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1. Introduction: Why Gendered Visualities Matter
When discussing gender inequality, visual di-
mensions are often treated as secondary – less 
urgent than legal frameworks, organization-
al structures, or material resources. Yet femi-
nist research has long shown that visibility is 
never neutral. What is made visible, how it is 
represented, and where it is placed in space 
profoundly affect whose experiences are rec-
ognised, whose knowledge is legitimised, and 
whose presence is taken for granted.
This chapter builds on the premise that gendered 
visualities should not be understood merely as 
images or visual artefacts, but as part of broader 
regimes of visibility that operate through space, 
language, and institutional practices. Visuali-
ty is therefore understood here in an expanded 
sense, including the textual and spatial infra-
structures through which visibility is organised. 
These regimes shape everyday perceptions and 
expectations, defining what appears normal, 
credible, or out of place. In this sense, visuality 
is inseparable from power: it structures access, 
belonging, and authority.
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Universities provide a particularly relevant con-
text for this discussion. As institutions devot-
ed to knowledge production, universities play 
a central role in shaping cultural imaginaries, 
professional identities, and future-oriented 
visions. At the same time, they tend to present 
themselves as meritocratic and progressive 
spaces, often obscuring the ways in which ine-
qualities are reproduced through arrangements 
that appear neutral or purely technical.
Exploring gendered visualities within universi-
ties therefore allows us to interrogate how pow-
er operates precisely where it is least expected 
– or most effectively naturalised. Approaching 
gendered visualities from an institutional per-
spective also means shifting attention from in-
dividual intentions to collective arrangements. 
Rather than asking only who discriminates or 
excludes, this perspective invites us to examine 
how visibility itself is organised, stabilised, and 
legitimised through everyday practices, spaces, 
and languages.

2. Visuality as a Regime of Visibility

In feminist and critical theory, visuality is not 
understood merely as the act of seeing or the cir-
culation of images, but as a regime of visibility: a 
structured set of social, cultural, and institutional 
conditions that determine what can be seen, who 
can appear, and under what terms (Rose, 2016). 
This perspective is connected to earlier analy-
ses of power, most notably Foucault’s account of 
disciplinary power as operating through surveil-
lance and normalisation, made effective by the 
strategic organisation of visibility within modern 
institutions (Foucault, 1977).
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Understanding visuality as a regime of visibility 
highlights its political character. What is repeat-
edly foregrounded becomes naturalised, while 
what remains unseen or unrepresented becomes 
difficult to articulate or contest. Feminist scholar-
ship has shown that the effects of these regimes 
of visibility are not only symbolic, but also organ-
isational and material: they are deeply gendered, 
intersect with other axes of power, and configure 
both cultural imaginaries and concrete opportu-
nities, resources, and constraints (Ahmed, 2012; 
Acker, 1990; Crenshaw, 1991).
Importantly, regimes of visibility do not operate 
solely through spectacular images or explicit 
representations. They are embedded in ordinary 
spatial layouts, visual conventions, and commu-
nicative practices that appear self-evident and 
unremarkable (Rose, 2016). It is precisely this 
ordinariness that makes them particularly pow-
erful and resistant to change. Feminist scholars 
have further emphasised that looking itself is a 
political practice. bell hooks’ analysis of the “op-
positional gaze”, for instance, foregrounds how 
power operates through representation and 
spectatorship, and how dominant visual regimes 
can be resisted and re- signified from situated 
positions (Hooks, 1992). Visuality is therefore not 
only a site of domination, but also a potential site 
of contestation.

3. Universities as Gendered and Spatial Organizations

The relevance of gendered visualities in academ-
ia becomes clearer when universities are con-
ceptualised as gendered organizations. Feminist 
organizational studies have long argued that in-
equality is not simply the result of individual bias 
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or discriminatory behaviour, but is embedded in 
organizational structures, routines, symbols, and 
cultures (Acker, 1990; Benschop and Doorewaard, 
1998). From this perspective, gender is not some-
thing that organizations merely have, but some-
thing they actively do through ongoing practices 
(Gherardi, 1994; Poggio, 2006).
Seen through this lens, spatial arrangements, 
visual representations, and institutional lan-
guage are not peripheral elements. They are part 
of the everyday infrastructure through which uni-
versities define legitimate trajectories, normal-
ise certain academic identities, and marginalise 
others. Offices, corridors, classrooms, signage, 
websites, and official documents all contribute to 
producing a sense of who belongs and who does 
not. The spatial dimension is particularly impor-
tant. As Henri Lefebvre (1991) argued, space is 
socially produced: it reflects and reinforces rela-
tions of power. Feminist geographers such as
Doreen Massey (1994) have further shown how 
space is relational and gendered, shaping mobil-
ity, access, and safety in uneven ways. Universi-
ties, despite their self-image as universal spaces 
of reason, are no exception. They are inhabited 
differently by different subjects, and their spatial 
and visual orders may either reproduce or chal-
lenge existing inequalities.
These dynamics are often intensified by the sym-
bolic authority of academic institutions. Univer-
sities not only organise space and knowledge, but 
also embody ideals of neutrality and universality. 
This makes their gendered and spatial arrange-
ments particularly difficult to question, as they 
tend to appear functional or technical rather 
than political.
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The following sections examine on two institu-
tional initiatives developed at the University of 
Trento to illustrate how gendered visualities are 
produced, contested, and negotiated within ac-
ademic settings. Rather than offering generalis-
able conclusions, these situated examples make 
visible the everyday work through which univer-
sities attempt to address gender inequality.
Over the past decade, the University of Trento 
has invested in a range of policies, initiatives, and 
communicative actions aimed at promoting gen-
der equity, inclusion, and the prevention of dis-
crimination and violence. The two initiatives dis-
cussed below – one focusing on spatial – visual 
interventions and the other on linguistic and 
communicative infrastructures – are embedded 
within this broader institutional trajectory and 
offer insight into how regimes of visibility can be 
reshaped through concrete, though necessarily 
limited, practices.

4. Red Benches: A Spatial–Visual Institutional 

Intervention

The first example concerns the Red Benches 
project, developed with the active involvement 
of students from the Department of Civil, Envi-
ronmental and Mechanical Engineering. The in-
itiative entailed installing red benches in visible 
university spaces, conceived as symbolic devices 
to raise awareness of gender-based violence. Ac-
companied by explanatory plaques, the bench-
es were intended as sites of memory and public 
interpellation, explicitly acknowledging violence 
as an issue that also concerns academic institu-
tions. Their placement within university premis-
es reflects a deliberate choice to counter the ten-
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dency to locate violence “elsewhere”, outside the 
boundaries of academic life.
From the perspective of gendered visualities, the 
intervention operates as a spatial and perceptual 
interruption. The bench, an ordinary object asso-
ciated with waiting and informal interaction, is 
transformed through colour and symbolism into 
a disruptive artefact. The red surface interrupts 
habitual perception and introduces a rupture in 
the routinised flow of movement and attention. 
The sociological relevance of this intervention 
lies not only in its message, but in its capacity to 
temporarily reconfigure the regime of visibility 
of academic space. The red bench creates a mi-
cro-site of public pedagogy, inviting reflection 
without imposing a single interpretation. It con-
tributes to rendering gender-based violence vis-
ible, nameable, and discussable within everyday 
university environments. At the same time, such 
symbolic interventions are inherently ambiva-
lent. Their communicative force may fade over 
time, and the risk of ritualisation is ever present. 
This ambivalence underscores the importance 
of embedding visual actions within broader and 
sustained institutional strategies. While red 
benches cannot substitute for structural change, 
they can reshape the conditions under which 
violence becomes publicly acknowledged and 
institutionally addressed. Their effectiveness 
depends on remaining connected to broader in-
stitutional measures, so that the symbol does not 
become a ritualised substitute for action.

5. The campaign #finiscequi: Linguistic and 

Communicative Infrastructures of Visibility

The second example approaches language as a 
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core infrastructure of institutional regimes of 
visibility and focuses on the #finiscequi (#itend-
shere) campaign, launched by the University of 
Trento in November 2022. The initiative address-
es harassment, discrimination, and everyday mi-
cro-aggressions by isolating seemingly ordinary 
phrases that may appear neutral or harmless, 
and re-situating them in ways that reveal mecha-
nisms of exclusion and symbolic violence.
The campaign combined a strong on-campus 
presence – posters displayed across university 
premises and the distribution of bookmarks in 
university libraries – with extensive dissemina-
tion through social media and institutional com-
munication channels. Its communicative effec-
tiveness has been recognised beyond the local 
setting: the initiative received the EUPRIO Awards 
2023 first prize, and its approach was subsequent-
ly adopted by several other Italian universities.
This circulation points to the emergence of 
shared institutional languages for naming and 
contesting everyday discrimination in academ-
ia. From a visual and discursive standpoint, the 
campaign relies on a strategy of unmasking: 
apparently neutral statements are isolated and 
stylised graphically, then re-situated in ways that 
make their discriminatory implications visible 
– especially when addressed to specific bodies 
and identities. The hashtag #finiscequi plays a 
central performative role, combining a literal 
meaning of interruption (it ends here) with a 
broader stance against the normalisation of mi-
cro-aggressions. In this sense, the campaign res-
onates with Butler’s understanding of language as 
performative, capable of producing, sustaining, or 
interrupting social realities (Butler 1997). From its 
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inception, the campaign explicitly embraced an 
intersectional lens, drawing on Crenshaw’s (1989) 
conceptualisation of intersecting axes of margin-
alisation. The scenarios foreground not only single 
identity markers – such as gender, racialised be-
longing, religion, disability, or sexual orientation 
– but also their combinations, thereby making vis-
ible forms of discrimination that emerge precisely 
at their intersections.
A further key aim of the initiative was to reinforce 
the idea of the university as an inclusive and ac-
countable community that actively rejects har-
assment and discrimination. In this sense, the 
initiative also performed an institutional account-
ability function, seeking to strengthen trust and 
contribute to the emergence of problematic be-
haviours. This communicative intervention is part 
of a broader institutional effort to reshape the uni-
versity’s symbolic and normative environment, 
including the development of inclusive language 
guidelines and the progressive integration of gen-
der-aware forms into key institutional documents.
Read through the lens of gendered visualities, 
#finiscequi shows how language—through its 
textual, graphic, and spatial circulation—con-
stitutes an integral part of regimes of visibility. 
By making taken-for-granted phrases visible 
and contestable, the campaign intervenes in 
the boundaries of what is sayable and thinkable, 
expanding what can be publicly recognised as 
problematic. As Ahmed (2012) has argued, in-
stitutional commitments to diversity and inclu-
sion often coexist with resistance and forms of 
non-performativity; yet such frictions can also 
make implicit norms explicit, opening space for 
contestation and, potentially, change.
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6. Ambivalence, Conflict, and the Limits of Sym-

bolic Change

Taken together, these two examples illustrate a 
broader point: interventions in the domain of 
visuality and language are necessary but not 
sufficient. They operate primarily at the symbol-
ic level, and their effects are contingent, uneven, 
and reversible. There is always a risk that such 
measures are dismissed as superficial or instru-
mentalised as evidence of progress without ad-
dressing deeper inequalities.
Acknowledging these limits is crucial. At the 
same time, dismissing symbolic interventions 
altogether would overlook their role in shaping 
institutional cultures. Visual and linguistic prac-
tices contribute to defining what problems are 
recognised, what solutions are imaginable, and 
who is authorised to speak. They are part of the 
slow, everyday work through which institutions 
change – or fail to change. From this perspective, 
ambivalence and conflict should not be seen as 
obstacles to institutional transformation, but 
as constitutive elements of it. Change process-
es are rarely linear. They involve negotiation, 
contestation, and moments of backlash. What 
matters is not the elimination of tension, but the 
capacity of institutions to remain accountable, 
consistent, and open to critique over time.

7. Implications for Design and Visual Literacy

The implications of these reflections are par-
ticularly significant for design-related disci-
plines, including architecture, urban planning, 
and visual communication. These fields do not 
merely represent space; they actively partici-
pate in producing it. Through drawings, models, 
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renderings, and narratives of the future, they 
shape expectations about bodies, practices, and 
social relations.
A gender perspective invites designers and ed-
ucators to interrogate the implicit assumptions 
embedded in visual representations. Who is 
the “standard body” presupposed by a project? 
Whose mobility, safety, and comfort are priori-
tised? Which forms of life are rendered visible, 
and which remain absent? Addressing gendered 
visualities therefore requires developing visual 
literacy as a critical skill. From this perspective, 
visual literacy also involves learning to recognise 
absence: whose bodies, needs, and experienc-
es are not represented in images and plans, and 
whose futures are implicitly excluded. Making 
absence visible can be as politically significant as 
producing new representations, particularly in 
disciplines oriented towards projecting and shap-
ing collective futures. In educational contexts, 
this means fostering reflexivity rather than pro-
viding prescriptive rules. Comparative analysis 
of images, attention to absence and silence, and 
interdisciplinary dialogue can help students rec-
ognise how power operates through representa-
tion. Such practices do not constrain creativity; on 
the contrary, they expand the range of possible 
futures that design can imagine and make visible.

8. Conclusion: Institutional Responsibility and 

Everyday Practices

Reflecting on gendered visualities in the uni-
versity ultimately means insisting that space, 
images, and language are not secondary to jus-
tice. They are among the means through which 
justice becomes possible – or impossible – in 
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everyday institutional life. Universities, as sites of 
knowledge production and social reproduction, 
bear a specific responsibility in this regard. The 
examples discussed in this chapter do not offer 
ready-made solutions. Rather, they illustrate how 
institutions can intervene in regimes of visibility 
through situated, partial, and revisable practices. 
Progress in this field is never guaranteed. Ad-
vances can be challenged or reversed, particu-
larly in times of political polarisation. This makes 
vigilance essential – not as moral surveillance, 
but as an ongoing commitment to reflexivity, re-
sponsibility, and the continuous questioning of 
what is made visible, sayable, and thinkable with-
in academic institutions.
Ultimately, institutional responsibility is enact-
ed not only through policies and regulations, but 
through the everyday ways in which space is or-
ganised, images circulate, and language is used.
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