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Introduction 

In this article, we discuss and analyze the discourse of consent within the context of 

Swedish performing arts following the #MeToo movement that highly affected the performing 

arts and film industries internationally in 2017. Through analysis of rehearsal work the article 

explores consent practices that reproduce—and challenge—dominant beliefs and truths about 

artistic quality and freedom embedded in the performing arts work environments. The research 

questions of the article are: How is consent achieved in rehearsal work? How do actors and 

stage directors produce, apply and maintain knowledge about consent in their rehearsal 

processes? What ideas about artistic quality and freedom are reproduced? In answering these 

questions, we identify three strategies for dealing with consent practices in rehearsal work: 

irony and laughter, exploration and affirmation. These strategies were employed in our material 

where no clear consent-based performance practice was utilized. The article argues that consent 

practices in rehearsal work, especially through the strategy of exploration, can constitute a 

knowledge practice that enhances both the ethical and aesthetic capacities of professionals in 

the performing arts (Barclay 2023; Tinius 2017). To analyze how consent is practiced in 

rehearsal work today, to prevent harassment and bullying (including sexual harassment), the 

article draws on video recorded observations collected in the research project, Culture of 

Silence, at four performing arts institutions in Sweden between 2022-20241. After presenting 

previous relevant research, theory and material/methodology the article focuses on analyzing 

three situations from the video recorded observations of rehearsal work in which consent is 

practiced with different strategies during rehearsals of scenes depicting intimacy, sexuality, 

and violence. The situations were selected as typical instances of consent practices from the 

larger video recorded observation material. The main contribution of this article is careful 

empirical research on how micro-interactions in rehearsal work function, how gendered power 

is established in small, barely noticeable actions, and how these actions impact the practice of 

communicating consent. 

Consent in rehearsal work 

Discussions of consent in rehearsal work have in research previously been associated 

with censorship. It has been argued that Hollywood's “Production code” of the 1930s had a 

growing impact in regulating depictions of intimacies and sexuality in the performing arts, 

while Method acting in the 1950s, on the other hand, opposed the code and encouraged 

performers—especially female performers—to liberate their sexuality and authentically 

portray desire on stage (Barclay 2019). Despite the differences in these approaches to 
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portraying intimacy and sexuality, both approaches have been shown to support longstanding 

gender imbalances in the performing arts (ibid), with neither supporting consent-based 

practices between actors. In the Swedish performing arts #TystnadTagning (Silence Action) 

was a #MeToo petition exposing longstanding power imbalances, sexism, sexual harassment 

and sexual violence in the performing arts and film sector (Wahl et al 2018). After the petition 

critiques of conditions that enable harassment and sexual harassment were voiced, in rehearsal 

work and film production. In research on the Swedish performing arts, consent as a practice 

was identified as a having potential to address hierarchical structures, tight production 

schedules, and the discourse of artistic freedom (Johansson and Lindström Sol 2022; Johansson 

et al 2023; Wahl et al 2018). 

The diversification of discourse surrounding consent has in the past decades given rise 

to research on how consent shapes and constrains sexual harassment, and other forms of 

harassment, further, legal dimensions, and experiences and absence of consent in work life 

have been studied. Researchers have shown an increased interest in practitioners’ experiences 

of consent within the context of performing arts rehearsal work (Clarke-Vivier and Stearns 

2019; Magnusson and Stevanovic 2023; Morgan 2022; O’Neill et al. 2010; Rikard 2017; 

Shawyer and Shively 2019; Spencer 2018). In a literature review, Villarreal (2022, 11) argues 

that the issue of consent in rehearsal work after #MeToo is predominantly addressed from the 

perspectives of safety, risk assessment and reporting procedures. Similarly, Loick (2020, 8) 

argues that discussions on consent tends to transform human interactions, both within and 

outside the workplace, into legal and quasi-legal issues. This suggests that policies of consent 

have adopted an approach to the issue of harassment and sexual harassment that is 

characterized by the establishment of legal boundaries. Morgan (2022, 81), contends that a 

notable shortcoming in contemporary consent-based rehearsal work is the tendency to privilege 

verbal dialog on consent, in accordance with legislative definitions. In contrast more 

ambiguous physical and situational actions are not recognized as part of consent-based work. 

Further, Beres (2007) demonstrates that consent in everyday interactions primarily occurs non-

verbally and that when consent is communicated verbally, it is usually done indirectly rather 

than directly. 

Pedagogical efforts have been employed for consent in rehearsal processes. Handbooks 

and protocols propose exercises and techniques for establishing consent-based practices. For 

example, The Kissing Protocol outlines eight steps for staging a kiss2 (Sina 2014), while 

Morgan (2022) offers strategies for addressing fear, vulnerability, and loss of self during 

rehearsals. Pace and Rikard (2020) advocate for desexualized language as a pedagogical tool 
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to emphasize that sexual or violent actions in rehearsal should be understood as simulated. In 

a more critical vein, Nash (2019, 205) argues that the downside of training practitioners in 

different kinds of affirmative consent is that they quickly adapt to an ethic of risk prevention. 

According to her, the pedagogical techniques focus not only on reducing the risk of sexual 

harassment, but also on training actors and stage directors to view their working methods as 

risk prevention. Consequently, these techniques can encourage actors and stage directors to 

monitor their own actions and those of their colleagues, to avoid potential lawsuits or 

reputational harm. From this perspective, discourses on consent serve a regulatory function 

privileging certain forms of conduct and marginalizing others. 

Theoretical framework 

In this article we take our starting point in the feminist theoretical advancements of the 

concept of consent. In a critique of (political) consent theory, Pateman (1980) argues that the 

main dilemma there is that everyone is assumed to have the same ability to consent. She states 

that “Voluntarism presupposes that individuals are rational, that they have, or are able to 

develop, the moral and intellectual capacities necessary to enable free commitment to be given” 

(Pateman 1980, 152). If subjects of all genders, races and classes are assumed to participate in 

voluntary consent in the same way, consent becomes meaningless, she argues, since their 

access to rationality, moral and intellectual capacity has been, and is, different, culturally and 

historically. 

More recently, gender and cultural studies scholar Cefai (2024) has re-invigorated the 

feminist theoretical discussion about consent. She argues that while affirmative consent—

consent that needs to be outspoken, not silent or assumed—in policies and legislations has been 

hailed as a feminist victory, the consent-deception in everyday interactions poses a significant 

challenge to the usefulness of consent for feminist politics. Consent-deception, argues Cefai 

drawing on Sommers (Cefai 2024, 480), is when one has given affirmative consent but this is 

done based on being deceived. Cefai uses social media sexual encounters as examples of the 

consent-deception nexus, but real-life encounters could also be considered here. In rehearsal 

work consent-deception may occur when an intimate interaction is suggested to actors 

unexpectedly by a stage director. The actors may affirmatively consent, without sufficient time 

to consider ethical, physical, or artistic implications. Fernando and Prasad (2019), who have 

researched sexual harassment in academic workplaces, refer to situations, where people do not 

want to agree, but do so anyway, as reluctant consent. They argue that reluctance can be 

understood to be caused by management structures and personnel policies and assert that there 
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is a need to contextualize reluctant consent more clearly in relation to specific cases of sexual 

harassment. This discussion about consent in different feminist scholarly work, concerns the 

question of whether individuals possess their own will or whether it is primarily external factors 

that shape and oppose their will, is ongoing. The problems with consent are according to these 

feminist perspectives that it is an open question if all subjects can give consent in the same 

manner, and what affirmative consent is worth if the person giving it has been deceived or is 

reluctant. Although consent has been seen as a promise for feminism, it is a highly problematic 

term if it relies on the idea that all individuals are equally able to consent.  It also relies on the 

voluntarist nature of affirmative consent (Pateman 1980). A simplified application of consent 

can potentially obscure hierarchical and cultural conditions, particularly in the context of 

artistic work. Nevertheless, following Cefai (2024) we argue that consent also retains potential 

as a feminist knowledge practice—one that can inform ethical and organizational interventions 

in workplace settings. 

Consent can also, in line with its feminist uses, from a Foucauldian perspective, be 

understood as a form of “conduct of conduct”—strategies and techniques employed to conduct 

someone, to let oneself be conducted by someone and to conduct oneself toward specific 

objectives (Lorenzini 2016). The notion of conduct of conduct is, according to Lorezini, linked 

to the governmental exercise of power, a series of actions that are aimed at potential future 

actions. Consent in this perspective presupposes an individual free to choose, governmentality 

provides a range of tools that elicits, promotes, fosters, and shape their subjectivity through 

choices, desires, and aspirations (Dean 2010). Rose (1999) emphasizes the contradictory nature 

of governmentality: while it expands the range of choices available to individuals, it 

simultaneously generates new forms of control. This dynamic, Rose argues, produces a 

complex relationship between autonomy and accountability in organizational life, wherein 

responsibility evolves into a process of knowledge production and continuous ethical self-

constitution. A form of governance where individuals constantly need to maintain and 

demonstrate how they for example, express consent in a professional environment (Peters 

2001). From this perspective consent operates as a mechanism of professional subject 

formation, shaped by normative and relational frameworks within the performing arts. 

This article argues that the idea of artistic freedom plays a pivotal role in shaping the 

way consent in rehearsal work is produced and practiced. On one hand, artistic freedom is 

associated with collaborative trial-and-error processes, improvisation, and the freedom to 

critique and make mistakes (Wilson 2016, 75). It is also linked to the perception of artistic 

work as inherently chaotic and unpredictable, a characteristic often celebrated in rehearsal work 
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(Lindgren and Packendorff 2007, 359). On the other hand, Johansson and Lindström Sol (2022, 

818) demonstrates how artistic freedom can legitimize hierarchical and unequal power 

relations, often privileging a small group of individuals while marginalizing others. Most 

participants in their study viewed the stage director as the primary beneficiary of ideals of 

artistic freedom. In rehearsal work the stage director is imagined as characterized by 

charismatic authority, informal relationships with actors, and unquestioned leadership 

(Mangset et al 2012, 12). The paradox of artistic freedom, as exercised in rehearsals, largely 

rests on the assumption that stage directors, actors, and other professionals are free to choose 

whether to be governed or to govern. Each one of them can be given the freedom to structure 

the actions of others, but often the stage director holds more freedom. Artistic freedom is thus 

a practice that rests on the specific conditions of possibility in rehearsal work and its 

hierarchies. These conditions are intertwined with how power is exercised and how power 

relations are established in performing arts (Lorenzini 2016). 

Material 

To capture how actors and stage directors make use of consent practices in rehearsal 

work we analyzed video recorded observations from four stage productions at four performing 

arts institutions in Sweden. The institutions varied in size and were in different Swedish cities. 

For ethical reasons the institutions, productions, and individuals are de-identified.3 The data 

was collected from the fall of 2022 to the spring of 2024. The productions were both larger and 

smaller, directed at adult and young audiences. During the initial phase of the larger study that 

this article draws on, the authors contacted seven publicly funded performing arts institutions 

located in southern and central Sweden. Four institutions agreed to join the project following 

meetings with the stage directors and the human resources department. Given the ethical 

complexity of the project, participating institutions determined which productions were 

suitable for the project and when observations that were video recordings could occur. The 

collaboration with the four productions was underpinned by the participating institutions 

commitment to enhancing work processes and addressing issues of sexual harassment and 

discrimination within the performing arts. 

To capture how practitioners make use of consent in rehearsal work the first author 

recorded the observations of rehearsals with a camera on a tripod and/or with a hand-held 

camera, depending on the activity and rehearsal room. A substantial portion of these recordings 

documents rehearsal situations involving depictions of violence, intimacy, or/and sexuality, 

where performers’ consent was negotiated explicitly or implicitly. Following a comprehensive 
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review of the video recordings, the first author identified thirteen excerpts that contained 

explicit scenes that depicts intimacy, violence and sexuality. The three excerpts selected for 

analysis are representative of the larger material. The methodological approach adopted in the 

video recorded observations seeks to capture micro-interactions in the real-life work 

environment of performing arts. The article examines consent practices where there are no 

obvious violations committed and where uncertainty and vagueness around consent exist, to 

discuss consent in rehearsal as a work environment issue. 

 

Methodology 

The analysis draws on multimodal discourse analysis (Norris 2019) which emphasizes 

that social actors cannot act without employing cultural resources such as language, gestures, 

props, spatial arrangements—and that these resources cannot exist independently of the actors 

who produce, use, and reproduce them. As Norris notes there is, “a constant tension in 

(inter)action between social actors and the cultural tools that they are using” (Norris 2020, 

796). However, while multimodal discourse analysis primarily focuses on the way meanings 

are constructed through semiotic modes (Kress and Leeuwen 2001) the analytical focus in this 

study is directed toward the power relations embedded in rehearsal processes and the ways 

knowledge is used and produced. Specifically, we examine how one action governs the 

subsequent action and how these successive actions impose constraints and possibilities on 

participants. 

The analysis presented here builds on transcription of the three video excerpts selected. 

The excerpts were three to seven minutes long. The transcription process made the excerpts 

into images sketching from each video excerpt in order to highlight the movements, gestures, 

gaze and actions of the participants, as well as their utilization of props. Specific gazes, 

movements, directions, and parts of the scenography and props were identified. The verbal 

utterances from the selected video excerpts were also transcribed in their entirety (MacLure 

2013; Ringrose & Renold 2014). Each excerpt was subsequently organized into two or three 

sequences of three to four images. Through the transcription work, a coherent sequence of 

events in comic book format could be constructed, which described the different aspects of 

consent processes that are in focus for the study while at the same time de-identifying the 

participants. In the following sections the excerpts are first described and then analysed in the 

discussion. 
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Consent through irony and laughter 

The first excerpt occurred in an unadorned rehearsal room with only a few necessary 

props. The actors rehearse the scene in question for the first time. In the script, the wife prepares 

for bed after receiving a message about her husband's infidelity. No instructions were given by 

the stage director regarding artistic expression or interpretation, either before or during the 

scene’s rehearsal. In the first image in sequence 1, the male actor portraying the husband has 

been lying in the middle of the rather narrow bed and he seems to be in character. The female 

actor walks up to the right side of the bed, talks with the stage director about the bedside lamp, 

and the stage director responds with a remark about the lamp on the ceiling. The female actor 

looks down at her co-actor while wringing her hands. Thereafter (Image 2 and 3) the female 

actor starts acting by slowly and with great hesitation getting into bed without making physical 

contact with her co-actor. 

 

The stage director walks up to the bed and shows how the female actor how to pull the 

blanket over to her side in a demonstrative and forceful manner (Image 4). He repeats and 

underlines the movement with a remark that was not in the script: “Like, I´m not going to lie 

next to you!” Then he walks away and emits a cheerful laugh and replicates the movement 

once more. The female actor follows the stage director’s instruction without questions. She 

starts by aggressively pulling the blanket over to her side and subsequently striking her co-

actor in the back with her elbow (Image 5). She then claims that she did not strike him and calls 

the male actor a "damned idiot!". The line is delivered as part of the scene, but improvised and 

not in the script, said from the wife to the husband. The male actor responds with an "uhhh" 

(Image 6). 
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Without acknowledging the reaction from the male actor, the stage director proceeds to 

discuss the scene with the female actor (Image 7). He suggests that she can hit the male actor 

to wake him up. In line with the stage director’s instructions the female actor once again begins 

to twist and turn in the bed. With intended force she strikes the male actor in the back again 

with her elbow (Image 7). She giggles, pulls the blanket even closer and strikes the male actor 

with her elbow a third time (Image 8). The male actor says, “Is this like… and what do I do 

from… here…”, and this comment is met with a sarcastic response from the director. "Oh, 

that's a good line!". In the final image (Image 9), while the director continues to address the 

female actor, the male actor suddenly and dramatically rises from the bed and turns towards 

his co-actor as if he is about to hit her. The stage director's response is once again marked by 

sarcasm, "Oh, this is a kind of a strange scene." 

 
In this excerpt the stage director starts out by letting the actors govern how the scene 

should be depicted. The way artistic freedom is established affords the female actor the 

opportunity to improvise with the dialogue and movements. Then, the stage director uses 

repeated movements showing how the female actor can pull the blanket over to her side, 

neglecting the male actor, and his instructions are followed and escalated when the female actor 

strikes the male actor in the back. A physical and verbally implicit confirmation that the actors 

have given their consent within the discourse of artistic freedom is when the male actor quickly 

turns to his co-actor and pretends to strike her. She ignores the gesture, and the stage director 
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makes another ironic remark: “Oh, this is... a kind of strange scene.” The humoristic, sarcastic 

and ironic attitude identified suggests a strategy employed to establish a knowledge practice 

that excludes explicit discussion concerning the violence and intimacy of the scene.  This 

strategy does not utilize a clear consent-based performance practice but operates in the grey 

zone of consent. The violence is spontaneous, not in the script and giggles, laughter and irony 

are used by the female actor and the stage director to organize, control, limit and select the 

scene’s artistic choices. In the observed sequence the female actor and the stage director appear 

to agree, while the male actor is mostly ignored, given no say, and thereby consents by 

deception (Cefai 2024). The negotiation through irony and laughter is however complicated by 

the power relations in the room. The stage director is in control of the artistic vision of the play, 

together with his artistic team, the female actor has not made any of the decisions. In an 

interview with this female actor in the same research project, she voices critique of the jargon 

and humor of the rehearsal process in question and tells the researcher she is not comfortable 

in the workplace. The process requires the participants to adhere to how the artistic freedom is 

established, for the female actor under guidance of the stage director, and to comply to how 

consent is prescribed in the given situation. With the knowledge of the opinions of the female 

actor her consent is also in question – the irony and laughter could be a consent process for the 

stage director alone. The way the participants consent is implicit, making it hard to know if the 

consent is affirmative or deception. They don’t address the violence of the elbow or the 

intimacy of the bed, they work in a trial-and-error process where jokes, giggles and irony are 

used to mask the possibility for the participants to not consent. Thus, not consenting is 

impossible due to the humor – and the consent practices are complicated by silence and power 

relations. The exclusion of affirmative consent legitimizes the unexplained selection and 

exclusion of movements and utterances. In accordance with Cefai (2024) the actions and 

methods employed by the practitioners in their efforts to circumvent consent can be interpreted 

as consent-deception or, a reluctant consent as suggested by Fernando and Prasad (2019) in 

their research on sexual harassment in the context of academic workplaces. 

Here we do not argue that the strategy of irony and laughter is a ‘good’ consent practice 

getting everyone involved, but that it still is a way for the involved practitioners to negotiate 

the scene of violence and intimacy, perhaps to keep their jobs or make the job easier (Pace and 

Rikard 2020). The participants do not question the given order, nor do they discuss consent in 

relation to the violence and intimacy of the scene. In the excerpt, the participants utilize their 

knowledge of their profession by showing willingness and a limitless attitude to violence and 

intimacy. The male actors' accepting ironic approach, the way the stage director omits any 
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discussion of consent in relation to the depiction of the scene, and the female actor’s 

unquestioning adherence to the stage director, establish an assumption of artistic freedom 

limited by their willingness, and lack of questions and critique. In their rehearsal work, the 

reluctance to be explicit about consent reestablishes artistic freedom and power relations, they 

can all decide but the stage director more than the others. By adhering to established 

hierarchies, the stage director hold the artistic final say-so, without questioning the underlying 

norms of artistic freedom, (Johansson and Lindström Sol 2022; Mangset et al 2012; Lindgren 

& Packendorff 2007), the participants are drawing on irony and laughter instead of affirmative 

consent. This suggests that when intimacy and violence are presented in a humorous manner, 

consent is perceived as having already been given. However, there is no guarantee that this is 

a consent from the actors, or even the stage director, they may be laughing and agreeing only 

in a reluctant consent, as discussed above. 

Throughout the excerpt, the participants exhibit a resistance to the local guidelines and 

policies by ridiculing the topic of violence and intimacy with a joking stance. They effectively 

circumvent the underlying issues of consent and power within the complex network of 

sexuality, intimacy, and violence that is underlying the scene they are rehearsing. The stage 

director and the actors presuppose that they possess the same capacity to voluntarily express 

consent, while there is still a power imbalance in the room. However, given the way the artistic 

discourse of freedom governs the process the participants must regulate their own conduct in 

interaction governed by said power relations. This creates limitations on what can be said and 

done. In contrast to the reasoning of Tinius (2017), the ethical work conducted by the stage 

director and the actors is manifested as both embodied and discursive and the consent strategy 

is avoiding verbal affirmations and discussions. 

 

Consent through the strategy of exploration 

The second excerpt is from a rehearsal taking place two weeks prior to a scheduled 

premiere on the premiere stage subdivided into three distinct sets. In one of the sets, the actors 

(one male and one female) rehearse a scene in which a couple bids each other goodnight. The 

actors had rehearsed the scene on several occasions without scenography. In collaboration with 

the stage director, they had collectively rehearsed the scene beforehand: deciding on emotional 

and stylistic contours of the acting. During the scene's first rehearsal in the scenography, the 

actors were positioned between a sliding door, which imposes limitations on their mobility, 

particularly for the female actor, who was required to pull the door and close it after being 

kissed by the male actor. Just after the rehearsal of the scene, the stage director and the rest of 
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the crew leave the set, the two actors stay. The female actor addresses the male actor; “Didn’t 

you notice? … that I caught you on the ass?’ (Image1). The male actor attempts to jokingly 

dismiss her inquiry by asserting that the incident had prompted a life crisis for him (Image2). 

The female actor burst in to laughter but then proceeded to inquire about the conditions 

surrounding the scene again. By showing the movement with her hand (image3) and through a 

series of giggles and laughter she asks her co-actor to examine the choreography of the scene 

in detail. 

 
The female actor reconstructs the event by moving her hand towards the male actor's 

butt, which prompts him to grasp her hand (Image 4). She asks, "Here, by your hand... didn't 

you feel it?" He puts her hand on his ass, making an ironic comment ‘Uh… no. I didn’t feel 

anything…’ (Image 5). The female actor bursts into laughter again (Image 6), holding her 

hands over her mouth as if to stop it. She then continues the conversation. 
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As in the first excerpt, irony and laughter is used as an asset, yet the purpose of the 

female actor is not to implicitly confirm the presence of consent. Instead, irony and laughter 

are employed by her to discuss consent to touch, intimacy and sexuality. She emphasizes the 

movement of her hand when the sliding door is about to close, shows where her hand ends up, 

and how the male actor could move away to avoid the touch. She is governing the course of 

events by selecting and limiting the cultural resources at hand to reflect upon the situation. This 

surprises the male actor while she persists to underscore her intention to address the touching 

as a problematic aspect of the scene. The male actor initially stated that he was unaware of the 

circumstances that the female actor had reconstructed. Consequently, he rejected the notion 

that the situation needed to involve consent. However, by reverting to the choreography of the 

hand, to the fact that she did not intend to grab his ass, she compels him to emerge from what 

O'Neill (2022) has termed male ignorance, the particular way knowledge is practiced that 

serves to uphold male privilege. 

The female actor underscores the importance of consensual touch. By using open 

questions, she instigates the strategy of exploration, her inquiries have enabled the emergence 

of diverse mechanisms for self-governance (Rose 1999). She wields a form of authority that 

enables both parties to regulate consent creating a complex relationship between the actors' 

independence and accountability. While the artistic freedom discourse designates the stage 

director as responsible, the female actor and her co-actor must be considered able to recognize 

consent as a dynamic ethical self-constitution. The search of consent through open questions 

creates opportunities for both parties to examine touch and potential sexual harassment in their 
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rehearsal work. She accomplishes this through a dialogue characterized by open-ended 

questions, and we argue that this strategy to explore the choreography within the scene enables 

her to challenge the unwritten rules of implicit consent. 

In both excerpts a female actor was the perpetrator of violence or intimate touch. But 

in excerpt two the female actor challenges her co-actor to initiate a critical examination of the 

gendered power dynamics of touch. As suggested by Barclay (2022), she emphasizes the sexual 

act to make clear it is simulated. She uses physical interaction as a point of departure to explore 

how consent should be negotiated. The strategy reveals the ambiguities that can arise when 

rehearsing scenes involving touch and intimacy. The organizational and social work 

environment includes challenging gray zones where consent must be negotiated. Instead of 

avoiding the complexities of the grey zones, the female actor insists on pausing in the situation 

and embraces the inherent discomfort. By demonstrating a self-critical stance, which demands 

a certain degree of courage, the female actor underscores shared vulnerability in the given 

context. In her inquiries, the strategy is not to seek an answer, but to engage in reflection and 

exploration without any preconceived assumptions. Consequently, the female actor’s strategy 

has the potential to facilitate a re-evaluation of established power dynamics in professional 

interactions of consent in rehearsal work. 

 

Consent through the strategy of affirmation 

The third excerpt is from the initial rehearsal of a scene where the female proprietor of 

a store becomes intrigued by a customer and attempts to seduce him. The actors rehearse the 

scene for the first time, starting off without instructions from the stage director and only a chair 

as props. The female actor approaches her co-actor from behind and initiates a tender massage 

of his temples (Image 1). The male actor looks at the stage director, who is sitting in a chair 

about three meters away. As the stage director approaches the actors and prepares for the next 

part of the scene, he ignores the male actor but confirms the female actor's idea with a 

confirmative laugh directed at her. He suggests that the female actor can play with more 

intensity, saying "...when you're in a quiet moment, that’s when the weirdness starts" (Image 

2). The female actor looks at the (props) chair and makes a surprised gesture by raising her 

hand to her mouth. The stage director emphasizes the instruction with a gesture (Image 3), 

moving his hands around his own head while saying, “So, as busier and chattier you are, that 

keeps the... um… the voice away”. The female actor looks at the stage director, her hand still 

under her chin. Meanwhile, the male actor looks down at his hands without paying attention to 

the instruction. 
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When the actors resume rehearsing the scene, the female actor gently grabs the male 

actor's shoulders and leads him to sit down on the chair. She then starts to gently touch the 

actor's face and neck (Image 4, second sequence). Then she sits down on the male actor's lap 

and rests her arm on the back of his neck while she looks out at an imagined audience (Image 

5). The stage director joins the actors, and with his hand he shows how the female actor can 

intensify her caress of the co-actor's hair. She looks at the stage director and slowly intensifies 

her movements (Image 6). The male actor is not the person she turns to for affirmation or 

consent. The stage director raises his hands just above the male actor's head and shows by small 

and intense movements how the female actor can pull her fingers through his hair. She looks 

at the stage director and runs her fingers more roughly through the male actor's hair. Then she 

leans in even closer to the male actor, looks at the stage director and laughs (Image 7). During 

the entire sequence, the male actor sits still, first with his hands in his lap, them he turns his 

head away and lets his arms and hands fall to the sides (Image 5-7). 

 
When the stage director finishes, he walks up to the actors and confirms that the female 

actor's suggestion of a gentler touch is good. Then he goes back to his chair, laughs and pauses. 

Finally, he walks up to the actors again, points at the male actor and asks him if he is okay with 

playing the scene in this way (Image 8). The male actor agrees with a short "yes”. In the 
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meantime, the female actor shows how she will gently run her fingers through the hair of the 

male actor (Image 9). At this point the stage director notices the researcher and the camera. He 

turns to the camera (Image 10), smiles, and says in an exaggerated surprised voice, "Oh my 

gosh...o...". He then makes a 'time-out' sign to get everyone's attention and states, “Now we 

can at least… take the day of…” (Image 11). Implying that they had done good work on the 

issues the research focused on, preventing sexual harassment and other harassment in the 

workplace. While the actions preceding this comment were not directed at the researcher the 

comment displays that the stage director is pleased with how he handled the situation. Despite 

his actions being in violation of policy that states that consent for intimate scenes should be 

discussed before the rehearsal of those scenes. 

 

At first there is no explicit verbal instructions or discussion of consent in this excerpt 

giving the actors and stage director autonomy in conceptualizing the scene according to their 

personal understanding of the text. The discourse of artistic freedom thus serves as an ethical 

governing resource for the actors and the stage director (Johansson and Lindström Sol 2022; 

Wilson 2016) when there is no talking proceeding the doing. 

In rehearsing the scene, the female actor’s suggestions increasingly depict emotional 

tension. She starts with some cautious massage, then identifies the touch of the co-actor’s hair. 

The stage director points this out and suggests that she caress the male actor's hair more 

intensely, which results in the female actor putting her whole hands though the male actor's 

hair. A consequence of her way to utilize the male’s hair as props is that she can lean ever 

closer to the male actor. The way one action governs subsequent action in this sequence ends 

up in an artistic suggestion regarding how the female protagonist's intimacy and desire should 

be depicted. When intensifying the intimacy of the scene the artistic outcome is in the 

foreground and consent is ignored (O’Neill 2022). The ignorance could be understood in 
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accordance with O’Neill’s notion, to preserve the male-coded dominance within the discourse 

of artistic freedom. The stage director’s power, and assuming the male actor as a subject that 

is not at risk of sexual harassment, due to being male. 

The stage director and the female actor exercise the discourse of artistic freedom in a 

manner that is largely consistent with Wilson (Wilson 2016b) employing a trial and error 

approach, whereby suggestions are made, arguments are put forward and counter-arguments 

are presented (Wilson 2016b). As the dialogue is mainly between the stage director and the 

female actor the male actor is not addressed. Initially he shows little interest in offering 

suggestions on how the scene could be portrayed. In the first image of the sequence, he raises 

his gaze towards the stage director seeking confirmation of how the scene should be portrayed, 

but the stage director does not respond. When the male actor sits in the chair with the female 

actor in his lap, he makes two gestures. He turns his head away from her and he lets his arms 

hang by his sides in an apathetic gesture. The artistic freedom becomes, in this case reduced to 

a simple choice; to be governed or, to protest being governed. The governmental mechanism 

relies on the male actor being governed by the other two. The female actor repeatedly seeking 

confirmation from the stage director suggest they are both creating the scene. 

Although the question of consent is not explicitly addressed at first, it is raised in the 

third sequence when the stage director asks the male actor if this is okay by him (being touched 

in that way, this interpretation of the scene). The closed yes-or-no question focuses on the male 

actor's opinion as affirmative, or not. Through this method, the stage director employs 

affirmation to manage consent. Rather than initiating a conversation, the objective is to 

reinforce the values that should guide the work according to the institutions policies. He makes 

that clear when finishing the session by looking at the researcher and concluding that he and 

the actors has followed policies on how to handle consent in intimate scenes. The male actor is 

agreeing to do something that he doesn't participate in. It's been decided by the director and the 

female actor. 

The excerpt provides an example in which consent is minimized to simply seeking 

affirmation, rather than an ongoing process that centers actor’s boundaries. It may work to 

counteract the intention of consent-based practices, contrasting with the previous strategy of 

exploration. The stage director's approach to govern outspoken affirmative consent, even if his 

question makes it hard for the actor to disagree. In this case, affirmative consent becomes 

meaningless. The stage director is not interested in how the actor reflects upon the depiction of 

the scene. He just wants to make sure the actor is okay with it. The stage director's way to use 

affirmative consent does not seem to facilitate a joint examination of the intimate and sexual 



JCBP 2026 Vol. 4 No. 1  Benyamine and Werner 

 42  

dynamics inherent in the scene. Nash (2019) has argued that a notable disadvantage of 

affirmative consent is its overreliance on risk prevention measures. When the actors and stage 

director employ their working methods to ask for consent, they protect themselves from the 

risk of being sued or cancelled for having done something wrong, they are stripped of complex 

responsibility for artistic work and work environment. The opportunity to produce new 

knowledge about how the scene can be portrayed or how consent can be expressed is reduced 

by using affirmative consent at the very end, as are opportunities to reflect on ethical 

approaches in the work. The closed question does not facilitate a possibility for consent where 

the conditions of the scene regarding intimacy and sexuality can be discussed. The aim is to 

stick to the rules rather than to engage in a critical examination of consent. In the absence of 

any direct requests for participation by the actors in question, the practice of affirmative consent 

replaces networks of delegated power with a hierarchy of decisions. 

Discussion 

The three consent strategies identified in the analysis display how actors and stage 

directors navigate consent in rehearsal work, demonstrating that consent is a practice that 

reproduces and challenges power relations. Consent practices in our material are strategies 

employed when no clear consent-based performance practice is utilized: they are negotiations, 

and sometimes reluctant consent or consent-deception. Consent in rehearsal work is, here, seen 

to be deeply intertwined with the discourse of artistic freedom, which simultaneously enables 

improvisation and legitimizes hierarchical structures where stage directors hold authority. 

While affirmative consent tends to reduce artistic choices to risk management, exploratory 

questioning fosters reflexivity and shared responsibility. Humor and irony, on the other hand, 

emerge as governing strategies to avoid explicit discussions of consent, masking underlying 

inequalities and placing more power with the stage director. Our analysis advances 

understandings of consent in rehearsal work by reframing it as a knowledge practice and an 

instrument of governmentality that shapes professional subjectivities in the performing arts. 

Rather than treating consent as a static legal threshold, our analysis shows how the everyday 

micro-practices of consent in directing, acting, and choreographing intimacy and violence 

constitute discursive fields in which autonomy, accountability, and power are continually 

negotiated (Dean 2010; Foucault 1982). 

The strategy of irony-and-laughter illuminates’ avoidance of explicit dialogue about 

consent. Humor functions as a normalizing device that renders ambiguous touches and gestures 

legible as “already consented”, a way to disarm the hard-to-define grey area of intimacy and 



JCBP 2026 Vol. 4 No. 1  Benyamine and Werner 

 43  

sexuality that arise in rehearsal work and depoliticize violence and sexual harassment as a non-

issue. From a governmentality perspective, the strategy distribute responsibility to the 

practitioners to manage discomfort while sustaining the ideal of collaboration (Wilson 2016; 

Lindgren and Packendorff 2007). While humor can facilitate creativity and originality, it may 

also reproduce organizational silencing of sexual harassment by discouraging actors from 

surfacing concerns regarding consent, harassment, or safety. In this sense, laughter does double 

work: it maintains the positive affective tone of rehearsal while disciplining the practitioners 

to internalize risks that may arise. 

The strategy of exploration through questions demonstrates how open-ended questions, 

desexualized language and careful reconstruction of movements enable actors to 

collaboratively interrogate the choreography of a scene without collapsing inquiry into 

legislation or silence (Barclay 2022; Morgan 2022). This dialogic stance creates conditions for 

productive discomfort—an ethical posture that disrupts habituated practices, opens space for 

uncertainty, and assigns each participant a reflexive responsibility to examine their subjectivity 

(Lorenzini 2016; Foucault 1982). Importantly, the strategy of exploration repositions consent 

toward a relational practice that strengthens mutual accountability and redistributes expertise 

to a shared, situated judgment among practitioners. 

The strategy of affirmative consent demonstrates the limitations of policy-driven 

approaches. It can be effective at establishing a procedural that resonates with institutional 

policies but risks instrumentalization as a compliance ritual focused on liability avoidance 

rather than substantive ethical inquiry (Loick 2020; Nash 2019; Tinius 2017). In the third 

excerpt, the stage director’s timing of asking for affirmation (after the fact) gives limited space 

for contestation or co-design of intimacy choreography for the male actor. This aligns with 

critiques of affirmative consent as over-reliant on voluntarist assumption, at risk of enforcing 

power differences, and generate consent-deception, where consent is given under informational 

asymmetry or normative expectations of obedience (Cefai 2024; Fernando and Prasad 2019; 

Pateman 1980). Affirmation guarantees procedural clarity for the organization, while 

potentially narrowing the actors’ repertoire for ethical self-constitution. While institutions 

increasingly adopt formal protocols to standardize consent—following shifts after #MeToo and 

the dissemination of intimacy guidelines, our findings show that affirmative consent can 

become a symbolic compliance ritual rather than a meaningful negotiation. 
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Conclusion 

By conceptualizing consent as a knowledge practice, this article advances empirically 

grounded discussions about consent as concept and practice. The micro level-interactions of 

rehearsal work reveal how employees navigate the tensions between autonomy and 

governance, improvisation and discipline, creative flow and institutional accountability 

through three strategies in our material. Consent becomes a mechanism through which 

practitioners learn to govern themselves and others—shaping not only ethical conduct but also 

the conditions under which artistic work can thrive. The findings demonstrate how consent 

functions as a technology through which subjects regulate their own conduct in alignment with 

professional norms. The strategies identified—irony/laughter, exploratory questioning, and 

affirmative consent—map the terrain through which professionals in the performing arts 

navigate intimacy, authority, and risk. Consent is not merely granted but performed, negotiated, 

and at times strategically avoided. 

This article therefore concludes that positioning consent as knowledge practice 

contributes theoretically to studies of the performing arts by integrating the micro-politics of 

rehearsal work with broader discussions on organizational control, identity work, and ethical 

agency. Consent is not simply expressed; it is performed through practice, emerging from 

improvisation, gesture and emotional attunement. Out of the strategies in consent practices, we 

have analyzed the strategy of exploration is the most productive for a consent-based rehearsal 

process. But consent operates through multiple strategies, and it teaches practitioners what 

counts as legitimate touch, acceptable discomfort, and professional action (cf. Barclay 2019; 

Nash 2019). Consent practices and out three strategies also defines the horizon of possible 

speech and conduct in the room—what can be asked, by whom, and to what end—producing 

“truths” of intimacy and violence that are historically contingent and institutionally curated 

(Foucault 1993; Olssen 2003). Importantly, our analysis shows that consent cannot simply be 

imposed from the performing arts leadership by written policy; it is co-produced in the 

mundane choreography of rehearsal, where bodies, props, scripts, and spatial arrangements act 

as cultural tools that both enable and constrain action. 

 

 
 

1 The material drawn on in this article was collected in the four-year research project Culture of Silence funded 
by AFA Insurance during 2022-2026 DNR. 200-282. In the project about 90 hours of rehearsals were recorded, 
and about 60 people working in the performing arts were interviewed. Four performing arts institutions in 
Sweden participated. Written policies were from all four participating institutions were collected and analyzed. 
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2 The guide developed by Sina has been adopted by numerous performing arts institutions across the United 
States and other regions worldwide. These institutions have published educational manuals that address the issue 
of consent in the context of rehearsal work (Chicago Theatre Standards 2017; Richardson 2016; Nobel, 2011, 
Rikard 2022; Film & Scen, Film&TV producenterna 2022; Barclay, 2023). 
 
3 The research project Culture of Silence received ethical approval from the Swedish Ethical Review Authority 
DNR 2022-00124-01 and DNR 2022-06872-02. Written and verbal consent were given by all participants in the 
project, including all persons visible in the video recordings 
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