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Art education � mostly for girls?

A gender perspective on the Art subject in Swedish compulsory school

Stina Wikberg*

Abstract

This article discusses whether and how Art education is gendered, and whether and how the art

world is gendered. The history of Art education is briefly described from a gender perspective, as

well as some current reports on Art education in Sweden. The article draws on material from a

postgraduate study about Art education and gender. Art lessons were observed and pupils were

interviewed about their views on art. Based on the interview data, it is suggested that one reason

that Art education is femininely gendered is that the subject is strongly associated with expressing

feelings. Concerning the gendering of the art world, more women than men are professional artists

today. However, due to the fact that there is a male art historical canon, that is taught in schools,

the art world appears to be masculine, making ‘artist’ one possible position for boys within art

education. That the art world seems masculine while Art education is gendered feminine is an

interesting paradox worthy of further investigation.

Keywords: Art education, gender, discourse, dichotomies

Introduction

I am talking to Sofia and Lisa, two 15-year-old ninth graders, about the school

subject Art. When I ask them whether they think Art1 is a subject that is more for

boys, or more for girls, or just as much for everybody, this is how they reply:

Sofia: There shouldn’t be any difference; I mean there should really be no difference,

although some people think . . . it feels as if . . . many people think it’s more for girls.

Lisa: Some people think that boys can’t paint and things like that.

Sofia: Yes, it’s like, some people think that boys can only play football. But that’s not true.

Their classmates, Anette and Jenny, answer the same question on another occasion:

Anette: It’s just as much for everybody. I don’t think it has anything to do with gender,

really.

Jenny: Well, if you think of like well-known artists, then there are like more guys.

Anette: I don’t think that Art is like the worst, like a girlie thing, jeez!
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Stina: But what is it like in your class then?

Jenny: It’s like mostly girls who are, like, passionate about it. Like for example Alex and

Mattias, they aren’t exactly huge fans, I don’t think so. I mean they do what they’re

supposed to and so, but I guess they don’t think it’s very fun. You see how they run around

yelling; they don’t do that when they think something is fun.

Stina: They are different in other lessons?

Anette: Yeah, like football.

Jenny: Yeah, like in sports lessons, then they are sort of on the ball, then it’s really serious,

you know.

Anette: But like lessons like these, and like music and textile handicraft, then they are just

everywhere where they shouldn’t be. Maybe they think, ‘‘this is nothing for me, why should

I do this’’.

The opening quotations come from two of my interviews with pupils in 9th form.

The interviews are part of my ongoing postgraduate project which is about

compulsory Art education in Swedish schools and gender. In the present text, I

want to discuss whether and how we can understand the school subject of Art as a

gendered practice. While working on this article, the following questions served as

guidelines:

� How is the school subject Art gendered � as feminine, masculine, or is it

gender-neutral?

� How is the art world gendered � as feminine, masculine, or is it gender-

neutral?

These questions should be regarded as the basis for a discussion, with myself and my

own understanding, as well as with my readers.

The article draws on data from my postgraduate study, which was inspired by

ethnography. The data have been gathered using several different techniques; I have

observed Art lessons, collected art works made by pupils during these lessons, and

interviewed both pupils and teachers about their ideas of the school subject of Art.

The study includes two Art teachers and around 70 pupils in two different schools,

and was conducted between spring 2010 and spring 2011. Both of the Art teachers

and 28 of the pupils were interviewed, some individually and some in groups. The

research was carried out in accordance with the ethical guidelines of the Swedish

Research Council (2002), meaning that before the study all participants were

informed about the study and asked to provide their consent. While the material is

large and diverse, for the purpose of this article I have only used a small portion of

the interviews, dealing with some common conceptions of Art that can be related to

notions of gender.
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Art � a subject for girls?

When I started my postgraduate studies some years ago, I intended to study how

boys do masculinity in compulsory Art education. My point of departure was that the

subject of Art is femininely gendered and, from that perspective, problematic for

many boys. Since then I have had to change my point of view on several occasions,

and mitigate the description of Art as femininely gendered, calling it instead

a subject that ‘is often described with feminine connotations’. When it comes to

some other subjects, there is a greater consensus regarding how the subjects are

gendered. Claiming that Physical Education is the domain of boys, or that

Mathematics, Technology and Physics are masculinely marked areas, seems to be

less controversial than claiming the opposite about e.g. Art.

The bar chart below (Figure 1), describing the differences between boys’ and girls’

marks in different school subjects, is taken from a report by Skolverket [the Swedish

National Agency for Education] (2006). The data it is based on come from the 2003/

2004 school year. In a more recent investigation (SOU 2009:64), the difference

is expressed as a percentage figure: boys have 81% of girls’ marks in Art, com-

pared with Physical Education where the figure is 107%. Both the bar chart and

the percentages make two things clear: 1) girls’ average is higher than boys’

average in all subjects except Physical Education; and 2) the difference is greatest

in Art.

This is perhaps not enough to support the statement that Art is femininely

gendered. However, the differences in marks indicate there is a gender problem

Figure 1. Subject-related gender differences in lower secondary education (girls’ credits

minus boys’ credits) (Swedish National Agency for Education 2006, p. 27). The bar chart

was translated into English and made slightly simpler than the Swedish original.
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in the subject of Art too, and not only in masculinely marked school subjects. That

e.g. mathematics is a masculinely marked area does not have to do with the school

subject itself either, or with the pupils’ performances in the subject, but with the

subject’s position outside school (Walkerdine, 1998). This might be what makes it

difficult to pinpoint, and understand, from where these notions emanate and which

values they express.

Historical retrospect

A brief and perspicuous history of Art education in Sweden now follows to elucidate

the subject from a gender perspective. It is important to keep in mind that the

present relatively heterogeneous (from both a gender and a class perspective)

Swedish primary, lower secondary and upper secondary schools have only existed

since the 1960s. Before that, several forms of education were running parallel to each

other and it was not uncommon for boys and girls to be taught in separate schools.

In addition, children from working class backgrounds and sparsely populated areas

in general, and girls in particular, had less access to higher education than boys from

a higher social class. Girls were not admitted to secondary schools until 1927

(Hartman, 2005).

Gunnar Åsén is a researcher who above all others has written about the history of

the Swedish subject of Art. He describes how, since the first half of the 19th century,

the subject has undergone three phases in its development to the present subject of

Art: ‘‘Drawing as depiction, Drawing as a means of expression and Art as a means of

communication’’ (Åsén, 2006, my translation). Åsén’s historical writing has no

gender perspective, even if the issue emerges in what might be conceived of as a

reservation when Åsén describes a discussion underway around the year 1900

regarding whether the subject of Drawing should be utilitarian, or be more about

aesthetic education and the fostering of taste. Tekniska skolan [the Technical

School], later called Konstfack [University College of Arts, Crafts and Design], which

was responsible for the education of Drawing teachers at the time, wrote in a

comment on a proposal for a new secondary school ordinance in 1884:

‘‘The teaching of drawing as directly aesthetically fostering does probably not belong to the

area of education . . . The obscure fear of misdirection in this respect may be seen as the

reason for many experienced schoolmasters’ indifference and dislike of Drawing as a school

subject’’ (Wollin, 1951, quoted in Åsén, 2006, p. 11, my translation).

After the turn of the century, art cultivation and the fostering of taste became

increasingly important issues in discussions about the subject, even if the teaching

was still about linear drawing, perspective drawing and depicting free-hand drawing,

which were regarded as important skills for a working life in e.g. trade and industry.

Åsén further writes:
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‘‘It is also important to consider that the early discussion about the subject is almost

exclusively about (higher) education for boys. In the girls’ schools, where girls were

educated to fulfil their role as mother and housewife, elements of the fostering of taste have

a more prominent position’’ (Åsén, 2006, p. 11, my translation).

Against this background one can understand the discussion about the role of

drawing in schools as utilitarian versus fostering taste at the time around the year

1900 as a struggle between different interests with masculine and feminine

overtones, respectively. Consequently, it cannot be excluded that the present subject

of Art carries gender-marked structures from a period when boys and girls were

educated in different forms of schools, with other views than the present ones of

what knowledge boys and girls needed for the future.

Many of the impulses that changed Art education in Sweden during the 20th

century came from an English and American context. After the 1940s, Art education

in Sweden was increasingly influenced by, among others, Herbert Read’s ideas of

free creative expression. It was felt that students, especially younger children, should

be given the opportunity to express their feelings and ideas through creative work

(Pettersson & Åsén, 1989). Pen Dalton (2001) argues that Art education has become

gradually more feminine since this period, when ‘‘the modernist art practice of

expressionism . . . lent its romantic and ‘modern’ legitimacy to self-expression in the

classroom’’, and more women became Art teachers for older children. Before this,

she claims, Art education (in England) was gendered masculine, and practised

within vocational practices of engineering and manufacturing. Dalton also argues

that Art education plays an important part in ‘‘constructing identities as feminine’’.

The subject may have gone through changes in the governing documents, but

these changes have been quite gradual and there are no sharp distinctions between

the different phases of development of the subject. New governing documents have

been implemented very slowly, and rarely in their entirety. According to Åsén

(2006), older conceptions of the subject still live on as historical deposits within the

subject, passed on by groups of Art teachers and, I would argue, by students.

Art as a feminine practice � what does the research say?

Educational research on today’s Art education in Sweden is relatively silent

concerning the issue of how the subject might be gender marked. Similarly,

educational research with an explicit gender perspective is seldom about Art or

any other of the aesthetic subjects in schools. By examining a couple of the texts

where the subject of Art and gender are dealt with together in some way, a picture

appears, albeit with weak contours, of the subject as a femininely gender marked

practice.

Both a portfolio evaluation of pupils’ creating in Art and the latest national

Swedish evaluation of the subject state that there are great differences between how

boys and girls relate to and succeed in the subject (Lindström, Ulrikson and Elsner,
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1999; Marner, Örtegren and Segerholm, 2005). In both investigations, pupils’ leisure

habits are ascertained by means of an inquiry, and the results of these inquiries are

used to explain the differences.

According to the national evaluation, girls devote more of their leisure time to

drawing and painting, while boys devote themselves to computers. The girls

participate more in cultural associations, while boys participate more in sports

clubs. The evaluation also shows that boys use more technological equipment than

girls in Art. It is explained that the result is ‘‘expected based on the view of

technology as a male culture’’ (Marner, Örtegren and Segerholm, 2005, p. 79, my

translation). Lindström et al. (1999) make the following comment on the inquiry into

pupils’ leisure habits: ‘‘Looking at the whole material, it confirms the general notion

that girls are more interested in painting and drawing than boys, and that boys

spend more time in front of computers making pictures than girls do’’ (p. 118, my

translation).

It is suggested in the national evaluation that one way of ‘‘making the subject

more gender equal for both genders’’ would be to use more ‘‘digital and other

equipment’’ since, according to the investigation, both Art teachers and boys and

girls want more of it (Skolverket, 2005, p. 79). Lindström et al. (1999) think ‘‘It is

possible that more varied teaching, with a larger scope for the new image media,

would have greater chances of catching the boys’ interest’’ (p. 11, my translation).

In both of these texts Art is described as a subject that above all is about image

production by hand, which is also thought to be an activity that chiefly girls devote

themselves to. The subject is thereby ascribed femininity without ‘‘the general

notion’’ of boys and girls being problematised.

The school subject Art; feelings or reason?

I ask Jenny and Anette why Art really is a school subject. We are sitting and talking

in the ceramics room, a small room adjacent to the spacious Art room.

Jenny: I think it’s in order to help the pupils develop.

Anette: Yeah. That they can show, I mean you can show in other ways how you feel, than

like screaming and such things, that you sort of just put it in the picture.

Jenny: Mmm, some people are like more quiet, and, well, as they say, a picture says more

than a thousand words.

Stina: So it’s a way for pupils to express themselves?

Anette: Yeah, I think so.

Jenny: Yes, it may be, it may be like that too. But like, for example myself, I sit and draw a

lot like these, you know, sort of emotional pictures, but . . . I mean, that doesn’t mean that

I’m depressed. But it may still, some people are depressed so that, I mean there can be a lot

like this . . . behind what you draw and why you draw just that.
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Anette: Yeah, yeah, like how you feel.

Jenny: You don’t draw anything that you don’t want to draw, you know. Except when our

teacher makes something up.

Anette: Yes (laughs). But like, I mean, when I draw I put a lot of like how I feel, like into

what I draw.

Jenny: Um, or perhaps you don’t feel like that just then, but you have felt, experienced it

some time in your life.

Alex looks in for a short while and interrupts us.

Jenny: (when Alex has gone) And some, like him, express themselves with words instead,

you know.

Stina: Um. But you also said that it was in order to develop; what do you mean by

developing then, develop . . .

Jenny: Um . . . well, it’s probably, it always says in the syllabus that you should develop

with your stuff, and that you should go on, so there must be some purpose with it. But it’s

probably . . . how should I explain . . . (she sighs.) . . . I mean, if you for example draw a

picture, and it expresses feelings, then you can, eh . . . I mean, when you have drawn roughly

the same feeling several times, it may be easier to let go of it.

Later on in the interview, when we are talking about why some of the boys in the

class do not seem to like Art, they speculate in this way:

Anette: I mean what you, yeah, interest, what you like, if you don’t like Art, then . . . if you

are more into . . . into like sports, of course you think that Art is a bit lame.

Jenny: Yeah . . . or else you don’t like to express your feelings.

These girls offer a very clear description of Art as a subject that is about

expressing feelings, or emotions, a theme that is recurring in several of my

interviews. Anette and Jenny also think that if one does not like Art the reason

may be that one does not like to express one’s feelings. At the same time, some of the

boys around them are described as being chiefly interested in sport, which in these

girls’ opinion seems to exclude liking Art.

Although the concept of ‘‘feeling’’ or ‘‘emotion’’ is not mentioned in the 2000 Art

syllabus2, there is an idea of the subject as being strongly associated with feelings,

which the pupils have to relate to. In the syllabus, there are concepts such as

‘‘pleasure’’, ‘‘creativity’’, ‘‘beauty’’ and ‘‘personal development’’, and two of the

criteria for a higher mark than Pass are about using pictures to express thoughts and

ideas (Skolverket, 2000). The concept of ‘‘expression’’ occurs in different forms no

less than seven times. It might be the case that it is part of a discourse, connecting

‘‘expression’’ with ‘‘feeling’’, so that the text appears to contain ‘‘feeling’’ even when it

does not.
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However, the pupils seldom come into contact with the policy documents in other

ways than through the Art teachers who organise the activities in the Art classroom.

These Art teachers may have a conception of the subject stemming from older

curricula and syllabuses than the current policy documents (Marner, Örtegren &

Segerholm, 2005). In the 1995 Art syllabus (otherwise very much like the 2000 Art

syllabus), ‘‘feelings’’ are found as follows: ‘‘It (the Art teaching, my comment) must

meet their needs to work with and give shape to observations and express opinions,

feelings and experiences in a pictorial language and develop their feel for the mode

of expression of pictures’’ (Utbildningsdepartementet [Ministry of Education and

Science], 1995, my translation and italics).

The concept is also found in the curriculum, Lpo 94, in the following formulation:

‘‘They [the pupils] must be allowed to test and develop different forms of expression

and experience feelings and moods’’. The context from which the quotation is taken

is about ‘‘how the intellectual as well as the practical, sensual aesthetic aspects are

paid attention to’’ in the educational activities (Skolverket, 2006, my translation and

italics). A clear distinction is made here between intellectual aspects on the one hand

and on the other practical, sensual and aesthetic aspects, in a way that connects

feelings and moods above all to the sensual and aesthetic aspects. This division

between intellect and feeling may be discussed in the light of a dualistic under-

standing of gender in which man and woman are made a pair of opposites.

Concepts of gender and gender dichotomies

In Western culture the world has long been understood through a set of hierarchic

pairs of opposites, dichotomies: intellect/body, reason/feeling, public/private etc.

In addition to the opposites in a dichotomy being hierarchically ordered, they

comprise the notion that the pair together constitutes a whole. All of these

dichotomies map on to the dichotomy man/woman (Prokhovnik, 2001). That is,

how we understand ‘intellect’ influences how we understand the content of

‘man’ and, vice versa, through ‘intellect’ being something that is primarily ascribed

to men.

The sexologist Thomas Laqueur (1990) argues that before the Enlightenment

human beings were viewed through a one-sex model as variously complete variants

of a basically male type. Men and women had different social roles, different

genders, but differences were not derived from biological sex. According to Laqueur,

it was not until differences became politically important that they started looking for

scientific proof of biological differences, and men and women began to be regarded

as each other’s opposites. The concept of ‘reason’ and that of the thinking subject,

which was considered to be separated from the body, became masculine (Laqueur,

1994; Walkerdine, 1998). In the 19th century, ‘human nature’ and the female body

and mind became the subject of scientific studies that Walkerdine (1998) describes

as ‘‘deeply patriarchal’’. It became possible to create ‘‘true’’ statements about

Stina Wikberg

584



woman’s nature, which thus no longer needed to be discussed but could be explained

by means of scientific evidence (Walkerdine, 1998). In this way, by excluding women

from reason and rationality, women were referred to nature, emotional life and

irrationality (see e.g. Rousseau, 1762/1979).

The ‘truths’ that were created about women’s nature are still at work in our

notions of gender differences, and contribute to our dualistic thinking in terms

of pairs of opposites also carrying a gendered, hierarchic order. Men are still

considered more rational than women, who in turn are made irrational. Reason is

made something masculine, while feeling is made feminine. These notions strongly

influence our social practices.

The division of humans into men and women, boys and girls, is completely

fundamental to our way of talking about and understanding identities. According to

Bronwyn Davies (1993), it is really impossible for us to imagine a world without this

division since there is no discourse we can use to formulate it verbally. The dualism

of masculine and feminine is one of the most fundamental metaphysical construc-

tions, and feminist post-structuralism is interested in deconstructing this dualism

(Davies, 1993).

My own point of departure is that gender is primarily something we do, instead

of something we have or are (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Gender is a social

construction in the sense that we understand the meaning of gender through the

concepts provided by language. Calling gender socially constructed, or describing

gender as something that is done, is not the same as denying that we also have � are

� bodies and that the lived body’s experiences are important for how we understand

gender as a category. However, this understanding is always embedded in our

cultural frames of reference. We simply have no access to our bodies outside culture

(Søndergaard, 1996). I argue that it is rarely or never relevant to refer to biology, or

nature, when talking about what we in everyday speech call ‘gender differences’.

Nor has ‘nature’ anything to do with a dualistic understanding of gender. Davies

writes:

The idea of man and woman as bipolar opposites has no more basis in physiology than

the conceptual division of the world into stupid and intelligent people, or short and

tall people, or beautiful and ugly people. (*) The words are bipolar, the people are not

(2003, p. 9).

As children, concurrently with developing our language, we are busy sorting and

categorising, looking for, finding and creating differences. A decisive aspect of our

ability to create meaning of a concept is that what it represents is clearly discernible

from its surroundings. It is thus the difference itself that carries meaning (Hall,

1997). From the moment we understand that we are supposed to be one of two

genders, we also understand that we cannot be the other. Without clear differences
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between what the concepts of ‘boy’ and ‘girl’ represent, they are not meaningful to us

at all. At the same time, we also learn that the concepts may have different meanings

in different contexts � thus the meaning of being a girl need not be the same at

school as at home or with a grandmother and grandfather etc. In some contexts, the

concepts might completely lose their meaning. I imagine that in this way the child

gains access to different ways of doing gender in different contexts, and acquires an

ability to change subject positions (Walkerdine, 1990). This makes it possible to

navigate in a world full of contradictory discourses and messages.

Contradictory discourses

In order to take a step away from my reasoning about the subject of Art as

femininely gender marked, or to explain what the whole thing is really about,

I choose to describe it as discourses: the discourse about Art as a feminine practice

versus the discourse about Art as a gender-equal practice.

A discourse may be described in a simple way as a way of understanding or

talking about the world, or a part of the world. Another definition is ‘‘socially

constructed meaning-systems that could have been different’’ (Winther Jørgensen &

Phillips, 2000, p. 28, my translation). Apart from spoken or written language,

Foucault also includes in the concept objects and practices which produce certain

statements and ways of speaking (Foucault, 2002). Stuart Hall describes discourses

as ‘‘a cluster (or formation) of ideas, images and practices, which provide ways of

talking about, forms of knowledge and conduct associated with, a particular topic,

social activity or institutional site in society’’ (Hall, 1997, p. 6). The discourses

regulate what is possible to say or do, and what is considered to be true in a certain

context.

Talking about discourses in this way is based on certain theoretical premises,

among others the assumption that language creates our social reality. Our knowl-

edge of the world is only available to us through the categories we create by means of

linguistic concepts (which is not the same as claiming that there is no tangible,

physical reality independent of our concepts). These categories are a result of our

historically and culturally rooted conceptions of the world (Winther Jørgensen &

Phillips, 2000).

The concept of ‘discourse’ is intimately connected to issues of power and ideology.

Discourses discipline human beings by providing ways of thinking and acting,

thereby producing human subjects (Foucault, 1975/1979; Rose, 2007). Power exists

everywhere because discourses exist everywhere (Foucault, 1976/1990). Discourses

are often in conflict with each other, they interact with each other and modify each

other. Art education has been constructed within many different discourses, such as

‘‘romanticism, vocationalism, systems approaches and classical ideals � each having

their own institutional practices, associated materials and personal performative
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behaviours’’, as Dalton (2001) writes. All of these discourses still affect the practice

that is Art education which, in turn, could be described as a discourse in itself.

For a researcher it may be difficult to study discourses that s/he is well familiar

with since it is impossible to position oneself outside the discourses. All of us carry

notions about the world that we regard as truths, and these notions are in many

cases unconscious (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips, 2000). Despite this, and even

though I myself have a past as an Art teacher, I think that precisely the concept of

‘discourse’ can give me tools to understand my informants’ contradictory statements

about Art as a gendered (feminine) subject, or Art as a gender-equal subject.

In one interview after another it is the same narrative that recurs, in somewhat

varying forms: Art is a subject for everybody, but still more for girls. Only one

informant has so far suggested that it might be more for boys, which I will return to

at the end of the article.

Lotta: It’s really for both, I suppose but . . . it’s more girls than boys who like Art.

Per: More for girls.

Johan: But is it? It depends on what you are interested in. There are boys who are

interested in Art . . . But on the other hand there are perhaps more girls in a class who think

it’s fun.

Igor: Just as much for everybody, I think.

Emrik: There are more girls who are good at it than there are boys; among boys there are

only a few who are good enough . . . girls usually sit and scribble more often.

Stefan: It’s got to do with interest; I’m certainly not interested in sitting drawing at home.

The fact that the pupils’ statements are contradictory, as well as the fact that some of

them hesitate to describe the subject as ‘‘more for girls’’, is due to their living with

contradictory discourses struggling for dominance or preferential right of inter-

pretation. For this reason, the same pupil may think that Art is just as much for both

boys and girls, and at the same time experience that it is a little more for girls. Some

of them manage to balance these contradictory discourses by referring to individual

interests, while others choose to distance themselves from a possibly feminine

position by stating a disinterest in Art.

The art world � a masculine or feminine arena?

Let us return to the introduction of this article and recall how the pupil Jenny

answers to my question of whether Art is a subject that is more for girls, more for

boys or just as much for everybody. ‘‘Well, if you think of like well-known artists,

then there are like more guys.’’ Earlier in the same interview, her friend Anette says

apropos knowledge of Art, ‘‘you must be able to understand, I mean, for example

how the artist or he who made it, how he thought and like how he felt’’. When
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listening to the girls, it becomes obvious how self-evident it is that the artist is a man.

Examples of well-known works of art that are mentioned in this interview are also,

almost equally self-evidently, Edward Munch’s Skriet [‘The Scream’] and Leonardo

da Vinci’s Mona Lisa.

If Art is a school subject associated with femininity, it is easy to believe that the

art world should also be a feminine or a female-dominated field since art is the area

outside school that above all is associated with the subject of Art. Today, it is possible

to discuss whether the art world has masculine or feminine overtones. The majority

of professional artists in Sweden today are women (Hermele, 2009). There is,

however, no doubt, as regards the canon of the history of art that what we mean by

‘art’ is something that has been made by men.

Feminist art theorists have long tried to account for how, or if, female artists have

been written out of the history of art. Linda Nochlin (1973) asks, ‘‘Why have there

been no great women artists?’’ and answers the question by describing that it was

institutionally impossible for women to take part in the art world on the same

conditions as men. Nochlin effectively deconstructs the myth of the male genius by

accounting for the prerequisites of artistry in the form of class- and gender-bound

structures. She also emphasises that the female artists we know of in the history of

art were almost without exception daughters of fathers who were artists. Highly

specific preconditions were thus required in order for a woman to be able to develop

her artistic abilities and participate in the art world.

Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock (1981) describe how different forms of art

have been categorised and hierarchically arranged on the basis of the artist’s or

artisan’s gender. Art executed by women has been regarded as decorative and

superficial. The genres that have been available for women to work with have been

trivialised, e.g. still lives of flowers, which in the late 18th century was a common

genre for female artists. The paintings of flowers and the women who painted them

have been described as reflections of each other, as women have been identified with

nature. The painting thereby becomes an extension of femininity and the artist

becomes a woman who only follows her nature (Parker & Pollock, 1981).

There are today no formal obstacles to women being able to take part in the art

world on the same conditions as men. In Vanja Hermele’s (2009) examination of the

art world in Sweden, the same gender order still appears as in many other areas, a

male supremacy and female subordination manifested in a number of measurable

differences. On average, female artists are paid less than male artists for their work.

There seems to be a male-coded quality concept resulting in men’s art being chosen

over women’s art in many contexts. More male students are admitted to prestigious

art educations in relation to the number of male applicants. In both art galleries and

in other public environments women’s art is underrepresented, as a result of which

men’s art reaches more people.
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Concluding discussion

Does the fact that there are more female than male practitioners in what we define

as the art world mean that the art world has become gender-equal or even

dominated by women? In that case, how should we understand the fact that the

highest paid artists are still men? Should we simply understand the art world as a

gender-neutral area, marked by the same patriarchal structures as the rest of

society?

The canon of the history of art that all of us have to relate to is and remains a

bunch of men � regardless of the attempts that are made to include both forgotten

and written out, previously unknown women’s achievements in the history of art �
which makes the image of the ‘artist’ as a man, constantly reproduced, in schools’

compulsory Art education too. The Art teacher Karin, who has just been struck by

the paradox that Art seems to be a ‘girls’ subject’ at the same time that most artists

we know of are men, makes the following comment:

Karin: I haven’t learned, learned about any female, I’ve never experienced that, to

know about what female artists . . . developed impressionism or . . . It is Monet, you

almost commit malpractice if you don’t bring up Monet, that’s what it feels like, and

take Hanna Pauli instead. Because I know too little about Hanna Pauli, and other female

artists. And when you go to Paris, you have to know about Monet, right? I mean it is like

this, a terribly deep tradition. And Picasso you almost have to bring up and, I mean, you

know.

The discourse about the male artist is thus so strong that to an Art teacher it seems

to be ‘‘malpractice’’ to not deal with one of the best-known male artists in favour of a

less renowned female colleague. This makes ‘artist’ one available position for boys

within Art education, from where it is possible to express all kinds of emotions and

feelings.

One pupil who to some extent positions himself as an artist is the high performing

9th grader Theo:

Theo: I mean really, Art ought to be a subject for boys, but it is an emotional subject for

boys. Because all artists, most well-known artists, they are guys . . . It’s a historical thing.

/ . . . / They always say that guys are so damned insensitive and that women are quite the

reverse, and I mean, this (he makes a gesture towards the Art room), it’s about expressing

your feelings, I mean it’s not exactly said so, but it points to that direction. So it has to do

with feelings after all. And, you know, artists express anxiety, they express happiness and

love and sorrow and anger and everything.

Stina: Um.

Theo. And they are almost only guys.

Stina: Who are ‘‘they’’, who say that girls are emotional and that boys . . .

Theo: Well, I mean the big picture . . . or the large amount of people’s common voice.
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What Theo speaks about in the above quotation is the larger discourse about what it

is to be a man or a woman in relation to the art world. This discourse contradicts the

general discourse about men and women, just as the discourse about Art education

and gender contradicts the discourse about gender equality in school.

To conclude, I would like to return to my opening questions. How is the school

subject Art gendered? It seems that due to, among other things, the strong notion

that Art is about expressing feelings, it is becoming associated with femininity, which

may be why some boys who do not position themselves as artists reject the subject.

And what about how the art world is gendered? Based on what the pupils and Art

teachers in my investigation have told me, it seems as if the art world, even though

more women are artists today, is still considered masculine because of the male art

history canon that is taught in schools. Hence, I think it is an interesting paradox

worthy of further investigation that even though ‘most well-known artists’ are ‘guys’,

Art education seems feminine to the pupils.

I believe that how we understand the art world as either a masculinely or a

femininely marked area is connected to where in the discourse we are positioned,

just as the school subject Art seems differently gendered depending on from where

we observe it. That the dominating discourse in our society is that we are now

gender-equal creates however some difficulties for us in observing an activity or a

field, be it the art world or the school subject of Art, critically and questioning

whether we have really attained gender equality.

Stina Wikberg is a PhD student in Educational work at the Department of Creative Studies, Umeå University. She has an Art

teacher exam and was working as an Art and Media teacher in compulsory school and upper secondary school before starting

her PhD studies. Her research interests concerns mainly gender issues of Art education. Email: stina.wikberg@estet.umu.se
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Notes

1 The concept of ‘Art’ is ambiguous and occurs in different meanings in my text. To avoid misunderstanding, I use a capital

letter � Art � when referring to the school subject. Further, the Swedish word for the school subject is ‘‘Bild’’ and might be

better translated as ‘‘Pictorial studies’’. Before 1980, the subject was called ‘‘Drawing’’. ‘‘Art’’ is, however, the standard term

used to refer to the subject in English texts.

2 During my investigation, the current Art syllabus was the one issued in the year 2000. Since the article was written, a new

syllabus has been issued and carried out where the concept of ‘emotion’ is actually included again in the following sentence:

‘‘We are constantly surrounded by images that are intended to inform, persuade, entertain and give us aesthetic and

emotional experiences’’ (Skolverket, 2011).

Critical literacy in teaching and research

591



References
Dalton, P. (2001). The gendering of art education. New York: Open University Press.

Davies, B. (2003). Frogs, snails and feminist tales. Cresskill, New Jersey: Hampton Press.

Davies, B. (1993). Shards of glass. Children reading & writing beyond gendered identities.

Cresskill, New Jersey: Hampton Press.

Foucault, M. (1979). Discipline and punish: The Birth of the Prison (Alan Sheridan, Trans.).

Harmondsworth: Penguin (original work published 1975).

Foucault, M. (2002). The archaeology of knowledge (Alan Sheridan, Trans.). London: Routledge

(original work published 1969).

Foucault, M. (1990). The history of sexuality. Vol. 1, An introduction (Robert Hurley, Trans.).

New York: Random House (Original work published 1976).

Hall, S. (1997). Representation, meaning and language. In Representation: Cultural Representa-

tions and Signifying Practices, S. Hall (ed.). London: Sage.

Hartman, S. (2005). Det pedagogiska kulturarvet. Traditioner och idéer i svensk
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fritidshemmet 2011, [Curriculum for elementary school, preschool and after-school 2011].

Stockholm: Fritzes.

SOU 2009:64. Flickor och pojkar i skolan � hur jämställt är det?, [Girls and boys in school � how
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