphorical and often real)
suit to the well-evidenced burn out of hyper-masculine work-place cultures (Berdahl,
Glick, and Cooper 2018). Such cultures either exclude women and men who do not
conform to gendered expectations, or they put intense pressure on them to play the
game (Acker 2010; Morley 2013). Mental ill-being and sexual harassment are both
enabled by such cultures, and indeed often go hand in hand (Bull and Oman 2022).

Straight white men at the centre

These astute analyses made by students and staff in the workshops drew attention to a
particular form of masculinity nurtured by and within university. Their examples drew
on specific disciplinary areas, notably the professional contexts of Law and Business.
However, professionalizing behaviours and expectations such as these can be seen in
the bureaucratic cultures of university administration (see Acker 2012; Erickson, Hanna,
and Walker 2021) and such insights were also made by Tom, a member of administrative
staff:

Figure 2. Performer Eben’flo in shut down. Photo Credit Bosie Vincent.
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If you go to get a job in central [administration]… you need to be a straight white male or
that’s what they expect to see in the roles… a lot of the people I’ve worked for here – I’ve
been in a few different departments – there’s always been like a straight white male who
leads the department or who people look to for direction. It always feels really strange, for
a place that’s meant to be so diverse.

This observation highlights the normative expectation of straight white cis-masculinity at
the heart of university structures, despite the presumptions of diversity. These percep-
tions are significant in shaping university culture, and they do so from the outset. One
student told us

When I first arrived at [university name] I attended a welcome event…we were sat in this
auditorium and there was the Vice Chancellor and the President of the Students’ Union
and both were white males sat on the podium in front of us for all to see and I thought to
myself… I don’t see myself in these people, and the people sat next to me they look more
like me than the people sat in front of us…

It is not surprising, given the pressures of conformity necessary to gain a position of
power, that this is the case. Alex, a senior female administrator, talked about the pressures
on women to fit in, in order to achieve senior positions, although once in that position
power could be deployed in other ways:

When you are able to find yourself in positions of power there is a chance, because you can
use that in different ways. But the journey up and towards that… to get close to power, there
is a conformity that needs to take place in order to decide when you arrive in those places
how you are going to use your power.

The imbalances of racial and gendered power in university structures are enacted through
processes (welcome events) and spaces (rooms with podiums). They set the parameters of
who the university is and is for. They make clear who is speaking and who is listening. At
the end of one of the workshops, when we were doing the final craft activity and writing
‘everyday actions for change’ onto our paper people, one student had written ‘be serious
about expelling people who commit sexual offences’. This took the discussion back to an
historic incident in which university management was taken to task for failing to ade-
quately punish perpetrators and protect victims of harassment. With some anger, the stu-
dents in that group reflected on how ‘decisions were made’ and ‘victims were not even
consulted’. These observations resonate with Phipps (2020, 233) claim that

Traditional hierarchies intersect with newer evaluative technologies to ensure that people are
reckoned up differently. This differentiation may become acutely visible at times of stress –
for example, when a sexual harassment allegation is made – when it becomes clear there
are some worth more than others.

The dynamics of gendered and racialized authority illustrated above infuse how univer-
sities deal with sexual harassment and assault.

Interventions

Intervene… it seems so obvious, but it’s absolutely something we should all do isn’t it? (Alex,
Senior staff)

One of the everyday actions put forward by Alex at the end of a session was to ‘intervene’.
The word captures both the physical action of the active bystander, as well as the political,
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discursive, pedagogical possibilities of cultural intervention and disruption. Staff partici-
pants in the workshops identified teaching as a space of possibility. In Adrienne’s words:

What are we modelling in our choice of pedagogy, in our teaching spaces? we play a really
critical role in that. What are we creating permission to be? How do we create those spaces
where students can come in and be themselves? The risk that’s involved in that… you can’t
simply ask of someone to ‘be themselves’. What does that mean? We’re constantly perform-
ing versions of ourselves from one context to another.

The ‘risk’ Adrienne speaks of here indicates the difficulties of developing such pedagogic
spaces. The risks of getting it wrong, of exposing students, or ourselves as educators, the
risks of complaint, of discomfort. Even ‘modelling’ ways of being can be risky. As Alex
noted:

As women… if we speak out, our language is difficult, we are troublesome and troubling… it
will vary from one context to another but… to be different, the courage it takes…

Adrienne picked up on Alex’s call to ‘intervene’ emphasizing the importance of ‘being
patient’

in that patience there is a knowledge and understanding to keep revisiting… even when
there’s difficulty or it feels like sometimes you feel you’ve hit a hard place… being able to
think ‘how can I find a different way?’ … on a very personal level but also in those public
places as an active bystander, finding different ways that you can intervene. It might not
be in a verbal [way], it might not be being physically present but finding other ways to
intervene.

There is recognition here of the slow, repetitive, difficult, perhaps banal labour of
intervention, requiring imagination and ‘knowledge and understanding’, which
offers an important challenge to the more dramatic, obvious modes of activism
and intervention. There is a sense here of the hidden, unrecognized labour of such
interventions. In a different session we had an extended conversation about the
value of ‘whispering’, which was seen to operate in multiple contradictory ways in
the context of sexual harassment. The discussion was prompted by a film clip from
Virgin Territory in which the soundtrack is permeated by sounds of whispering and
children whisper to each other as a generational divide opens up between adults’
and young people’s knowledges and experiences of contemporary sexualized cultures
(Figure 3).

‘Why whispering?’ wrote one participant on Padlet, followed by the comment that ‘[I] feel
like women in the film are deprived of power to choose and to speak’. ‘Whispering also
feels like it’s a dirty secret’ responded someone else. We picked the comments up in dis-
cussion and there was recognition that whispering could signify repression and silencing,
as well as occurring ‘behind people’s back’ as bullying or exclusion. However there were
also more positive connotations, such as the solidarity of sharing advice between women
that Rae spoke of: ‘the conversation my mum might have had with her friends about
‘I’ve got daughters, how do I prepare them for the world without frightening them?’’ as
well as more overtly activist ‘ …women’s whisper networks… [#]metoo, things like that,
when women exchange knowledge in like a knowledge underground’.

you might want to speak to your mum about it, your mummight want to speak to you about
it… but you can’t quite [trails off]… . currently the disconnect between digital natives and
non-natives intergenerationally is an interesting time in history
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Amara’s fragmented reflection points to difficulties sharing knowledge and understand-
ing around sex, sexuality, abuse and consent between parents and children. Whilst this
disconnect has always been a feature of intergenerational relations - as Rae’s comment
above suggests - the digital context has potentially widened this gap. Whispered
advice from an older generation might well be meaningless to those now growing up
with online sexual cultures to navigate.6 Whispering emerged from these discussions as
an indicator of both powerlessness and power, which could be used in repressive or
emancipatory ways. Potentially integral to abusive behaviour (‘don’t tell anyone’) whis-
pering could also be an intervention, perhaps working alongside ‘speaking out’ in the
media and ‘speaking in’ within our institutional settings (Phipps 2020). Its ambivalence
resonates with queer approaches to knowledge production and circulation. Gavin Butt
(2005, 20) refers to ‘the unofficial economies of meaning of gossips, rumour and suspicion’
as ‘whispering in the archive’.

Such an approach reminds us that careful listening is as important as words and actions.
Such careful listening and feeling emerges through affective choreography: the art-based
methods we used here generated capacities to hear and sense quiet, uncertain and contra-
dictory knowledges. These knowledges cannot always be expressed or heard, in the usual
cognitive, logocentric language of university discourse. In this way, this project offers an
example of affective disruption and intervention via feminist pedagogical praxis.

Conclusions

Academia is super masculine…we constantly tear each other down and there’s this sense of
competition and we’re always critiquing each others’ work… [we need to] rethink the whole
structure of how we do things.
(Erika, member of staff)

Figure 3. Screenshot from Padlet showing group discussions around Virgin Territory. Credit Authors
2020.
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Jackson and Sundaram’s (2020) conception of universities as conducive contexts for abuse
of power is both shocking and common-sense. This small-scale, intimateprojectwas able to
probe some of the cultural formations and everyday practices that enable such contexts.
We know that the organization of higher education is hierarchical, riven with the
unequal power (see Acker 2012). If abuses of power are to be understood, challenged
and prevented, this organization needs to be disrupted and the context/s changed in
order to encourage different patterns of behaviour. These contexts are layered, including
global, national and local systems andmanifesting in multiple ways within individual insti-
tutions. Although this project reflects a localized setting reflecting institutional norms and
processes, the analysis to follow makes clear the salience of wider and entrenched power
relations endemic to ‘the neoliberal university’ (Ball 2012; Phipps 2020).

The rich discussion generated by this project was enabled by the arts-based colla-
borative methods utilized. Despite the dramatic shift from in-person to online work-
shops, the film-clips provided powerful resources for thinking with. Multiple
resonances are facilitated by engaging with creative materials that are not didactic
but instead invite an emotional response. In this project, students and staff from
across different parts of one university took up the affective invitation to respond to
the materials and engage in dialogue with each other. The prompts offered by the
film materials enabled, we would suggest, different conversations than a more straight-
forward focus group or interview would have generated. At the same time, the sessions
were pedagogical, enacting a form of feminist praxis through emotionally engaged dia-
logue. Binary conceptions of masculinity and femininity, performatively articulated in
Shut Down and Virgin Territory respectively, enabled our participants to begin conversa-
tions infused with a tacit acceptance of the problematic nature of this binary and the
performative utterances it authorizes. Across all the workshops, we saw no evidence
of the individualizing, blaming ‘bad apples’ discourse commonly identified by research
in this area. Instead, discussions were characterized by an empathetic, while critical, rec-
ognition of structural issues (patriarchy, racism, neoliberalism) and their manifestations
in a university context (an over-representation of white men in positions of power, pro-
fessionalization and competitiveness, inequities in the use of space, laddish and sexist
behaviours). The mixed groups, brought together over two hours in an online space,
also shaped the discussions in very different ways than individual or more homogenous
group discussions would have done. With the source materials in common, participants’
multiple and diverse levels of expertise came to the fore. As we have seen in the extracts
selected here, eighteen-year-old undergraduates recognized that their proximity to and
understanding of the university’s lad culture or the sexualized use of social media gave
them knowledge not shared by older participants, some of whom were seeing the issues
very differently though the eyes of teachers and/or parents of teens. Senior managers
reflected on their complicities with and resistance to structural pressures to conform
and the ways in which ‘seniority’ itself can be utilized as a powerful resource were
discussed.

This article offers discussion of findings generated through creative, multi-media
workshops. However the focus is not only on ‘findings’; the intense, multi-layered,
intra-active workshops also generated affective hybrid spaces in which participants
were able to feel and conceptualize masculine logics of power differently. In this way,
we suggest that the affective choreography of the workshops themselves intervenes
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in the fabric of knowledge production with potential to ‘percolate’ (Charteris and Nye
2019) beyond the event. Percolation is a slow, humble process, evoking entanglement
and co-dependency of materials. Alongside the disciplinary, curricula and training pol-
icies and programmes which characterize universities’ responses to sexual harassment,
there is an urgent need for different kinds of knowledge generation. The exchanges
enabled by this particular methodology, characterized by careful listening, are them-
selves a form of activism and suggest possibilities for future feminist research and peda-
gogy that creates spaces for the exchange and entanglement of differently positioned
members of the university.

Notes

1. For example https://interactive.aljazeera.com/aje/2021/degrees-of-abuse/index.html.
2. Further information about both projects can be accessed here https://www.vincentdt.com/

productions/.
3. Clip is available to view at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mu9tKQReb6w.
4. Full ethical approval was gained from The University of Warwick Humanities and Social

Sciences Research Ethics Committee, reference HSSREC 18/20-21. On expressing an interest
in the project participants were sent full ethical information by email and consent forms
were completed and submitted electronically prior to each session.

5. Although in some academic and activist work naming (institutions) is seen as key to account-
ability, we follow Phipps (2020, 228–229) here in recognizing that the exposing of individual
institutions masks the fact that all universities are sites of inequality where harassment and
assault occur.

6. In fact, a ‘confessional’ social media app (Lewis and Rushe 2014) called Whisper was launched
in 2012 where users can anonymously post ‘whispers’, text superimposed over images.
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