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Marcel.  
(1912) Nude 
Descending a  
Staircase, No. 2. 



Ø Whereas Berleant argued that nudity in art is a                                 
legitimate and important expression of something                            
meaningful to all human beings, 

 

Anne Eaton, a philosopher and art historian, will argue that                                
the prevalence of certain ways of depicting the female nude                                
in Western art is harmful to women. 
 
“I aim to explain why the female nude  
•  – by which I mean the genre of artistic representations that take the 

unclothed female body as their primary subject matter –  
…has been a target of feminist criticism for nearly a century.” 
 
 

•  She notes that “some of the finest treasures of Western art fall into this genre… 
–  If these are deeply problematic works, as many feminists contend,                

their flaw is far from self-evident” to art historians. 

•  She will “take seriously the possibility that there might not be anything at all 
wrong with the female nude…to give [that] view its due”, 
–  but ultimately will argue that the prevalence of certain types of nudes is 

damaging to women. 



“Here, in a nutshell, is the most fundamental formulation of the 
feminist critique of the female nude.  
 

•  [She should probably express this as a feminist critique,                                 
since not all feminists hold the same view] 

–  Women’s subordination has several sources and components,  
–  one of the most significant being the sexualization                                    

of traditional gender hierarchy;  
–  that is, the way in which dominance and related active traits are 

eroticized for males whereas the contraries are eroticized for females.  

•  Insofar as it makes male dominance & female subordination sexy,    
–  the female nude is one important source of this eroticization                 

and in this way is a significant part of the complex 
mechanism that sustains sex inequality. 

–  “The basic idea here is that the eroticization of gender hierarchy    
lies at the heart of women’s subordinate position in society.” 

Ø Eaton says that both erotic art and pornography are suspect on 
the grounds that they reinforce women’s subordination by 
representing it as positive and desirable. 



“As with antiporn feminism, 
•  the feminist critique of the female nude depends on a 

generalization about the dominant mode of this genre, 
namely that it sexually objectifies women.” 

–  She recognizes that “not all artistic representations     
of the female nude sexually objectify, just as not all 
pornography sexually objectifies women,” 
•  nevertheless, she thinks it is a problem for         

either art or pornography that the majority             
of it is objectifying. 

She adds that in saying that the female nude                 
promotes and sustains sex inequality    
•  I in no way mean to suggest that it, or even sexual 

objectification generally, is single-handedly responsible     
for gender inequality.  

–  Rather, gender inequality should be understood as 
systemic in nature, which is to say that there is no   
single element sufficient for the injustices women suffer. 

–  …The female nude as I describe it below is but one 
element in a system of oppression;                                
it is, however, a significant element.” 



In addition to its economic and legal dimensions,                                                     
sex oppression also has significant social and psychological dimensions.  
 

•  One such significant dimension,…is men’s and women’s internalization of        
an erotic taste that manifests, promotes, and sustains male dominance.  

–  In particular, women and men both learn                                                               
to eroticize men’s ascendancy over women.  
•  Because erotic desire plays such an important role                                         

in most peoples’ lives, the eroticization of sex inequality                                  
is a significant way that this inequality is sustained and reproduced. 

But what…does any of this have to do with                                          
pictures and other representations of unclothed women?  
 

 

•  The short answer is that representations of various sorts shape our erotic taste         
by making gender inequality sexy.  

–  Advertising, television, movies, popular music and videos, pornography,   
and high art encourage and entice us to connect sexual desire with   
women’s inferiority to men.  
•  Although the nude is just one among many such representations,                 

it plays a special role in the eroticization of sex inequality.” 



“At this point one might object that                                                                              
the source of the eroticization of male dominance & female submissiveness        
evident in the female nude & pornography is natural rather than cultural.  
 

•  The general idea at work here is familiar: our female ancestors who chose      
dominant males (and vice versa) enjoyed greater reproductive success.  

–  The taste for male dominance and female passivity were advantageous for      
early hominids as they faced a host of challenges in their environment.  

–  In this way, the inegalitarian shape of the dominant mode of erotic taste,           
which so many feminists decry, is an evolutionary adaptation that has    
become hardwired into our basic physiological & psychological makeup.” 

Eaton replies that: 
 

»  there isn’t sufficient data to back this evolutionary story up,  
»  but even if there was good evidence that this is natural,                

“we must distinguish between what selection favors and            
what is morally right and just.  

•  Whether natural or not, eroticizing women’s 
subordination to men is morally wrong,” 

•  and genetic endowments for certain behaviors                       
do not morally license those behaviors. 



Ø  Eaton considers first: how can a picture objectify a person? 

Martha Nussbaum has persuasively shown that                                                             
there are a variety of conceptually distinct ways to treat a person as a thing. 
 

1.  Instrumentality: to treat a person as a tool for her purposes 
2.  Denial of autonomy: to treat a person as lacking autonomy and self-determination  
3.  Inertness: to treat a person as lacking agency and perhaps also activity 
4.  Fungibility: to treat a person as interchangeable with                                                                 

(a) other objects of the same type and/or (b) objects of other types 
5.  Violability: to treat a person as lacking boundary integrity,                                                         

as something that it is permissible to smash up or break into 
6.  Ownership: to treat someone as a thing that is owned                                                              

and that can perhaps be bought, sold, traded, given away, or acquired 
7.  Denial of subjectivity: to treat someone as something                                                         

whose experience and feelings need not be taken into account.    
  

To this list Rae Langton has recently added a few more: 
 

8.  Reduction to body: to treat a person as identified with her body or body parts 
9.  Reduction to appearance: to treat a person primarily                                                                   

in terms of how she appears to the senses. 
10.  Silencing: to treat a person as silent, lacking the capacity to speak. 



Eaton proceeds to show how artworks can objectify women in the specific ways listed: 
 

•  visual metaphor:  The work suggests an analogy between a person                            
and an inert thing through visual similarity and proximity.  
–  Often the inert thing to which the woman is compared is an object to be 

consumed or used as a means to some end. 

Man Ray. (1924)  
Le Violon d’Ingres. 

Ingres, Jean Auguste 
Dominique. (1856) 
The Source. 

Gauguin, Paul. (1899)  
Two Tahitian Women. 



•  eroticization of violation: The work makes the physical violation of a woman sexy. 

Titian. (1562) The Rape of Europa. 



Rubens, Peter Paul. (1670) Rape of the Daughters of Leucippus. 



Delacroix, Eugene. (1827) The Death of Sardapulus. 



foregrounding of erogenous zones: Figure is posed so as to make breasts, pubis, and/or 
buttocks the focus, often while minimizing or even erasing any traces of subjectivity. 

 
•  The figure’s bodily position is marked by a noticeable vulnerability and availability 

that cannot be explained by sleep;rather, the function of the pose is to emphasize 
vulnerability and to provide maximal visual access to erogenous zones. 
–  Her subjectivity is important only insofar as her loss of consciousness 

emphasizes her utter passivity and vulnerability. 

Giorgione. 
(1510)  

Sleeping Venus. 



•  divided into sexual parts:                                                                                           
the work does not even represent the whole person but only erogenous parts 

Maillol (1906) L’Action Enchainée. 

performance artist Deborah de Robertis  
responding to Gustave Courbet’s 
 The Origin of the World 



generic body: Typically the female nude is a generic figure that lacks any suggestion     
of a unique personality, particular identity, or distinctive qualities.  
•  Rather, the nude is simply one of the many sexually available bodies                      

that constitute the type.  
–  While this feature is best seen with the entire genre or even an oeuvre taken  

into consideration—e.g. all of Titian’s unclothed women are virtually identical—      
–  there are a few famous single works offering a superabundance of              

generic docile soft bodies that make this point: 

•         

Renoir, Pierre-Auguste. (1887) The Large Bathers. Ingres, Jean Auguste Dominique.  
(1863) Turkish Bath.  



Eroticization of passivity, powerlessness, and lack of autonomy: 
•  consider the popular theme of ‘nymph and satyr’; 

Matisse, Henri.  
(1908) Nymph  

and Satyr.  
Cabanel, Alexandre. (1860)  

Nymph and Satyr.  

Watteau, Antoine.  
(1719) Jupiter and Antiope. 



self-surveillance: “The work makes the unclothed female the object of someone’s gaze 
within the…world of the work, thereby thematizing her function as a means to the end 
of the viewer’s erotic visual gratification. 
 

•  the unclothed female is often also the object of her own gaze, demonstrating her 
internalization of ‘the male gaze’. 
–  As John Berger notes, such works not only sexually objectify women but also 

morally condemn them for it.” 

Velázquez, Diego. (1648) The Toilet of Venus.  
(a.k.a. “Rokeby Venus”) 

…slashed by suffragette  
Mary Richardson in 1914,  
in protest against the arrest  
of Emmeline Pankhurst. 



gratituous nudity: either a) “not called for by the narrative circumstances in the 
picture…the nude is there to serve as sexual eye candy and nothing more”,                  
or b) “even when there is a narrative motivation for the figure’s state of undress,          
this only thinly disguises the real point of such pictures” 
 
 

Manet, Édouard.  
(1863) Le Déjeuner 

 sur L’Herbe. 



passive poses of availability and surrender: “The classic pose for the female nude         
is  (a) recumbent, (b) frontal (so that pubis and breasts are in full view),                           
and (c) often with one arm raised above head.  
 

•  The pose is passive, unprotected, vulnerable, and suggests sexual availability.” 

Matisse, Henri. (1952) Blue Nudes. Picasso, Pablo. (1907) Les Demoiselles d’ Avignon. 



Eaton argues that most of images                          
she has objected to reinforce what is called        
“the male gaze”: 
 

•  a “sexually objectifying ‘way of seeing’…                 
that the work in question solicits…cater[ing] to      
male interests & desires” 

To say that a work embodies the male gaze is to say that 
•   it calls upon its audience to ‘see’ (whether literally or 

figuratively) the woman represented—in this case the 
unclothed female body—as primarily a sex object.  

•  To describe this ‘way of seeing’ as ‘male’                             
is not to claim anything about how all, or even most,    
men respond to such pictures;  
–  rather, it is to note that this is the ‘way of seeing’ 

proper to someone in the masculine social role,           
a role which…is avowedly heterosexual.” 

Ø  E.g., Allori’s depiction of the biblical story of Susanna 
and the Elders uses the tale as pretense to display the 
title character nude in a compromising situation. 

Allori, Alessandro. (1561)  
Susanna and the Elders  



In contrast to depictions of Susanna and the Elders 
like Allori’s, which cater to the male gaze, 
•  female painter Artemisia Gentileschi 

emphasizes “the heroine’s plight, not the 
villains’ anticipated pleasure. 

–  Susanna’s subjectivity is foregrounded        
in the psychological anguish expressed      
on her face, in her unusually well-defined 
gesture of resistance and hiding,              
and in her contorted posture… 

–  The pose conveys the potential energy of    
a wound coil about to spring… 

–  In these ways, Artemisia’s Susanna 
is shown as heroic in her struggle 
against forces of evil.  
»  Although the picture 

represents her unclothed and 
represents her sexual 
objectification,  

»  it does so without sexually 
objectifying her. 

Gentileschi, Artemisia. (1610) 
Susanna and the Elders. 



Gentileschi, Artemisia. (1610) 
Susanna and the Elders. 

Gilje, Kathleen. (1998)  
Susanna and the Elders, Restored – X Ray. 

Recently, artist Kathleen Gilje depicted how Gentileschi probably  
really wanted to show Susanna’s reaction… (video: bit.ly/1XTH40V) 



“At this point a serious objection arises.  
 

•  While it is clear that all of the artworks mentioned thus far                                     
objectify an individual woman or women,                                                    

•  what licenses the conclusion that a picture can objectify women in general?  

–  A stereotype, after all, is a demeaning and restrictive generalization about a 
group, but none of the artworks we’ve seen so far depict women as a group.  

–  Even when a picture offers a swarm of docile and voluptuous unclothed bodies,
…it would seem that at most one is entitled to say that the picture           
sexually objectifies these women, not the entire class of women. 

…So how can a visual representation stereotype women as a whole? 
 

•  …My answer has two parts: the female nude….                                                          
is almost always both generic & idealized. 

•  …by ‘generic’ I mean that the individual                                                      
unclothed females comprising the genre tend to                                                    
lack distinctive qualities that suggest individuality                                                    
and set each apart from the rest. 
–  …individuality would also undercut the                                                   

normative function of the nude where the women                                    
depicted serve as ideals of female beauty & erotic excellence.” 



This idea that the nude is both generic and ideal 
—both a model of and a model for women — 
was theorized in humanistic treatises on painting...  
 

•  Most notably, Leon Battista Alberti…firmly believed                                                  
both that paintings should copy nature and be beautiful.  

–  This presents the artist depicting the human form with 
a serious challenge since, Alberti notes, ‘complete 
beauties are never found in a single body, but are rare 
and dispersed in many bodies.’ 

–  Alberti’s advice is to follow the example of the    
ancient painter Zeuxis…. 
•  …the painter of the female nude should        

consult nature directly by selecting from many 
different women for representation the fairest parts 
of each to produce a composite figure that      
would be both true to nature and more perfect 
than any existing woman.  

–  The resultant nude would be both everywoman 
(generic) and what every woman should be (ideal).  

»  This ideal, I argue, is a sexual object.” 



“An important question still remains… : What is wrong with sexual objectification?  
•  After all, many would agree that some form and degree of objectification constitutes 

a normal, and even salutary, dimension of human sexual activity. 

•  …I would argue that there’s nothing intrinsically 
wrong with an individual picture of an unclothed 
woman that sexually objectifies her in these ways.  

•  The problem…is that the                
overwhelming majority of female nudes have 
traditionally been represented this way  

•  while the majority of male nudes (and here we 
should keep in mind…that this total number is 
considerably smaller) are not.  

•  There are very few active, strong,       
psychologically engaging, heroic female nudes…  

•  To make this point vivid, try the thought 
experiment of imagining a work like Ingres’s 
Turkish Bath with men rather than women, or 
Pollaiuolo’s Battle with women rather than men. 

•   The results, I think you’ll find, will seem so 
foreign as to border on the absurd.” del Pollaiuolo, Antonio. (1475)  

Battle of the Nudes.  



“What’s wrong with the female nude, to put the point succinctly, is that  
•  it promotes sex inequality by eroticizing it.  

…this will sound an awful lot like one dimension                                                            
of a certain kind of feminist critique of [some] pornography.  
•  …inegalitarian pornography eroticizes women’s subordination to men and            

this…can have a host of harmful effects on real women’s lives. 
–  Similar worries have also been leveled against mainstream advertising,                 

music and music videos, and various other aspects of popular culture… 

However, Eaton thinks that “the female nude should have a special place in our account 
of the role of representations in bending our erotic taste toward sex inequality. 
•  The female nude not only eroticizes but also aestheticizes                                        

the sexual objectification of women, and it does so from on high. 

–  this is an important difference between the nude and the average      
pornographic photo: the nude demands to be looked at as art,                              
to be appreciated for its composition, textures, portrayal of light and shadow,   
and other formal and material features… 

•  This not only makes the message of female inferiority…more compelling,  
•  but insofar as one considers art to be immune to moral scrutiny [i.e., insofar 

as one is an autonomist, also] protects it from feminist criticism.” 



“The artistic canon is generally thought of as the 
repository of our highest and most enduring values.  
 

•  Art with a capital ‘A’ is a hallowed category of works   
that demands our undivided attention, respect,       
special care and maintenance.  

 

I have shown that some of the gems of the Western canon 
offer not (or not just) beautiful and profound truths about    
the human condition, but actively promote women’s 
subordination to men.  
 

•  Art’s venerated status invests this message of male 
superiority & female inferiority with special authority,  
–  making it an especially effective way of promoting       

sex inequality.  

–  As art historian Carol Duncan eloquently puts it,  
•  ‘as sanctified a category as any our society 

offers, art silently but ritually validates and 
invests with mystifying authority the ideals  
that sustain existing social relations.’” 

Picasso, Pablo. (1932) 
 Nu Au Collier. 

Botticelli, Sandro. (1486) 
 The Birth of Venus  



How do feminist artists combat the                                                                   
objectifying tradition of Western art? 
 

•  create works that draw attention to the                                                         
absurdity of the male gaze                                                                                          
& phallocentric culture (Anita Steckel) 

 

•  objectify the male body (Linda Nochlin,                                                                
Sylvia Sleigh, Joan Semmel) 

•  reclaim female sexuality & by choosing                                                                         
to objectify themselves (Hannah Wilke) 

•  liberate the female body from male-dictated                                                                   
ways of moving (dancers/choreographers                                                                          
like Isadora Duncan, Martha Graham,                                                                                        
Ruth St. Denis) 


