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A central dogma for feminist performing arts is to 
challenge the objectification of women in popular 
culture. What does this mean in 2019?

“What counts is what the heroine provokes, or 
rather what she represents. She is the one, or 
rather the love or fear she inspires in the hero, 
or else the concern he feels for her, which 
makes him act the way he does. In herself, the 
woman has not the slightest importance.” 1

The blunt sexism of this statement seems out-
dated, yet eerily familiar today. It was made by Budd 
Boetticher, who directed a number of low-budget 
Westerns in the 1940s and 50s. Although this era 
of Westerns represent some of the most macho 
films in cinematic history, Boetticher’s description 
of women on screen continues to resonate across 
genres.
 In November 2017, 600 Norwegian actresses 
signed the metoo-petition #stilleforopptak, which 
identified the status of their characters as a central 
root cause of sexual harassment in the theater 
world: “Most scripts cast men in the leading roles, 
and too many female roles are functional roles such 
as ‘girlfriend’, ‘mistress’ or ‘wife’, which weakens our 
authority backstage and in the workplace.” 2 At 

1 Budd Boetticher, quoted in Mulvey 1989/1975, 9. 
2 #stilleforopptak. 16.11.2017. Aftenposten.
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the major metoo-event at The National Theater a 
month later, director Kjersti Horn demanded that 
actresses should no longer have to “lend their 
talent to outdated gender stereotypes that are less 
intellectual, less multi-faceted and less decisive 
than themselves”.3

 Since the 1970s, a central dogma for feminist 
performing arts has been to challenge the objec-
tification of women in popular culture and society. 
Boetticher’s statement illustrates succinctly what 
is at stake: to claim a role for women and women’s 
perspectives as important in their own right.

The male gaze
A central inspiration for the struggle in the perform-
ing arts is Laura Mulvey’s influential concept of 
“the male gaze”, which she developed in 1975. She 
argued that most narratives are structured around 
an active/passive division of labor, in which the 
male protagonist makes things happen, whereas 
the female is a mere object to be looked at and 
the source of projected fantasies. According to 
Mulvey, the spectacle influences the audience’s 
conceptions of – and thereby the roles they play in 
real life. In popular culture, the absence of female 
role models, with their own desires, ambitions, and 

agency contributes to the reinforcement of the 
asymmetry of power between the sexes. Cinema 
has “coded the erotic into the language of the 
dominant patriarchal order”, Mulvey argues: As the 
camera places the viewer in the perspective of the 
heterosexual man, it makes the sexual objectifica-
tion of women seem “natural”.4

 Over four decades, the social significance 
of the male gaze has been widely discussed and 
critiqued. Mulvey’s analysis of both narrative 
cinema and social reality are far too simplistic, 
but the concept seems to pass the test of time. 
To remain useful in the struggle against the objecti-
fication of women in our world, this analysis needs 
to be continuously updated. So what does it mean 
today?
 In Scandinavia, a gendered patriarchal 
division of power is outdated in most areas of life. 
Although society has diverging expectations, 
encouraging emancipation in the workplace, at 
home, in politics, and the public sphere is a strong 
social norm. The male privilege embedded in 
traditional gender norms is generally perceived 
as unfair, not as natural. However, emancipation 
has, since the 1970s, been seen as a gradual 
process, ‘underway’, which to some extent has 
pacified women by appealing to their patience.5 
The massive uprising against sexual harassment, 
therefore, came as a shock to Norwegian society. 
Suddenly, women rejected the myth of equality 
and demanded immediate action. However, calling 

3 Horn, Kjersti. 10.12.18. Speech at The National Theater.  
4 Mulvey. 1989/1957, 8. 
5 Skjie, Hege and Teigen, Mari. 2003.
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today’s society a ‘patriarchy’ seems like a far 
stretch for most.
 Moreover, the traditional gender roles Laura 
Mulvey describes as characterized by an active/
passive division of labor are at least partially 
outdated. Interestingly, the #metoo uprising also 
illuminated some ways in which gender roles have 
changed in Norwegian society. The large number 
of women who shared their experiences, wrote 
petitions and op-eds, made speeches, and par-
ticipated on panels did not view uninvited sexual 
attention from men as natural, but as gross. They 
expected a level playing field between the sexes, 
and experienced sexual objectification as a breach 
of social norms.6

The development into a post-patriarchal, yet not 
truly emancipated era, poses some new questions 
for the struggle against sexual objectification of 
women on stage and screen. Firstly, what charac-
terizes the ‘gaze’ that is to be challenged today? 
And secondly, what are some of the remaining 
obstacles for the performing arts?

The gaze on ourselves
To understand the content of the gaze, it is neces-
sary to go beyond the static categories of ‘male’ 
and ‘female’. It makes more sense to understand it 
as a function of society’s norms, which tell people 
what to expect from each other. Gender norms 
shape our perception of what types of behavior are 
considered acceptable, appropriate and admirable.7 
This includes both how people see us, and how we 
engage with their gaze.
 The shift in gender roles, which I briefly 
illustrated with the #metoo uprising, does not 
require women to stop seeing themselves through 
‘the male gaze’. The fact is that women navigate 
between different, and sometimes contradictory 
gazes. In our recent book on sexual harassment, 
Det jeg skulle sagt (meaning What I should have 
said) Hannah Helseth and I identify three different 
gender norms in Norwegian society, which exist in 
other Western societies as well.8

 A crucial distinction is whether or not women 
expect to be treated as equal to men, which can 
vary from one situation to another. If they do not, 
the male gaze deeply affects their perception of 
self. However, it is not necessarily the case that 
women in this situation accept the active/passive 
division of labor. Whereas some certainly adhere to 
the passive traditional gender role, others actively 
use the male gaze to their advantage. The assump-
tion that men are defenseless to sexual temptation 
give women another norm to play with, which 

6 Sletteland, Anja and Helseth, Hannah. 2018.  
7 Pulerwitz, J. & Barker, G. 2008 
8 Sletteland, Anja and Helseth, Hannah. 2018. 
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corresponds with Catherine Hakim’s concept of 
erotic capital.9 According to this norm, women can 
gain the upper hand by positioning themselves 
as the object of male desire, and shape events by 
luring men to serve their interests.
 As previously mentioned, the #metoo uprising 
emerged as a reaction to a broken promise. This 
norm, which we have called ‘gendered meritoc-
racy’, is largely a product of the pervasive process 
of emancipation, and especially relates to the work-
place. According to this norm, men and women 
are supposed to compete on the same terms, and 
the only valid currency is professional merit such 
as skills, education, and experience. Any sexual 
attraction that interferes with this meritocracy is 
seen as illegitimate. The objectifying male gaze is 
out of place, and women often experience it as a 
violation of their professional identity. This threat is 
quite real, as women who do, or are suspected of 
taking advantage of their attractiveness, are often 
judged as less qualified and get fewer professional 
opportunities.
 In short, the three social norms – traditional 
gender roles, erotic capital, and gendered meritoc-
racy – ascribe the male gaze with different mean-
ings: depending on the woman and the situation, it 
can be experienced as natural, as a resource, or as 
a threat.

 None of these norms provides viable solutions 
to the problem of sexual objectification, because 
they do not allow women (or men) to develop a 
sexual subjectivity on their own terms. Needless 
to say, traditional gender roles offer little space for 
women to claim their own identity, because this 
norm stigmatizes active and sexually available 
women as ‘cheap’ and ‘unladylike’. By playing on 
erotic capital, women contribute to reinforce men’s 
power of definition over their sex. As this resource 
only works for some, the underlying merit-based 
system fosters discrimination against women with 
less erotic capital. Gendered meritocracy, albeit 
intended to stimulate emancipation, poses a whole 
new set of problems that, prior to the #metoo-
campaign, were largely unrecognized. The banish-
ment of sexual attraction as a path to success has 
contributed to a new shaming of female sexuality 
and bodily difference. As emancipation is a partial 
myth, society’s gaze on women is full of traps. The 
idea that women can exploit men’s vulnerability to 
temptation both increases the risks and the costs 
of her being blamed if she experiences sexual har-
assment, especially at work. Moreover, women are 
often judged by their physical attractiveness, which 
creates a ‘you’re damned if you do, and damned if 
you don’t’ type of contradictory pressure.
 To conclude, the society’s gaze on women, 
and the gaze through which we see ourselves, is 
much more complex than Laura Mulvey’s original 
formulation of the male gaze. In reality, the gaze is 9 Hakim, C. 2010.
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intimately intertwined with conceptions of power, 
morality, fairness, as well as biological differences, 
which are continuously negotiated in society. But 
there should be no doubt that the gaze – or gazes – 
affect women’s space to act out their “full humanity”.

Two levels of struggle
In the performing arts, these complex issues are 
currently addressed at two different levels: through 
introducing alternative gazes of women and fighting 
for an improved infrastructure for female artists.
 The patriarchal spectacle of the male gaze 
has for some time been challenged by alternative 
film, within Hollywood itself – and not least, by the 
relatively new genre TV series. This more char-
acter-driven than plot-driven genre has opened 
up a range of new stories in which females are 
allowed to represent imperfect, struggling, thinking 
human beings rather than mere objects of desire. 
Major productions such as Game of Thrones, 
House of Cards, The Handmaid’s Tale, Mad Men, 
Orange is the New Black, I’m Dying up Here and 
Sharp Objects portray complex women and their 
struggles in a male-dominated world. Some series 
also explicitly address the male gaze, such as The 
Deuce, Better Things and The Affair. The latter 
presents a story from both a man’s and a woman’s 
memory, in which they remember the situation and 
their own appearances differently.
 Since the 1980s the tradition of post porn has 
explored female sexuality in theater and dance. 

Some of the strategies used to challenge the male 
gaze include allowing female actors or dancers 
to play traditionally male characters, challenging 
idealised images of feminine beauty, and more 
explicitly, commenting on the dynamics of sexual 
power.
 A part of this artistic development has been 
directly influenced by Laura Mulvey’s work, which 
started a discourse on ‘the female gaze’ in film 
theory. This approach critically examines subjectiv-
ity in camera angles, the characters and the model 
audience for film productions. An increasingly 
acknowledged problem with this approach is 
its tendency to reinsert other forms of privilege. 
Enactments of the female gaze have been criti-
cized for assuming that women have a universally 
shared experience, whilst it only represents the 
lives of white, middle class women.10 In recent 
years, the intersectional perspective has emerged 
as the crux of the conversation in feminist perform-
ing arts. This criticism, as articulated by bell hooks, 
has “challenged the notion that ‘gender’ was the 
primary factor determining a woman’s fate.” 11  
It has stimulated a curiosity for other female expe-
riences, particularly those shaped by class, race 
and sexual identity. The social importance of this 
development can hardly be understated, but the 

10 Benson-Allott, Caetlin. 2017. 
11 hooks, bell. 2014/1984.
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broadening of female identity is not a completely 
satisfying response to the male gaze. Instead of 
offering women a platform to express their individ-
ual humanity, the intersectional approach primarily 
focuses on the shared-but-not-equal experience of 
subjugation. In order to reach the same autonomy 
as male experience, the female gaze cannot have a 
fixed context.
 The performing arts sector is a man’s world, 
which is strongly reflected in budgets, salaries and 
roles. An important obstacle to women’s artistic 
endeavor is sexual objectification behind the 
scenes, a major focus of the #metoo uprising in 
Norway. The previously mentioned petition #stille-
foropptak proposed the following vision:

“We believe it is possible to create a healthier 
environment for actors, women and men, in 
which everyone is seen primarily as equals, 
not as genders. Where we are defined not by 
our appearance, but by what we have to offer 
in terms of professional competence.”12

 The Norwegian dance world shared much of 
the same diagnosis in their petition #nårdansen-
stopper, which was signed by almost 800 women 
in the sector. They demanded to be recognized as 

dancers, choreographers and educators instead 
of being defined by their sex.13 This struggle for 
women to be perceived as professionals in the per-
forming arts reflects much of the broken promise 
of emancipation. Their demands are made on the 
basis of the norms of gendered meritocracy, which 
borrows much of the discourse on professionalism 
to combat sexism in the workplace. Although 
this path may well be the most viable among 
current options, it poses some new problems that 
merit further discussion. For instance, gendered 
meritocracy produces an understanding of ‘pro-
fessional behavior’ that renders sexuality shameful 
and out of place. Maybe professionalism needs to 
be redefined in order to safeguard female artists 
from stigma and sexual harassment. But what 
could this mean in practice? 
 With the #metoo uprising, there is an 
increasing awareness of the muddiness of gender 
relations in our society, and many questions are left 
unanswered. The performing arts have a crucial 
role to push the boundaries of the debate by openly 
exploring options and creating new images for 
women.

12 #stilleforopptak. 2017. 
13 #Nårdansenstopper. 12.12.2017. Aftenposten.
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