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Abstract: 

This paper explores the intersection of embodied witnessing, gendered access, and the act of 
filming Muharram rituals in Kashmir, reflecting on the experience of a female ethnographer 
navigating sacred, male-dominated ritual spaces. Drawing on the author’s doctoral fieldwork, the 
essay situates the lens of the camera not merely as a recording tool, but as a performative device 
that both challenged and bypassed patriarchal religious restrictions. In Kashmir, Muharram is not 
only a commemoration of historical martyrdom but a living tradition of grief, dissent, and political 
resistance. As a non-muslim woman, entering spaces such as the intimate Majhilis or 
participating in Eigth Muharram juloos (processions) often invites scrutiny and exclusion. 
However, wielding a camera transformed the author’s presence—allowing access into 
masculinized domains of ritual and war zones, where the female body alone might not be 
permitted. 

The camera becomes a prosthetic extension of the female body, a tool of negotiation and 
disruption. Through autoethnographic accounts of participating in Ashura processions, filming 
maatam(mourning), and engaging with rituals across Zadibal, Budgam, and Hassanabad areas of 
Kashmir, the author reflects on how digital witnessing produced new forms of visibility and 
testimonies. These ritual choreographies, infused with affect and resistance, unfold not just as 
religious expression but as performative resistance to political erasure. Integrating feminist 
ethnography, screendance studies, and affect theory, this paper posits that the camera functions 
as both witness and weapon, intervening in the politics of gender, gaze, and grief. The paper also 
analyses the interplay of gender and ritual through the performative modalities of maatam, 
nouha, and marsiya, especially as they are embodied and vocalized by Shi’a women. Ultimately, 
this work contributes to the discourse of Screendance by reimagining the camera as a witness-
respondent, one that not only documents but also participates in the ritual. By situating the 
camera within these affective zones of mourning, memory, and resistance, the paper argues for 
a feminist reading of Muharram that foregrounds the affective labour and spectral presence of 
women through a gendered lens. 
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Introduction: Filming the Unfilmable — Screendance, Ritual, and Precarious 
Witnessing in Kashmir 

Muharram, the first month of the lunar Islamic calendar, is a time of intense ritual mourning for 
Shi’a Muslims worldwide. It commemorates the martyrdom of Hussain Ibn Ali, the grandson of 
the Prophet Muhammad who along with his Ahlul-Bayt (family members of the house) was 
brutally murdered at the Battle of Karbala in 680 CE. Yet in Kashmir—a militarized, contested 
region marked by settler-colonial occupation and sectarian divides—Muharram is more than a 
theological lament. It becomes a living archive of resistance, where grief is not only ritualized but 
radicalized. Here, the act of mourning acquires political valence; it transforms into a performance 
of dissent against ongoing historical and contemporary violence. 

Filming Muharram in Kashmir, then, is not a neutral act of documentation or a choreographic art 
of pre-meditated gaze. As a non-Muslim, non-Kashmiri Indian woman, I was hyper-visible and 
invisible at once—tolerated but not fully trusted, embedded yet always marginal. Gaining access 
to sacred spaces like the majhlis (ritual gatherings) required layers of blind faith and trust by both 
parties on one another, respecting ritual customs and codes of conduct, and ethical reflection on 
the notions of pain and sacrifice. I wore a black abaya, covered my hair, and remained fixed within 
gender-segregated spaces, knowing that my presence was an exception rather than a right and 
the transgression would rightfully cause this community to mistrust any such research attempt 
in the future. In one example from the footage I have shared along with this paper with the 
editors, I can be seen walking in an alley where men are performing zanjeer zani(flagellation and 
bloodletting through sharp objects) and I am being warned by my male friend who facilitated my 
navigation in that space as to not record anyone directly or get noticed while attempting to frame 
the lens through tilting and panning. In this footage, the point of view of the camera is the 
lowered eyes of a female researcher whose bodily interaction with other bodies and their 
affective exchange can be observed. This footage is an example of tactical fieldwork of respecting 
boundaries, yet collecting data through experiential reality of the space which my physical body 
inhabited. I am one body among many bodies and the codes of conduct, limitations of gender 
and unsaid rules of a mourning space determined the nature of my movement and hence the 
movement of the camera carried by my body.  

Beginning from the shab of first muharram up until the shab (night) of Fifth Muharram ,Azaadars 
(mourners) visit Zakirs (the bards of Karbala poetry) and ask them to write Nouhay( lyrical 
poetry), an aesthetic process of discussing the meter, length, words, and melodies of these 
Nouhay's take place and once the Nouhay's are written, the script (songs) are rehearsed by a 
group of azaadars who almost act as a chorus to Zakir's recitation and lead the rhythms and songs 
one after the other accompanied by percussive chest-beating which is the only sound used to 
base the rhythm of Nouhay. These Nouhay's are rehearsed by the chorus in private non-religious 
spaces (mostly homes). Then starts the process of Majhilis. Majhilis are conducted in homes, 
Imambaras, and mohallas of each locality and are exclusive to the residents of the area. Entry is 
strictly through invitation. There are all women Majhilis (in homes) and collective Majhilis (men, 
women and children in Imambaras). I was favored by Zeeshan Jaipuri who hosted me at one of 
these Majhilis in the Nowgam area in Srinagar. I was accompanied by his sister and however, they 
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tried to downplay it but I could sense that this was an exceptional event that had never happened 
before and nobody knew how people would react to a non-muslim Indian woman being part of 
a sacred space in which only believers and mourners belonged. I was asked by men if I had a 
dupatta (head covering cloth) with me only to find out later that I was wearing a Black abaya 
burqa and black dupatta as a hijab with a mask that could easily camouflage me in that space, 
leaving only my eyes uncovered to see. This was suggested to me by my friend’s sister who knew 
what recording devices I was carrying and what manners as a woman would cause the least 
disruption once the Majhilis ritual began. As soon as I entered that space, I understood her worry. 
At the center of this rectangular space was a spotlight-covered pedestal seat of the Zakir, the 
bard of Karbala who choreographs the rhythms of mourning through the telling of the story of 
Karbala through Nouhay and Marsiya. The rectangular space of Imambarah was divided by a 
black silhouette cloth into two categories—male members on one side and female and children 
on the other. The women could only see the Zakir through the miniature holes of a purdah screen, 
as Zakirs are dominantly male and are seated towards the male section of Imambara (Shia shrine 
of worship). I could understand how esoteric and gravely important every movement, every 
gesture was gazed at in this space more so since I was the only foreign body here who neither 
moved, behaved or spoke like them. Even my Shia friends from a different area who dropped me 
off there did not dare come inside because it was a different mohalla and it was such an intimate 
space that any foreign body would be easily recognizable and would invite an anxious gaze and 
critical inquiry. Once everyone settled in, the Majhilis began. The shab (night) usually starts with 
the story of the incidents of the same day as they happened in Karbala. So historical events are 
made present in the now through the performance of lyrical storytelling. A historical event 
(Karbala) is memorialized (in present day Kashmir) and presented through the narrative-poetic 
form (Muharram rituals) to achieve emotional catharsis (healing). 

The bard narrates the tragedy of Karbala in Kashmiri which becomes the central voice to be 
followed. The journey of emotions, imagery, movement, and catharsis are hereafter anchored in 
the movement of sound. As the night progresses, the lamps are further dimmed, and assisted by 
black clothes all around, the collective bodies of mourners enter into a space of darkness, black 
does not just remain a color anymore, it transforms into a psychological mood. We enter the 
realm of sound and darkness, where imagination and emotional release guided by sonic laments 
bringing forth the tragedy of Karbala, now alive in that space. As the camera is a piece of 
equipment that captures light, not darkness—the domain of visuality was rendered mute by low 
opacity of red and black which made it impossible to even see the next person clearly. It was all 
sounds and passion play; hence I could only record audio in Majhilis. Neither my eyes nor my 
camera could have recorded anything as visual distractions were eliminated to go deeper into 
one’s auditory subconscious, mythic imagination and emotional nervous system. It was in these 
moments that I began to understand the camera not just as image-capturing apparatus, but as 
sonic sensorium. I recorded voices, sighs, chants, collective weeping—and in doing so, entered 
what Jürgen Simpson calls the “choreographic potential of sound”1 . In the absence of image, 
sound became the choreographic object—defining space, emotion, and movement through 

1 Jürgen Simpson, “Sound as Choreographic Object: A Perceptual Framework,” Choreographic Practices, 
vol. 8, no. 1, 2017, pp. 91–109 
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rhythm and resonance. The Zakir’s voice guided affective progression; collective wails became 
the pulse of mourning. This was not a dance we could see—it was one we could hear, feel, and 
be altered by. In the mountainous silence and dark nights, Alongside the somatosensory system, 
the ever-attentive ear—constantly open, alert, and unblinking—contributes more to our sense 
of existence than any other sensory modality. This positionality shaped not just what I could film, 
but how I filmed. In a zone where militarization, spontaneous violence, gender norms, and 
spiritual passion collided unpredictably, I found that the camera could not be choreographed in 
any conventional sense. Douglas Rosenberg’s notion of “choreographing the frame,” 2which 
positions the filmmaker as an active shaper of visual motion and meaning in screendance, gets 
reversed in such conditions. Here, the camera does not guide the body—it is dragged along by it, 
moved by ambient tension, collective chanting, crowd surges, and the threat of violence, 
surveillance or shelling. Yet even when the camera is dragged by the body rather than guiding it, 
it remains a participant in choreographic thinking—not as an orchestrator, but as a respondent. 
In this breakdown of formal control, Rosenberg’s idea of “choreographing the frame” acquires a 
new resonance. The choreography here is not imposed but emergent, formed through collision, 
resistance, and risk. The body becomes the first responder to chaos, and the camera—tethered 
to it—registers the aftermath: its tremble, its tilt, its blur. In this context, the camera’s 
choreography is improvisational, haptic, and intersubjective. It performs as a gendered apparatus 
of negotiation, navigating survival and witnessing under threat. The frame becomes not a site of 
mastery but of mutual vulnerability—where the camera, like the filmmaker, becomes a survivor. 
This precarious interdependence between the body and camera aligns with the feminist ethic of 
care, where even breakdown becomes testimony, and the moving image—however fractured—
is a record of enduring presence. One of the footages I have shared with screendance journal 
editors along with this paper illustrates this argument. In the eighth Muharram juloos, where I 
was the sole female participant of the juloos among packs of men, my body became entangled 
in the choreography of collapse. A sudden burst of pepper shells was fired by J and K police on 
the juloos attendees, and within seconds, a pepper shell hit me directly on my feet, the smoke 
burned my skin and my eyes stung with chemical violence. I lost sight—the world turned into a 
flickering haze. My body staggered with the pepper shells that were sold by Israel to Indian 
Defence forces under the name of Narendra Explosives. My senses were fractured, vision 
obscured and balance lost. In that moment, I was a dilapidated mess—my limbs disoriented, my 
feet unsure, my breath fractured. But my camera, a simple Sony handycam duct-taped to my 
wrist for ease, kept recording. It saw when I could not. I collapsed after blindly dragging my body 
to the footpath on the other side of the road navigating the traffic only through the sound of 
vehicles. I found myself being resurrected by fellow Shia men who rubbed salt all over my face 
to bring me back to consciousness. Later, when I watched the footage, I saw jagged frames: the 
ground rushing up, vehicles looking upside down, shadows of bodies being dragged, the sound 
of coughing and panicked shouting, the abrupt tilt of the lens as I fell. That footage became not 
only evidence but a mirror of my own bodily unravelling—a choreography of survival. In that 
moment, I was not the one choreographing the frame; the frame choreographed me, pulled by 

2 Douglas Rosenberg, Screendance: Inscribing the Ephemeral Image, Oxford UP, 2012, pp.23 
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force, fear, and field. The camera recorded what my eyes could not bear to see, framing not 
aesthetics but traumatic affect, not a creative spectacle but a realistic testimony. 

The live body of women in the public spectacle is a constant threat to both Internal and External 
Patriarchal Masculine forces that inhabit the landscape of Kashmir. During my fieldwork in 
Kashmir in the year 2021, I interacted with and documented the plays of the National Bhand 
Theatre and accompanied them to their various performances. I was introduced to a woman as 
the first Bhand female artist. Her name was Amreen Bhatt from Chadoora. Not only did she take 
care of the makeup and costumes and was the group's laughter and joy to cheer everyone on all 
the time, but she was also a talented singer and a brilliant actress. I asked her, “How did you 
pursue this?” She said, “I always wanted to but women are not encouraged here to be performing 
artists and travel to various places with entire groups of men. However, all male members in my 
family are dead, so it's just my mother and sisters. So now, there is no one to stop me and I am 
here”. I asked her- “Then why are you not performing with them?” She said, “I don't perform 
with the troupe in public places (like this performance which was taking place amongst the 
bakarwal community of Yousmarg, Budgam district). I only perform when we perform Pather on 
stage”. “Like the stage Tagore Hall in Srinagar?”, I asked. “Yes, and many other places across 
India’, she replied. She was already a renowned TV artist when I met her. The fear of women’s 
live-performing bodies in public spaces creates an internal threat to the religious morality of 
Kashmir. Hence, fundamentalist forces always attack such women to serve as a reminder to 
confine them to their traditionally assigned gender roles. The newspaper report of Monday 12 
June 2022 said:  

“Kashmir TV artiste Amreen Bhat killed; 10-year-old nephew hurt in a terror attack in Budgam.”3 

Militant forces throughout the world have attacked and killed women to uphold and assert 
religious patriarchy and fundamentalism. Silence over the death of Amreen and women like her 
who are sacrificed at the stake of religious patriarchy is a bitter reminder of the state of affairs in 
Kashmir and its gender violence. I recorded what I thought were memories of a laughter-filled 
rehearsal, an experimental make-up session led by her to convert male actors into female 
characters, all behind the scenes reactions to the fun and drama involved in a regular theatre 
play. Instead, they became the sole testimonials of a female artist in freedom and captivity, 
performing in her mother tongue Kashmiri and being attacked for the same by fundamental 
Kashmiris, living to preserve her cultural heritage and being murdered for dreaming of an 
egalitarian future. In the course of my fieldwork, I witnessed many such lives and many such 
deaths and my camera haunts me with its footage. It haunts me to think that now these are not 
mere documentary or live images, they are evidence and archives of the lives of performers, 
humans and times that have ceased to exist and henceforth bear testimony to the violent truths 
that locate the wounds of Kashmir.  

3 HT News Desk. “Kashmir TV Artiste Amreen Bhat Shot Dead by Terrorists in Budgam; Nephew Injured.” 
Hindustan Times, 25 May 2022, www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/tv-artiste-killed-10-year-old-
nephew-injured-terror-attack-in-kashmir-s-chadoor-101653494479289.html. 

www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/tv-artiste-killed-10-year-old-nephew-injured-terror-attack-in-kashmir-s-chadoor-101653494479289.html
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Rather than serving as an omniscient eye, the camera here became a precarious witness, an 
extension of my body navigating ritual, resistance, and risk. As Rosenberg notes, “the body 
behind the camera is just as much a part of the performance as the body in front of it”4. In 
Kashmir, this is not merely philosophical—it is literal. The camera becomes a prosthesis of affect, 
shaking in rhythm with panic, grief, or prayer. My encounters of researching the war zone and 
my fieldwork footage bear this instability: blurred frames, off-center subjects, sudden 
movements of falling down, moments of total darkness or sonic disorientation. These “failures” 
are not aesthetic errors—they are the corporeal trace of filming in a war zone. 

In Screendance: Inscribing the Ephemeral Image, Douglas Rosenberg foregrounds the camera not 
merely as a tool of observation but as a participant in choreographic thinking—a concept deeply 
resonant in the context of this ethnographic filming of Muharram. In the filming of Muharram 
rituals in Kashmir, the impossibility of capturing grief as a stable image is central. Grief here is not 
linear or narrativized—it pulses, trembles, dissipates, and returns. It is inscribed in trembling 
hands, swaying bodies, synchronized chest-beating, and trembling voices reciting marsiya. 
Rosenberg's assertion that screendance involves “choreographing absence and presence”5 is 
vital in articulating the spatial and emotional voids the camera attempts to frame amid state 
surveillance, communal suppression, and gendered exclusion. 

My experience of filming maatam(mourning) during Ashura revealed the futility of framing grief 
as spectacle. Instead, the frame became a collaborator and witness to mourning. The camera, as 
Rosenberg would argue, must surrender to the body's logic rather than impose its own. I found 
myself moving in sync with the collective sway of mourners, not instructing the lens but allowing 
it to be moved—by rhythm, ritual, sound, and sorrow. The "impossibility of capturing grief" 6that 
Rosenberg gestures toward becomes a productive failure—one that invites ethical framing rather 
than complete legibility. What is glimpsed, rather than what is shown, becomes the texture of 
screendance in this war-torn landscape. 

In a particularly charged moment during juloos, while we were all running away from police 
shelling and pepper gas, I saw a young man ahead of me screaming and falling down from pain 
as he was hit with a piercing pellet gun. As a reflex memory, I went to hold and carry him to a 
safe location. My camera was on the entire time, framing nothing, only capturing fractured 
sounds of coughing, screaming, running, police sirens in a similar movement and atmosphere to 
my own corporeal experience. The camera did not zoom in to extract drama; it did not frame or 
cut or edit. It simply recorded the pulse of traumatic experience of that present moment. This 
shaped my filmmaking ethics: to never choreograph the frame is to respect the affective 
economy of the moment, to resist any ideological domination through image-making. The 
camera, in such instances, became an extension of embodied listening—of participating in grief, 
not recording it as data for an external target audience. In Kashmir, grief is political, gendered, 

4Ibid., pp.24 
5Ibid., pp.47. 
6 Ibid., pp. 5. 
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and criminalized. By holding the frame with feminist intent, I resisted both voyeurism and 
erasure. 

In conflict zones, to frame with a feminist lens is also to inscribe resistance into the visual archive. 
My framing choices—soft focus on trembling hands, wide shots of veiled women watching from 
rooftops, the slow pan across bloodied feet and bandages, recording close up interviews of 
volunteers who advocated for blood donation, who fed water throughout the ritual, who gave 
clothes to the poor, mourners who protested for Palestine and every atrocity of the world—
refused the clarity and propaganda the state demands. Screendance, through Rosenberg, 
becomes a counter-practice: it renders the invisible affective labor of mourning visible without 
violating it. It allows the lens to breathe with the body, to move in ethical syncopation with what 
cannot be staged but only endured. In this way, grief in motion is not captured—it is composed, 
collectively, frame by frame. 

Thus, this paper positions screendance not as a curated form but as a contingent, unstable, war-
zone modality. The camera is not a choreographer—it is a responder and survivor. The filmmaker 
is not an observer but a body at risk among other bodies in a war zone. And choreography is not 
always visible—it is often heard, felt, or survived. In this sense, the filmic witnessing of Muharram 
in Kashmir pushes screendance theory toward a radical edge: where absence becomes presence, 
where the line between choreographer and the frame blurs on the threshold of violent threat, 
and where the lens—rather than mastering the scene—submits to its trembling rhythms. 

Framing the Gaze: Gendered Fieldwork and Tactical Presence 

In the Shia Muslim community of Kashmir, Muharram rituals operate at the convergence of grief, 
resistance, and memory. While steeped in religious devotion, these processions—particularly the 
Ashura (tenth Muharram) gatherings—function as embodied ritual performances of historical 
injustice and contemporary dissent. Screendance, which merges choreography, film, and 
embodied gesture, offers a methodological lens to frame these ritual movements. It privileges 
kinesthetic awareness, spatial dynamics, and affective rhythm over linear narrative, allowing the 
camera to co-choreograph with the subject. In filming Muharram in Kashmir, screendance 
becomes a feminist-political intervention. It transforms the act of filming into a visceral 
participation in mourning, allowing for an intersubjective and gendered witnessing of ritualized 
grief. As I ask in this paper: What happens when a woman holds a camera in a space where her 
body alone is restricted? 

During my fieldwork on Muharram in Kashmir from 2018 onwards, I visited various Imambarahs 
of Zadibal and Hassanabad, where being the only woman entering with a camera shifted my 
identity from “woman” to “witness.” My body, initially othered by gender, was reframed through 
the lens I carried. The camera became an extension of my intent and presence—what Vivian 
Sobchack might call a “moral prosthesis,” enabling me to engage with events I could not fully 
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embody 7. In this sense, the camera was not just a visual device, but a gendered apparatus of 
negotiation. 

The design of gendered arrangement inside the Imambarah is the one that privileges the male 
body occupying the central and privileged positions of gaze and movement. The women are 
assigned the rectangular perimeter of Imambarah, sitting at elevated cornered platforms while 
being covered behind black veils and curtains creating a purdah(veil) that restricts visibility. For 
a female ethnographer, participating in and documenting such rituals presents a complex terrain: 
the female body is mostly segregated, restricted or scrutinized within sacred male-dominated 
spaces. While women’s roles like Lazy Zainab and Sakina are deserving of the highest honours 
and reverence in the mythic world of Karbala, the Kashmiri Shia women mourners and their 
bodies are constantly assigned secondary spaces in all sacred spaces inhabited by both genders.  

 Judith Butler reminds us that “to be injured means that one has the chance to reflect upon 
injury... and to form alliances based on this recognition” 8.Being automated to occupy the 
secondary gaze positions on account of my gender, the camera and its zooming ability became 
the empowering extension of being able to access digitally what is denied physically. Holding a 
camera during these rituals placed me in a precarious position—neither fully inside nor outside—
but one that enabled me to affectively access and record. My camera became an ally in the 
politics of mourning and memorialization. Marianne Hirsch’s theory of “postmemory” helps 
further articulate this: the act of recording traumatic ritual is not merely documentary; it is a form 
of affective inheritance and transmission9. The traces of these affective responses created and 
experienced by collective and gendered bodies can be found in these footages which contain 
affective archives of these embodied experience. My act of filming also disrupted gendered 
spectatorial norms. Inverting Laura Mulvey’s critique of the male gaze, the female camera does 
not objectify but rather reclaims space10. My lens did not extract meaning from mourning men; 
it dwelt within the folds of their grief. As the camera trembled with the rhythm of maatam, it did 
not distance me from the scene—it bound me more deeply to its affective pulse 

The rituals of Muharram in Kashmir—intimate, affective, and politically charged—are not only 
gendered in participation but also in access. In such a context, the female filmmaker must 
tactically navigate the sacred and the blasphemous. The camera she carries becomes both a 
threshold and a veil, mediating presence and invisibility. Fieldwork, as feminist anthropologists 
have long argued, is an embodied practice shaped by the researcher’s gender, caste, race, and 
class. Kamala Visweswaran asserts, “The field is not a place but a body-subject relationship in 
motion”11. This motion, for a woman researcher documenting a male-dominated ritual, is one of 
negotiation, tactility, and often hesitation. During Muharram, these negotiations are intensified 
by the sacredness of mourning and the performativity of gender roles. In the Ashura juloos, for 

7 Vivian Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture, (U of California P, 2004), p. 
242 
8 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (Verso, 2004), p. 28 
9 Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames: Photography, Narrative and Postmemory , (Harvard UP, 1997), p. 5. 
10  Mulvey, Laura. “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Screen, vol. 16, no. 3, 1975, p. 837  

11 Kamala Visweswaran, Fictions of Feminist Ethnography, U of Minnesota P, 1994, p.60. 
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instance, women are expected to remain in the periphery—behind veils, walls, or windows—
bearing witness but not participating in the embodied ritual acts like khooni maatam 
(bloodletting) or zanjeer zani (flagellation). 

In Kashmir, where both public expression and female agency are surveilled, the act of filming 
Muharram becomes doubly radical. Screendance offers not just a record but a resonance—of 
movement, refusal, and gendered witness. It is in this embodied gaze that the camera becomes 
both weapon and womb: recording, resisting, remembering. In such settings, I found that my 
camera became a prosthetic extension of my presence. As Pink notes in Doing Visual 
Ethnography, “The camera can be used as a collaborative and reflexive tool… allowing the 
researcher to become part of the world she studies rather than a distant observer”12. The camera 
allowed me to record from the margins—behind doors, atop rooftops, or beside women 
mourning silently in private majlises—without overtly transgressing gender norms. My lens could 
dwell where my body could not. Even while male mourners were recording the male flagellation 
and bloodletting rituals, the women had to occupy the periphery, never to enter the daayra (a 
circle) of male mourners. This put me at a disadvantage for witnessing this ritual from close 
quarters. Instead, I had to rely on my camera’s zoom capacity to be able to witness and record 
minute details of the trance states of mourning men. The camera in such situations and in 
situations of contingent violence from state machinery, clashes and lathi charges became 
extensions of my audio-visual sensorium while keeping my physical body safe, it was able to 
capture and build testimonials of live actions and clashes where my physical body could not reach 
or was under threat.  

However, the body is never fully absent. In moments when I stepped into male-dominated 
spaces, such as the Zadibal Ashura procession in Srinagar or the eighth Muharram processions 
from Dal Gate to Lal Chowk where mourners and State engage in brutal clashes and violence, my 
physical presence was both anomalous and policed. On several occasions, my entry into the 
crowd was facilitated by my male interlocutors—offering what Sara Ahmed calls “relational 
orientation,” where proximity to male bodies temporarily granted spatial legitimacy13 At other 
times, I experienced overt hostility—a “What are you doing here without a Hijab?” gaze that 
reminded me of my bodily illegitimacy. Here, the camera became both a shield and a subversive 
act: it allowed me to be self-aware of my position and gaze, to respectfully and safely record 
conflicting events, to develop the wisdom of when to switch off and let go. 

As Dwight Conquergood famously said, “To truly understand a performance, we must do more 
than watch it—we must feel with it”14. My camera allowed me to feel-with: to sync my breath 
with the cadence of mourning, to let my lens move with the rhythm of collective grief. It was not 
a distancing device but an affective appendage. It allowed me to hyper focus in a chaotic 
surrounding and meditate on several microcosms constituting a mass event. 

12 Pink, Sarah, Doing Visual Ethnography, 2nd ed., Sage, 2013, p. 24. 
13 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, Duke UP, 2006, p.48. 
14 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, Duke UP, 2006, p.149 
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This perspective aligns with Laura U. Marks’ concept of “haptic visuality,” where the eye touches 
as much as it sees. Marks writes, “Haptic images invite the viewer to respond to the image as if 
it were a touchable object, not just a visible one” 15. In the claustrophobic corridors of Muharram 
processions, where smoke from incense mingled with the scent of sweat and blood, my camera 
offered such haptic intimacy. It reframed the distance between the subject and researcher, 
rendering both as mourners in the shared sensorium of Karbala. 

While my access to women’s rituals was often automatic due to shared gender identity, my 
presence with a camera still had to be negotiated. Women would initially resist being filmed, 
concerned about modesty or religious propriety. However, through extended presence, shared 
tea, and mutual trust, many women eventually encouraged the documentation of their rituals—
not for public display, but as a private archive of their remembrance. These were moments where 
the camera was transformed from observer to collaborator, and where the gendered body 
behind it was not intrusive but kin. 

The duality of being insider and outsider—of being allowed into both public and private rituals—
shaped the methodology of my filming. I filmed not only what was visible, but what was 
vulnerable. I documented moments of unguarded weeping, trembling hands adjusting black veils, 
whispered invocations of Imam Hussain’s name and mother’s scolding their young ones who 
imitated elders who performed bloodletting. My footage became a textured record of gendered 
mourning—not simply what was performed, but how it was held, hidden, and endured. 

These experiences later revealed that the camera, in such fieldwork, is a feminist device. It is not 
only an instrument of the gaze, but of care. As Trinh T. Minh-ha reminds us, “To film is to 
intervene, to resist the pure pleasure of looking in favour of the ethics of presence” 16 And it is 
through this ethics that the body behind the camera—my body—becomes not a transgressor of 
ritual space, but a participant in its memory work. 

Embodied Rituals and Gendered Memory: Majhlis, Mushaira-e-Karbala, and the 
Juloos 

In the commemorative landscape of Muharram, ritual is not merely observed—it is inhabited, 
mourned, sung, recited, and embodied. These practices are deeply gendered, and their 
performance often unfolds in a spatial choreography of visibility and veiling. In the Kashmiri 
context, the Muharram rituals of majhlis (mourning assemblies), mushaira-e-Karbala (poetic 
commemorations), and the juloos (processions) become not only events of religious and political 
expression, but sites where memory, grief, and gender intersect in profoundly affective ways. 

15 Laura U. Marks, The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses, Duke UP, 
2000, p.162. 
16 Trinh T. Minh-ha, When the Moon Waxes Red: Representation, Gender and Cultural Politics, 
Routledge, 1991, p.94. 
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As a female filmmaker, my access to these events was shaped by more than logistics—it was 
shaped by histories of exclusion, by collective memory, and by the religious, ritualistic and 
performative boundaries imposed on the female body. The rituals I documented—women 
reciting nohas (elegiac poems) in private gatherings, men rhythmically beating their chests in 
crowded processions, children enacting the Battle of Karbala through poetic lament—were all 
mediated through layered codes and tactical negotiation of gendered participation. 

Majhlis and the Feminine Archive of Lament 

The majhlis in Kashmir are spaces of profound interiority. In women’s majhlis—often held in 
private homes or inner courtyards—lament becomes an act of both remembrance and 
reclamation. Here, the figure of Lady Zainab looms large: not as a passive mourner but as a 
witness and narrator of violence. Her memory is carried not just through words, but through 
wails, sighs, and the rhythmic cadences of women’s grief. To film these moments was to 
participate in what Marianne Hirsch terms “postmemory—a transmission of trauma from those 
who lived it to those who inherit it through narrative and affect”17. 

Zainab’s voice, echoed through female reciters, becomes what Tina Campt calls “listening to 
images”—a sonic archive that cannot be entirely seen, but must be felt18. In one majhlis, I filmed 
an elderly woman reciting: “Zainab ki aankhon ne Karbala dekha, uske aansoonon ne hamesha 
yaad rakha.” [Zainab’s eyes saw Karbala; her tears have never forgotten it.] The room, dimly lit, 
held only women. The camera, almost weightless in my hands, became a silent mourner. I was 
not merely documenting a ritual; I was entering its memory work. 

The feminized space of the majhlis allows for a performative blurring of roles: every woman is 
both a lamenter and a transmitter of history. As performance theorist Rebecca Schneider notes, 
“the body becomes a site of repetition, a location where the past is not only remembered but re-
enacted”19 In these gatherings, the weeping body is not a sign of weakness—it is the archive of 
historical progression of Muharram as a site of protest, pain and passion play. 

Mushaira-e-Karbala and Poetic Witnessing 

Among the most compelling practices I encountered during Muharram was the mushaira-e-
Karbala, a poetic night of remembrance of varied themes of Karbala held in homes, shrines, or 
public halls. Unlike the formal gravity of the majhlis, these gatherings were vibrant with orality 
and metaphor, featuring multilingual verses that interwove theology, resistance, and emotion. 
Male and female poets from all religions, linguistic geographies and identities took turns, but the 
structure was often coded with an anchor guiding the majhilis sessions. 

One woman’s poem stood out: “Main Zainab hoon, meri zubaan se zulm ka har naqsh ubharta 
hai” [I am Zainab, from my tongue emerges every trace of injustice]. Her voice trembled, but her 

17  Hirsch, Marianne. “The Generation of Postmemory.”, Poetics Today, vol. 29, no. 1, 2008, p. 106. 
18 Campt, Tina M., Listening to Images, Duke UP, 2017, p. 25. 
19 Rebecca Schneider, Performing Remains: Art and War in Times of Theatrical Re-enactment, Routledge, 
2011, p.102. 
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eyes remained fixed on the audience. I filmed from the back, framing her figure within shadows. 
Her performance exemplified what bell hooks calls the “oppositional gaze”—a looking back that 
is critical, defiant, and filled with memory20. 

Poetic rituals like the mushaira reframe Karbala not only as a historical event but as a 
contemporary secular metaphor for political suffering, including that of Kashmir. It is what binds 
people of the earth to the ideals of Hussainiyat(the ideological core beliefs exemplified by 
Hussain) and the epic of Karbala. They also foreground women’s capacity for oration and 
witnessing—a legacy that echoes Zainab’s courage, resistance and truth.   

Juloos and the Gendered Choreography of Space 

The public juloos (processions) present a different kind of ritual dynamic—marked by intense 
physicality, male-dominated presence, and political vulnerability. In Srinagar, these processions 
often wind through narrow lanes, chanting elegies to Imam Hussain while participants perform 
matam or carry symbolic alams (sigils or banners). For women, participation in these events is 
spatially restricted, and their visibility often governed by surveillance—both state and societal. 

Filming the juloos as a woman demanded tactical manoeuvring. In many instances, I was granted 
access only when accompanied by a male Shia or Imam or when standing at the edge of the 
crowd. In one powerful moment, I documented a group of women observing the procession from 
a rooftop, echoing the positioning of Zainab on the heights of Kufa—watching, narrating, 
remembering. Their location was both marginal and elevated—a metaphor for the gendered 
positionality of memory. The way women do dogh (chest beating) is very different from how men 
do it. With men, it’s akin to a primal guerrilla warrior-like thump whereas in women it’s a 
lullament- a lullaby-like lament. Masculine chest beating signified grief, rage and protest whereas 
the feminine chest beating signified loss of heart, a plea for mercy and prayers for loved ones.   

The bodies in the juloos move rhythmically, mourn collectively, and yet are stratified by gender. 
As Judith Butler argues in Bodies That Matter, gender is performed through “regulated 
repetition”—and in these rituals, the performance is not just of mourning, but of permitted 
proximity21. Men occupy the centre, the street; women, the margins, the threshold. And yet, 
these margins are deeply affective zones. The weeping mother holding a black flag on her shikara, 
the young girls echoing the nohas inside barred windows, the whispered invocations—they form 
the sensory field of feminine grief. 

From my camera’s eye, these peripheral figures were not secondary—they were central. By 
framing from the edge, by capturing from above or behind, I sought to reframe what visibility 
could mean. As scholar Alia Al-Saji notes, the camera can participate in an “ethical hesitation” 

20 Hooks, Bell. Black Looks: Race and Representation, South End Press, 1992, p. 115. 
21 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”, Routledge, 1993, p.13. 
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that disrupts normative ways of seeing22.This hesitation—of not intruding, of not colonizing the 
ritual space—became central to my filming ethic. 

Feminine Lament as Political Resistance 

The rituals of Muharram are not only sacred—they are insurgent. In Kashmir, where the political 
conflict renders all public gatherings vulnerable to state surveillance and suppression, the rituals 
of Karbala acquire heightened political meaning. The nohas become anti-imperial chants, and the 
mourning processions become acts of civil defiance. Within this, the feminine voice—soft, coded, 
hidden—becomes a radical act. 

As Leela Gandhi writes, “resistance is often smuggled through the interstices of the domestic, the 
minor, the gendered”23 The figure of Lady Zainab, who bore witness to the massacre of Karbala 
and spoke truth to power in the court of Yazid, becomes central here. Zainab’s testimony is not 
simply devotional but political—it is a gendered speech-act of survival and defiance. 

Zainab’s lament is not a cry of helplessness—it is a speech-act that unsettles. As Fatemeh 
Keshavarz writes, “Zainab turned lament into rhetoric, suffering into testimony”24 This 
transformation is evident in the whispered invocations I recorded from women whose brothers 
had disappeared, whose sons had been imprisoned. Their grief for Hussain merged with grief for 
Kashmir. My camera bore witness not only to ritual, but to living, inherited, and ongoing trauma. 

On the Eighth of Muharram in Kashmir, I found myself walking alone into the densely packed 
juloos—black-clad bodies surging in rhythmic lament, heavy with ritual choreography. There was 
not another woman in sight. The air was pierced with “Labbaik Ya Hussain” (Witness me, Oh 
Hussain!) chants and synchronized chest-beating, the physicality of mourning rendered in 
masculine expression. My own body felt illegible in this space, not only because of its gendered 
dissonance but because of what it carried: an independent camera without the backing of any 
institution. 

As an anomaly I was one of the first women to enter the male only Mushaira-e-Karbala. I was 
very apprehensive at first, as this was a closed space in daylight where all bodies could identify 
each other unlike juloos processions or Ashura where I inhabited exclusively male spaces in public 
or street settings. Once, the organisers of the event were informed of my work and confirmed 
my identity as a non-Muslim, non-Kashmiri female, the locals who knew years of my fieldwork 
and my study of Muharram in Kashmir advocated for me to be allowed in for the greater good of 
the representation of these events to the global world. Once I was inside, I was asked to cover 

22 Alia Al-Saji, “A Phenomenology of Hesitation: Interrupting Racializing Habits of Seeing,” in Living 
Alterities: Phenomenology, Embodiment, and Race, edited by Emily S. Lee, SUNY Press, 2014, pp. 333–
83. 
23 Leela Gandhi, Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction, Allen & Unwin, 1998, p.44. 
24 Fatemeh Keshavarz, Recite in the Name of the Red Rose: Poetics of Sacred Making in Twentieth-
Century Iran, U of South Carolina P, 2006, p.74. 
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my head at all times and was seated beside the guests of honor and served with cake and kehwa 
(beverage). A Shia boy was sent to assist me and he took instructions from me as to how to place 
the camera, in addition to helping with any other information I needed and any translation 
services because the poets were going to recite in Urdu, Hindi, Kashmiri and Persian. I instructed 
the camera to be framed still on a tripod, capturing seamless motion of the event. I also 
instructed him to record the space, audience reactions and the symbols of Karbala like flags and 
banners in the room. He did so diligently while I sat and took notes in my notebook, asking for 
translations then and there. Since I was the only woman in that entire space, I was being stared 
at constantly, however not in an intrusive way but in a curious way, as the woman who broke the 
norm. Usually, I use the camera as a hiding device from the male gaze and pretend that I can’t 
see anything except what I am seeing through the camera. However, here that option was not 
available and that made me feel conscious of the gaze. Hence, I drowned my head in letters, pen 
and paper strategizing to hide the uneasiness I felt by being alone in a room full of a thousand 
men. However, it helped me as an advantage. Had I shot this event with my hands, people would 
not have felt comfortable being filmed either and that would have affected the content of the 
frame, being reactive rather than expressive. Here, my body and my lens were at a distance but 
we both served the same purpose, the only difference being that the camera alone didn’t feel 
the gaze, the nervousness and uneasiness that my body felt at the moment of filming.   

To be the only woman amidst this somatic, male ritual was to perform an embodied resistance, 
what Diana Taylor might call a repertoire of counter-inscription 25. The juloos was a live, mobile 
archive of performative grief and resistance—a ritual that simultaneously mourned the historical 
martyrdom of Imam Hussain and gestured toward contemporary loss under state surveillance. 
My act of filming, of making visible what is socially and ritually invisible for women, became a 
defiant gesture against multiple structures: religious restrictions, patriarchal codes, and the 
state's militarized gaze. 

As Judith Butler suggests in Precarious Life, public grieving becomes political when it names lives 
that are deemed ungrievable by the state26.This is evident in the mourning of Muharram rituals 
where unsung martyrs of Karbala are mourned and can be seen in the overwhelming sense of 
solidarity and protest at legions of funerals of young Kashmiri men who are deemed militant or 
anti-Indian State. The bodies in the juloos were overwhelmingly male, but their very mourning 
was feminized—performed through Nouhay’s that embodied the voices of female heroes of 
Karbala. They can be seen weeping, being vulnerable in public and expressing their trauma and 
grief in the contemporary. In that moment, the camera I held inverted the gaze: no longer was I 
the woman who watched, hid, or remained silent. I witnessed, revealed and remembered. 

Moreover, my act of filming—both audio and visual—was not just archival but political. Drawing 
on Harmony Bench’s idea of “archival intervention,” I argue that my recordings operate as a 
feminist counter-archive—a record of ritual bodies and gendered grief that are often rendered 

25 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas, Duke UP, 
2003, p.20. 
26 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence, Verso, 2004, p.38. 
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invisible by dominant visual cultures27 In Kashmir, where the act of mourning is criminalized and 
Shi’a bodies are regularly policed, the camera becomes a site of resistance against erasure. I 
never edited a single image for aesthetic refinement. As a media file of research, it has always 
been about affective sequencing, about conserving temporal traces of mourning, protest, 
collapse, and resilience. In a landscape where all mediated information is framed, filtered and 
validated by surveillance mechanisms of the State, every unedited frame becomes a form of 
resistance. It retains the breathlessness, the chaos, the affective disruptions of fieldwork under 
fire. To preserve the visual and sonic roughness of the footage is to honor the embodied labor of 
witnessing under duress. These videos are not just documents—they are living archives that defy 
the narrative sanitization demanded by hegemonic aesthetic ideologies. My editing practice—or 
non-practice—reflects a feminist refusal to package pain for legibility. Instead, I allow rupture, 
blur, and breakdown to speak. This is not aesthetic negligence, but an ethical imperative: to resist 
the archival silencing of historical trauma, gendered grief and mourning bodies. To choose not to 
edit is to let the frame breathe with trauma, to curate mess as memory, to understand ruptures 
as fractured psyche of bodies inhabiting one of the most militarized zones in the world. 

Carrying a camera in spaces where my very presence as a woman was a violation amplified my 
awareness of the body as both subject and tool. Trinh T. Minh-ha’s concept of “speaking 
nearby”—an ethics of representing without appropriating—resonated deeply during these 
experiences 28.I was not filming about Muharram or about Kashmiri men’s mourning. I was 
filming within it—with the grain of grief, not against it. 

Yet, the state did not see it this way. On one occasion, I was forcibly beaten up by the Jammu and 
Kashmir Police. My camera was broken for recording the barbaric violence they unleashed on 
Shia mourners and I was baton charged as a punishment. A male officer abused me with 
gendered and religious slurs and demanded to know what I was doing there "as a non-Kashmiri, 
non-Muslim woman." The violence was swift, physical, and deeply gendered. I was neither 
protestor nor journalist in their eyes—I was a body that didn’t belong. 

This moment aligns with Gayatri Spivak’s notion of the subaltern woman, whose speech and 
presence are not merely unrecognized but violently refused29. The camera became my only 
permitted voice, and it too was almost silenced on several occasions. The lens, however, had 
already recorded too much by then. It had already witnessed and archived the truth and memory 
of the violence. 

In these confrontations, I felt the full force of what Laura Mulvey termed the “male gaze” turned 
in on itself—when the female eye returns the gaze and reframes it through her own lens30. The 
camera was no longer an object of desire or passive recorder; it became a prosthetic organ of 

27 Harmony Bench, Perpetual Motion: Dance, Digital Cultures, and the Common, U of Minnesota P, 2020, 
p.118.
28 Trinh T. Minh-ha, “’Speaking Nearby’: A Conversation with Trinh T. Minh-ha,” interview by Nancy N.
Chen, Visual Anthropology Review vol. 8, no. 1, 1992, p. 86.
29 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture,
edited by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, U of Illinois P, 1988, pp. 271–313.
30 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Screen, vol. 16, no. 3, 1975, pp. 6–18.
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memory and resistance. It was an instrument of history which revealed deeper recesses of 
historical trauma, its causes and its wound.  

From Witnessing to Counter-Archiving 

The Azadaari (mourning)is a ritual of movement—spatial, historical, emotional. Each procession 
is a choreography of lament that holds within it the echo of Karbala. Yet, this movement is deeply 
gendered. The masculine performance of grief—blood-letting, flagellation, collective chanting—
is visible, valorised, even heroic. The feminine is often confined to the private sphere: the majlis 
at home, whispered marsiyas, and silent tears along with domestic labour of child rearing, 
cooking and caring for the wounds of her male family members. 

The Muharram processions (juloos), recitations, and acts of maatam constitute what Brannigan 
might term “choreographic assemblages,” where bodily dramaturgy is not directed by a score 
but emerges through affective and mnemonic repetitions31. These are unscripted but highly 
codified gestures: rhythmic chest-beating, the slow waving of black flags, collective sighs, 
tremors, tears. These repetitions form a corporeal score, one passed down through generations 
of Shi’a ritualized mourning. In these moments, the street becomes the stage, but not for 
spectacle—it becomes a site of kinesthetic memory. 

Brannigan’s emphasis on the spatial and affective sensibility of choreography, even in non-dance 
contexts, offers a powerful lens for analyzing these processions. The affective pulses of the 
crowd—how one mourner’s grief triggers another’s beat, how a slow chant begins and diffuses 
across a hundred bodies—becomes a kind of improvisational group score. These are not 
movements of entertainment, but of lamentation, of protest, of survival. The seemingly chaotic 
scene of a juloos is in fact structured by a deep dramaturgy of mourning, one that resists narrative 
but pulses with meaning. Her notion of "non-spectacular choreography" or "micro-
choreographies" is particularly relevant to the Muharram rituals in Kashmir—spaces where grief 
manifests in collective yet unscripted embodied rhythms. Brannigan's theories allow us to read 
the mourning bodies not just as devotional actors but as kinetic archives performing a deeply 
gendered, historical memory. 

Brannigan also helps us reframe the gendered spatiality of these rituals. While male bodies 
occupy the center of the public performance, women's movements—veiled, contained, but 
resonant—often constitute what Brannigan terms “affective micro-choreographies.” 32In 
women’s majhlis, the act of softly rocking while reciting noha, the sudden bursts of women 
slapping themselves or pulling their hair in grief, the passing of tasbih beads by elderly women, 
or even the act of breathless sighing by children who are in arms of their mourning mothers 
become choreographies of grief too complex and unpredictable to be caught by traditional 
framing. 

31 Erin Brannigan, Dancefilm: Choreography and the Moving Image, (Oxford UP, 2011), p. 44. 
32 Ibid, p.121. 
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This brings us to a significant methodological point: much of what I captured in female-only 
majhlis was not visual but sonic. The rituals unfolded in dim light, often at night, and visual 
recording was neither possible nor welcome. Instead, I turned to audio—capturing sighs, chants, 
invocations, whispered remembrances. In doing so, I witnessed a different kind of choreographic 
language—one where the voice, the breath, the sob became the primary expressive modality. 
This aligns with Brannigan’s call to attend to non-visual modalities of performance—what she 
terms the affective and atmospheric dramaturgies of movement33. 

Through Brannigan, we can thus reclaim these Muharram rituals not only as theological acts but 
as kinesthetic inscriptions of memory, where grief is not just performed—it is lived, circulated, 
and embodied through movement, breath, and rhythm. These rituals, particularly in a war zone 
like Kashmir, become sites of somatic resistance: every beat a protest, every chant a refusal to 
forget. 

To document Muharram in Kashmir is to encounter not just ritual but rupture. The religious 
procession here is always already political: a march of mourning that doubles as dissent. The 
state's armed presence during these events transforms public grieving into a contested terrain. 
Every movement is watched. Every gesture may be misread. 

In this surveillance ecology, the female documentarian performs an impossible role. She is both 
subject and observer, inside and outside, vulnerable and defiant. As Susan Sontag notes, “to 
photograph is to appropriate the thing photographed”34. But in conflict zones, this appropriation 
is also an offering—a way of returning visibility to those made invisible. 

In her book Perpetual Motion: Dance, Digital Cultures, and the Common, Harmony Bench 
reframes choreography not just as bodily movement, but as an archival act—an embodied 
intervention that persists across time and medium. Drawing on her theories, I understand my 
filming of Muharram in Kashmir not merely as documentation, but as the insertion of gendered 
mourning into a resistant bodily archive—a counter-narrative to both state erasure and religious 
silencing. Through screendance, the ephemeral rituals of grief are given persistence—not only as 
memory, but as motion re-lived in time. 

Bench’s concept of archival intervention is especially significant in zones like Kashmir, where the 
body is always political, and mourning is often criminalized. In this volatile context, the camera 
does not simply store; it inscribes. It inscribes rhythms of dissent, minor gestures of resilience, 
and the gendered tensions that choreograph public and private space. My footage—some visual, 
some sonic—captures fleeting gestures that would otherwise disappear: a veiled woman’s hand 
gripping her chest during a lament, a whispered noha in the corner of a courtyard, the collective 
intake of breath during maatam. 

My work thus became a form of counter-archiving. Against state narratives that erase dissent, 
and religious codes that erase women’s bodies from public ritual, the camera authored an 

33 Ibid, p.138. 
34 Susan Sontag, On Photography, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977, p.14. 
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alternate record. One where a woman walked into the juloos, not with fear, but with a lens wide 
open. 

Filming the Unseen: The Camera as Feminist Witness 

The act of filming in Kashmir during Muharram was not simply technical; it was ontological. It 
redefined who I was, what I was allowed to see, and how I was allowed to remember. As a 
woman, my access to these spaces was already a breach. As a filmmaker, the camera served as 
both mask and mirror—concealing my gendered vulnerability while reflecting the world back 
through my politicized gaze. 

In traditional Shi'a practice, witnessing is a sacred act. To remember Karbala is not merely to tell 
the story, but to embody it—through ritual, rhythm, mourning, and repetition. As Hamid Dabashi 
notes, "Shi'ism is a religion of memory, of embodied trauma"35 . Yet who is allowed to carry that 
memory forward? Who is permitted to film it, archive it, and offer it to the world? 

In Kashmir, the feminine witness has often been marginalized—both ritually and politically. 
Women are expected to perform grief in private, in veiled, domestic spaces. But when I filmed 
the juloos, when I entered the pulsating sea of black shirts, the collective chest-beating, the 
rhythmic cries of Ya Hussain, I brought the domestic into the public. My lens didn’t just capture 
grief; it gendered it. 

Here, the camera becomes more than a documentary device. It is what Ariella Azoulay calls a 
“civil contract of photography”—an ethical relationship between the photographer, the subject, 
and the viewer 36. But in conflict zones, and particularly when the photographer is a woman, that 
contract carries even more stakes. I was not just showing suffering—I was subject to it. The 
camera framed my world, but the world also struck back. The moment when I was assaulted by 
J&K police for filming was not merely a political event; it was an epistemic wound. It was a 
message: this is not your story to tell. 

Yet it is. It must be. The politics of visibility in Kashmir often excludes both women and mourning. 
The male martyr is commemorated; the female mourner is silenced. But the lens refuses to 
forget. It records the slow turn of heads, the unshed tears, the hidden tremors of fear. It 
preserves the movement of bodies in ritual not as spectacle, but as resistance. 

In many ways, the camera itself becomes a mirror of Lady Zainab -an ethical witness, a bearer of 
unspeakable truths, a feminist interlocutor with grief. Zainab, after all, did not wield a sword. She 
wielded memory. She spoke. She testified. And in doing so, she undid the erasures of history. My 
camera, like her voice, refused oblivion. 

By re-framing mourning through a feminist lens—both literally and metaphorically—I offered an 
alternate history of Muharram in Kashmir. One in which gender was not a barrier, but a mode of 

35 Hamid Dabashi, Shi’ism: A Religion of Protest (Harvard UP, 2011), p. 24. 
36 Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (Zone Books, 2008), p. 14. 
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insight. One in which the unseen was finally seen, and the silenced, at last, could speak. 
Muharram in Kashmir, for me, is not only a site of communal grief or resistance against the 
state—it is a stage of feminist becoming. To film these rituals as a woman was to re-enter history 
not as observer but as participant, as provocateur, as witness. The camera became my body’s 
extension—a tool that opened gates, crossed thresholds, and defied borders. 

The rituals of Muharram, though saturated with male presence, are haunted by feminine 
memory—by Zainab’s voice, by maternal mourning, by sisterly defiance. In stepping into this 
frame with a camera, I did not disrupt the ritual. I expanded it. 

Conclusion: The Lens as Threshold 

To document Muharram as a female filmmaker in Kashmir is to transgress layered boundaries—
religious, gendered, national, and visual. It is to step into a performance of grief that is at once 
sacred and surveilled, male and militarized, intimate and insurgent. My presence, my lens, my 
gender—all were breaches. And yet, in those breaches, new ways of seeing were born. 

The camera did not just capture the rituals. It became one. It moved with the crowd. It swayed 
with the chants. It trembled with the pushback of power. In these moments, I understood the 
camera as more than a tool. It was a threshold: between private and public, seen and unseen, 
mourning and resistance, memory and history. 

This work insists that feminist filmmaking in sites of conflict is not an act of detachment, but of 
profound embodiment. It demands the filmmaker’s vulnerability, ethics, and voice. It blurs the 
lines between witnessing and participating, between documenting violence and enduring it. 

Muharram, in its Kashmiri iteration, is deeply political. But when filmed through a female lens, it 
also becomes deeply feminist. It reveals how women are not just absent, but erased—and how 
the camera can write them back into the archive. It turns Lady Zainab from a historical figure into 
a methodology. Her refusal to forget becomes our cinematic ethos. 

As I revisit the footage, I no longer see just the black waves of mourning or the glint of swords in 
the air. I see myself—inside the frame, against the frame, behind the frame. I see a woman who 
entered a forbidden space not with fear, but with focus and faith in herself. I see a ritual 
transformed by the presence of a witness. And I see a story—long suppressed, long invisible—
now filmed into memory. 
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