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u Dominant narratives are 
the stories told by 
dominant cultures, which 
construct a particular type 
of reality and historical 
perspective.



u Dominant narratives claim to represent all 
people

u Marginalized peoples, specifically, often 
feel as though their experiences are not 
represented by the dominant narrative,

u Instead rely on personal stories as a way of 
challenging these dominant cultural 
narratives



Narratives are created by 

u Community
u Family
u Religion
u Government
u Institutions

Resulting in Social Norms







Hijra’s of India 

A Hijra was the victim of the crime 
under trial –
the judges criminalized Hijras as 
cross-dressers, ‘beggars’ and 
‘unnatural prostitutes 
the perpetrator was not convicted 

In 1865, the British rulers of north India resolved to 
bring about the gradual ‘extinction’ of Hijras.



British 
Assumptions

u The Hijra community appeared to the British to 
be beyond the binary gender categories of 
male and female

u In 1871, the colonial government passed a law 
that criminalized Hijras, with the explicit aim of 
causing Hijras’ ‘extermination’.



Panic 
Narratives

Hijras were accused of kidnapping, enslaving, 
and castrating children. Like other ‘moral 
panics’, the colonial concern with Hijras involved 
a preoccupation with, and exaggeration of, the 
threat that ‘deviant’ behaviors and people were 
thought to pose to the social and political order.

While moral panics have been noted in diverse 
historical contexts, panic was at the center of 
how European colonial regimes operated  
(Hinchy, 2019)



Place in Society 
Pre-colonization  

u Ancient Indian myths bestow hijras with special 
powers to be able to bless people with luck 
and fertility. They are believed to hold the 
power to bring riches and rain (Conner, Sparks, 
& Sparks, 1997). 

u The history of hijras dates back thousands of 
years, where a third sex is first mentioned—and 
they are celebrated—in ancient Hindu texts 
such as the “Mahabharata” and the “Kama 
Sutra.



Mahu of Hawaii

u Throughout Hawaiian history, “mahu” appear 
as individuals who identify their gender 
between male and female.

u Beyond the Binary,” is  explained: “A mahu is 
an individual that straddles somewhere in the 
middle of the male and female binary



HINA EXPLORES THE ROLE 
OF MAHU IN HAWAIIAN 
SOCIETY THROUGH THE 
LENS OF A NATIVE 
HAWAIIAN 

SHE IS DEEPLY ROOTED IN 
THE TRADITIONS OF HER 
ANCESTORS AND 
COMMITTED TO LIVING AN 
AUTHENTIC LIFE.



Culture Genocide 

Hina explains, the arrival of Christian missionaries in the 1800s imposed  
Western values on the Hawaiian community. 
Banning cultural expressions that celebrated diverse sexual and 
gender norms and traditions- which they believed to be profane
The suppression of traditional Hawaiian values and practices marked a 
turning point in Hawai‘i’s history, one in which mahu began a struggle 
to find acceptance.



Pre-colonization 

u Māhū were particularly respected as teachers, usually of hula 
dance and chant

u Māhū were also valued as the keepers of cultural traditions, such as 
the passing down of genealogies. Traditionally parents would ask 
māhū to name their children

u According to the pre-colonial history of Hawai'i, māhū were notable 
priests and healers.



Two Spirted

The term “Two Spirit” comes 
from the idea that everyone 
has both a male and female 
spirit within their body,

and a person’s identity comes 
not from their physical form, 
but from whichever of the two 
spirits is more dominant within 
them.



Native 
Americans 
Europeans forced their 
religion, culture, and 
other aspects of life on 
the indigenous people of 
North America, 
in an attempt to ‘civilize’ 
them, and one of those 
aspects of belief was 
gender expression.



Not natural – immoral- sinners – less than human 







The Binary  
Narrative





Privilege through 
the looking glass

uHow do you define and express your 
gender identity? 

uWhat types of gender stereotypes do 
you encounter in your country? 

uHow do you perceive masculinity? 
Femininity? How do these perceptions 
inform your gender? 

uDo these perceptions inform the 
assumption you make of others’ 
genders? (Leavy, 2017)





• Dominant and available narratives of LGBTQIA+ experience 
are usually determined by the most populous and powerful 
subgroup, lesbians and gays. Because many transgender 
experience narratives do not conform to the available 
narrative, they become untellable.

• When studying narratives of transgender experience, it is also 
important to consider tellability and available narrative 
(Brown, 2018)







Coming Out Narratives

u Coming out is encouraged by many LGBTQIA+ political 
organizations, who began to emphasize the importance of queer 
visibility in the late 1960s as a strategy of the Gay Liberation 
Movement. The Gay Liberation Movement was heavily influenced 
by Second-Wave Feminism’s idea that “the personal is political,” 
and members of the LGBTQIA+ community were encouraged to 
come out to counter homophobia and dismantle harmful 
stereotypes



LGBTQIA+ individuals 
have frequently argued 
that one problem with 
the dominant narrative 
about coming out is that 
it portrays coming out as 
something that an 
individual must only do 
one time.

Parents 
Family
Friends
Society
New



Coming Out vs Transitioning 

u Transgender people often feel as though the dominant narrative 
does not accurately represent their experiences.

u For them, coming out is generally more difficult, dangerous, and 
prolonged than the coming out experiences of most cisgender 
individuals with non-hegemonic sexualities.



Coming Out Gay 

u So I knew—it kind of struck me in fifth grade, like I’ve always known that 
I liked girls and such. But like I guess I just put it off until fifth grade, when 
it actually just hit me [ . . . ] My mom and I usually sit under the stars, and 
we’ll just stare up at them. So one day, we were just sitting there, and I 
was like “mom, I think I’m gay. I think I’m bisexual.” And she just goes “I 
know.” And I’m like “What?” And she goes “I’ve already known this. I’m 
your mother, I know this.” And I was like “Oh. I would’ve appreciated if 
you would’ve told me this sooner and let me know.” And she goes, 
“Congratulations, that’s nice.” And that was it . . . my mom pretty 
accepting . . . so that was it (Interview, October 11, 2016).



Coming Out Transgender 

u Alright, well, a few weeks ago, I came out to my mother through a 
letter. I called her and told her there was a letter hidden in the 
bottom drawer —in my room. . . about an hour later, she calls me 
back. And it’s obvious she’s been crying. And she’s very angry. And 
she tells me not to tell anyone else in my family, that it would break 
their hearts like it broke hers, that she feels like she’s lost a part of her 
soul. And, basically, she calls me mentally ill. She says that I shouldn’t 
lie like that, that I’m just making it up. She doesn’t believe I felt that 
way since third grade, as I described in the letter . . . So it’s kind of 
been an ongoing process. She wants me to get therapy and stuff to 
try to figure out what’s wrong with me. So, that’s my story (Interview, 
August 18, 2017).



Counter Narratives

One way in which members of marginalized 
communities attempt to dismantle dominant 
narratives is through the use of personal stories –
of counternarratives.

Art has proven to be effective in sharing 
martialized peoples voices and lived 
experiences 



Participatory Arts 
Based Methods 
Use art to share stories and empower 
communities. Part of my research 
examines Photovoice and asks  if 
projects have been successful in 
empowering vulnerable communities

And critiques ways photovoice has 
"given elevated  voice" to marginalized 
communities (or not), as well as 
identifying ethical issues raised by 
scholars.  



Photovoice is an 
interdisciplinary method with 
theoretical frames rooted in 
feminist theory, critical 
consciousness, and 
documentary photography. 

What is Photovoice



Photovoice utilized photography 
(and sometimes videography) to 
facilitate dialogue with 
communities. 

The aim is to amplify the voices 
and lived experiences of 
marginalized communities 



Photovoice has 
three main goals: 
1. to enable people to record and reflect 

their concerns, as well as those of their 
community

2. to promote critical dialogue and 
knowledge about important issues of 
equality and social justice through large 
and small group discussion of 
photographs and narratives 

3. to influence change- and reach 
policymakers (Wang & Burris,1997). 



"Photovoice can create an 
opportunity for society's 
most vulnerable members 
to speak from their own 
experience and can change 
the quality of discussion 
among themselves and 
those who advocate their 
well-being"  ~ Wang



How is Photovoice 
Empowering 
Photovoice can help people, whose 
needs are often ignored, gain control 
of their story, I.e. counter narratives. 

Individuals gain the confidence and 
skills to tell their own stories directly to 
the people who can make a 
difference.



Transgender 
Ally 

u The 2016 presidential election 
was a pivotal time for trans 
people across the country. 
During the election, there was 
an increase in anti-LGBT rhetoric 

u Donald Trump’s proposed 
transgender military ban, along 
with a reversal policy on the 
ability of transgender students 
to access school bathrooms,.



I greatly appreciate this opportunity and look forward to 
supporting and highlighting your work as an activist and 
social change agent.

Warm regards,

I am a doctoral student interested in doing my 
doctoral research on the hijras. I hope to 
highlight the intersections of other cultures that 
celebrate gender diversity.

Dear Kalki

September 18, 2017



Artivist 

A  person who uses art to address political and social oppression 





Art show 
Shut Up

A hundred transgender 
people from across the 
country tell their stories of 
pain through art at 
”Shut Up” a show by 
transgender activist Kalki
Subramaniam

https://www.thehindu.com/entertainment/art/angry-indian-
goddesses/article26664585.ece



Breaking down Siamization and 
challenging the narratives 
biases 
unconscious 
Social Construct 
New narrative 

Humanizing 
Question where did this narrative start 
and who does it benefit and harm 

Decolonizing

Who’s story and who should tell it
Art breaks down the class gender 
educational barrios 



“I’m on a mission to 
empower  India’s 
Transgender 
community, one 
painted palm at a 
time”

uhttps://www.cnn.com/style/article/kalki-subramaniam-
opinion/index.html







Walls of 
Kindness



Giving Back To The Community 



Dismantling Dominant Narratives of 
Transgender People through Art

Poetry ~Performance ~Paintings ~Exhibits 

When the dominant culture is introduced to 
individual stories - biases can be dissolved  
allowing them to see transgender people as 
part of their community – as individual who 
disserve respect and dignity -to be who they 
are without judgment or ridicule.  

Transgender people are creative and gifted, 
having the ability to embody both masculine 
and feminine energies. 





Transformative Arts Project is a 
nonprofit created to provide 
empowering art-based 
programs that amplify the 
voices of vulnerable 
communities.

www.transformativearts.org

• Partnering with other  programs 
• Serving martialized communities 



Thank you!
Feel Free to contact me if you have any questions or to learn more about photovoice 

or how to utilize arts based methods 

Photovoiceempowerment.com

Email:  laurasbsherwood@gmail Website:  transformativeartsproject .org


