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IT is not often that I am given carte blanche to write on a topic of 
my choosing. In light of Bettina Gockel’s work on photography,  it seemed 
useful to address the contradictions and paradoxes that occur when 
women are acknowledged and integrated into the field of art history, 
specifically in one of its subfields, the history of photography. 

Since it is no longer unusual to encounter exhibitions that feature 
women artists—living or dead—in either monographic, collective, or the-
matic formats, as well as in various arts publications, one can get the 
impression that women artists have achieved some measure of parity 
among their male cohort. This, I emphasize, is only an impression, and 
in my case, geographically limited to Paris, New York, and large-scale 
international exhibitions in Venice, Kassel, Basel, and other venues. It is 
thus both an anecdotal and partial observation and is belied by other 
kinds of documentation. Within an exponentially expanding and glo-
balized art world there exist significant differences with respect to the 
inclusion of women artists in these diverse habitats. It is, instead, the 
activist and research-based activities of collectives such as the Guerrilla 
Girls (“Conscience of the Art World”) or by empirical studies such as the 
UBS Art Basel’s yearly report that provide a more accurate accounting, 
and overall, these do not attest to anything close to the achievement of 
equity.1 And while one should not confuse the categories of woman art-
ist with feminist artist, nor assume that gender identity is the same as 
biological sex, the proliferation of “other” identities within contempo-
rary art, be they racial, ethnic, national, or sexual, poses its own chal-
lenges to any monolithic conception of the woman artist either within 
historical or contemporary contexts. As Bettina Gockel’s recently pub-
lished anthology demonstrates, research on photography’s “others” 
demonstrates how much of mainstream photography history, like art 
history itself, is structured by its exclusions and moored in ideologies 
that affirm and sustain relations of domination and subordination as 
they operate within and across the field of cultural production.2
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That said, the issues that I address in this essay were already 
present in two of the central texts that can be justly characterized as 
foundational—one related to historical research in general, the other 
specific to the field of art history. The former is Joan Scott’s 1986 essay 
“Gender: A Useful Term for Historical Analysis” first published in the 
American Historical Review. The second is Linda Nochlin’s 1972 essay 
rhetorically titled “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?,” which 
effectively invented feminist art history from scratch. Scott’s essay, like 
Nochlin’s, is a harbinger of disciplinary change within historical studies, 
demonstrating the myopia produced by the repression of sex and gender 
within its discourses. Because her work focused on the history of femi-
nism in France, the multiple meanings and usages of the concept of dif-
ference, including sexual difference, loomed large in her argument. For, 
as she wrote in a later book, Only Paradoxes to Offer—whose title I have 
respectfully appropriated—“the apparent need to choose sameness or 
difference (which can never be satisfied by either alternative) is symp-
tomatic of the difficulty that sexual difference poses for singular con-
ceptions of the individual. To the extent that feminism is constructed in 
paradoxical relationship to this singular conception of the individual it 
inevitably reproduces the terms of its own construction.”3

Recognizing the circularity by which concepts of difference 
shape both repressive and emancipatory discourse, it is not surprising 
that this term, like the word “paradox,” are tropes in feminist theory. 
Writing in 1996, Griselda Pollock was similarly aware of the challenge 
both terms posed to feminist practice: 

“Thus I would assert that feminism signifies a set of positions, not 
an essence; a critical practice, not a doxa; … it is the precarious 
product of a paradox. Seeming to speak in the name of women, 
feminist analysis perpetually deconstructs the very term around 
which it is politically organized. This paradox has shaped the his-
tory of the last twenty years of feminist practice, which can per-
haps be characterized by the passage from essence (a strong 
sense of the identity of woman and the collectivity of women) to 
difference (a more anguished recognition not only of that which 
divides and undoes the collectivity of women, but also of the 
structural condition of the term ‘Woman’ as an effect of psy-
cho-symbolic systems which produce and differentiate subjec-
tivities across the formations of class, race and sexuality). … Yet 
they are all, none the less, caught up in the very systems of sexual 
difference they critique.”4 
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Nochlin’s challenge to art historical totems such as the notion of 
“greatness,” and its fetishization of the individual male genius, remain 
deeply entrenched ideologically, despite a half century of feminist and 
institutional critique.5 Be all this as it may, the acknowledgement of dif-
ference in any of its usages has not served to banish the popular belief 
that art-making is essentially an individual endeavour outside of social 
relations and social production. 

Which perhaps explains why, despite the ubiquity and diversity 
of post-medium practices, easel painting remains the most expensive 
and prestigious form of visual production and the art historical mono-
graph remains the most prevalent form of publishing. 

Nevertheless, one of the thornier aspects of Nochlin’s consider-
ation of the place and plight of women artists turned on what she recog-
nized as the inadequacy of additive approaches to repair the art histori-
cal neglect, marginalization, or exclusion of artists who happened to be 
women. Recognizing these limitations, she challenged an ameliorative 
or compensatory approach that could be paraphrased as “just add 
women and stir.” This, nevertheless, has been the default response of 
most art institutions, private and public, as well as a spur to the creation 
of new institutions. This expansion of the field, however, is not without 
its own paradoxes. In this respect it is useful to recall the controversies 
that surrounded the establishment of The National Museum of Women 
in the Arts that opened in Washington D.C. in 1987. The art critic John 
Russell, writing in The New York Times, compared the segregation of 
women’s art to the segregation of blacks on buses, and a surprising num-
ber of women artists, responding to this new museum, protested that 
they were artists, not women artists, and that such an institution could 
only perpetuate their marginalization.6 Such divisions and complexities 
have been inherited by later generations of artists and photographers 
where claims of “identity”—racial, ethnic, sexual, national—and their 
intersections with individual subjectivities and identifications (con-
scious or not) refute the simplifications of the binary male or female art-
ist. For, as Nochlin also recognized, it was not only women as such who 
were generally absent from mainstream art historical accounts of [elite] 
cultural production, but all other “others”; that is to say, all those not 
white, not Western, as well as those not male. 

It is around this problem of inclusion (i.e., the additive approach) 
that we begin to understand the cleavages between the critical agenda of 
feminism(s) in art, identitarian claims that are roughly analogous to the 
feminist assertion of “difference,” and the project of institutional cri-
tique that emerged in the 1960s. If institutional protocols, such as those 
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that govern the museum, are understood as pillars and disseminators of 
bourgeois ideologies of art production, how then should we assess the 
emergence of museums whose purposes are precisely to represent the 
previously overlooked, marginalized, and excluded others? In the U.S., 
the establishment of the Studio Museum in Harlem in 1968 (the date is 
significant) and, the following year, the establishment of El Museo del 
Barrio clearly do a different kind of work than does the Whitney Museum 
of American Art; and despite their identitarian mandates, practically 
speaking, one would be hard put to characterize them as merely amelio-
rative.7 Here then is another paradox that emerges when any subaltern 
or so-called “minority” identity is itself institutionalized, for all institu-
tions are subject to external and internal constraints. Local or national, 
they cannot undo the structural, ideological, and economic underpin-
nings of all aspects of art production, exhibition, marketing, and collect-
ing. As Coco Fusco has observed: 

“[T]he presumption that museums are able to effectively disman-
tle the history of institutional racism by attributing ‘master’ sta-
tus to a handful of nonwhite photographers based on the ‘discov-
ery’ of quality in their work implies that the economic and 
cultural power of institutions to designate value should replace a 
critical analysis of Western forms of racial thought and how 
these forms are manifest in our culture.”8

In this regard, the affirmation of identity-based cultural production, 
including its histories and criticism (whose germination in the U.S. in the 
1980s was then termed multiculturalism), parallels the epistemological 
paradoxes and aporias that have accompanied the accession of women 
artists into existing structures and institutions of elite art production. 
But identification with respect to any individual subject is far more com-
plex than the simple labelling of a particular or single “difference” would 
imply. If the “woman artist” is an empirical category like the African- 
American artist, both of whose production have been generally histori-
cally effaced, how then should we think about sexual identities when 
they are neither visually evident nor necessarily an element in the sub-
ject’s cultural production? Much of the scholarship and exhibitions to 
have been produced in the past decade or so under the aegis of gay, 
queer, LGBT, or other categories of sexual orientation have demonstrated 
only two lines of argument. Either the subject is biographically identi-
fied as such (which precludes those born before such categories existed),  
or the subject matter is recognizably “about” gay or queer relations, 
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milieux, etc. While it is reasonable to suppose that a photograph of  
Robert Mapplethorpe depicting himself penetrating his rectum with a 
whip is likely a queer subject (in both senses) from other works of his 
(flowers, portraits), it is only if one accepts an equivalence between 
something called a gay sensibility or subjectivity and its automatic 
inscription in photographic representation (I do not) that the putative 
category—gay or queer photographer—makes sense. Likewise, this may 
be an appropriate approach to a figure like the Baron von Gloeden, but is 
entirely irrelevant when, for example, an abstract painter like Agnes 
Martin, who never discussed her sexuality, becomes posthumously a 
“gay” artist who belongs aesthetically with other gay artists. Similar 
arguments have been made about women’s cultural production in which 
sex and gender marks the interior of the image, notwithstanding the 
nature of its contents. Where, in other words, does “difference” make a 
difference within the material existence of the art object, or image?

When feminist inquiry from the 1970s included speculation on 
whether women saw, and perceived, differently than men, the same 
question emerged: how could this difference be identified in their work? 
For certainly, and historically in the case of women artists, their sex 
determined whether they could study art or have a professional forma-
tion, what subjects and institutions were closed to them, etc. From 
Nochlin on, feminist research has demonstrated all the material cir-
cumstances that determined what was possible for women artists before 
the twentieth century. Within the patriarchal terms within which 
women artists functioned, if and when they were absorbed into an art 
historical canon—rarely—they were then designated as the “exceptional” 
woman who by her very exceptionalism thereby relegated other women 
artists to their normative mediocrity.9 

Once the object in question shifts from art-in-general to the par-
ticularities of camera-made images within art worlds, another set of 
paradoxes and difficulties emerge. A painting or sculpture may be 
judged good, bad, or indifferent, but by definition it belongs epistemo-
logically to the category of art object. This has never been the case with 
photographic production, which is why during the long march for aes-
thetic recognition, the partisans or producers of art photography strove 
to distance their work from everything associated with the medium’s 
vernacular, industrial, or commercial uses.10 In the first years of its exis-
tence (1856), the Société française héliographique refused to admit any 
photographers who were paid for their work, that is, professional, effec-
tively guarding the gates against commercial rivals. Art photography 
was thus an activity of (mostly) French and British elites which, over 
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time, was relatively democratized. This was a consequence of new tech-
nologies of image-making that utilized small handheld cameras and did 
not require a darkroom. It was therefore a shift from one kind of “ama-
teur” (a well-to-do gentleman for whom it was a leisure activity) to “ama-
teur” in the modern sense. Which is why the Kodak camera was mas-
sively pitched to women as consumers and practitioners. Although, in 
fact, and from the mid-nineteenth century on, there had been multi-
tudes of women workers within the photographic industry and engaged 
(and salaried) in a range of functions.

Modern aesthetics, and modernity in general, radically trans-
formed both subjects and styles within the medium. Similarly, the 
emancipation of women in many countries during the interwar period 
favoured their entry into the professional careers offered by the print 
media, photojournalism included, as well as their participation in vari-
ous avant-gardes within which photography occupied a privileged place. 
Consequently, the interwar period witnessed a significant increase in 
the ranks of professional women photographers, as well as women art-
ists within artistic avant-gardes such as surrealism, who also made pho-
tographs.

Like their male cohort, as professional photographers they pro-
duced images for various print markets. These were seen in the picture 
press of all countries. To take Krull, a German expat based in Paris, as an 
example of a successful professional photographer: her work included 
publicity photography, documentary, portraiture, erotica, fashion, and 
the built environment, that is, all the subjects covered in the print media. 
But if one sees a “vintage” print of Krull, matted, framed, and exhibited 
in a museum, it instantly is metamorphosed into an art object originat-
ing in the mind and eye of Krull herself. But this change in meaning is 
discursive, not material.

The effusion of books, catalogues, monographs, and exhibitions 
featuring women photographers has not changed the circumstances of 
most women photographers in the present. Whether the more recent 
emergence of photographers representing other avatars of difference 
will materially change their circumstances cannot be predicted. Even 
so, as the claims of difference have facilitated the entry of artists of color, 
following that of women photographers, into the museum and auction 
house, it is the larger apparatus that contains them all that should be 
addressed. It should not be forgotten that photographic history like art 
history is never really an enterprise distinct from market forces. As 
legitimating entities, the museum and the market establish merit and 
value, but this in the long term leaves unresolved the question of who 
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decides and what criteria are possible in an image world where millions 
upon millions of photographs defeat any possibility of a consensus on 
value, significance, or indeed even the location of difference. 

NOTES

  1	 For a recent compilation of figures related to the representation of women 
artists in American museums, see the survey made by the National Museum 
of Women in the Arts, https://nmwa.org/support/advocacy/get-facts/, 
accessed February 2, 2026.
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exemplified in Howard S. Becher, Art Worlds (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1982) and Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cul-
tural Production: Essays on Art and Literature (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1993).

  3	 Joan Wallach Scott, Only Paradoxes to Offer: French Feminists and the Rights of 
Man (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 173–174. But her 
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of the “Declaration of the Rights of Women” (1791), who stated that feminists 
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  4	 Griselda Pollock, “The Politics of Theory: Generations and Geographies in 
Feminist Theory and the Histories of Art Histories” in Pollock, ed., Genera-
tions and Geographies in the Visual Arts (London: Routledge, 1996), 5. By the 
1970s, feminist theoreticians on both sides of the Atlantic were interrogating 
the very concept of “woman” as itself a speciously unified term, an empty 
signifier to be filled by socio-cultural, essentialist, and ideological assump-
tions. See in this respect Denise Riley, Am I that Name? (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 1988).

  5	 For a good account of the evolution of the myths of the artist genius, see 
Catherine M. Sousloff, The Absolute Artist: The Historiography of a Concept 
(Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press, 1997).

  6	 There is a lengthy tradition of women artists (c.f. Georgia O’Keefe, Lee  
Krasner, Agnes Martin, Joan Mitchell, etc.) who disdained the designation of 
“woman artist” and refused to participate in all-women exhibitions. 

  7	 See, in this regard, the mission statements of both institutions.
  8	 Coco Fusco, cited in Sarah Parsons, “Site of Ongoing Struggle: Race and Gen-

der in Studies of Photography,” in Gil Pasternak, ed., The Handbook of Photog-
raphy Studies (London: Routledge, 2020), 286. 

  9	 An analysis of how this canonization of women artists function is given  
in Mary Sheriff’s The Exceptional Woman: Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun and the 
Cultural Politics of Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), whose 
subject is the life and work of Elisabeth Vigée Lebrun.

10	 For the changing status of vernacular photography in the museum, see Clé-
ment Chéroux’ witty essay, which imagines a newly discovered German art 
photographer: “Introducing Werner Kühler (i.e. vernacular) prolégomènes 
personnalisés,” in Chéroux, Vernaculaires: Essais d’histoire de la photographie 
(Paris: LePontduJour, 2013).


