National experiences – Gender portrayal

Best practices related to gender protrayal and age discrimination

by Agnete G. Haaland

President of Norwegian Actors`Equety Association

EURO FIA – Latvia april 2008

Portrayal

I believe in equal rights for men and woman in terms of education, pay, work and carreer opportunities.That is also a right granted to woman in the European laws. But  what is the reality like ?  

Portrayal of women in the repertoires promoted by theatres, television and cinemas have a significant impact not only on their image and perception by the public, but also and above all on their employment opportunities. 

Quite often theatre plays, cinema movies and television dramas perpetrate an image that does not reflect the real role of women in society, and as such give a false representation with important consequences on female performers’ employment opportunities. It is a fact that women are less represented then men in ALL media. A comparative European study of male and female participation in television programmes in Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway and Sweden  showed clear signs of unequal and stereotypical gender representation. Secondly, women were more often seen in roles with low status: more as ordinary citizens and victims than as politicians or experts for instance. 

Because images changes our way of perceiving the world. And art must not only reflect reality but also change it!

2007 is the European year for equal opportunities. As Commissioner Spidla in the European Commision underlined, “Europe has a rich array of talents. We cannot afford to waste them.”
 The performing arts sector has always aspired to be at the cutting edge of social interaction, provoking dialogue and change. The accurate portrayal of women, the middle-aged and elderly women AND men is vital to the proper integration and cohesion of society. 

I sincerely mean that art can and must change our percetion of eachother – not only verify status quo.

But than art must also create new images to change our perception of gender to enchance the role of woman in the cultural, economic, social and political development.

So how do we do this? How do we make a difference?

I believe in counting!!

Numbers makes you aware of reality!

In Norway we are fortunate to have a minister of culture from the labour party who strongly fights for equal opportunity for man and woman.

We need politicians who can act!

And they do if they are informed about what reality is like!

All institutions in Norway must now report every year not only on the economy  and their aims- but also on the numbers of men and woman on the boards, in the leadership, in the artists working there, in the administration.

40% - a golden number!

On all boards- also of commercial enterprices – 40 % have to be female.

Within 2010 40 % of all directors, producers, scripswriters and main parts in all Norwegians films with sponsorship from the Norwegian Film Institute (state money) must be female!!!

That is two years away!  

The reason for this demand is a survey we ( The actors union together with the Norwegian filminstitute) made in 2005 .

We counted the reality. And what did we find?

80 % of all directors, scriptwriters and producers were male.

20 % female.

Why do woman not have a voice?  Why are not their story told?

Despite the fact that we have more female directors than men. And about as many female producers and playwrites as men.

How do we change this? By using whip (political desicions)  and carrots ( eg. more state support to films with a female director, female scriptwriter and female lead) !

And the male actors get the best , most challenging, multifaxetted parts.

Why?

Why do men choose men and woman choose men?

I do not have the anwswer.

But the counting showed such an unfair reality- that the premises for how the get money to produce a film will now be radically changed.

As our minister said: We are loosing 50 % of the the good stories and 50 % of the artists unless we change the way we support films!

Theatre:

The yearly accounts on gender in the theatre is not quite as bad. But bad.

in 2004-2005 36 % of the artists involved were female. 64% men.

But it is changing.

Now the new head of the National Theatre and the new leader of the Norwegian Film institute are both female. ANd the government has given money to a one year leadership developing project for woman who want to become artistic leaders of film, music, dance or theatre companies.

So we have suggested that the same program should be given next year- but open to both men and woman who want to be leaders of artistic institutions! We want the woman to be head and seen an in position to make changes- but we need good leaders of both sexes!

So counting is important. It wakes you up and makes you aware of reality.

Dont forget:

the male actors have been favoured in all years in the educational programs in Norway!

The state theatre school picks out 10 students every year. 800 apply. Mostly girls. 2/3 actually.

The girls are mostly more prepared, better trained and more mature than the boys when they apply. Skill and talent is essential. But not all....

If quality and talent was the only issue- some years the shool could have chosen 10 girls!

But the school picks out 5 boys and 5 girls – to make the training periode as good as possible.

And many of the boys come out as great actors- because they have been given the chance and have matured their talents through lots of good parts and experiences.

Noone has ever reacted negative to this practice. We want male colleeges! We need them.

But now we want to give the girls more opportunities as well! Equal oppotunities.

Don`t forget: Practice makes you good!

Our former prime minister, Gro Harlem Brundland would never have become prime minister without this way of thinking.  She writes in her autobiography  that she was taken into the government  as minister of the encvironment because they needed a woman. A man was already picked out and qualified for the job. But she got it and she became good!  Because she was given the chance, she says in her autobiography. So she ended up as captain on the ship and the leader of the world health organization.

Because someone started to count and was ashamed of the lack of woman in the government!

