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legacies, examining a range of approaches, from developing ‘Anotherness’ to 
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China, Thailand and Ukraine. This diverse re-evaluation provides new perspectives 

on the significance of feminist art during the ongoing turbulent times. 
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Introduction: 

Why Re-Evaluation Now for Feminism 

and Contemporary Art? 

Katy Deepwell 

Why might re-evaluation be a timely theme for feminist research and enquiry 
now? In one sense, all new research starts from a re-evaluation of existing work 
and in these two volumes by 34 artists, art historians, curators and critics from 
many countries, this straightforward idea of re-evaluation is present. However, 
below I will attempt to summarise and suggest how re-evaluation in feminism 
is developed in other ways, building on extensive and different legacies in 
feminist theory and research and a doubled movement of looking back to 
think forward.1  

Women artists: Where, When, How, Why and in What Form? 

Feminist approaches to art history and the arts start with an important and 
deceptively simple question from women’s studies: “What is the contribution 
of women artists and of women to the arts?” Since the early 1970s, people in 
many countries (including those beyond the Euro-American mainstream) have 
attempted to describe, position, show, reproduce, explain and assess the work 
of women artists in relation to many forms of art practice, art movements and 
diverse periods in history, through a wide variety of different publications and 
exhibitions. 2 This question has prompted massive searches by art historians, 
curators and artists through public and private archives, collections, museum 
basements and libraries, to find, re-establish and document women artists’ 
lives and works, as well as producing oral histories through interviews with 
many artists, curators and collectors. This work has also led to dictionaries and 
databases, new archives and online websites, surveys, different kinds of 
exhibitions, retrospectives and catalogue raisonnés on women artists. Amongst 
women artists, this work also prompted the founding of research collectives 
and new artworks reflecting on earlier artworks by women, as well as the 

                                                
1 This was also the theme of Griselda Pollock’s final conference in Leeds University in 2018 
to celebrate her 40 years as Professor there. 
2 See the resources of The Feminist Art Observatory at https://www.ktpress.co.uk where 
over 300 anthologies are listed from around the world, plus websites, exhibitions, theses, 
manifestos and databases on feminism and contemporary art. 
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building of specific archives, libraries and art collections where works by 
women artists became the focus.3 This approach to looking back into history 
and reviewing previous historical accounts was more than a consideration of 
dates, facts, oeuvres, biographies and autobiographies. Feminists “moved 
forward"by debating the many differences between women as artists (from 
both their male and female peers, as well as between generations and geographies) 
and their problematic relation to male-defined and dominated movements 
in modernism/post-modernism, avant-gardes, academies and traditions, 
as inventors and innovators.  

This hunger for knowledge—and with it the recognition that other viewpoints on 
the status quo were possible—was to overcome the lack of any information 
about women artists found in existing textbooks and taught courses for many 
generations and the literal absence of women artists’ works from the walls of 
museums and galleries around the globe. While an impressive body of research 
about women artists now exists in many countries around the world (often as 
an addition to local, ethnic and national histories), knowledge about previous 
generations of women artists in other parts of the world remains unwritten, 
fragmented or not available. Placing women artists at the centre of research 
offered a means to reframe how art history and art criticism itself could be 
written and a starting point for how different models for curating and producing 
art practice could be generated, but its development across the world has been 
uneven. Examining the relationship between women as artists and their position 
as women in society was not about substituting a new canon of ‘old mistresses’ 
to match “old masters” in the museum or history textbook, nor simply about 
identifying or naming where each artwork or artist’s life, as case studies, 
presented a reinforcement or challenge to normative heterosexuality, with 
idealised or stereotypical models at either end of a spectrum for femininity 
and/or masculinity. Feminist research did not limit its research to forgotten 
and marginalised subjects, but engaged in many other social, cultural and 
political agendas for change. 

While a few women artists have received a certain level of hypervisibility, the 
relative visibility of many others and the utter invisibility of the majority, beyond 
distinctions across developed/developing worlds or Global South compared to 
a Global North, remains an issue. The attention to some artists in these debates 
locally, nationally or internationally currently is heavily dependent on where, 

                                                
3 There is now an international network of women’s museums, as well as specific 
collections of women artists’ works, including the National Museum of Women in 
Washington, USA; the Frauen Museum in Bonn, the Sammlung Verbund Collection in 
Austria; the Edward Murray College Women’s Art Collection in Cambridge, UK and many 
other private collections. Feminist art archives and libraries have been very diverse, from 
Bildwechsel (Hamburg) to Women’s Art Library (London) and V.B.K.O. (Vienna). 
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how and if knowledge developed in one language or one place travels elsewhere in 
the world, via translation, publications and exhibition and along which routes. 
There remains a tension in feminist art history between drawing on what is 
already published and artists and artworks that are known (whose work may 
benefit from re-evaluation) and artists or artworks where little or nothing has 
ever been published (and re-evaluation signals recovery). Gender is one part of 
this equation alongside race, class, ethnicity, wealth/ access to resources, amongst 
many other distinctions that can be made about human beings and the art they 
produce. The current Euro/American-centrism in published feminist research 
and exhibitions remains a reflection of the range of exhibitions in the mainstream 
of the art world, which, in spite of attempts to reframe a “global contemporary” 
in art, represent generally less than half the countries around the globe. The 
expansion of national representation within international exhibitions and 
biennales since the late 1970s has provided many artists with unprecedented 
visibility in these forums. It has also given rise to fractious debates about how 
or whether their artworks represent local, national or international tendencies, 
offer in-depth critiques of nationalism/ nationhood and/or coloniality or are 
naively underpinned by assumptions about their identity as artists as a form of 
diversity politics, in claims for their  authenticity as hybrid, indigenous or 
decolonial voices, when pitched against a mainstream cosmopolitanism. 
International forums and biennales have contributed significantly to how 
contemporary art practices are shared, embraced or rejected in other places 
and drawn attention to contemporary women’s art practices as a central part of 
the international art world today and no longer on its margins. The tremendous 
growth in exhibitions and publications on feminism and contemporary art since 
the 1990s, especially as the art world expanded the scope of its internationalism 
and the idea of a “global contemporary” emerged, has also changed models of 
international co-operation between feminist art historians, artists, curators and 
critics, increasing exchanges and sharing of viewpoints and differences beyond 
bi-national models. This is why these volumes could bring together such a 
diverse range of scholars, artists, curators and critics from different countries and 
fields of research to discuss feminism in contemporary art. These transnational 
investigations into distinct, often local scenes and situations, in their explorations 
of women’s interventions, are contributions to a larger shared collective project 
amongst many artists, curators, critics and writers internationally in feminist 
research. In these volumes, their diverse viewpoints represent some of the key 
transnational and transgenerational dimensions of feminist research today.  

Feminist art history and art criticism have followed many other lines of enquiry, 
since it began in the 1970s, including critiquing how artists’ biographies are 
written, the relations between genre and gender and the diversity of 
representations of gendered bodies (both masculine and feminine) in relation 
to sex, sexuality and subjectivities in art. Feminism(s)’ contribution, as Janet 
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Wolff suggests, has always been a double movement, both to interrogate existing 
histories while providing significant corrections to what constitutes “history” 
and “Art”.4 Re-evaluation here means re-evaluating the hierarchies around 
which knowledge has been built, and this now includes the multiple ways in 
which feminist work itself has been mis/understood. Clare Hemmings has 
analysed the gloss/assumptions/repetitions in articles from feminist cultural 
and political journals in Why Stories Matter,5 and she identified how feminist 
claims for re-evaluation were invested in topics and citations calling for 1) 
progress in relation to a past, 2) calls for a return to origins or core principles or 
3) attempts to reclaim older feminisms as a means to move forward. The 
tensions between these three approaches to re-evaluation as different ways of 
looking backward and thinking forward are evident in these volumes.  

Inclusion versus Discrimination 

While the art world engages and regularly markets exhibitions of women artists 
as “rediscovering” them, even when they have had long exhibiting careers, 
taught for decades, or played a fundamental part in organising groups, it is still 
necessary to ask what changes feminisms (as politics, practices and theories) 
have brought to our understanding of art practices, art criticism and art history? 
Has feminist scholarship changed museums’ curatorial practices, critical 
writing and art history or are similar models, with regional variants, simply 
being reproduced in different locations with different subjects? This is not a 
question of being for/against one version of a recognisable form of feminist 
scholarship as “inclusion”; it is a question about how agendas and ideas from 
multiple feminisms (as practices and theories) have changed discussions 
and debates about women artists and their works in many directions. The 
echoes and reverberations of the long debate about sex/gender distinctions 
and about essentialist/anti-essentialist strategies, started in the 1980s, continue 
to arise in discussions around naming, producing or recognising gendered, queer 
as well as homosexual/heterosexual identities in the 2020s, but many questions 
raised by decades of feminist theory remain to be addressed.  

Why the neglect of women’s work occurred as part of systemic discrimination 
in relation to both gender and genre, and different nations’ art histories remain 

                                                
4 Martina Pachmanova, Interview with Janet Wolff. In: Martina Pachmanova. Mobile 
fidelities: conversations on feminism, history and visuality. n.paradoxa online issue 19, 
(May 2006). (London: KT press). Available in: https://www.ktpress.co.uk/pdf/nparadox 
aissue19_Martina-Pachmanova_86-97.pdf. Accessed in January 2023. 
5 Clare Hemmings, Why Stories Matter: The Political Grammar of Feminist Theory Duke 
University Press, 2011. Katy Deepwell 'Why Feminist Stories Matter: Katy Deepwell interviews 
Clare Hemmings' 40 (July 2017) n.paradoxa: international feminist art journal: 60-68.  
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unanswered. Similarly, how differentiation of Art from craft was built alongside 
critical bias and selection procedures against women artists’ works in museum 
practices and exhibitions (and whether this is still reproduced) is repeatedly 
raised but never answered. Most importantly, questions remain about who 
holds power in the art world as gatekeepers to maintain and reproduce 
discrimination from which many women artists have suffered. The criticism 
that knowledge production remains skewed towards masculine agendas and 
concerns remains. Systemic forms of discrimination also operate through 
specific agendas in research and its funding; stereotypes across race/class/sex 
and sexual preference persist; and the category of Art remains so routinely 
reserved for men that women are automatically placed in a negative relation to 
it and have to challenge links to or associations with traditional craft practices, 
amateurism or Nature. Sexism within the culture as a whole, evident in sexual 
harassment, violence against women and predatory male behaviour in education 
and the workplace, were and are signs of discrimination (negative judgement) 
about what women do, produce or say. These were issues raised not just in the 
1970s, but in every decade since, even though women’s position and status in 
society has changed dramatically in the last sixty years and as the language and 
legal frameworks around what constitutes discrimination on the grounds of sex 
have changed in many countries, not least through the UN’s policy interventions. 
Raising feminist questions about women’s issues and women’s cultural production 
has lost none of its force to shock or disrupt the status quo, and it often requires 
considerable courage to speak out. Hostile agendas which continue to frame 
feminism negatively and deny it a voice criticise feminism as only about 
“gender politics” (meaning this is irrelevant to men and women?) or suggest 
that any critiques of “whiteness” in feminism in the 1970s or in the present 
(means anything from feminism is always somehow racist?) or castigate feminism 
for its failure to attend to “trans-rights” (as a discrimination which somehow 
only feminists enact?) when these problems are endemic to an unequal world 
dominated by Euro/American-centrism, colonial legacies and capitalist, 
homophobic and misogynist mentalities and behaviours. Contrary to these 
repeated denunciations, feminism has a long history of tackling questions 
about racism, ethnocentrism, nationalism, homo-and trans-phobia, while 
drawing attention to the reproduction of existing gender orders, as these essays 
demonstrate. While gender (as the division between men/women) remains a 
complex category of analysis in sociology/politics/economics, when it comes to 
discussions of the major concentrations of women’s labour in the world 
today—in health, education and administration (i.e. the dominant presence 
of women as mothers/carers, cooks, cleaners, agricultural workers, sex workers 
and modern slaves), their participation and opposition to war (as civilians and 
military), or their different and diverse migration patterns when compared to 
men globally—the struggle to name these forms of resistance and activisms 
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by/with/on behalf of women (even in co-operation with other groups) still fall 
under this umbrella term, feminism! Perhaps re-evaluation seems necessary 
because of how political agendas have been transformed in so many directions 
and the languages used—including feminisms—that holding on to a single 
word to describe so many diverse actions, practices and events by half of 
humanity may no longer “fit”, but then qualifying it with an additional adjective 
(queer, decolonial, black, lesbian, trans-) doesn’t appear to revolutionise it either. 

Feminist research aimed for a total re-evaluation of the hierarchies, concepts 
and categories through which Art was understood, including the local/ 
national/international and transnational as their location and positionality. To 
address how different modes of enquiry beyond “inserting women into national 
histories” are linked to broader trends in local/national, trans-national and 
international histories, especially with regard to colonial/post-colonial analyses, or 
to how changes in feminist theory of visual culture/art theory or art histories 
have informed these changes requires re-evaluation of terms, concepts and 
categories. National identifications, often as a historical/theoretical location 
from which specific viewpoints emerge, continue to be redeployed even within 
feminist internationalisms, post-colonial theory, conceptions of the global 
contemporary or written against the dominant institutional narratives of national 
and sometimes nationalist, histories. With so many of these interventions now 
available in declaredly feminist accounts, are there common threads or methods 
deployed, or does everything rest on simply an understanding of discreet and 
irrevocably “different" kinds of stories from specific locations? The positionality of 
the researcher is often announced in the essays here and the location, even 
standpoint, of their arguments—including the affective, emotional reactions 
they describe—openly indicate their stance in relation to what they are 
researching. Whether women and/or feminism are the subjects of enquiry and 
what other aesthetic/social/political frameworks are employed in their 
interpretation are closely aligned to where personal identifications matter and 
which identitarian/identification strategies or questions in/against assumptions 
about identity politics are pursued. 

Women’s Time: Geopolitical Pasts and Presents 

How women’s or feminist time—in waves, by generation, as a long/short 
tradition or in cycles of works/co-operations/developments—is conceived is 
another point of re-evaluation in these volumes. Feminist scholarship in art 
history since the 1980s has settled on contrasting the early 1970s (as a point of 
origin) with its contemporary moment, an origin story typically placed in the 
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USA and seen as exported to the Rest of the World in subsequent decades.6 
Linking back every new development in every decade since the 1970s to post-
1968 second-wave cultural feminism has been a research emphasis maintained 
by many publications and exhibitions in many countries, even though (slightly 
contradictorily) second-wave feminism was heavily invested in a ‘break with 
the past’ in order to re-establish a new kind of cultural politics. The simultaneous 
and uneven development of feminism globally since the 1970s, (especially 
given the actions of the UN), however, now requires much more explanation 
and international comparisons,7 as feminism(s) have emerged in many different 
countries since then, which offer quite different approaches to those proposed 
in the USA. This is the reason why many of the contributions here focus on 
questioning feminist interventions in different decades and in other locations. 
In those parts of the world where feminisms in contemporary art emerge only 
prominently much later in the 1980s, 1990s, or even 2000s, does this reference 
to post-1968 only as an origin for feminism maintain a barrier between an 
avant-garde West and a retrograde Rest? Would horizontal approaches to 
simultaneity and contradiction across different geographies help to break these 
already well-established timelines? A reconceptualization of this model across 
time and within geopolitics is needed, given the importance of diverse and 
ongoing democratic struggles for liberty, equality and fraternity over two centuries 
in which feminism has been present (and more recently against the far right, a 
return of Fascism and anti-feminist forms of neoliberalism). Women’s/woman 
movements and early manifestations of proto-feminist activities in prominent 
women’s lives are now well-documented in many developed and developing 
countries, closely linked to women’s resistance to different forms of military 
occupation, fascism, dictatorships, imperialism or colonialism. Exchanges 
between feminisms are not uni-directional from the West to the Rest, nor is the 
path a simple line of historical progress from one era or regime to another. 
What might be the effects of contrasting other moments in the past sixty years 
and looking at other starting points than 1968 or ruptures in feminist debate – 
for example, contrasting moments like 2007 when there was a seeming explosion 
of feminist art exhibitions in America and Europe or 1989 when the Berlin Wall 
came down or 1977 when the first international exhibitions of feminism started 
to emerge in Europe? Perhaps there are other ‘origin’ stories through which 

                                                
6 The international impact of Norma Broude and Mary Garrard’s work in art history and 
their book, The Power of Feminist Art (Abrams, 1995) or, 20 years earlier, Lucy Lippard’s 
Through the Centre: Feminist Essays on Women’s Art (E.P.Dutton, 1975) alongside the 
publication of Judy Chicago’s Through the Flower (Doubleday, 1975) are all seen as the 
representative basis for this, even though they summarise local situations in the USA. 
7 Agata Jakubowska and K. Deepwell (eds), All-Women Spaces in the Long 1970s in Europe 
(Liverpool Univ Press, 2018). 
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