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Carolee Schneeman 

 

Of all the images that come to my mind when thinking of writing and giving a 

lecture with this title, the most persistent, for, me, seems to be that of Carolee 



Schneeman standing provocatively, in a black and white photograph, pulling a 

long scroll of text from inside her body while reading it out to an audience. 

 

The piece is called ÔInterior ScrollÕ and was made in 1975. 

 

The image is nothing if not serious. Black and white makes it more serious event 

though it may disguise  some imagined coloured signs of the bodyÕs traced 

interior, that we might suspect were also present at the event. 

 

ÔSeriousÕ because this artist, this woman, this image, appears to transgress 

certain taboos relating to the body, what we do with our bodies, what we do in 

public, and also what we do with and to writing. 

 

There is, perhaps, something extreme about the image, as if a limit were being 

reached, tested or crossed, a risk taken, a taboo broken, new possibilities 

created. 

 

The picture is taken in 1975, during a decade in which the central platform of 

Western anti-capitalist, anti-establishment complaint Ði.e. Marxism Ð was already 

splintering into numerous Ôsingle-issue movementsÕ and into more specialised 

politics more appropriate to Ôlate capitalismÕ than the originally 19th century 

Marxist project. 

 



Feminism grew and thrived in this radical, speculative 70s arena when many new 

rights and new possibilities seemed to be pulled within reach. 

 

ÒThe male is completely egocentric, trapped inside himself, incapable of 
empathizing or identifying with others, or love, friendship, affection of tenderness. 
He is a completely isolated unit, incapable of rapport with anyone. His responses are 
entirely visceral, not cerebral; his intelligence is a mere tool in the services of his 
drives and needs; he is incapable of mental passion, mental interaction; he can't 
relate to anything other than his own physical sensations. He is a half-dead, 
unresponsive lump, incapable of giving or receiving pleasure or happiness; 
consequently, he is at best an utter bore, an inoffensive blob, since only those 
capable of absorption in others can be charming. He is trapped in a twilight zone 
halfway between humans and apes, and is far worse off than the apes because, 
unlike the apes, he is capable of a large array of negative feelings -- hate, jealousy, 
contempt, disgust, guilt, shame, doubt -- and moreover, he is aware of what he is 
and what he isn't.Ó 
 

 



 

In the same decade New Yorker Valerie Solanas set up her ÔSociety For Cutting 

Up Men (S,C,U,M), originally a one-woman-band initiated by an attempt to 

assassinate Andy Warhol. 

 

ÔImagine a WorldÕ  Bargehouse, London 2005. 
 ÒAn exhibition of new and established contemporary artists as part of Amnesty 
InternationalÕs Stop Violence Against Women Campaign. 
 ÒConfronting issues of gender based violence & discrimination through humour, 
eloquence, life-sized glove puppets and fake fur!Ó 
 

By the 1980s, the more colourful and playful, but no-less militant ÔGuerrilla GirlsÕ 

became notorious for strategically embarrassing institutions which failed to 

address obvious gendered imbalances among their shows, collections and their 

staff. 

 



In 2005 the guerrilla Girls were represented in a show at Bargehouse London 

where their more exuberant imagery seems to have supplanted to grim postures 

of the 1970s. 

 

Liberal feminisn Ða feminism of equality - has its roots back among the early 

modern revolutionary call for universal and equal human rights which may seem, 

from todayÕs perspective, to have reached an apotheosis or limit point during the 

1970s. 

 

 

Mary Wollstonecraft 1759 -1797 



The revolutionary Republican Mary WollstonecraftÕs ÔA Vindication Of The Rights 

Of WomenÕ published in 1797, is a plea for the education of women to challenge 

inequality and this is echoed by the early 20th Century suffragette movementÕs 

use of terrorist tactics to bring women the vote and therefore make them equal 

participants in the fundamental mechanisms of democracy.  

 

  

Death of Emily Davison 1913 ÓShe did not interfere w ith the race, but she 
nearly killed a jockey as well as herself, and she brought down a valuable 
horse.Ó (The Times) 
 

But the enormous transformation brought about by two world wars, by significant 

technological, architectural and social shifts, al meant that, despite the ideal 

housewife caricatured at the heart of the post-war American suburb, by the 

1970s it appeared more outrageous than ever for women to remain in any way 

whatever 2nd class citizens in what had evolved into a truly modernised society. 

 



   

  

   

 

Simone De BeauvoirÕs 1949 publication ÔThe Second SexÕ is often cited as the 

text that ignited a generation of womenÕs informed awareness of their true status 



of inequality, while encouraging their freedom to choose, and thereby transcend 

their conditions in ways that men had traditionally taken for granted. 

 

Simone De Beauvoir 1908 - 1986 
ÓThe term ÔfemaleÕ is derogatory not because it emph asises womanÕs 
animality, but because it imprisons her in her sex;  and if this sex seems to 
man to be contemptible and inimical even in harmles s dumb animals, it is 
evidently because of the uneasy hostility stirred u p in him by woman.Ó 
http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/ethics/de -beauvoir/2nd-
sex/ch03.htm  
 



   

Miss World Protest 21st November 1970: 
ÓThe Miss World contest causes a feminist storm as d emonstrators invade 

the Royal Albert Hall where the contest was held. P rotestors fired ink at 
spectators and let off stink bombs in scenes resemb ling a school 

assembly. The unruly ladies were eventually expelle d from the hall by 
security guards and policemen.Ó  

 

The brief history that we have just rapidly skimmed throws up a wealth of images: 

a young woman throwing herself under the KingÕs horse on Derby Day; the trim, 

ideal wife of the 1950s, her counterpart in the angry campus feminists of the 60s 

and 70s, protests at Miss World contests etc. (Interestingly, some early feminist 

art was captured by the introduction of video technology in U.S. University art 

schools in the early 70s, as documented by the ICA catalogue ÔVideo ActsÕ) 

 

But for some reason, despite all these images, it is this image of Schneeman to 

which I personally return as it climbs back up to the top of my own image-bank. 



Spending a little longer exploring it might prove valuable in finding a position in 

relation to our title ÔArt & Feminism / Post Feminism.Õ 

 

LetÕs begin with ÔDifferenceÕ. Clearly, al the examples thrown up in our rapid 

history were concerned with problems of difference. Differences of status, 

different rights,. Different working conditions, different wages, different degrees of 

freedom, different freedoms, all arising from the supposedly fundamental 

difference between the sexes. The Ôsecond sexÕ, being clearly differentiated from 

that which is presumed to be ÔfirstÕ. 

  

Meanwhile, the modern idea of ÔequalityÕ implies a same, a sameness. Charles 

Baudelaire, the inventor of modern art, in his 1846 Salon writing, gave a sarcastic 

warning that Ôuniversal equalityÕ had made Paris into a drab place where 

everyone wore the same kind of clothes. This is just a piece of wit but the fact 

that it is a historical observation makes it also serious and profound. 

 

The point is, perhaps, that ÔArt & Feminism / Post FeminismÕ is a title that tussels 

with issues of difference and sameness, equality and/or difference. 

 



 

 

Returning to our image, the naked womanÕs body clearly broadcasts what we 

might call the ÔdifferenceÕ of woman.  But to speak of the womanÕs body being 

different could automatically imply that it is different from a male body presumed 

as primary or same Ðthe Ôfirst sexÕ. 

 

However, we can also use the word ÔdifferenceÕ without hierarchy, without any 

primary term to which others are different and therefore secondary. We can think 

of our world in terms of nothing but difference, differences differentiating from 

differences replacing our entire model of any primary identity to which others are 

different.   



 

There is no ÔidentityÕ Ðwe might say Ð only differences, and this would be a way 

to understand differences without recourse to hierarchy, to understand feminism 

without recourse to a Ôfirst sexÕ. 

 

Despite the physical differences displayed by a naked female body, it is 

recognisably the same human species as its male counterpart. As human woman 

appeals to be considered in terms of a modern project which aspires to universal 

human rightsÕ Ðequality. 

 

The woman is standing and reading, and the reading -the writing she is reading- 

is also a sign of the same (its arc, incidentally, becomes phallic), the same of  

language, the same conventionally agreed arrangement of signs intended to 

produce a certain, more or less similar, universal human meaning. 

 

The scroll is simultaneously reminiscent of a material used for absorbing 

menstrual blood and simultaneously reminiscent of an ancient document of 

proclamation Ðthe kind of support which gives theatrical importance to any text 

written upon it, and read aloud in public from it. 

 

If we here used the word ÔprovocativeÕ about this image, it is not the artistÕs 

nakedness which is provocative but the incongruous juxtaposition of body with 

writing.  the body which proclaims difference and the writing which proclaims a 



same.  Words which aspire to establish understanding are juxtaposed 

incongruously with a body which, though capable of speaking in so many ways, 

here complains that it is mis-understood, mis-represented, mis-taken for what it 

really is. 

 

This image then might present a moment of rupture, desperation, exasperation, 

pointing to the fact that, in a modern world, where reason, logic, rights, laws and 

justice, are all established in the proud words of constitutions and laws, the 

physical differences which render one sex primary and another secondary, find 

no adequate representation in media, in culture, in everyday life. (N.B. this 

ÔrepresentationÕ might then be the artistÕs Ðrather than the legislatureÕs, or the 

mediaÕs Ð role.) 

 



   

Helene Cixous  

 

   Julia Kristeva  



  Luce Irigaray  

 

Feminists and philosophers, such as Luce Irigaray, Helene Cixous, Julia Kristeva 

and Judith Butler have all addressed issues arising in this image. Irigaray and 

Cixous have spoken of the need for women to evolve a writing of their own, 

through formal experiment and a re-positioning of the writing subject. 

 

Kristeva and Butler have alluded Ðrespectively- to the primacy of bodily 

difference or to the performative source of identity in negotiating a philosophical 

project, which exceeds and challenges theories traditionally formed in and of 

words, overseen by a masculine canon. 

 

These strategies can be considered, not ÔliberalÕ feminism (a feminism of 

equality) but ÔradicalÕ feminism in that they seek to go to the root (the real 

meaning of the word ÔradicalÕ) and fundamentally transform the grounds upon 

which, and the writing within which any feminist discourse is pursued. 

 

Phall-Logo-Centrism is a term, conjured from the camaraderie of Helene Cixous 

and fellow French/Algerian philosopher Jacques Derrida, to refer to an 



overarching power of a modern Western logic (logos) which is in fact not 

universal or same at all but undeniably masculine in its source and tendencies.  

 

This means that all modern aspirations to rights and freedoms can be said to be 

biased I this direction, whereby the masculine prevails over the feminine, the 

logic of the textÕs aspirations to both knowledge and equality prevails over the 

unassimilable, unreasonable, and unknowable difference of the body. 

 

Perhaps it is at this point that we could begin to speak of /post feminism, and 

perhaps it is the Schneeman image Ðagain- and the thinkers to whom I have 

referred, who necessarily exceed the original aims and strategies of 1970s 

feminism. 

 

So far, we have spoken of feminism in a historical frame, associating it with a 

history of modern society and the corresponding demand for modern, universal 

human rights Ð a kind of sameness about which romantics like Baudelaire and 

Nietzsche were sceptical. 

 

If we mention a Miss World contest, or suburban housewife, world wars etc. we 

are of course always using historical images, images which orientate us in time 

amid well-known cultural and social shifts.   

 



We have also located a kind of apotheosis (high point) of a certain feminism in or 

about the 1970s which relates it to other historical facts, such as the post-war 

wealth of Euro-America, the proliferation of T.V. and higher education, a sense of 

late modernism and early post-modernism, the cold war, Marxism etc.  

   

A current writer like Gail Collins can title her book: ÔWhen Everything Changed: 

The Amazing Journey Of American Women from 1960 To The PresentÕ. 

However, in the most recent critical reflections on post-feminism (which I will 

attempt to define, using artworks, and in contrast to the 70s feminism previously 

discussed) contemporary commentators like Kat Barnyard (ÔThe Equality 

IllusionÕ) and Natasha Walter (ÔLiving DollsÕ) seem to despair at the wholesale 

complicity of post-feminism with the rampant, careless and exploitative forces of 

consumerism which, fuelled by artful, but no less aggressive media, during the 

1980s, 90s and so-called noughties, has dominated and diverted all other 

political missions, including that of feminism, effectively hijacking all progressive 

tendencies in society and hitching them to the single goal of satisfaction via 

consumption. 

 

Feminists of the 1970s can be allied with other Ôspectres of MarxÕ Ðsuch as gay 

activists, or postcolonial theorists demanding new rights, in the mode of Marx but 

for a late modern or postmodern scenario. Aside form their particular political 

aims they also showed an underlying sense of opposition to and complaint 

against, and a call to change the spectacle relatively mindless, media driven 



consumerism adorned by compelling capitalist imagery of unattainable or short-

lived ideals.  Meanwhile, post-feminists (according to current critiques) though 

apparently extending the agenda of feminism and pursuing its aims by 

unprecedented means, can also be seen as merely ÔtoothlessÕ, reactionary and 

complicit, effectively reducing the aims of feminism to a series of visual gestures 

and signs; postures without real political gains.   

 

These writers point to the increase in pornography, prostitution, lap-dancing 

clubs, and a wholesale rolling back of the achievements of 70s feminism, so that 

once more women are positioned as passive characters, shrugging ironic 

shoulders while nevertheless continuing to pander to a world of largely male 

desires. 

 



 

Pipilotti Rist 



 

    

   

Sylvie Fleury 



Artists of the post-feminist generation might include Pipilotti rist and Sylvie 

Fleury, both of whom prefer to be seen clothed, and in fact, rather well dressed 

and in make up, instead of nakedly provocative.  There work comes in a range of 

colourful, playful images and promotes the artistÕs own power and ambition as 

women using satirical rather than angry strategies.  Large rockets, in gaudy 

colours and shiny surfaces, or Prada shoes cast in bronze and used to stamp 

upon glitter juxtapose high street notions of beauty with uninhibited power 

audacity and violence.  

 

      

Sylvie Fleury  

 

In these works, the female body, though clothed in standard consumerist garb, is 

nevertheless implied or present as a difference. The political agenda, which 

demands to be taken seriously and treated at least equally, is no-longer 

performed as tragic drama but staged in the celebratory language of fashion and 



advertising i.e. laconic, colourful, witty outbursts which register their point almost 

subliminally, using the language of what 70s feminists regarded as the enemy, 

guilty of fuelling a regime of signs that misrepresent, exploit and oppress women.  

 

Nevertheless, Raven, Walter and Barnyard Ðinfluenced perhaps by a sense of 

current cultural shifts in which the consumerist boom is seen to have collapsed 

into a new era of more serious approaches to serious issues Ð suspect that these 

colourful celebrations have produced only limited progress, or none o at ll, and 

may even constitute a reverse (albeit Ôin denialÕ).  They complain that women 

today, having surrendered the graphic complaint of 70s feminism to embrace the 

ironic Ôgirl powerÕ of post-feminism, ultimately concede ineffectually to al that 

consumerism and media wishes of them Ðeven if women correspondingly make 

gains in traditional male arenas of power. The post-feminist woman affirms and 

amplifies her difference, to the level of caricature, but merely striking poses (a la 

Madonna) simultaneously surrendering opportunities to investigate other 

possibilities of femininity which might venture beyond the commodified 

stereotypes which originally evolved in response to the male gaze, the camera, 

the cinema, television, pornography etc.  

 

To conclude then, perhaps we could consider what kind of art and artist might 

satisfy the current critics of post-feminism?  

 



 

Rebecca Warren 

 

IÕll end with an image by another contemporary woman artist who seems to offer 

alternative propositions and possibilities to those proclaimed so colourfully and 

cleverly by post-modern, post-feminists like Fleury and Rist, Rebecca WarrenÕs 

neo-modernist, mushy monochrome madams and misses allude to all we have 

discussed, referencing high heels and thongs, amplified breasts as much as the 

most abject realities of the female body.  



 

Robert Crumb 

 

And in her explicit reference to the hippie hypermale cartoonist Robert CrumbÕs 

depictions of women, warren also makes her figures as a women consciously 

informed by the most extreme versions of the male gaze.  Crumb, for Warren, 

could be said to stand-in for that text we saw in the hands of Carolee 

Schneeman, A cartoon strip is not a  Roman oratory, a document of law, but it is 

a contemporary text and a kind of male writing.  Warren therefore seems to take 

a cue from both feminism and post-feminism, or inhabit the oblique between 

them in our title, to produce and art and a representation of a possible womanÕs 

politics that is grim and serious and politically potent at the same time as being 

comic, playful, playful and empowered by irony as much as it is motivated by 

anger.      

 



 

Rebecca Warren  
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