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There is a new breed of feminism sweeping Hollywood.

Here, Australian producer

Bruna Papandrea joins

the g gender equality debate and explains how
women have dropped the “lady ball™.

consider myself extremely fortunate. Despite growing up in

government housing and being raised by a single mother, I

always believed there was no door that wasn’t open to me.

I loved books from the moment I could read. I remember the
awe I felt when I first sat in a cinema and the lights went down;
I loved storytelling full-stop.

T always had my hand up to ask the first question. I was loud
and opinionated and I didn’t particularly care how I was
perceived. As a child I was often labelled bossy — a word used far
too liberally about women, young and old, who are simply
expressing their opinions.

Much has been written and said recently about discrimination
against women in Hollywood, and I find myself part of this
conversation because of the production company Pacific
Standard that Reese Witherspoon and I started four years ago.

We formed our company with the clear and basic principle that
we would strive to make movies and television programs with
female characters at the centre. Mind you, our goal wasn’t to make
so-called “chick flicks”. Our intent from the beginning has been to
produce quality entertainment that has broad commercial appeal
to both men and women, which just happens to have a strong,
intelligent and multifaceted female character leading its story.

Frankly, after slogging through film after film with women
reduced to a series of one-note, stereotypical roles — the “pretty/
loyal wife”, the “hot/falls in love with our hero girlfriend”, the
“wise-cracking, not-so-pretty friend”, the “sage grandmother”
etc — we were getting tired of women consistently playing second
fiddle to the leading man and being portrayed so blandly on
screen. Sure, there were some great movies with awesome female
leads but unfortunately they stuck out as the exceptions not the
rule — it’s frustrating waiting around for the next Meryl Streep
movie (you can’t keep the greatest living actor down!) or this
generation’s Thelma and Louise. In a nutshell, Reese and T wanted
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to see more movies about real women, and rather than continue
to complain about it, we decided to do something.

We partnered up on Pacific Standard and got off to a great
start with our first two movies: Wild and Gone Girl. Both films
are based on best-selling books by brilliant female authors
(Cheryl Strayed and Gillian Flynn) and have amazing roles for
the female leads. Most importantly, however, is the fact that
these films have tremendously compelling stories. It didn’t
matter that women characters were at the heart of these movies;
they were hits because they did what all movies strive to do: they
kept their audiences, both male and female, captivated.

These two films helped cement our reputation as quality,
commercially minded producers (notice that I didn’t use the
modifier “female”).

Shortly thereafter, I was driving with my husband and had one
of those defining moments where everything in life seemed clear.
I declared to him: “I have finally really found my voice, my
power, I know what I am here to do.”

Okay, that sounds very spiritual and a little corny, maybe a bit
“I am woman, hear me roar”. Nevertheless, this feeling was very
palatable, every bit mine. It was thrilling. I have never felt such
a potent combination of passion, skill and knowingness.

On a professional level, I have never felt better. I am exactly
where I'm meant to be.

And yet as we have become part of the discussion about
discrimination against women, I also realise how much all of us
Hollywood women — myself included — have dropped the ball on
a group level about where women need to be industry-wide. We've
dropped the “lady ball” and we need to pick it up and make it right.

I think of the amazing women who've come before us who
fought for our right to vote, our right to work, our right to choose,
our right to breathe, but it’s clear to me that we've stopped (or at
least really slowed down). In my mind, 'm living my dreams.
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I have always defined myself as equal to any man. Still, T look
around and see that others do not always define me this way, I see
the gross inequality that still exists in society, in every business,
and yes, particularly in my own business, film and television.

Do I think that women are discriminated against in Hollywood
and that gross inequality exists? Absolutely, I see it every day.

Fighting for equal pay. Fighting for equal perception. Fighting
for equal opportunity.

Is there a Hollywood “boys’ club”? Absolutely.

Do they give each other opportunities, raise each other up, and
feel more comfortable entrusting men rather than women with
huge budgets and big opportunities? Absolutely.

At Pacific Standard, we've consciously chosen to mentor several
young women. We feel that women need to make a pointed effort
to give other women opportunities to realise their
full potential. Men have no qualms about helping
out their male counterparts — giving an extra leg-
up to a friend — it’s part of their buddy system.

‘Women need to get on board and promote the
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problem — but the truth is when a woman directs a film or TV
show and leads the team, she employs more women in every
single area. This is a fact. This moves the needle.

And yet women are not being hired in the numbers they should
be. As a female producer, I have some sense of the scrutiny female
directors are under if they don’t behave “perfectly”. They are
labelled very quickly as “problems”, “bitches” or “emotional”.
When men behave in exactly the same way, they are labelled as
“strong leaders”,  visionaries” and even “geniuses”. Go figure.

I know that the success of female-driven movies makes sense. It is
not the anomaly that the industry thinks it is every time it happens.
I, like anyone who has access to information, know that, wait for it:
women buy the most movie tickets! As my old friend Carrie
Bradshaw would say: “the ladies like to spend”.

‘Women account for 85 per cent of all consumer
purchases made in the US. Based purely on my
own household, the number is closer to 100.

So why are women still grossly underrepresented
in every facet of the film and TV industry?

In this age where access to communication and

away from another. When one woman gets a job, BEHA\’7IOUR information is at an all-time high, we have no

it opens doors for others, and we should continue

excuse not to continue to ignite this conversation

to hold open those doors for each other. It’s the AR]’C l)l"ll": PI AY and insist it changes (And let’s not forget that

gentlewomanly thing to do.

When the figures were first published about the
dismal percentage of female directors working in
Hollywood, I was horrified. My first thought on
hearing these statistics about the US were: “I'm so
lucky I grew up in Australia devouring films by
female directors like Jane Campion, Gillian Armstrong and
Jocelyn Moorhouse. Australia is different.” Boy was I wrong. In a
recent study by Screen Australia, only 16 per cent of films made in
Australia between 1970 and 2014 were directed by women. Ouch.
The problem is obviously universal, but at least Screen Australia is
trying to counteract the problem: in December it announced a five
million-dollar plan of “Gender Matters” initiatives to address

gender imbalances locally.

I don’t think the focus of
the conversation should be
squarely on female directors

\ IA T ! — its an industry-wide
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gender equality is the tip of the iceberg. I would
be remiss if I didn’t mention that females are
sadly not the most discriminated-against group

misrepresented and that also needs to change).
My response every time anyone gives me any
praise is “thank you so much. I've been very lucky”. Really
Bruna, just lucky?

These patterns of female behaviour are deeply rooted in our
culture and I truly believe in my heart that we need to start
shifting them in our classrooms, in our homes, and of course, in
the workplace.

I recently listened to Shonda Rhimes’s amazing book Year of
Yes on a long drive back from scouting a filming location.
She talked about something that was very familiar to me.
Almost every journalist asks successful working women:
“So, how do you juggle work and family?” She answered with the
name of her nanny. For me, it’s our nanny Amy Amendola, it’s
my family, it's my husband Steve, who truthfully spends more
time with our children than I do. It’s the women who work for
us at Pacific Standard: Jeanne, Casey, Rachel and Jessica; it’s

our collaborators Maha, Gretchen and Meredith,

it’s our village.
It’s time we stopped apologising for earning our
living and pursuing our dreams. Whether we like it
or not, there is a cultural expectation that exists for
women that just doesn’t exist for men, and this has
factored into the inequality that exists.

Don’t miss out. These were the words spoken over
and over again at a Systemic Change Project I recently

attended centred around moving the needle for women

in Hollywood.
A reminder to the world that gender equality is a right,
yes, a goal we must achieve, yes, but let’s be honest, it’s
also just bloody good business! [
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