



[image: ]






[image: Illustration]




Emma Lewis is Assistant Curator, International Art, Tate Modern. Since joining the museum in 2013 she has organized or co-organized numerous exhibitions and permanent collection displays, most recently Dora Maar (2019), Portraits and Community (2019) and Wolfgang Tillmans (2017). She is responsible for researching photography acquisitions for the permanent collection, with a specialist focus on women’s histories and feminist practices. Emma regularly contributes to exhibition catalogues and artist monographs, sits on panels for organizations including Sony, Magnum Photos and British Journal of Photography, and has appeared on BBC’s Start the Week and The Listening Service. Her first book Isms: Understanding Photography was published in 2017.


Emma Jones is a writer specializing in art writing and non-fiction. She is Curatorial Assistant (Photography) at Tate. Curatorial credits include Ernest Cole (2021), Dora Maar (2019), Graciela Iturbide (2019) and Shape of Light: Photography and Abstract Art (2018). Emma holds an MA in Writing from Royal Holloway, London. Her contributions to the artist profiles in this book are indicated with her initials.


Tate is home to the United Kingdom’s national collection of British, and international modern and contemporary art, with its collection shared between Tate Britain, Tate Modern, Tate Liverpool and Tate St Ives. Ilex is proud to partner with Tate, supporting the gallery in its mission to promote public understanding and enjoyment of art.


Notes on the text


For the transliteration of Asian names, the author has followed the convention of family name before given name, except where the artist uses the Western convention of given name before family name.


Artwork titles are capitalized according to the preferences of the artist or their estate.





CONTENTS


Introduction:


Whose Stories Are We Telling?





Timeline


1 In and Out of the Studio:


Early Professionals and Amateurs


Bolette Berg & Marie Høeg


Julia Margaret Cameron


Florestine Collins


Frances Benjamin Johnston


Gertrude Käsebier


Hannah Maynard


Maryam Şahinyan


2 Avant-gardes:


Modernity and the ‘New Woman’


Aenne Biermann


Imogen Cunningham


Hannah Höch


Dora Maar


Tina Modotti


Lucia Moholy


Varvara Stepanova


Wanda Wulz


3 On the Street:


Documentary and Reportage in the ‘Golden Age’ and Beyond


Margaret Bourke-White


Kati Horna


Dorothea Lange


Lee Miller


Gerda Taro


Homai Vyarawalla


Elizabeth ‘Tex’ Williams


4 Communities:


Portraits of Private and Social Lives


Paz Errázuriz


Graciela Iturbide


Susan Meiselas


Tish Murtha


Zofia Rydet


Ketaki Sheth


Tokiwa Toyoko


Zubeida Vallie


5 Performing Femininity:


The Body, the Camera and the Gaze


Renee Cox


VALIE EXPORT


Rosy Martin & Kay Goodridge


Shirin Neshat


Ewa Partum


Martha Rosler


Cindy Sherman


Carrie Mae Weems


6 Activism:


Consciousness-Raising and Agitating for Change


Laia Abril


Poulomi Basu


Sheila Pree Bright


Sheba Chhachhi


Doris Derby


Donna Ferrato


Zanele Muholi


Sue Williamson


7 Being Seen:


(In)Visibility and Representation


Laura Aguilar


JEB (Joan E. Biren)


Nydia Blas


Elina Brotherus


Rineke Dijkstra


Nan Goldin


Elle Pérez


Jo Spence


8 Changing Landscapes:


Myth, Memory and the Climate Emergency


Felicity Hammond


Mame-Diarra Niang


Sophie Ristelhueber


Ursula Schulz-Dornburg


Lieko Shiga


Sim Chi Yin


Catherine Wagner


9 Herstories:


The Family Album and the Photographic Archive


Maria Kapajeva


Lebohang Kganye


Amak Mahmoodian


Pushpamala N.


Lorna Simpson


Maud Sulter


Carmen Winant


10 Networked Bodies:


Social Photos and Online Spaces


Arvida Byström


Sara Cwynar


Mari Katayama


Haley Morris-Cafiero


Tabita Rezaire


Sheida Soleimani


Amalia Ulman





Notes


Bibliography


Picture Credits


Acknowledgements




HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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Anna Atkins, Dictyota Dichotoma, in the Young State; and in Fruit, c.1850, from Photographs of British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions, c.1843–53








In 1839, in the rarefied halls of the Académie des sciences, Paris, photography was introduced to the world in the form of the Daguerreotype, marking a technical and cultural milestone that would forever change how we see the world – and with that, how we see ourselves. The announcement coincided with major international political shifts: continued colonial expansion into Asia and Africa, the abolitionist movement to end slavery in the US growing strength, and the early days of the struggle for women’s rights. In the same year, also in Paris, a philosopher named Charles Fourier had coined the term féminisme, which put a name to the intellectual debates that had been gathering momentum for the past century and would soon coalesce into something we recognize today as modern feminism.


For the past two hundred years, these histories have run parallel. A task of feminism is, to paraphrase the American writer Rebecca Solnit, to make women credible and audible; photography has done both.[1] It has been a reliable witness to women’s movements and made the causes for which they fight visible. It has also created images of femininity and sexuality that they have had to push back against, often employing their own images as a weapon. Likewise, feminism, as a set of ideas, has shaped how photographers have approached their medium – and how the rest of us have made sense of it. Yet the traditional history of photography (that which has been assembled over the past eight decades or so) tells us that all too often, these ideas are overlooked.


You are likely familiar with how that traditional account goes. It is white, Western and it is overwhelmingly male. Over time, attempts have been made to restore women’s names into that history, and indeed some have stuck. But for every Julia Margaret Cameron or Lee Miller – two women who have finally received due recognition – many thousands have been ignored, or their biographies have been flattened and told as though they were appendages to the men in their lives. The same old stereotypes persist, too: the genteel lady hobbyists photographing to while away the hours; the gung-ho pioneers blazing a trail to the front line. But where are the working-class women who set up studios to make ends meet? The ordinary folk quietly recording their communities because they knew that no one else would? Where are the thousands of others whose stories did not quite fit the mould?


It’s time for some new narratives.
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Barbara Kasten, Untitled 74/3, 1974, from Photogenic Painting, 1974–6





Photography – A Feminist History explores how women’s rights and societal attitudes towards gender across the world have shaped who have become photographers, the kinds of work they have made and how their stories have been written – and rewritten – over time. It is not a documentation of feminism illustrated through photography (that would be an altogether different book) but an account of some two hundred years of photographic practice told from a feminist perspective. Each chapter focuses on one theme or approach during the decades in which it emerged or are especially significant to its development. We begin with studio photography, the first forum in which women could gain a professional foothold, and end with self-portraits born of online culture. In between, we see the development of photography as an art form in avant-garde movements and the use of the camera to record both public and private life. We find photographers who have refused the idea that they had a ‘woman’s eye’ and those who have put their gender front and centre. We meet still others who were integral to shaping ideas about gender and sexuality both behind and in front of the camera.


Each chapter includes artists who are established and lesser-known, and from all corners of the globe. Suffice to say, they represent ‘a’ history not ‘the’ history. Any survey is inherently incomplete and imperfect. A different author (even the same author, on a different day!) will have made different choices. Added to this subjectivity is the fact that feminism is sprawling and complicated, and ideas about what makes a ‘feminist’ change all the time. One description is regularly attributed to British author Rebecca West, who pithily said she was called a feminist when she ‘expressed sentiments that differentiate me from a doormat’.[2] Another – possibly more useful for our purposes – comes from the Nigerian author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, who has defined a feminist as ‘someone who believes in the social, economic and political equality of the sexes’.[3] Both give us a straightforward description of a position that is anything but.


In the past two hundred years of photography’s life, innumerable feminisms have emerged: philosophies or movements whose concerns were organized around the personal characteristics and circumstances of the individuals behind them and the time and place in which they lived. Some of these individuals would describe themselves as feminists and use the term feminism, others rejected the term for what it stood for at that time, and others were active in contexts where the word simply was not in use. This book uses ‘feminism’ as a helpful catch-all term for these different alliances and ideas when it is not possible to be specific, or to include endless caveats. Rather than adopting the perspective of one feminism, it takes a broad view that considers the internal differences, disagreements and blind spots to be not only integral to making sense of the messy business of feminism but also what makes it so interesting. Somewhere within these tangled ideas we can find fresh and illuminating ways of thinking about photographs and their makers, and a set of guiding principles as to how to organize them into what we are calling a ‘feminist history’.
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Farah Al Qasimi,
Woman in Leopard Print, 2019
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Pixy Liao, It’s never been easy to carry you, 2013, from Experimental Relationship, 2007–ongoing








It’s time for some new narratives.
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Justine Kurland, Kung Fu Fighters, 1999, from Girl Pictures, 1997–2002
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Etinosa Yvonne, Portrait of Aisha Yesufu, a Nigerian activist photographed in Abuja during the #ENDSars protest on October 10 2020, 2020





Perhaps the most immediate work of a feminist history is to reclaim some space from the male-dominated narrative. This means that the photographers in this book – each of whom identifies as a woman, trans or gender nonconforming – are included as a feminist gesture towards rebalancing representation in this particular area, not necessarily because they identify as ‘feminist’ or consider their work to be – many are not, and do not. (It is worth saying that a feminist history could very well include work by men; that this one does not reflects a decision about the allocation of space.) With this work to rebalance the dominant narrative comes the responsibility to avoid certain pitfalls commonly found when so-called gatekeepers (such as museums, galleries and publishers) make efforts towards representation. Among them, the aforementioned tendency towards stereotypes and the habit of de-professionalizing and infantilizing women by referring to them by their given name rather than their surname. Connected to this is the importance of being cautious when describing women practitioners as ‘overlooked’, when, in fact, many people – historians, writers, curators, fellow artists – have been looking hard at their work for a long time. It is just that those contributions have not been paid due attention. A book like this is built upon their efforts.


Among the biggest tasks of a ‘feminist history’, though, is to create a narrative without smoothing over differences. We live in a moment when the question of who is telling whose story is (quite rightly) scrutinized, and with this comes the justifiable concern that individuals’ experiences will be homogenized. But it is possible to identify commonalities in ideas about photography without making reductive generalizations. And, arguably, it is essential to do so in order for progress to be made. For this reason, this book takes a macro/micro approach – the wide-angle and the close-up, if you will. As you read through, you will see that it surveys the common experiences and ambitions of women in different groups, places or periods, at the same time as honing in on one photographer in particular. Altogether, these individual accounts add texture and deeper meaning to the bigger picture, just as the bigger picture helps us make sense of the detail.
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Lorna Simpson, Five Day Forecast, 1988
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Helen Messinger Murdoch, Bishareen children, Aswan, Egypt, 1914









TIMELINE


Text in black refers to events and landmarks in photography and art.


Text in grey refers to events and landmarks in women’s rights, politics and culture.


1790s The writings of Judith Sargent Murray, Olympe de Gouges and Mary Wollstonecraft demand gender equality; collective action around women’s rights gathers momentum.


1794 Scottish chemist Elizabeth Fulhame publishes her fundamental research on light-sensitive salts.


1816 Joseph Nicéphore Niépce invents the process of heliography. In 1826/7, he uses it with a camera obscura to create the first photograph of a real-life scene.


1832 Suzanne Voilquin becomes editor of first feminist journal aimed at working-class women, La Tribune des femmes.


1833 William Henry Fox Talbot begins work on photogenic drawing (or photograms), the process of recording an impression of an object by placing it on lightsensitized paper.


1839 Enslaved West Africans lead a mutiny on the Spanish vessel La Amistad, leading to a US court case and their freedom from bondage.


1839 Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre’s Daguerreotype process is announced in Paris.


1839 Painter Friederike Wilhelmine von Wunsch writes to Prussian authorities claiming to have invented a colour photographic process, her assertions are never substantiated.


1841 Fox Talbot patents the calotype, the first process for reproducing positive images from negatives. Constance Talbot, his wife, also photographs and exposes prints.


1842 Sir John Herschel introduces the cyanotype (or blueprint), a type of photogram.


1843 Botanist Anna Atkins publishes the first book of photographic images, British Algae: Cyanotype Impressions.


1843 Marion Reid: A Plea for Woman, discusses how ‘womanly behaviour’ limits opportunities.


1843 Ann Cooke, England’s first professional woman photographer, opens her studio.


1848 Marx and Engels: The Communist Manifesto, highlights capitalism’s oppression of women.


1848 First women’s rights convention in US, Seneca Falls, New York.


1850 The first photographs of enslaved African-born people are made.


1851 Abolitionist Sojourner Truth delivers speech (later known as ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’) at a women’s rights convention, Akron, Ohio. 1851 Frederick Scott Archer introduces wet-collodion process, the first photographic process to yield multiple, stable prints from the same negative.


1853–6 The Crimean War becomes the first conflict to be photographed, although long exposure times mean action cannot be captured.


1854 André-Adolphe-Eugène Disdéri patents cartes de visite, photographic portraits become more affordable.


1857 UK Matrimonial Causes Act introduces secular divorce. Updated in 1923 and 1937 to make equal and extend grounds for divorce.


1859 In Kolkata, Harriet and Robert Tytler exhibit photographs made in aftermath of the Indian Rebellion (1857–8).


1860s Expedition photography flourishes. In the US, photographic surveys of the so-called ‘wilderness’ leads to introduction of National Parks.


1861–5 American Civil War.


1861 Physicist James Clerk Maxwell uses filters to produce first full-colour image.


1864 Introduction of the Woodburytype, a photomechanical process that reproduces photographs on a mass scale; replaced by cheaper halftone process from 1890.


1864 Shima Ryū first known photograph by a Japanese woman.


1868 Lala Deen Dayal founds first photography studio in India. In the 1920s, Annapurna Dutta becomes India’s first professional woman photographer.


1869 Following the passing of the 15th Amendment, National Woman Suffrage Association and American Woman Suffrage Association form in the US.


1870s Photography is increasingly used as evidence in fields such as medicine and the social sciences.


1871 The Union des Femmes forms during the Paris Commune.


1878 Germany introduces legal protection for pregnant women; in 1883 it becomes the first country to introduce maternity allowance.


1878 Karl Klíč introduces photogravure, allowing for rapid and highly detailed reproduction of photographs.


1880s Pictorialism, the movement advocating for photography as fine art, flourishes around the globe in groups including the Linked Ring in UK and Photo-Secession in US.


1880s Communist theorists advocate for universal suffrage.


1882 Étienne-Jules Marey perfects chronophotographic gun, which can shoot 12 exposures per second; influences Futurism.


1882 The Married Women’s Property Act permits women to own and control property in UK.


1888–1900 Eastman Kodak Co. introduce the first roll-film cameras.


1893 New Zealand becomes first country to grant women national voting rights.


1894 Sarah Grand: ‘The New Aspect of the Woman Question’; Ouida (Maria Louise Ramé): ‘The New Woman’.


1895 Lumière brothers debut the first motion picture, Workers Leaving the Lumière Factory.


1896 National Association of Colored Women forms in USA.


1897 Frances Benjamin Johnston publishes ‘What a Woman Can Do with a Camera’.


1903 Emmeline Pankhurst forms the Women’s Social and Political Union.


1904 Sadakichi Hartmann: ‘Plea for a Straight Photography’, rejects Pictorialism.


1905 Russian Revolution. Socialist uprising against Russian Empire galvanizes women’s rights movement in Finland. In 1917–18, independence sees women’s rights expanded in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania.


1907 Lumière brothers market the first commercially viable colour process, Autochrome Lumière.


1909 Studio Madame Philippe Saboungi is registered in Beirut. Ottoman studios are known to employ women photographers for female clientele.


1909 Manifesto of Futurism published; in 1912 poet Valentine de Saint-Point publishes Manifesto of Futurist Woman. 1909 Condé Nast acquires and re-launches Vogue (first published in 1892).


c.1910–20 Mexican Revolution.


1911 International Women’s Day marked for the first time.


1911 Literary magazine Seitō (‘Bluestocking’) publishes in Japan.


1913 Anton Giulio Bragaglia: Futurist Photodynamism, discusses capturing the trajectory of motion in one shot.


1914 Rosa Luxemburg: ‘The Proletarian Woman’ read at International Women’s Day.


1914–18 First World War. Photography plays an important role in military strategy.


1915 First International Congress of Women, The Hague.


1916 Dada movement emerges using absurdity to respond to the horrors and folly of war.


1917 The February and October Revolutions depose the Russian tsar. Women achieve suffrage under the new Soviet state.


1918 Women over thirty who own property gain suffrage in UK.


1919 First-known signed photograph by Karimeh Abbud, the first Palestinian and woman photographer in the Arab world.


1919 Naciye Suman opens a studio, becoming first Muslim woman photographer working in Turkey.


1920s Declining birth rates see pro-natalist policies enacted in Russia and many European countries.


1920 The Art Directors Club, New York, promotes advertising photography as art.


1920 The 19th Amendment expands voting rights of some American women, but the fight for universal suffrage continues until the Voting Rights Act of 1965.


1920 The Soviet Union becomes first state to legalize abortion; Stalin reintroduces ban in 1936.


1920 Ichikawa Fusae forms New Women’s Association, Japan’s first women’s rights organization.


1922 Lucia Moholy and László Moholy-Nagy publish on the modernist approach to photography known as the ‘New Vision’.


1924 Leica announce their 35mm roll-film camera, widely used by photojournalists.


1924 André Breton: First Surrealist Manifesto. The movement’s international exhibitions through the 1930s feature Claude Cahun and Dora Maar.


1928 Vu magazine launches in Paris, a leading publisher of avant-garde photographs.


1928 Varvara Stepanova: ‘Photomontage’, cements use of the technique in Constructivism and Soviet propaganda.


1929 The Wall Street Crash triggers the Great Depression.


1929 Landmark exhibition of modernist photography Film und Foto opens in Stuttgart, featuring works by 191 artists, including Aenne Biermann, Imogen Cunningham, Florence Henri and Germaine Krull.


1930s Harold Edgerton and Gjon Mili develop high-speed flash photography.


1930 First issue of USSR in Construction, photographic documentation of the Soviet Union’s project for modernization and industrialization.


1932 Advocates of ‘pure photography’ Group f.64 forms in San Francisco with Imogen Cunningham and Sonya Noskowiak among its founder members.


1935 US Government launches New Deal relief programmes, documented by photographers including Dorothea Lange and Margaret Bourke-White.


1935 Associated Press’s Wirephoto transmission service transforms photojournalism.


1935 Walter Benjamin: ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechnical Reproduction’, examines what ‘mass media’ means for art.


1935 Kodachrome colour slide film introduced to the market; Kodacolor negative film follows in 1942.


1936 Anarchist women’s organization Mujeres Libres established in Spain.


1936–7 Spanish Civil War.


1936 Life magazine launches with cover image by Margaret Bourke-White.


1939–45 Second World War.


1940 Sasamoto Tsuneko becomes Japan’s first woman photojournalist.


1943 Helen Levitt’s solo exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York, is one of the world’s first exhibitions of colour photography.


1945 USA drops atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.


1945 Campaigns for independence and decolonization in Asia and Africa begin.


1945 Pan-African Congress demands end to European colonial rule. Transition to independence takes place from mid-1950s to 1975.


1946 United Nations (UN) launches Commission on the Status of Women.


1947–91 The Cold War.


1947 Edwin Land invents the Polaroid camera.


1947 The Partition of India.


1947 Magnum Photos photojournalist cooperative founded, Eve Arnold is the first woman member. By 1957, two of the fifteen owner-members are women. Between 1983 and 2009 only one woman, Lise Saffarti, is a full member.


1948 National Party establish the apartheid system in South Africa.


1948 UN adopts Universal Declaration of Human Rights.


1949 Simone de Beauvoir: The Second Sex, contends that gender is constructed.


1951 Doria Shafik organizes 1,500 women to march on parliament in Cairo, demanding changes to women’s rights.


1952 UN’s Convention on Political Rights of Women.


1953 Felicia Abban opens a studio and becomes Ghana’s first professional woman photographer.


1955–75 Vietnam War.


1955 The Family of Man exhibition at MoMA, New York, aims to show ‘the gamut of life, from birth to death’; of the 273 photographers representing 68 countries, only 40 are women.


1960s The women’s liberation movement emerges, a major part of the ‘second wave’.


1960 Oral contraceptive pill approved for sale in US.


1963 Betty Friedan: The Feminine Mystique, reveals the dissatisfaction of American housewives, launching the mainstream ‘second wave’.


1965 US Voting Rights Act prohibits racial discrimination.


1967 MoMA, New York, mounts New Documents exhibition featuring Diane Arbus, Lee Friedlander and Garry Winogrand.


1968 Mass protests erupt across the globe against the military, state oppression and government bureaucracy.


1968 Second-wave feminist group New York Radical Women protest during the Miss America pageant, bringing women’s liberation to the world stage.


1968 The photograph Earthrise taken by astronaut William Anders aboard the Apollo 8 mission is adopted by the environmental movement.


1969 The Stonewall Riots and subsequent formation of the Gay Liberation Front, whose campaigns from 1970 to the mid-1980s mark a turning point in LGBTQI+ rights.


1969 Chicana feminism movement forms at the Chicano Youth Liberation Conference in Denver, Colorado.


1969 National Association to Aid Fat Americans is founded in US. As the group becomes more political in the 1980s, the name is revised to National Association to Advance Fat Acceptance.


1970s The term ‘Anarcha-Feminism’ comes into use to describe aims to abolish capitalism and centre gender oppression.


1970 Germaine Greer: The Female Eunuch, outlines how the nuclear family ‘castrates’ women.


1970 The Lavender Menace protest at the Second Congress to Unite Women in New York, marks a founding moment for lesbian feminism.


1971 Artist Judy Chicago co-launches the Feminist Art Program, the first of its kind in the US.


1971 Erin Pizzey establishes UK’s first women’s shelter.


1971 Linda Nochlin: ‘Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’, helps launch feminist art history, which develops in 1980s with canonical work by Griselda Pollock and Rozsika Parker, among others.


1972 International Wages for Housework campaign begins in Italy. The first Global Women’s Strike for unwaged labour takes place in 1999.


1973 US Supreme Court rules to protect women’s right to abortion in Roe v. Wade.


1974 Towards Equality report first published by the Committee on the Status of Women in India.


1975 First International Women’s Year, first global UN Women’s Conference held in Mexico City and beginning of the UN’s ‘Decade for Women’.


1975 New Topographics: Photographs of a Man-Altered Landscape exhibition at George Eastman House, New York, defines a new approach to landscape photography. Hilla Becher is the only woman included.


1975 Laura Mulvey: ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, examines dominance of the ‘male gaze’.


1977 Susan Sontag: On Photography, explores ‘ethics of seeing’ and power relations inherent in photography.


1977 Miriam Schapiro and Melissa Meyer theorize ‘femmage’, or feminist collage.


1977 Pictures exhibition at Artists Space, New York, helps define postmodern photography.


1978 Spanish women granted full equal rights under law.


1978 Susie Orbach: Fat is a Feminist Issue.


1978–9 Iranian Revolution.


1978–9 Susan Meiselas’s documentation of Nicaraguan Revolution becomes an iconic piece of concerned photojournalism.


1979 UN General Assembly adopts Convention on the Eliminations of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.


1980s The field of feminist art history develops and is added to university curricula.


1980s Disability feminism gains momentum, documented by photographers such as Samena Rana.


1980–90s Feminist Sex Wars. Anti-pornography feminists work with right-wing groups to enforce censorship; sex-positive feminists emphasize pleasure, liberation and importance of sex education.


1980 San Francisco resident Ken Horne is reported to the Center for Disease Control, he is retroactively identified as the first patient of the US HIV/AIDS epidemic in 1981.


1980–88 Iran–Iraq War.


1980 Roland Barthes: Camera Lucida, discusses the effect of the photograph on the spectator.


1981 Gloria Anzaldúa and Cherríe Moraga: This Bridge Called My Back: Radical Writings by Women of Color, advances anticolonial feminism.


1981 Angela Davis: Women, Race & Class, outlines intersection of race and class in the abolitionist and women’s liberation movements.


1982–2000 Oliviero Toscani, Italian photographer and director for United Colors of Bennetton, creates highly controversial photographic campaigns for the brand.


1982 Thirty thousand women protest against nuclear weapons at Greenham Common airbase, UK.


1983 Alice Walker coins term ‘womanism’ to describe experiences specific to Black feminists.


1985 Guerrilla Girls, an anonymous group dedicated to fighting art-world sexism, form.


1985 Jeanne Moutoussamy-Ashe: Viewfinders, the first comprehensive survey of African-American women photographers.


1986 Chandra Talpade Mohanty: Under Western Eyes, critiques Western feminism’s homogenization of the ‘Third-World woman’.


1988 Section 28 of the UK’s Local Government Act prohibits ‘promotion of homosexuality by teaching or publishing material’.


1989 Invention of world wide web.


1989 Fall of the Berlin Wall signals end of the Cold War on 9 November.


1989 Denmark becomes first country to legally recognize same-sex partnerships.


1989 Kimberlé Crenshaw coins term ‘intersectionality’ to explain how interaction of race and gender impacts feminism and anti-racist policies.


1989 Controversy around Immersion (Piss Christ) by Andres Serrano marks the beginning of the ‘culture wars’ in the US.


1990s Cyberfeminism movement urges women to claim technology as a liberating force.


1990 Graphics editing software Adobe Photoshop 1.0 launches.


1990 Naomi Wolf: The Beauty Myth, places the damaging effect of beauty ideals top of the ‘third wave’s’ agenda.


1990 Judith Butler: Gender Trouble, launches queer theory.


1991 Kodak launch first commercially available digital single-lens reflex camera, DCS-100. In 2003 Canon’s EOS 300D, the first DSLR under £1,000, brings digital photography to the mass market.


1992 Rebecca Walker: ‘Becoming the Third Wave’ (published in Gloria Steinem’s Ms magazine), calls for a new era of organizing against female oppression.


1992 Tessa Boffin and Jean Fraser: Stolen Glances, presents key debates around lesbian photography and visibility.


1992 bell hooks: ‘The Oppositional Gaze’ addresses the Black spectator’s right to look.


1994 Dismantling of apartheid begins in South Africa.


1994 Kate Bornstein: Gender Outlaw, key to theorizing nonbinary gender.


1997 First social media platform, Six Degrees, launches; MySpace follows in 2003, Facebook in 2004 and Twitter in 2006.


2000 Deborah Willis: Reflections in Black, first comprehensive history of African-American photographers.


2001 Emi Koyama: The Transfeminist Manifesto, defines primary principles of transfeminism.


2002 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson: ‘Integrating Disability, Transforming Feminist Theory’, sets agenda for feminist disability studies.


2003 New Zealand becomes the first country to decriminalize sex work.


2003 First smartphone with a front-facing camera, Sony Ericsson Z1010, launched, introducing the ‘selfie’.


2003 Susan Sontag: Regarding the Pain of Others, examines contemporary consumption of images of suffering.


2004 Gender Recognition Act gives trans people full legal recognition in the appropriate gender in UK.


2005 Nepal bans chhaupadi, the practice of ostracizing menstruating or postpartum women and girls; in 2018 the law is enforced by fines.


2007 Julia Serano: Whipping Girl, outlines transphobia’s roots in sexism.


2007 WACK! at Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, the first major exhibition dedicated to feminist art made from c.1965–1980.


2008 Ariella Azoulay: The Civil Contract of Photography, asks what photography can do for the individuals it depicts.


2008 UN Security Council Resolution 1820 recognizes sexual violence as a weapon of war.


2010s New era of online activism such as #BlackLivesMatter, #BringBackOurGirls, #MeToo and #TimesUp.


2010 Instagram launches.


2010–12 Use of camera phones during the Arab Spring marks first major instance of citizen journalism.


2011 SlutWalks protesting victim shaming take place in Canada, followed by Argentina, Australia, Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden and UK.


2012 Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie: ‘We Should All Be Feminists’ (TEDx talk).


2012 Gang rape and murder of Jyoti Singh in India prompts nationwide protests.


2013 UK Parliament legalizes same-sex marriage.


2015 US Supreme Court makes same-sex marriage legal in all fifty states.


2016 UN creates first watchdog for LGBT human rights.


2017 TikTok launches.


2017 Women’s March on Washington, DC, and affiliated marches worldwide.


2017 Laylah Amatullah Barrayn and Adama Delphine Fawundu: MFON: Women Photographers of the African Diaspora.


2017 Online platform Women Photograph launches ‘to elevate the voices of women and nonbinary visual journalists’.


2019 The 8th Amendment (which claimed equal right to life for the unborn) is repealed in Ireland.


2020 Legacy Russell: Glitch Feminism, explores the internet’s potential as a space for marginalized identities.


2019 First cases of the coronavirus causing Covid-19 reported by officials in Wuhan City, China.


2020 Murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis prompts protests against police brutality worldwide.


2020 Vice-President Kamala Harris, the daughter of first-generation Indian and Jamaican immigrants, becomes the first woman and the first woman of colour elected to US office.
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Lady Clementina Hawarden, Clementina Maude with her arms raised, c. 1862








‘Woman is born free and lives equal to man in her rights’, wrote the political activist Olympe de Gouges in Declaration of the Rights of Woman (1791). Her text would pave the way for what by the early 1900s would become known as ‘feminism’ (and would later see de Gouges executed for treason). Around the world, legislation, collective action and philosophical texts were beginning to shift ideas of freedom and equality in both directions – in 1734, the introduction of Swedish Civil Code protected married women’s property rights; in 1792 a bill granted the vote to female heads of household in Sierra Leone; while from 1777 US laws began to take it away from some women.[1] By the time photography was introduced to the world in Paris in 1839, campaigns for women’s rights had gained serious momentum.


This swell of activity was due in no small part to the emergence around 1830 of the official abolitionist movement to end slavery. Women fighting for reform saw that freedom and equality should be applied to gender as well as race, and for many years the causes overlapped. As the struggle for women’s rights grew, however, so it became more divided. In many parts of the world, industrialization had transformed the nature of women’s work. In doing so, it had also widened the gap between the social classes, who experienced oppression in different ways. The concerns of the labourer or factory worker, who unionized to protect herself from workplace exploitation, were unlike those of her middle- and upper-class contemporaries, who were fighting for better education and the right to own property, or who were railing against enforced lives of leisure (Polish revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg, for example, went so far as to declare the female bourgeoisie to be parasites on society).[2] These class-and gender-based concerns were amplified for women of colour, especially after the dramatic divergence of the abolitionist and women’s movements around the passing of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1869, when African-American men were granted the right to vote, but women were not.[3]


It was in this transformative context of rights reform that photography became ingrained in cultural life. Women began to use their changed socio-economic positions to take up new vocations, and, of all the fields in photography, it was studio portraiture that presented more professional opportunities than any other.
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Zaida Ben-Yusuf, The Odor of Pomegranates, 1899
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Lady Mary Georgiana Caroline Filmer, Lady Filmer in her Drawing Room, 1863–8
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Annapurna Dutta, Self-Portrait, c.1920s









A DEMOCRATIC MEDIUM?


The introduction of photography incited a global mania for Daguerreotype portraits and from that the lower-priced cartes de visite. Within just a few years of the medium’s invention, capturing one’s ‘likeness’ – or, more poignantly, crafting one’s identity through the photographic image – went from being the preserve of the upper classes to something that people from all walks of life could afford.[4]


On the other side of the camera, however, things were not so egalitarian. Around the world, studios were opening in great numbers, but only a handful had women at the helm. Photography historian Naomi Rosenblum notes that of the 750 studios that opened in England and continental Europe between 1841 and 1855, just 22 were run by women.[5] Figures from the US reflect how, later, the number of professional women photographers grew exponentially: from 271 in 1880 to 4,900 in 1910, representing 15 percent of the field.[6] Yet these statistics tell only part of the story. As photographer and researcher Jeanne Moutoussamy-Ashe has explained, the US census listed white women’s occupations only from 1870 (figures that were confused anyway because of the American Civil War) and Black women’s only from 1890.[7] That year, she states, of 2,201 women photographers recorded, 6 were Black women.[8] By 1920, there were more than 100.[9]


In part, this growth can be attributed to the fact that photography was becoming more accessible, in terms of technology (which was becoming more user-friendly and less labour-intensive) and training (one could be self-taught, or learn via a short apprenticeship), as well as economics. In 1890, US$10 – the equivalent of about two weeks’ wages for factory workers – could purchase the equipment necessary to set up a portrait business, which some did from their homes.[10] For women without the means to set up shop themselves, studios offered many other administrative and technical roles, including retouching portraits, preparing materials for printing, or working as a ‘lady operator’ for clients who preferred to be photographed by a woman.
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