LINDA NOCHLIN

WHY HAVE THERE BEEN NO GREAT
WOMEN ARTISTS?

MILE THE RECENT UPSURGE OF FEMINIST activity in this country
has indeed been a liberating one, its force has been chiefly emational — personal,
ssvchological, and subjective — centered, like the other radical movements to which it is
«lated, on the present and its immediate needs, rather than on historical analysis of the basic
atellectual issues which the feminist attack on the status quo automatically raises.' Like any
revolution, however, the feminist one ultimately must come to grips with the inteilectual and
ileological basis of the various intellectual or scholarly disciplines - history, philosophy, sociol-
v, Psychology, etc, — in the same way that it questions the ideologies of present social
imstitations. If, as John Stuart Mill suggested, we tend to accept whatever is as natural, this
is just as true in the realm of academic investigation as it is in our social arrangements. In
the former, too, “natural” assumptions must be questioned and the mythic basis of much so-
alled fact brought to light. And it is here that the very position of woman as an acknowledged
outsider, the maverick “she” instead of the presumably neutral “one” - in reality the white-
maltuposition-accepte{haswnatural, or the hidden “he” as the subject of all scholarly predicates
- is a decided advantage, rather than merely a hindrance or a subjective distortion.

In the field of art history, the white Western male viewpoint, unconsciously accepted as
the viewpoint of the art historian, may — and does — prove to be inadequate not merely on
maral and ethical grounds, or because it is elitist, but on purely inteliectual ones. In revealing
the failure of much academic art history, and a great deal of history in generai, to take account
of the unacknowledged value system, the very presence of an intruding subject in historical
mvestigation, the feminist critique at the same time lays bare its conceptual smugness, its
meta-historical naiveté. At a moment when all disciplines are becoming more self-conscious,
more aware of the nature of their presuppositions as cxhibited in the very languages and struc-
wres of the various fields of scholarship, such uncritical acceptance of “what is” as “natural”
may be intellectually fatal, Just as Mill saw male domination as one of a long series of social
mjustices that had to be overcome if a truly just social order were to be created, so we may
e the unstated domination of white male subjectivity as one in a series of intellectual distor-
jifms which must be corrected in order to achieve a more adequate and accurate view of
fistorieal situations,

it is the engaged feminist intellect (like John Stuart Mill’s) that can pierce through the
euEwral—i{:icoiogi(:a} limitations of the time and its specific “professionalism” to reveal biases
imii inadeguacies not merely in dealing with the question of women, but in the very way of
“rmulating the erucial questions of the discipline as a whole. Thus, the so-called woman
ostion, far from being a minor, peripheral, and Taughably provincial sub-issuc grafted onto
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Kate Millett's Sexval Politics, New York, 1970, and Mary Ellman’s Thinking Abour Women, New York,
1968, provide notable exceptions.
“Women Artists,” Review of Die Frauen in die Kunstgeschichte by Ernst Guhl in The Weuminster Review
_{American Edition), LXX, July 1858, pp. 91--104, T am grateful to Bhin Showaiter for having brought
his review to my attention.
See, lor {-xampie; Peter 8. Walch's excellent studies of Ange_lica Kauffmann or his unpublish@d doctoral
dissertation, “Angelica Kauffmann,” Princeton University, 1968, on the subject; for Artemisia
* Gentileschi, see R, Ward Bissell, “Artemisia Gentileschi ~ A New Documented Chronology,” Arr Bulletin
{june 1968): 153-68,
For the relatively recent genesis of the emphasis on the artist as the nexus of esthetic experience, see
M.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradivion, New York, 1953, and
Mawice 7. Shroder, Iearus: The lmage of the Arrist in French Remanticism, Cambridge, Massachusetts,
961,
© Coniemporary directions - earthworks, conceptual art, art as information, ete. — certainly point away
from emphasis on the individual genius and his salable pm(lucts; in art history, Harrison C. and C}'mhia
A White's Canvases end Careers: Institutional Change in the French Painting World, New York, 1965, opens
up a fruitfol new direction of investigation, as did Nikolaus Pevsner’s pioneering Academies of Art. Ernst
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