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Gender equality in theatre and media has a high priority for The Swedish Union for Theatre, Artists and Media.  It shall and will characterize all our work and every educational program that we offer within Union.
A goal for gender equality within the fields covered by our Union has been officially adopted by our highest decision making body and states that:

Women and men on the stage and in media shall be described and portrayed as multi-facetted individuals, mirroring all aspects of human existence. 

Theatre and media production on the whole shall reflect equality and the contributions of both women and men shall be represented in equal measure.

Women and men shall not, against their will be expected to appear nude or to take part in scenes of humiliating or exploitative nature in relationship to naked scenes or scenes with a sexual content.

The reason why so much energy is directed towards gender equality is that our members have requested / demanded it of us.  The general feeling is, that the norms governing behavior in society at large should also govern the areas in which we work. That rules applying in other places of employment should also apply in all the theatres, television studios and movie studios in which we work. We shall not be an island; isolated from social norms.

The Swedish Union’s policy is that gender awareness should be increasingly present in all matters of artistic interpretation. This demands that our union representatives bring with them an awareness of gender and diversity to any repertory discussions, casting sessions, and to see that whenever plans to promote gender equality and diversity are discussed, matters of artistic production are also included.

In 1980 a law was adopted in Sweden, affecting all areas of society, stating that every employer with more than 10 employees (this will soon be raised to 20) must have a plan for gender equality and a policy that prohibits discrimination. This law applies even to theatre institutions, independent groups and to film productions. 

That a government should in this way legally prescribe gender equality will to many of you seem exotic, but it has had a great effect on us as a union and our work to achieve equal rights, equal pay and equal representation for men and women in theatre and media.

According to the law on gender equality, the Unions are charged with the task of working locally, to strengthen gender equality in daily life of the work place. This applies to theatres, but also extends high up in the central organizations that represent theatre management, producers, as well as those Unions representing employees. 
Some examples:

Sweden has many municipal and regional theatres that receive national and local economic support. Of these approximately forty theatres, only three five years ago, had women as managing or artistic directors.

The Swedish Union for Theatre, Artists and Media, together with the theatre employer’s organization, took the initiative to create an education for women who wanted to run theatres. We did this because we felt that performing arts institutions should reflect the values of society at large. It was not credible to the public or the financiers, that theatre, dance and music institutions should be so structurally male dominated. The balance between men and women needed a push, to reflect the world we live in.  It is of course requisite to the proper running of these organizations that their leaders are also competent – for this reason we were happy to work with the management side in providing this sort of education.

Many maintained that this task was impossible, that we wouldn’t have applicants, that women would not dare, in this way, to proclaim their aspiration to run a theatre. 

187 applications came in.  That is enormous for a small country like ours. Twelve women were chosen for this one -year program, taking place during 2005 and 2006.

The education had three main parts:

The first focused on leadership from the perspective of the organization.

The second looked at the theatre branch from an outsider’s view, about working in organizations in which the board of directors were political appointees, working with unions, funding bodies, etcetera.

A third part was individually tailored and involved close contact with a mentor.

The stated goal was that these women, within a 2-5 year period after completing the course, would have leading positions in a performing arts institution. Today seven women have achieved this goal and two more have significantly risen in the ranks at their places of employment. Nine out of twelve in two years! That result makes us very proud.

Of course this doesn’t guarantee increased equality at every one of these theatres. I am reminded of an expression “ men choose men and women choose men”. But this is a big step.

In 2006 the government presented “Places, Please”, an official government report containing suggestions as to how women’s and men’s experiences, knowledge and values could find expression in the performing arts. 700 pages that in the end concluded that public funders needed to demand greater land winnings in the area of gender equality. Equality in exchange for public funding.

It was also suggested that periodic reports concerning work and eventual progress in achieving gender equality should be demanded regularly by The National Arts Council – that results in this field should be reflected in funding allocations.

The report even went as far as to suggest that a 40/60 ratio between the sexes should be a target both onstage and backstage. This applies to actors as well as directors, dramatists and designers – that neither sex should be represented with less that 40% or more than 60 %.

The target ratio of 40/60 should also apply to film production.

“we look closely at projects with women directors or scriptwriters, to see if we can offer them additional developmental support and we employ positive discrimination within the framework of our own regulations. The Film Institutes role is to see that women film makers aren´t scare off by the old system and the masculine structures that live on in the film world” says one the agents that  gives funding to filmmakers. “Sorry to say there is a long way to go if we talk about leading roles for women.”

Much hope was raised by this government report, but to this day the suggestions have yet to be realized. The report was initiated by a liberal or left wing government, which has since been replaced by a conservative government. The new government’s solution to gender equality was to allocate 3 million crowns, roughly 300,000 Euros, to projects that will improve equality in our sector.

The Swedish Union has received money for two such projects. The first, SPARK, focuses on improving equality in the independent group sectors of theatre and dance (independent groups, small scale companies and choreographers). Our partners are the organizations Dance Centre and Teatercentrum – both management organizations. 

The other project aims to improve equality in the theatre institutions, and is once more in cooperation with management association, Swedish Performing Arts and also the Swedish Union of Professional Musicians. The focus here is both on the performance, that which the audience sees on stage, as well as to affect a change on the floor, in the daily work. This project involves the leaders of all the major performing arts institutions in Sweden. 

The Swedish Union for Theatre Artists and Media is also active in questions concerning the combination of careers in the performing arts with parenthood, the right to have government supported child-care at home, in the evening, and questions which concern the work environment, but are important in promoting artistic creation. 

We offer some concrete tools for our members in their daily work. A gender equality checklist in which one can check off for example the amount of gender discussion involved in repertory decisions or casting decisions in both stage and film productions. It’s easy to fill out and shows just how much an individual work place prioritizes questions of gender. It is advantageous to fill out the checklist together with the artistic director or employer representative.

At the four national drama academies in Sweden there has for the past year been an ongoing project called “Portraying gender” which focuses on gender prejudice and character development.

“How we mount a theatre production, build a character or how our product is interpreted by the audience – all follow the invisible rules and expectations regarding gender that surround our daily lives. How can we channel our gender consciousness into practical work for change?” The independent theatre group, Teater Lacrimosa has initiated a year-long workshop to answer this question. 

In closing I would like to mention a book, which our Union, together with the journalist and gender researcher Vanja Hermele, has published. The book is called “I väntan på vadå?” or “What are we waiting for? The Union’s Guide to Gender Equality”. Here we have very concrete information on equality and discrimination, law, legislation and labor agreements, the rights and the responsibilities of our members.

A large part of the book contains interviews with important figures in Swedish theatre and media. The author maintains that the views and realities presented in the book are far from the self-image we tender of being radical and boundary breaking, visionary artists.  It reveals that what the critics and artistic directors call “high quality” is mostly based on the experiences and stories of white, heterosexual men. 

The author finds an invisible barrier placing gender equality on one side and Art with a capital A on the other. Gender equality is seen as something important, but also as something boring, something that threatens art.  The whole responsibility for the inequality existing now is often placed outside areas of one’s own responsibility: they blame it on history, on cultural inheritance or on the women themselves.

It is time that we realize that the implementation of gender equality in the media and performing arts will open new possibilities for artistic creation, new opportunities for development and attract a greater public interest for the art we create.

I would like to quote a well-known actress in Sweden at our equivalent of the Oscars, the Guldbagge.
She entered the stage dressed in a men’s suit and said:

“I am about to give this statuette to a colleague for the category Best Actor. It is an award that one hates to give away. It is important that there are good roles for men. We need man films that men can identify with.  We need male role models in the cinema, independent men, in roles that can carry a film. There are so many stories about men that haven’t yet been told.” 

Friends! We have lots work to do –  but this conference is one big step to gender equality. 

Anna Carlson

President, Swedish union for theatre, artists and media.
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