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Abstract

This review essay examines three recent works about global or
world histories of feminism and gender struggle, considering
their methodological frames and epistemological reflections, their
approaches to temporality and periodisation, how they define what
count as feminisms in their studies, their geo-cultural breadth and
temporal depth, the authorial or editorial process that informed
them, and the purposes of their histories in relation to feminist
agendas. The three works are considered here together because they
all tackle in differing ways the same important problem of how to
write global and world histories of feminism and gender—addressing
questions of how to make breadth coherent, how to include subjects
who are under-represented in the archives, and how to bridge
conceptual differences in how gender struggle has been understood
in diverse historical contexts. The word ‘feminist’ became globalised
only in the early twentieth century, so how can historians trace
forms of challenge to gender power that occurred prior to this time
or in cultures that had no engagement with the Western political
movement of women’s rights? All works discussed provide a variety
of ways of addressing these challenges, in addition to advancing the
still-unusual adoption of world and global approaches to historical
inquiry in considering multiple different cultures and their relations
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to one another. All three works provide important answers to the
questions of how gender struggle became necessary, possible to
imagine, and able to take so many forms.

* k% %

The 2020s have already seen the appearance of numerous new and revised
works on the global or world history of women, gender, and feminism that
have challenged the continuing norms of historical inquiry as a form of
research focussed narrowly on culturally or geographically specific contexts.'
This is most likely a product of the convergence of several broad and
distinct trends—the increased global media attention to general matters of
sexual harassment, gender violence and transgender rights, and the growth
of gender history and gender studies programs in universities globally,
along with the increased historiographic enthusiasm for global and world
methodologies. As two scholars involved in teaching, research and research-
training in the fields of women, gender, sexuality and feminist histories,
it seemed to us a timely moment to review three recent such works together
and to reflect on the methodological innovations and challenges they
represent. Three specific challenges we have identified in these works refer to
periodisation and temporal orders, to locating gender struggles that predated
or are not generally considered culturally assimilable to feminism, and to
defining the intercultural relationships between geographically dispersed
phenomena. As university teachers, we are often tasked with the training of
emerging historians in the appropriate methods for studying women, gender,
sexuality and feminisms of the past; and so from this perspective we have
closely attended to the methodological and instructive insights these new
works provide. As researchers ourselves, interested in the way ideas about
women, gender, sexuality and feminism have traversed different cultures
and locales, or been translated across languages, social classes or empires, we
are excited to observe the burgeoning of scholarship that attends to precisely
such questions of intercultural transmission and entanglement. The broad
scope of global and world histories poses challenges for many historians, for
whom the expectation of a specific level of granular detail is often normalised
within our discipline. We are respectively interested in the ‘Feminism—
What Is It?’ question posed in the first part of the Smith and Robinson
compendium, discussed below, approaching it on the one hand through the
localised study of conservative feminist activism and on the other through

1 DPeter Stearns, Gender in World History, 4th ed. (New York: Routledge, 2022); Merry Wiesener-Hanks,
Gender in History: Global Perspectives, 3rd ed. (Chichester: Wiley, 2022).
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the historical study of women who responded to medical discourses about
their physiology and psychology. Historian readers of these works must bear
in mind that, in expanding their reach, global and world histories cannot
also provide the same level of detail as works focussed on singular contexts.
Nonetheless, these three differing approaches to scholarship on global or
world histories of feminisms and gender struggle provide some valuable
insights into what may work best for the unique challenges of this genre.
The lesson may be summarised as this: large and unwieldy temporal and
geographic frames require countermeasures of narrative yoking, thematic
weaving, case-study exemplification, or a focus on the intercultural and
relational dimensions of specific groups or individuals within the global.

The terms ‘global’ and ‘world” history are commonly used in diverse ways.
In reviewing these three recent works, we have kept in mind the distinction
often made between the two terms, in which ‘global’ is taken to refer to the
movement of specific phenomena berween different cultures or world regions,
hence being more or less interchangeable with the word ‘intercultural’, and
often attending to the role of intermediary figures and to the transformation
and differentiation of the specific phenomena in their movement between
diverse locales, contexts, nations or languages.? The term ‘world’, on the other
hand, is less often used in this specific sense, and more often refers to work
merely encompassing, or sometimes comparing, several distinct regions,
often with reference to empires, international organisations or trends such
as globalisation, and often with an emphasis on world regions extending
well beyond the European West.> In practice, though, many historians
work with both approaches.* World history is relatively common in the
genre of edited volumes, since these are books bringing multiple authors
from different areas of specialism together in a compendium anthology of
case examples grouped around a central transcultural theme. Other edited
volumes on the history of gender and feminism of broad geo-cultural scope
have alternatively used the term ‘transnational’,’ or even ‘comparative’.®

2 Diego Olstein, Thinking History Globally, Thinking Globalization Historically (London: Palgrave,
2015).

3 Ross E. Dunn, Laura J. Mitchell & Kerry Wand, eds., 7he New World History: A Field Guide for
Teachers and Researchers (Oakland: University of California Press).

4 Jurgen Ostethammel, Unfabling the East: The Enlightenment’s Encounter with Asia, trans. Robert Savage
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019); Jiirgen Osterhammel & Sebastian Conrad, An Emerging
Modern World, 1750-1870 (Cambridge MA: Belknap Press, 2018).

5  Clare Midgley, Alison Twells & Julie Carlier, eds, Women in Transnational History: Connecting the
Local and the Global (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 2016).

6 Dérte Lerp, & Ulrike Linder, eds, New Perspectives on the History of Gender and Empire: Comparative
and Global Approaches (London: Bloomsbury, 2018).
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Unsurprisingly then, the anthology approach is found most notably in the
edited volume we discuss here, while the two monographs evince a more
targeted exploration of the intercultural dimensions of gender or feminism
in history.

Smith and Robinson, eds, The Routledge
Global History of Feminism

The Routledge Global History of Feminism is the largest of the works we
consider, an anthology under the collaborative editorship of two important
feminist historians: Bonnie G. Smith is the esteemed author of numerous
books, perhaps most notably the ground-breaking monograph 7he Gender
of History (2000), which unpacked the very historical gendering of the
emergent discipline of nineteenth-century historical studies in the West,
with its attendant long-term legacies for the place of women scholars within
the academic discipline.” She also previously edited a similar anthology
to the current volume, but focussed on recent global feminisms since 1945.8
The other editor of the current volume is Nova Robinson, a relatively early-
career historian of Middle Eastern women and feminism, with specialist
expertise in the role of international organisations. Their encyclopaedic
collection offers the exciting prospect of a multplicity of historical
narratives about a diverse set of feminisms and gender politics over a long
time. The sheer breadth of topics and authors makes it difficult to include
a sustained, linked argument throughout, which is less a criticism than a
general observation about the character of such compendia. A necessity,
then, is a strong organising principle that reins in the disparate topics
covered and provides both a comprehensive approach and a collection
that is easily sampled by those seeking information on specific topics. The
editors achieve this balance with five main sections that are subdivided
further into subsections. While this organisation is coherent, it does also
permit a significant amount of overlap, which a different structure might
have avoided. In addition, the book’s nearly 600 pages cover so many
aspects of current global feminism as to lose sight, at times, of the historical
perspective implied in the title. The fact that many of the contributors
clearly come from disciplinary backgrounds other than history perhaps

7  Bonnie G. Smith, 7he Gender of History: Men, Women and Historical Practice (Cambridge MA:
Harvard University Press, 2000).
8  Bonnie G. Smith, ed., Global Feminisms since 1945 (New York: Routledge, 2000).
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reflects the editors’ ambition to make the collection more broadly accessible
(although the Introduction does not state this as an aim). This approach
carries the risk of making it less relevant for historians who will generally
want to know about the historical sources used and how the authors have
managed the complexity of interpreting past difference—details not always
provided by the authors in the volume. Like many works of such broad
scope, this collection, in attempting to be all things to all people, is not
always successful at addressing the specific expectations of any of the
disciplines to which it might appeal.

The global nature of the collection—as well as its emphasis on transnational
feminism—is nevertheless highly praiseworthy considering the enormous
task of integrating feminist studies from such diverse perspectives. The
conceptual integration provides cohesion and gives space to the important
topics that have driven feminist theory in the global context and in recent
historical analysis. Because, despite our best efforts, historians always tend to
remain most enthralled by the time and place of our chosen specialisations,
such a collection is certainly welcome for scholars looking for material outside
their own contextual expertise, and which extends beyond the dominance
of Anglo-American feminism. The scope of the historical chapters enables
us to see the extent of feminist and proto-feminist activity over millennia,
resisting the tendency to adopt a limited teleological narrative that identifies
milestones along a shorter path. It is nonetheless not always clear where
certain chapters fit within the ‘history’ of the book’s title, focussing instead
substantially on present-day concerns. Chapters tend to repeat similar
discussion of several key themes, albeit mostly using different examples.
Certainly, these are important themes, including colonialism, post-
colonialism and intersectionality, to name those that recur most frequently.
Repetition is perhaps inevitable in a collection in which each chapter must
also be able to stand alone, but some consolidation of this space might have
been achieved, for example, with more robust and narrower categorisation,
so that discussions of key themes are grouped more clearly together.

As is also to be expected in a collection such as this one, a lot of weight
is given to the emergence of feminism in colonised and post-colonial
countries. This is a most welcome focus, but more discussion of gender
relations and patriarchal structures that predated colonisation in some of
these societies would have been valuable. Instead, familiar discourses are
critically historicised only in terms of the coloniser, thus implying erroneously
that imperialism is the starting point of all patriarchal systems. Certainly,
colonial and imperialist ideologies have often helped to reinforce existing
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gender inequalities, or have generated novel forms of sexual exploitation
and exoticism in many of the societies they affected; but they have also,
at times, stood in tension with traditional gender mores and religious
conservatisms that restricted women’s lives or diminished their intelligence,
resulting in forms of feminism that also were complicit with colonial and
imperial regimes.” A more nuanced exploration of these murky complexities

would be desirable.

The collection is divided into five parts. Part 1, ‘Feminism—What Is I¢?’,
examines the definitional conundrums with which every feminist historian
must grapple before sitting down to write. Susan Kingsley Kent’s opening
chapter in this section displays a comprehensive knowledge of feminism
throughout the British Empire in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Her overview, ranging across this, as well as African-American traditions,
transgender feminism and postmodernism, is a very rich way to begin the
long trajectory of this book—rich in its broad purview that includes some
interesting detail but is somewhat cursory elsewhere. For example, in the
discussion of Anglo-American feminism of the mid-twentieth century, we
would like to have seen more made of the connection between Women’s
Liberation (WLM) and other liberation movements. Consciousness-raising,
an exercise deriving from Marxism via the New Left (along with the other
New Left influences Kent mentions), indicates how thoroughly grounded
the WLM was in New Left radicalism but, importantly, how it needed to
transcend it to gain its ultimately very broad political reach.

Bonnie Smith’s chapter 2, ‘Foundations, Elements, Roots’, offers a sweep
from the Axial Age to the present, handled with Smith’s characteristic talent
for longue durée narrative. This smorgasbord of feminist chronology is
almost too difhicult to digest, incorporating a discussion of postmodernism
and of Western liberal ideas of rights, critiques of these from the Global
South, as well as a brief discussion of African-American literature. Valentine
Moghadam’s chapter 3, ‘Varieties of Feminist Activism’, is equally broad,
although focussed on contemporary history and even current events, such
as the COVID-19 pandemic. Moghadam tackles the important issue of
groups that do not identify as feminist, but represent what we, in twenty-
first-century historical studies, would count as such, for instance, women

9 Carolyn ]. Eichner, Feminisms Empire (New York: Cornell University Press, 2022); Félix Boggio
Ewanjé-Epée & Stella Magliani-Belkacem, Les féministes blanches et 'empire (Paris: Fabrique, 2012);
Antoinette Burton, Burdens of History: British Feminists, Indian Women, and Imperial Culture, 1865-
1915 (Chapel Hill: University of North Caroline Press, 1994).
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against fascism in Greece, Portugal and Spain in the mid-1970s, and
Muslim women who, without identifying as feminists, have nonetheless
opposed male authoritarianism and the belittling of women. In other
works, nuanced thinking about whether or not the extent to which the
struggle for gender rights is enmeshed with postcolonial struggles in the
present time has been elegantly explored in a sociological volume recently
edited by scholars at the University of Bielefeld in Germany.” In a book
about the global history of feminism one would expect a fine line to be trod
between neither assuming the universality of feminism, nor assuming that
only the modern West has had anything resembling it. In other words, there
is a tension between recalling that the European-specific formulation of
the category of ‘feminism’ should not be imposed unreflectively on diverse
cultural expressions of resistance or activism that were conceived on entirely
different grounds, and the belief that the category must encompass a diverse
array of cultures in the recognition that women’s political and intellectual
struggles have indeed occurred in many different historical times and
cultural contexts. In this regard, Moghadam’s chapter does not disappoint,
tying in well with the title of this section, ‘Feminism—What Is it?’. At the
same time, it demonstrates how the book is pulled in several directions,
creating productive tensions within its conceptual formulation.

Part 2, ‘Historical Perspectives’, is a strangely named section in a book
whose title purports that the whole book has a historical rationale. Apart
from the occasional reference to debates about the nature of feminism, such
as ‘equality’ versus ‘difference’, the chapters in this section do not analyse the
evolution of different eras or forms of feminist thought in as much depth as
one might expect for a section devoted to feminist history. There are some
exceptions, such as Mika Ahuvia and Rena Lauer’s chapter 5 on the pre-
modern world. Motherhood appears here as an empowering state, with the
authors describing the familiar duality of maternalist perspectives as both a
possible weapon of patriarchy, but also of feminist activism. For instance,
the tensions between education as something harnessed by patriarchy and
women’s use of it to gain power is well explored through the example of
Chinese women expanding their obligation to study ancient Chinese texts

to ‘know how to do their duty’ toward a richer understanding of themselves
and their bodies."

10 Alexandra Scheele, Julia Roth, Heidemarie Winkel eds, Global Contestations of Gender Rights
(Bielefeld: Bielefeld University Press, 2022).

11 Mika Ahuvia, Rena Lauer, “The Premodern World’, in 7he Routledge Global History of Feminism, ed.
Bonnie G. Smith and Nova Robinson (London: Routledge, 2022), 83.
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Part 3, ‘Regional Thought and Activism’ incorporates a wide-ranging
discussion that is not limited to history. Historical material is incorporated
into a section that focusses more on contemporary history and the present
than on the long view. Chapter 11, ‘East Asia’, by UNSW historian Louise
Edwards, UTS politics scholar Kyungja Jung and UNSW Japanese media
scholar Sally McLaren, demonstrates one of the greatest strengths of
compendia such as this one: bringing into focus the feminist campaigns
beyond dominant European and settler societies. This chapter reminds
us that the feminist stories many in the West like to tell about the past
are specific, not universal; nor are they often unique. Everyone has heard
of foot-binding, but how many, beyond specialists in the relevant fields,
know when and how it was stopped?'* Or that the window-smashing made
famous in the campaigns of England’s suffragettes had their equivalents in
China at the same time?"? Or that one of the world’s largest women-only
universities, the prestigious Ewha Woman’s University in South Korea, was
formed in the late nineteenth century?!4

Haejeong Hazel Hahn's chapter 21, ‘Empire and Colonialism’ highlights the
difficulty with a coloniser/colonised binary construction in its observation
that ‘empires are not monolithic’."”> Well-chosen case studies are discussed
in sufficient depth to make them meaningful, although some confusion is
created by the inclusion of a German and an English feminist in the section
‘Feminism in the French Empire’."®
Vietnam, Korea, the United States, Japan, and China’ is too broad to give
an accurate picture of these societies, particularly when the US (on which
most scholarship has been written) is added to the mix.

In contrast, the section ‘Feminism in

On the other hand, parts 4 and 5, “Topics in Feminismy’, I and I respectively,
cover subjects that are fascinating and valuable but, taking up roughly two-
fifths of the book, are considerably less historical and repeat some subjects
without providing much in the way of greater depth. Part 4, importantly,
deals with the relationship between feminism and large political
movements, notably nationalism and socialism, essential components of
any comprehensive global feminist history. However, more could have been
made of the way feminists have also been actively invested in nationalism,

12 Louise Edwards, Kyungja Jung, Sally McLaren, ‘East Asia’, in 7he Routledge Global History of
Feminism, 168-70.

13 Edwards, Jung and McLaren, ‘East Asia’ in 7he Routledge Global History of Feminism, 171.

14 Edwards, Jung and McLaren, ‘East Asia’ in 7he Routledge Global History of Feminism, 173.

15 Haejong Hazel Hahn, ‘Empire and Colonialist’, in 7he Routledge Global History of Feminism, 321.
16 Hahn, ‘Empire and Colonialisn’, in, 7he Routledge Global History of Feminism, 327.
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rather than simply constructed as either the embodiment of a nation, such
as Marianne or Britannia, or the passive objects of nationalist metaphors
such as ‘mothers of the race’.

Tripp and Worth’s chapter 28, “War, Peace, and Security’ provides an
enlightening discussion of the development of Feminist Security Studies
in twentieth-century history, and of how essentialism offered the potential
to co-opt motherhood into fascist agendas, for example, under the Third
Reich. There is also a good discussion of women and the United Nations
(UN), including how UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women,
Peace and Security was brought about by feminist activism. The UN is also
one of the subjects of Zeynep Kivileim’s chapter 29, ‘Displacement’, which
describes a gender-sensitive interpretation of the UN Refugee Convention,
and of the debate around the UN’s gender mainstreaming, defined as ‘the
process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned
action, including legislation, policies or programs, in all areas and at all
levels.’”” The chapter’s discussion of feminist interpretations of statelessness
argues that postcolonialism is a lens through which displacement must be
viewed, which is clearly true but goes over ground covered amply elsewhere
in the volume.

Part 5 of the book is a collection of essays under the rubric of “Thoughts,
Structures, Culture’, and there is some very interesting material here, but
it also veers away from the collection’s historical focus. Jasmine Jamillah
Mahmoud’s chapter 32 discussion of “The Arts” begins with Judy Chicago’s
The Dinner Party, which the author observes is where most feminist
art histories tend to begin. Is there nothing before Chicago that can be
interpreted as feminist art? Switching to poetry, Mahmoud stays with the
recent, indeed the very recent, works of feminist writers. But women poets
and writers who championed women’s intelligence and resisted misogyny
can be found in the medieval and ancient past too, notably Christine de
Pisan (1364—c.1430), Hildegard of Bingen (c. 1098-1179), Izumi Shibiku
(c.970-1030), Sappho (c.630—c.570 BCE) and Xie Daoyun (c.340-399
CE),"® while the fifteenth-century Persian scholar Al-Suyuti was able to
compile an entire anthology of verse written by various women authors."
It would have been nice to see the long historical scope of some of the earlier
chapters carried through to this topic as well.

17 Zeynep Kwvileim, ‘Displacement’, in 7he Routledge Global History of Feminism, 429.

18  Candice Goucher, ed., Women Who Changed the World (Santa Barbara: ABC-CIIO, 2022).

19  Maria Angeles Gallego, ‘Approaches to the Study of Muslim and Jewish Women in Medieval Tberian
Peninsula: The Poctess Qasmuna Bat Ismail’, Misceldnea de Estudios Arabes y Hebraicos 48 (1999): 63-75.
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Julia Bowes” chapter 36, ‘Family’, opens with something of a ‘straw person’,
‘[tThe myth of the essential and unchanging nature of the family’.*” Her
emphasis on recent feminist interventions bringing vitality to the discipline
is correct, but historians such as the English scholars Alice Clark and Eileen
Power in the early twentieth century wrote histories of women,”" while
the French Annales-School historian, Philippe Ari¢s, wrote histories of the
family, childhood and contraception from the Middle Ages up to the 1970s.%
While American social history for the last fifty years has certainly been rich,
innovative and influential, this chapter reinforces a bias found throughout
the collection in many places, which normalises American history as the
centre of all historical inquiries into the past of feminism. While this may
simply reflect the location of a significant proportion of the contributors, or
perhaps its imagined readership, the ‘norm’ aspect could be overcome with
some contextualisation at the beginning of such chapters, which we find
in the chapters dealing with topics that are not primarily concerned with
America. Does only the non-American world need contextualisation?

The collection’s final chapter, Laura Murray’s ‘Ecofeminism and the Animal
World’, sums up both the book’s strengths and its weaknesses. It is another
chapter on an important subject, but without a substantive historical focus.
We would like to have seen an explanation of the historical emergence and
intellectual origins of eco-feminism, or discussion of the historical relationship
between feminism and animal rights movements. In summary, much of this
book deals with present problems, which is valuable, but weakens the book’s
claim to the title of a history. The present-day issues discussed are certainly
important but these might have been better contextualised and contained so
as not to allow them to overpower the historical material. Nevertheless, this
weighty book, both materially and metaphorically, is a wonderful addition
to global feminist scholarship.

20 Julia Bowes, ‘Family’, in 7he Routledge Global History of Feminism, 533.

21 Alice Clark, Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century (London: George Routledge & Sons,
1919); Eileen Power, Medieval English Nunneries (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1922).

22 Philippe Arits, LEnfant et la Vie Familiale sous I'Ancien Régime (Paris: Plon, 1960). English
translation: Centuries of Childhood. A Social History of Family Life, trans. Robert Baldick (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1962).



Review Essay on Global and World Histories of Feminism and Gender Struggle

Delap, Feminisms: A Global History

Equally weighty, in a literal and figurative sense, is Lucy Delap’s Feminisms:
A Global History, where the chronological arrangement of global feminism
leads us to reflect on the way in which we conceptually organise the vast
breadth of global feminism. This big compendium gives voice to a diversity
of feminisms, while the smaller monograph presents a sustained argument
in one voice, which both rejects the anachronistic application of the word
‘feminism’ to women of the past while establishing a rigorous set of criteria
to equip us to consider women’s ideas and actions in the past within what
we now consider to be a feminist framework. Here there is no possibility of
clustering collective bodies of diverse scholarship within the compendium
approach to the global. Instead, a specific narrative thread is required to
weave a story about multiple cultures and their relation to one another in
the formation of feminist thought and practice. Delap argues conditionally
for a heuristic use of the word ‘feminism’, which neither takes it for granted
as a universal concept nor imposes it on past people who would not have
recognised the word.” Even those who repudiated the word ‘feminist’
while engaging in activism against gender injustice are crucial for feminist
historians to study, she remarks, since only by doing so can we understand
why feminism has failed to attract some women.** In quoting African and
African-American women of the nineteenth century who stood up to white
men’s colonial power (and to white women who claimed to speak for them),
such as Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti (1900-78) and Frances Watkins Harper
(1825-1911), she presents a story about Black women’s defiance that is pure
inspiration—her stated intention. We confess to experiencing more than
a few tears of awe and gratitude in reading about them in this book.

There are no first or second ‘waves’ of feminism in Delap’s account, since this
crude form of periodisation fails to account for the many local and culturally
unique variants of struggle that have shared the broad recognition of women
as disadvantaged only relative to men, and a view of gender injustice as
something worth challenging. ‘Local diversity has meant that the emergence
of organized demands for change happened in very different ways all over
the world.”® Despite Delap’s training in British history, her extension in this
book into source materials of many other cultures and languages takes

23 Lucy Delap, Feminisms: A Global History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020), 3.
24 Delap, Feminisms, 9.
25 Delap, Feminisms, 24.
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seriously the challenge of recognising local diversity and being sensitive to
the contestation of what the struggle is about in the disconnected histories
of multiple feminisms and activist movements. Whatever feminism means,
Delap notes, its meaning has always been ‘mobile’.?¢

For those who hunger for innovative and inspiring methodological forays
into feminist historical approaches, Feminisms: A Global History provides
an instructive example. This book is thematically structured in an original
way and driven by a clear authorial voice throughout. Its themes form an
elegant collection that challenges disciplinary norms by referring to several
new domains of historical inquiry such as the history of emotions, global
intellectual history and histories of material culture. Through her thematic
structure, Delap evokes these approaches without engaging explicitly
with their theoretical corpi: dreams—feminists have always had to dream
to imagine how things could be different; ideas—it goes without saying
feminists had to have those too; spaces—where have feminists met, lived,
organised and thrived?; objects—what have feminists manufactured, thrown
through windows, used to blow up buildings, given out, sold or collected?;
looks—how have feminists dressed... or not?; feelings—how love, anger,
longing, pride and desire have fuelled feminist struggle; actions—through
which acts and rituals has gender power been challenged?; and songs—
how has music, verse and vocal sound mattered to feminism? Examples in
each chapter are from around the world and cover a 250-year time span.
There is neither a strict linear chronology, nor is there a periodisation of
feminist ‘waves’, but rather a model of feminism as a ‘global canvas’ or
mosaic: ‘Some mosaics have been long-lived; others have crumbled, and
their tiles have been reused, or have disappeared from view’. When pieces
are missing, Delap instructs, we must ‘look not only at the shards and
fragments ... but also at the gaps between the pieces’.”” Despite not having
been intentionally written for teaching purposes, it is a book that is full
of subtle pedagogic insights.

The author’s stated aim in writing the book was ‘to offer feminist inspiration,
showing how unexpected linkages and resonances emerge across different
feminist generations and epochs’,® on the understanding that a ‘rich
relationship to the past’ may be instructive for both inspiration and for

26 Delap, Feminisms, 13.
27 Delap, Feminisms, 20-21.
28 Delap, Feminisms, 3.
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practical ideas.” This is far from a comforting conflation of past figures with
present-day feminist agendas, and Delap is attentive to the many aspects
of past feminism ‘that make us uncomfortable today’, such as forms of it
that were racist, classist, imperialist, Eurocentric, or otherwise culturally
intolerant, which many would rather disown, but which Delap patently
lingers over to make her point that there is not one tradition of feminism
but many, and that every historical past that produced it has had its own
unique forms of it, often entangled in the cultural prejudices and forces of
the prevailing context. Indeed, the book is laced throughout with nuanced
reflections on both past/present and intercultural differences. How can such
a history be inspiring? Because ‘a useable history is not one that judges
the past by today’s standards’ but instead ‘reminds us of the variable ways
in which feminisms have been put to use, rhetorically, intellectually and
materially, in the lives of historical actors’.*® Delap hopes this pluralised
view of feminism, with its focus on the emotional, material, musical and
imaginary dimensions of activism, will ‘expand the possible and inspire new
feminist dreams’.>! This is an ambitious goal for any academic historian,
one which reaches far beyond the routine making of a name for oneself
as a scholar, proving oneself an expert in something, or even shifting the
ground of epistemological frameworks—which arguably this book does
too. This is a history that excites its readers” hearts and dreams, inviting
them to find inspiration in historical inquiry into the ongoing struggle for
gender justice.

Thus Delap addresses the ‘Feminism—What Is It?” question raised at the
beginning of the Smith and Robinson collection (and by all feminists), by
drawing our attention to the difficult, the conservative and the ‘unacceptable’
in both past and present feminisms, which have suffered from remaining
on the sidelines of feminist historiography. Feminism as a historical object
is here a useful instrument rather than either a comprehensive or purely
celebratory description. But it is also a book about ‘the limits of feminism,
its blind spots and silencings, its specificities and complicities’.*” Its meaning
has always been changing and contested, making it an ever-particular
object for historical exploration. The term ‘feminism’ only became globally
adopted in the early twentieth century, and yet women have challenged
gender power long before this, as the Smith and Robinson edited volume

29  Delap, Feminisms, 242.
30 Delap, Feminisms, 23.
31 Delap, Feminisms, 344.
32 Delap, Feminisms, 2.
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demonstrates too. How other types of activists thought about themselves
without a concept of feminism is of keen interest to Delap. There is a sense
of this book as a labour of love in which the author has pored over the
details (as far as they could be ascertained) of countless brave women’s lives
and recounted them with fascination, awe and generosity, but also without
letting anyone off the hook for leaving others out in the cold. Assumptions
of white privilege, which have constituted a major bias in Western feminist
movements historically, are dealt an especially rich serve. Black, Asian
and Latinx feminists, she notes, have ‘faced constant battles to have their
concerns taken seriously’, while ‘the ambition of some feminists to speak for
all women has in practice often proved arrogant and hurtful’.®

By underpinning her writing with a deliberate ‘commitment to diversity’,
Delap has succeeded in writing a very different kind of history of feminism to
those which have favoured the Global North.** She has thus uncovered how
early and how often we can find instances of proto-feminist activism in the
Global South, adding to the contribution made by the Smith and Robinson
book. This enterprise, she acknowledges, was not always easy, since the most
privileged feminists (A.K.A. Anglophone white women) are also those who
have most succeeded in having their voices heard and archivally recorded.
But there are many exquisite kernels of knowledge that give a tantalising
peek into the clearly deliberate forms of challenge to gender injustices that
women across many historical cultures have ventured. As we found with the
Smith and Robinson collection, the many examples that discuss just how
early, and how often, women in the Global South engaged in organised
activity, is a powerful revision of our own specialisations, and shows how
we can think of #// feminism as global in some sense. At the 1799 Rashid
(Rosetta) Women’s Conference, a group of Egyptian women radicals held
meetings where they debated matters relating to women’s employment and
status within the family;* Sultana’s Dream published in 1905 was a book
written in English by a young Bengali woman author, Rokeya Skhawat
Hossain (Begum Rokeya, 1880-1932), describing a fictional feminist
utopia, a technologically advanced society she called ‘Ladyland’.** There
are also previously historicised European and North American feminist
figures such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Susan B. Anthony, and Alexandra

33  Delap, Feminisms, 235.

34  Delap, Feminisms, 342.

35 Delap, Feminisms, 15.

36 Rokeya Skhawat Hossain, Sultanas Dream: A Feminist Utopia [1905]: And Selections from The Secluded
Ones (New York: Feminist Press at CUNY, 2013), 29.
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Kollontai. But unusually here, Delap situates these canonical figures in
a global context, that considers both their own intercultural influences, as
well as their translation into other languages and impacts in distant lands.
In 1832, the Brazilian scholar, Nisia Florest Brasileira Augusta (1810-1885)
translated from English into Portuguese a text she thought was written
by Mary Wollstonecraft, but which was actually an eighteenth-century
anonymous text, Woman Not Inferior to Man.”” There are working-class,
lesbian, Black and Brown feminists in Delap’s history as well as transwomen
and transmen, women living with disabilities, and even a sprinkling of cis-
men—whom Delap remarks ‘often proved flaky, over-sexed, emotionally
needy or selfish’, but were part of the story and so should not be effaced
either’®® Delightfully too, Australian feminists of the past are included,
such as those in the 1950s Union of Australian Women, and the recently
deceased Carmin Callil (1938-2022), who founded Virago Press in London
in 1975; while Australian First Nations women are considered in several
places.*” This is not the case in most of the other works we discuss in this
essay, besides chapter 35 (in particular) of Smith and Robinson’s volume.

The global methodology of Delap’s book is apparent on several levels,
indicating a thoughtful epistemological frame. There is attention to the role
of international networks and organisations, as well as Pan-Asian, Pan-Arab,
Pan-American and Pan-African political feminisms; there is discussion of
cultural hybridity, fusions, intermediary figures, cultural appropriations,
and ‘connected and entangled’ histories;* there is much attention to the
translation of key feminist texts and practices across languages and cultures,
not only within European languages or from ‘the West to the rest’ but
also between diverse world regions. For instance, the Indonesian riot grrrl
band Virgin Oi! was inspired by the Russian group Pussy Riot.*! In the
early twentieth century, the Chinese anarchist feminist He-Yin Zhen was
exiled to Japan, where she co-edited the Tokyo journal of the Society
for the Restoration of Women’s Rights, called Nazural Justice.** And the
practice of activists exposing naked breasts to shock and intimidate men in
struggles for women’s power—a feature of the recent and controversial East
European FEMEN group—turns out to have a surprisingly dispersed world

37  Sophia (A Person of Quality), Woman Not Inferior to Man (London: John Hawkins, 1739), 66.
38 Delap, Feminisms, 339.
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42 Delap, Feminisms, 78.
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history, Delap observes. In fact, naked breasts have often been ‘prominent
sites of feminist protest’, appearing in Black abolitionist protest of the
1850s, among Nigerian market traders of the 1920s, and among South
Korean workers’ rights campaigns in the 1970s.”® There is also an excellent
discussion of the history of the now-widespread critical race studies concept
of ‘intersectionality’, of which Delap attributes the first evocation to the
1969 pamphlet by the African-American feminist Frances Beal, Double
Jeopardy: 1o Be Black and Female, later elaborated by sociologists such as
Beverly King, Patricia Hill Collins and Kimberlé Crenshaw (to whom
the specific word is attributed).* In short, this is a book that not only all
feminist historians are recommended to read, but indeed all feminists, and
all gender studies scholars too.

Susan Kingsley Kent, Gender: A World
History

The third book we consider, despite its reference to gender more broadly as its
object, also focusses substantially on gender struggle in a short book of vast
temporal and geographic reach. Like the Smith and Robinson anthology,
it is structured chronologically. Here there are the epochs of ‘Patriarchy in
the Ancient World, 3000 BCE-300 CE’; the epoch of ‘New Universal
Religions, 200-1000 CE’; the epoch of war and ‘Global Interactions, 1000-
1500’; the epoch of slavery and ‘Global Expansions, 1450-1750’; the epoch
of modern state systems and revolutions, 1750-1850; the ‘Age of Empires,
1815-1914’; and the ‘Gender Politics of the Twentieth Century’.

Unlike both the works by Delap and by Smith and Robinson, Kent’s book
explicitly treats feminism as a purely modern phenomenon, implicitly
rejecting the view that this word may be applied to gender struggles of
the past and choosing the more general word ‘gender’ to account for her
object of world-historical inquiry. But the result is that her book, which
indeed considers gender struggle in diverse historical contexts, may not be
detectable as a work of particular relevance to those interested in feminism’s

43 Delap, Feminisms, 291.
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historical precedents. Nonetheless, there are remarkable cameo case-studies
of women’s activism which draw upon Kent’s specialist expertise, such as
the episode with which the book begins, known in Nigeria today as the Ogu
Umunwaanyi (the Women’s War). In 1929, supporters of an Igbo woman
named Nwanyeruwa, in the southeastern village of Oloko, sat on a local
chief who served the British colonial regime, and demanded his apology,
using a traditional form of punishment, because he had demanded taxes of
Nwanyeruwa. When tens of thousands of Nigerian women in other towns
heard about the incident, they then surrounded the local courts and looted
colonial banks, with the explicit aim of expelling all white men from their
region. This conflict arose, the author notes, because the Igbo worldview
‘regarded the work of men and women as mutually interdependent and
equally necessary to the existence of the people and even of the earth itself’,
in contrast to European colonial views which treated women as a lower-
value labour resource. “The Women’s War... demonstrates what can happen
when societies with differing understandings about gender collide with one
another’, Kent remarks.*® Chapter 4 focusses on the major slavery powers
of the early modern world: the Ottoman empire, the Aztecs and Mayans,
as well as the European and American exploitation of African peoples as
slaves in South and North America and the Caribbean, which ended only
between 1833 (in the British Empire) and 1863 (in the Americas) and had
far-reaching impacts for the intersection of gender power with racism.

Notably, in Kent’s approach to gender, there is a substantial consideration of
masculinity, a feature not found in the other works we discuss in this essay,
which are largely focussed on women. A brief discussion of transgender
rights is found in the epilogue,” though more attention to this topic would
have been welcome. There is not always consistency in the degree of detail
provided in each chapter. The first chapter focusses mostly on ancient
Egyptian culture and is relatively contained; while the second encompasses
many different gender contexts, including the Roman Empire in North
Africa, the rise of Christianity and of Islam and the Crusades, the rise of
East Asian religions, Buddhism and Daoism in Japan, as well as Genghis
Khan in Central Asia. This is a book which reads like a survey textbook,
covering a vast expanse both temporally and geo-culturally, but with less
of a driving narrative than one finds in Delap’s monograph. But being

45  Marc Matera, Misty L. Bastian and Susan Kingsley Kent, 7he Women’s War of 1929: Gender and
Violence in Colonial Nigeria (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2012).

46 Susan Kingsley Kent, Gender: A World History (Oxford University Press, 2021), 1-3.

47  Kingsley Kent, Gender, 137-38.

47



48

Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

a more compressed survey of a much larger set of contexts, it is perhaps the
most viable to set as reading for first-year teaching purposes and is another
praiseworthy and welcome contribution to the genre.

Each of the works considered here has tackled the difficult problem of
writing histories of feminist and gender struggle in relation to contexts
where modern feminist concepts were available neither in terms of the word
‘feminism’, nor in the sense of a recognised political struggle with a clear
equality aim. But if diverse historical subjects’ dreams, commitments,
passions and efforts to create a fairer world for women and gender-diverse
people is left out of feminist historiography on the grounds of their being too
different to the modern political formations, it would be both a shame and
loss for feminist understanding, but also an exclusionary error for historical
inquiry. World historian Peter Stearns has importantly noted that precisely
because gender has been arranged according to such wide variability across
cultures, the very discovery of another culture’s arrangements is often a site
of threat or concern for what it shows about gender power in one’s own.
In other words, while bodies differ, the roles and comportments assigned
to them are culturally selected and can therefore be challenged—enter
feminism.* Globality then appears crucial for understanding how gender
power came up for grabs in the first instance, and how it has been continually
challenged as the world has become increasingly interconnected.

It might be assumed that global or world approaches would only provide
sufficient detail if focussed on a short timeframe, but remarkably, each of
these books also manages to provide diachronic coverage as well. Nonetheless,
Delap’s book—which focusses on the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—
has the shortest timeframe of the three works and is also the one that provides
the richest discussion of specific contexts and textual traditions. This may
be because her examples, while derived from multiple world cultures, are
clustered in the period of growing and replete associations of women’s
struggles in relation to other human rights political discourses. On the other
hand, both the Smith and Robinson volume and Kent’s monograph, like
other works of global and world history of gender, venture much further
afield, into ancient and medieval contexts as well. But methodology is also
a factor here, since Delap’s attention to the intercultural interrelations of

48  Stearns, Gender in World History, 2.
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different groups and individuals via colonial forces, intellectual communities
and the use of diverse genres of source materials brings a rigour to the study
of the global that is less apparent in other works in the genre.

All monographs with a world or global scope are heavily reliant on secondary
scholarship to fill in the missing pieces that fall outside the author’s primary
expertise, while edited volumes require the efforts of multiple authors,
not all of whom always bring the necessary degree of historical expertise.
It seems likely, then, that the works discussed here will soon be enriched
by new scholarship uncovering gender-diverse lives of the historical past,
or the multiplicity of gender struggles outside the modern West, for which
new archival discoveries are still needed. Co-authorship, still surprisingly
less common in historical inquiry than in many other humanities and
social science disciplines, offers an important alternative model for diverse
intercultural specialisation within a single work. Global and world historians
would be particularly well served by such forms of collaboration.

The appearance of these three volumes, along with comparable works in
recent years, reflects the pressing need to globalise feminist historiography,
as feminism itself becomes more globalised. Importantly, the tacit “Western’
attached to the word ‘feminism’ is under unprecedented scrutiny, as is
its attendant and ubiquitous ‘wave’ metaphor. As historians, this means
applying modern understandings to a past that was characterised by
feminisms that could be quite discordant with those of the present. How to
maintain awareness of the historical circumstances of past feminisms while
embracing an awareness of the global nature of gender struggle over time
is a new challenge we can add to the ‘Feminism—What Is It?’ question.
In doing so, we might ask ourselves further questions, such as “What will
feminism look like in a post-post-colonial world?” “Will the “big” histories
of feminism make the little ones look narrow and parochial, or will they
complement each other?” “Will more feminist histories follow Delap’s lead
and seek to reclaim as relevant forms of feminisms that do not resonate in
the present?” With the set of works considered here, there is already a rich
resource available to whet the appetites of researchers in training. We are
hopeful they will help to inspire both new forms of gender and feminist
historiography, and perhaps too, new ideas about the continuing struggle
for global gender justice.
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