Women’s misrepresentation in twenty-first century and how can applied drama raise awareness to young women.


The purpose of this independent project is to qualitatively explore the representation of women in the twenty first century in the context of how applied drama can raise awareness. In order to create comprehended research, I will use a combination of methodologies. The first one, is the descriptive research, which centres upon the current situation, in this case what representation has the women today and in which means. It is linked to the predictive research, because it predicts future events based on existing theories, knowledge, evidence and logical sequence if women are misrepresented and underrepresented in today’s society then what the future hold for them. The third research method that I am using is explanatory research, which focus on the examination of the cause-effect relationships and aims to develop well-established theories to make predictions, it connects descriptive and explanatory putting in a sequence the presence data with the possible effects to the future formed on theories. Finally, action research it is the one that gives a sense of a basis for the other ones, since it explores the potential of the chosen theme, on how it can be improved and how it can benefit the group who is being researched. It is the investigation of the past that explains presence’s reality and seeks to plant seeds for tomorrow’s change.  
To accomplish these research methodologies, I will give various examples of women’s misrepresentation in the last century mainly, and what are the factors that tailored female stereotypes. In the following months, I am aspiring to work with young women’s group to create awareness and challenge stereotypes. (Denscombe, M. 2010)

  Firstly, I would like to specify that I am using the feminist approach, since I am aware and concerned with the position of women in society and my research stance in a way that promotes an intended interest for women.
Furthermore, it should be noted that by referring to women I am speaking from the viewpoint of gender and not sex. Sex is used based on the biological characteristics of an individual to be described as male or female. On the other hand, the word gender comes from the Latin word ‘genus’ which means kind, sort or class and there is no relation to sex category.  Society gives a specific meaning to gender based on the biological facts, creating assumptions and stereotypes. (Newton, D. E. 2019)
Characteristically, women’s treatment in society is constructed on the perception of her to be female, thus gender is causing damage in women’s lives. These damages can take several forms, one of them is inequality, which is the result of a system of expectations which was established many centuries ago, designed by social traditions. The decisions that they are taken through these lenses they are called ‘gender norms’ or ‘social norms’, these norms, leaded to the well-known inequality. Gender inequality is the tendency to offer different opportunities to people according to the gender perception. (Dess, N. K. et al.2018)
 
 Even human bonds which are thought to be easily identified by sex as male or female based on the DNA, gender assumptions still impact science. For over a hundred of years, a Viking skeleton from tenth century was presumed to be male because it was buried alongside a set of weapons and horses. The ‘Birka warrior’ skeleton was identified as a warrior and according to society’s stereotypes warrior means male; archaeologists however ignored not only the female pelvis of the skeleton but also the numerous references to Viking female fighters. In 2017, a DNA testing showed that the ‘Birka warrior’ was a woman. After this evidence, Guardian writes ‘Battle-scarred skeletons of multiple women have been found across the Eurasian steppes from Bulgaria to Mongolia’. This is not an individual case though, women are victims of the culture of social norms, which wants them to be in the background, establishing in this way inequality between the genders.
 Women face underestimation to the STEM field since they possess just the 13% of the overall UK workforce and this is not a surprise. Primarily, Thomas Hunt Morgan is the person who is commonly referred to the textbooks as the one who discovered that sex is determined by the chromosomes and not the environment, whilst there is a correspondence between him and Nettie’s Stevens experiments, her name is nowhere mentioned. Furthermore, Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin even though she discovered that the sun is composed with hydrogen her male supervisor usually is credited instead of her. The most famous example though is the discover of the DNA who James Watson and Francis Crick are acclaimed to have discovered it, even though Rosalind Franklin’s experiments and measurements led Watson and Crick to come up with the discovery and her contribution is not recognised as well, as the previous examples.    
In addition, women are excluded from the cultural history. In 2013, there was a battle about the definition of ‘history’, the then British Secretary of State for Education, Michael Gove claimed that children needed ‘facts’ and ‘foundation of knowledge’ by that he meant an almost extensively absence of women in history. The reason for that, is that only two Tudor queens appeared in Key Stage 2 (ages seven to eleven) speaking of all women in history and in Key Stage 3 (ages eleven to fourteen) only four the rest of the curriculum was about men. (Criado-Perez, C. 2019)
When children are taught about the past exclusively for male’s breakthroughs then that answers a big part of the elimination of women at the positions of power.

 In order to understand the sources of inequality in modern world, I am examining the influences of gender norms that young people are facing.  
First and main source is the social media that possesses a great position of power to young’s people lives and according to numerous international and socio- economic contexts young people have the highest rates of social media use of any age group, and a remarkable amount of their time is spent ‘on’ social media (Royal Society of Public Health [RPSH] 2017; Third et al. 2017). The investment of their time should be taken into consideration because it says much, on how a digital world that it aims to bring people together and make life easier manages to consume a significant amount on young’s people time and be the mirror of modern reality.
The habitual use is so extensive that young people argue that there is a dualism between ‘real’ life and online spaces (boyd 2014; Ito et al. 2010; Third et al. 2014) and the distinction between the online and offline world is that social media functions as an active digital space for young people where relationships, identities, and intimacies are formed (boyd 2014; Handyside and Ringrose 2017; MacIsaac et al. 2018). The question here is how distinctive the divergence of the two realities is. Is there a distinction? Or is it time to admit that they are interrelated, and we must be aware of the content exposed to the uncontrollable source of information of the digital world?
Digital technology and social media are regarded not only as an extension of self, but also as a primary means of communication and social engagement for young people. (Goodyear, & Armour, K. M. 2019). It is a whole world with its own possibilities and expectations, where young people are invited to respond to them, and the invitation can feel like a necessity sometimes, to be active and accepted in that world.
 
 The digital and ‘real’ world are interweaved, and the one can affect the other. Thus, women’s misrepresentation not only exists in the digital world, but also a culture of gender norms, who stereotypes feminity it is created. Gender norms mainly rotate around beauty, niceness, morality and sexual inexperience. There is a specific presentation of “gendered self” for women to be positive and socially engaged in the online presence and it is an expectation of feminine and sexual appearance (Bailey et al. 2013).  These ideas of ideal feminine beauty remain powerful in many societies, in which social media networks thrive, demonstrating that digital world it reflects its society (Baker-Sperry and Grauerholz 2003; Mazur 1986; Wolf 2002).
 A society that as noted by scholars it derives hostility toward women’s oppression within larger societal structures of power, which place men in a dominant position and treat women as inferior. Feminist theories suggest that the hostility women face, comes from the maintenance of a patriarchal culture and its accompanying attitudes of sexism, misogyny, and objectification of women (e.g., Jeffreys 2005).
(Felmlee, D., Inara Rodis, P. & Zhang, A, 2020)

Women are poor represented in traditional news media as well as in digital news, making up only 26 per cent of Internet population in news stories and media news tweets. (www.unwomen.org) Guardian conducted research in which analysed 70 million readers comments on their site and the findings were that women journalists were most abused. Moreover, women tend to receive more offensive comments, when they try to present their opinions in compared to men. (www.socialfollowers.uk) 
Cyber aggression it is not unusual, in fact 419,000 tweets per day contains one of four common sexist slurs, targeting women on a daily basis and becomes a challenge of the civil society.  The tweets include insulting adjectives that amplified on the feminine stereotypes, demonstrating that electronic harassment reinforces exclusively cultural norms and stereotypical ideals of female appearance and behaviour. Specifically, aggressive online messages are based on the ‘failure’ to embody traditional feminine stereotypes and ideals, regarding physical attractiveness, niceness, and sexual purity, promoting a way to “do gender” (West and Zimmerman 1987).
The attempt of digital world to attack women is so tremendous that women, whose self-worth relies on the feedback from social media, are particularly likely to be at risk for poor psychological well-being (Sabik et al. 2019). 
Wall Street Journal reports that in 2020, research found that 32% of teenage girls, when they felt bad about their bodies Instagram intensify the feelings of dissatisfaction. Furthermore, a 2019 presentation slide showed that Instagram worse body-image issue for one in three teenage girls. MP Damian Collins, who is chairing the UK parliamentary committee said, "The Wall Street Journal Facebook files investigation has exposed how the company, time and again, puts profit before harm," also adds "Its own research is telling it that a large number of teen Instagram users say the service makes them feel worse about themselves - but the company just wants to make sure they keep coming back."
Instagram user Dani who is 29 years old says "I've been sober for a few years now, but I feel Instagram is bad for people with addictive personalities. It's the same feeling you get, the need to have more and more."  Hannah who is 24, spends six to ten hours a day on social media, since they are the first and the last thing to check on her day, she got comments for her body that made her feel negative about it. 15-year-old Scarlett mentions that she feels insecure because she has just finished going through puberty and high beauty standards are displayed to her, making her feel that she must follow them. Anisa who is also 15 comments that Instagram is a toxic environment with bad representations.
Sir Nick Clegg, vice-president of global affairs at Instagram's parent company Meta, has defended the platform, claiming that the "overwhelming majority" of teenage girls enjoy using it.  
The above findings are concerning, because even though the social media have significant impact not only on the user's wellbeing and lives, but also to whole societies forming stereotypes and causing harmful attitudes. Little effort is being made to create awareness about gender equality and characteristically, only 4 per cent of traditional news and digital news stories clearly challenge gender stereotypes. 

  As a young woman and applied drama practitioner I feel the inner need to challenge these assumptions that the modern digital and non-digital world is promoting. There is a need for awakening young women and encourage them to start questioning at what is being exposed to them as ‘normal’. There is a need to change the familiarity of social media and their impact on stereotypes. In other words, there is a need to raise awareness.
Applied drama offers a variety of techniques and methodologies that allows people to express their feelings and thoughts in a safe place as well as reflect upon them. Besides, Freud argue that the role of art is to redirect humans back to the sources of pleasure, to regain the joy of early childhood. This is the role of my practice at this project, to show a different direction to young women and challenge the assumptions that hold them back because of their gender, with the aim to provoke their inherent will for breakthrough.
In order to achieve the above aims, I will use a combination of methodologies and techniques having as a base the Mantle of the Expert and Theatre of the Oppressed. 
Mantle of the Expert provide a dimensional world of fiction and reality, where symbols and parallels are created, while literal and abstract situations take place, and it includes real thinking and real feeling. (Van der Water, M., McAvoy, M. and Hunt, K.2015) With the same ease that young people have social media alongside their real life, they would be flexible to step into the fictional safe environment of drama and explore various circumstances. Mantle of the expert involves a reflective action that allows ‘inner thinking’. Specifically, with the use of ‘soliloquy’ reviews drama from within the dramatic context and it functions like a mirror to participants and themselves, confessing their inner thoughts and feelings, giving in this way a better understanding to individuals about themselves and the effects that social media are causing to them (Neelands,J. and Goode,T. 2000).
Mantle of the expert use theatre mainly as a means to explore the problem and theatre of the oppressed as the vehicle of finding solutions. I find very interesting the techniques of image, newspaper and forum theatre of the Theatre of the Oppressed. Image theatre explores the dynamics of images, which they incorporate participants lives, feelings, experiences and oppressions. It takes a step further the belief that ‘a picture paints a thousand words’ because it investigates the feelings of it. The attention is to the meaning of the picture instead of the picture itself, challenging in this way the unfiltered scrolling that young people used to do and invite them to a conversation between the content they are being showed and their thoughts.
In addition, newspaper theatre is created by taking a story from a newspaper and re-contextualising or re-framing it. This technique attempts to demystify the media and educate people to question the notion of objectivity and create awareness about the fake news. (Boland, G. and Cameron, D., 2005) Image and newspaper theatre techniques cultivate the critical thinking, which is a key skill to identify the harmful sources of digital reality. They are also setting the base for forum theatre, which is central to the more transformative role of theatre. 
Forum theatre is a theatrical game, in which a problem is shown as a result of an oppression in its unsolved form. The audience as spect-actors are invited to act and suggest alternative solutions, because they themselves are personally acquainted with the oppression. The term of spect-actor comes in contrast with the conventional audience who just sit and watch a play, at forum theatre spectators are asked and encourage to act and change the plot of the script. Forum theatre aims to stimulate debate in the form of action, not just words, to show alternatives, to enable people ‘to become the protagonists of their own lives’. (Boal, A. 2002) It promotes not only the will for change of oppressive situations, but also proves practically that when there is a will, there is a way and it is only when you do not act, things turn up the same. Forum theatre’s essence links to one of the aims of my project, which is to awake participants of being passive viewers and victims of society’s norms.

 In a world that wants women to look, behave, think and live in a fixed way my intention is to hold workshops for young women, aspiring to challenge the gender patterns. After the workshops I am intending for participants to be more aware of their influences and a mechanism of filtering of what is exposed to them to be created. I do not aspire to change a whole generation or break the patterns; I am just hoping to make a step for change and raise awareness of the inequality and mistreatment women face.
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