Tue LosT Pasts oF WoMEN'S HISTORY
Juprth M. Basne1r

s it 15 practiced today,

wamen's histary mostly

examines the warld since
1900, with frequenc glances
buck o 1800, and virtually
no atention paid to the early
modern, medieval, and ancient
paATS of women.' "I'his severe
case of chronological myopia
alicts terminist scholarship
generally, as well teminist
history specifically, {talso
undermincs the development
of ferminist theory, which
is currently being built on
remarkably sballow historical
understandings. And 1t also,
of course, marginalizes the
work of terminist medievalists,
by placing pur studies ousside
what matters in the canoen of
fomimst scholarship. T have
no deubt that readers of the
Medirval Feminist Forunt agred
that medicval scholarship
s important, excItng, and
productive, but our colicagues
often sce our work as “nothing
other than antiquariun—und
potentially peliacally tncorrec—
knowledge projects.”™ I'his
unexamincd presentism amony
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our feminist colleagues poses

4 huge challenge 1o feminist
medieval studies, and 1 would
like to share with AFEF readers
some bricf thoughts on the
problem itself, what has caused
i, and how we, as feminsts
and medievalists, might best
respond. 1 speak primanly from
within my own discipline ol
history, but I hope that what 1
have 1o say will resonate for all
of us, o nuiter what our

home discipline.

Tiie PrOJUIM

[ che maip venues in which
wormen’s history 15 reported,
discussed, and digested today,
what counts as women's history
is nineteentd- and twenteth-
century histary. The numbees
in the table below are so stark
that they tetl the story heteer
than words; they show that

in the chree mur Fnglish-
language journals devored 1o
women's history, virtually no
kistory brfore 1300 is now
kreing published:
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Women's history conferences
alwa sutter from tns runated
vision. At the 2003 meenng of
rhe Inernavional Federation for
Research i Women's History,
80 percent of speakers discussed
the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries; 11 percent treated the
carly modern era, and 9 percent
(21 ot 230 presenters ac the
conference} considered ropics
hetore 1500, Coverage was even
worse 1t the 2005 Berkshire
Conterence on the History of
Women, where 88 pereent of
papers were modern, 9 percent
curly maodern, and 3 percent
medicval or carlicr (16 of 588).

As feminist medicvalists well
know, this presentst trend
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in women's histary docs not
retocr a.ack of research on
waomen 11 earlier centuries.
The scudy of women i carly
rodern, medieval, and ancieat
cultures has flounshed for
decades and s Hnurif;hir‘tg
taday, but 1t is now being
placed outside the mamstream
uf women's histery, 1o judge
from what s being publisihed
m journdls and drscussed

at confererces, “women's
history” has effecnively become
sviennymous with “ninceeenth
and twenueth-century women's
history.” For many ferminiszs,
the histories of women beiore
1800 are row lost pasts.



Cannes
Women's Bistory was not
aways S0 relendessly focused on
modernity. In the 1970s, Joan
Kelly's work-and particularly
her electnifying question, *1nd
women have a Renaissance?”
-profeundly shaped the
developmen of the field” In
tae 16705, the first journals
devored to teminist scholarship
hetrer balanced modern history
with carly modurn, premedern,
and rranshistarical perspectives;
in its Arst four years, for
example, Signs: A Journal of
Women 1n Cultnre and Seoiety
offered four articles on topics
before 1500, four articles
on carly modern subjects,
seven arpicles that stetched
across mudtiple eras, and 23
articles on the nineteenth and
rwenticih centuries, {Signs also
then inchuded a now detunct
“Archives” seClion, 4 treasure
trove of pnmary mmeriaks that
aretched as far back, in those
carly years, as Hippocrates.)
And in the 1970s, chronological
coverage was also better at the
carlicat Berkshire Conferences,
where Jo Ann McNamara
cnsured rhat every me slot bad
one session devoted 10 meclieval
tapics and another ancient
tapics. In the three decades thac
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have elapsed since this strong
grart, ar least six factors have
dimmed feminist interest m the
intellectual possibilives of the
drstant past.

First, 11 45 pr')l‘r;{biy no:
actidenual vt the culwure
of the United Stazes- where
ferminist scholarship hus
particularly Eourished in the
past thirty years—encourages |
demgranos of "Old Europe”
and aa admiration of all chat
is “new” and “modern.” The
}Jlthtl]liblll ot U5, culture
stems partly from the sclt-
evident fact hat most ULS,
History 1» modern hivtory, b
pastly also frum a nationalistic
septiment chat attention to the
warld betore 1776 harkens back
to a tradivion-bound, elitst,
and un-American past. in
such 4 view, any history bictore
the revolutonary inceprion
af TS, demacracy can casily
be disrmissed as irrelevant,
Henry Ford put it best, in his
quintessentially U,5. starement,
“Fistory v more or fexs bunk [
.1 the only history chat 15 worth
1 tuker's damn s the history we
ke today.™ Thus, cne culprit
in the present-ward it of
women's history s the present-
waurd tlt ol the nanenal culture
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within which it has most taken
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Second, the historical profession
ttself, not just in the United
States bur also internationafly,
Bears past of the blame for
presentism in wamen's history,
Far members of a profession ‘
(lf\“r'f')r(.‘d ) Ih{' lﬁ[ll{l}" UF [!l(‘ p’dhl,
listorians are now remirkably
uninterested i most of 1t As
Lyon Hunt bas noted, “hicrane”
ia the Uatted States and Eum‘pe
Jieele more than o Leneury agin
was mainly ancient his[orry,

But i the Last lew decades,
twennteth-conrury nistory, once
“consagned 1o the provirce uf
jouendlisen,” has encered the

historical mainstream and wiken
it by storm.” As a result, when
histarians worldwide gathered
n 2005 tor the quinquennial
mevting of the International
Cammiteee of Histarical
Sciences, the nineteench and
twenticth cencuites dominared
(75 pereent of p'.lp(‘r-;), with
some attertion to carly modern
(10 percent) and premodern
{13 pereea) topics, 18-
tased bisterians did much

L’n_c same at the 2005 meeting
ot the American Historical
Association (AA): moden
papers accounted for 75 percent
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of the agenda, carly maodern
18.5 percent, and premodern
6.5 percent (yust 38 of 592
presentations). Uhe relentless
modernity of wormen's history
reflects, in part, the rclfr_t!cs;
madcrauey of practices in history
nore generaliy. ‘

Bur tae problent of presentism
i hustonical practice is
particalarly pronounced within
the history u€wanmen; vote,
tor example, thee che 2005
AHA meeung sccommodated
premedern topies in A5 percent
of its presencations, whercas
the 2005 Berkshire Conference
managed te cover pranodern
topics in anly 3 percent of

its agenda. -

My next three causes address
why women's history should he
parvcularly atfected by thie ule
toward che preseat. Soime of the
shippage has been encouraged
by a steady chipping ;1wa)-‘-ar
T}]L' llOli()n lh'.][ prf‘]'ﬂf_lf.'lf_'rﬂ eras
were somehow relatively pelden
For wornen, When femimats
begun tn advocate for womer’s
histary in the 1970, histories
ot a last golden age provided
both intelleciual suppart for

2 new acadernrc heid (Jakob
Bachofen and Friedrich Brgels




were particulardy edible
authorities) and mnspiration
for fomimise politcal work (if
women were ance equal, they
could be equal agrain). They also
pave ancient, medieval, and carly
modern women integral roles
in a femmise morabiry play that
recounted how the primordial
equality of the sexes was slowly
undermincd by private property,
capitalism, and modernity.
Lven today, feminists can read
popular books, attend public
lecrures, go on packaged tours,
and buy statuary that cvoke the
memory of this once glorious
mairiarchal (or at least, sexually
egalitarian) past. Yo academic
women's bistory has abandoned
this understanding of the past,
and rightly so. In the 19905,
as grand narratives [ost cherr
appeal under the weight of
pnstmodcrniu critique, this
particular ferninist narrative
crumbled also under the
weight of coapirical research.
As g resulr, femunists now
have & distant past chat is
more historically plausible but
less inspinng and less selt-
referential; a distant past that
is, simply, more distant and,
therefore, more cusily gnared.”

Vourth, history s no longer

in vogue waomen's studies
cirdles. Some feminist scholars
outside of history departments
conninue, of course, o draw

an historical insights, but, as
Tennifer Manon recently noed,
1L ts na secret that cutting edge
ferninist scholarship 1s mare
likely found in literature andd

American studies than history.”™

Jane Newman has sirntlarly
reponud that history now has
almost no sway 1 WOMEn's
coadies ¢lassrooms where the
old grand parrative has been
replaced by 1ts inversion,
instead of a Jost golden age that
ferninists can work to recover,
the past 15 now caricatured as
1 wretched abyss from which
today’s fominists have Tuckily
escaped. In woien'’s studies
classcanms, history has litle
place {why bother with an
abyss?), and the relevant past
begins no carlier than 1945.°
In such a context, the study
or teaching of anything earhier
hecomes p:_;litic.ully SUSPICIOUS
and, at best, seti-induigent
ANTIUATLANISM.

My fitth factor considers the

pubsibiliry that our expanding,
appreciation of non-Western

histories has encouraged a
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waning atlention to the West's
distant past. In the 1970,
“sisterhood” tripped easily off
our tongues, and \-'irtuaii':= Al
women's history concerned
Lurope or North Amierica. T
think it is possible that the
historical tunnel-vision ol
that time made i easier for
us ta look tarther down the
tunnel-only European and
North American history, ts be
sure, but more of e, 'I‘f;)ddv.
studes of women in Eum[;(’
and the Unired States sull
dominate women’s history, but
the field now extends to many
more world regions thaa i ,
once did. Mighr this EXUNSION
i spatial breadeh be tied 1 4
cancraction i temporal reach?
For example, Sfgns publishes
today very different sorts of
hustory from what it featured
i the 1970s: proporcispacely
less pre-1800 Wiestern hisro;‘y‘,
less history chat crosses oyer
several cras, and mare non-
Western and global history.”?
{Onhy the predominance of
the modern West has staved
constant and, indeed, exp‘:mded
abit) In raising thes possibility
of a symbiotic link between
expanding geagraphical vision
and contracting temporal depth,
I do not want to revive the
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“class versus gender” debates

of carlier decades 1n a new
“non-West versus carly West”
version. This is not an either/or
siruation; we need both rnorc_
non-Western history and more
vrly history (and sometimes,

of course, we get both ar

once). But current practices in
women’s story suggest to me
that as the vision of women's
history grows more panoptic,
too tnany fermimist hiscorians are
tailing 1o ook deeply into the
tuanel of tune, J

Lastly, we medievalises (and
classtcises and carly modernists,
toa} are pactly to blame for
detaching aurselves from
the historical discourses that
now largely exclude us. The
interdesceplinarity of medieval
studies {and its ancient twin,
classics) offers many intelleceual
and pedagogical benetits, but
tt has also encouraged us 1o
remain apart from colleagues
i more traditional disci|;!mr~:.
No matter in what department
we mught be housed, aur
ntetlecrudd energies often lic in
cross-appointinents to medieval
studies programs and in the
any medieval confercnces
and medieval journals that
allow us to speak to no one




but ourselves. 1 think 10

fair to say, for cxample, that
most medieval historians in

the Tinired States think mare
about publishing in Specidion
than in the Amertcan Historieal
Reviers. This interdisciplinary
bent explains how medieal (and
ancient) women's history cin

bhe flourishing but nevertheless
eclipsed within women’s history
generally: studics of women
before 1500 are mostly shared in
conferences, journals, and books
whose mtended cudiences arc
inedievalisis {wr dassivists), ot
historians, owe have not been
tatking with modernists, 10 1s
perhaps B0t -urprising that they
have not been listening o us.

REMEDIES

A readers of MFF, you are the
choir tor my sermon abourt the
echpse of premodern women
within femirist scholarship.

[ suspect that all of us are
sometimes trustrated by

the darkness that descends
whenever our modernist
colleagues are forced 1o think
back beyond 1800, as well us
by the disinterest with which
somre undergraduates view

the middle ages. But we will
not remedy the sicuacion by
mercly pointing our to dubious

colleazues and stucents that
premodera lives are relevant (o
modern ferminism; we need also

tey demanstrate this relevance to

them. As feminist medievalists,
we mught be the victims of
persisient presentism, but we
can also—really, muat also-
confrent and combat 1o directly.
"I'his 1ask rejuires us 1o reach
out bt‘yond the mterdisiipliyary
enclave of medicval studies,
both in tenms of the work
we do and the places in
which we dissertiinate our
work. We certeinly do not
want to abandoen medieval
studies; our interdisciplinary
praduzte progrims arovide
vital technical raining in such
matters as philology, languages,
and cedicalogy, anc our
interdsscip.inary journals publish
extended technical discussions
that would not find audiences
1 st di:&Lipi]nt—himinl
perodicals. Tt sneneasurably
enhunies the :;mdy of medieval
worlds that scholars of
medieval hustory, hrrerature, art,
philnbr_rphy, and archacology
ralk se often with each other.
But it #s regrettable when this
productive interdisaplitaruy
undermines our disciplinary
connections; it is regretiable,
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i1 other words, when medieval
histonians become se focused
v paers medicva) that

we commuricate hrtle {or

not et all) with historians

of mare modern centurics.
Alsy, 1t is wortisome thar the
appartunities posed by medieval
srudies seem ra have creared a
medieval/meadern segregation
that 15 dangerously comtortable
on both sides. Many
medievalists are content ty
withdraw o interdisciplinary
encampments, and many
modermsts, tired of a (]i‘btan[
past that seems merely “a site of
acdantry and antiquariarasm,”
are contoent w be ireed

Iromm sustained contact with
colleagues they regard as el.tise,
cfleee, and ou-of-touch”

For femimst medievalists, this
comfureable scgregation simply
will not do. ’

We must try, o begin with, to
Lreak the loop (littfe medicval
coverage —» leading to rewer
iedieval submissions —»
leading to cven less inedieval
coverage) that s now produding
such pathetic treatment of
medieval subjects in femninist
conrexts. When T have
complatned to editors aed
conterence organizers abiour

their duminishing attenition to
medieval 1opics, their constant
respense s that they work with
what they geo and that they got
precicus fow submissions from
temninist medievalisrs, T chink
they should be responding more
proactevely—editars seeking
ot medieva] submissions and
defning special issues i1 time-
inclusive ways, and program
committecs beating the bushes
tor medieval panels rather than
passtvely reviewing what comes
to them. Bur ©also think thar
we cannot realistically expect
non-medrevalists t be very
proactive on this issue and
thet we musr, therefore, do
the job onrselves. Leds oy
o get curselves ingo tditf;ri-al
and corference positinns
where we can dn the bush-
beating ourselves, and let's also
turn the trickle of medieval
pronosais now recetved in these
vertoes INTo g strearn. We can
do tt: the ¢ver-weakening
gase of duonological myopra
i termiust journals and
conterences can be turned
aruutnd,

Getting our work disseminated
in these veaues 1s one thing;
getting, it rewd by non-
medicvalists s another. 1 hope




we can also expand audiences tor
medieval ferninist scholarship by
pitching some of our work mare
explicitly toward non-medieval
feminist scholars. We cannot
expect our modermst colleagues
to appreciate highly technical,
detailed studies that engage in
debates iraernal o medieval
studies; when we do this sort of
work, 1t still properly remains
within our inzerdisciphinary
enclave. We also cannot
expect vur modern colleapues
1o mike leaps from medieval
to modern on thelr own; we
must show them the way. In
2001, F. June Burns {one of
the founding mothers of MFF)
published an essay in Signs on
“Courtly Ton: . Who Needs
it?” Burns has published many
wonderfully detailed analyses of
medieval French romance that
she has aimed at audiences 1n
medieval studies; in this 2001
essay, she turned her attennion
to non-medicvalists. She
caught the attention of Signs
readers by linking medieval
courtly love 1o the 1995
hestseller The Rules: Time-
Tested Secrets for Capturing the
Heart of Mr. Right; she then
introduced them to the atest
trends 1n the feld; and she
convineingly demonstrated that

new interpretations ot gender
Hexsbiliry in tnedieval romance
can help feminists to break apart
the "modern cage of rule-bound
fernininity, ™ If more of us
speak to mndern audiences in
this way, medieval work will nou
only appear 1o terninist journals
and conferences; it might cven—
mirabdde dicru—stand a chance of
heing read and apprecuated by

non-medievalises.

As mediovalists, all of us would
be delighted it more teminists
knew more about medieval
women and their cultures. But
the chaltenge posed by the
truncanon of the historical
vision of contemporary
feminism is not just 4 problem
of medieval marginalizacion,
Feminist hiscory is impoverished
by inattention to the medieval
past; many modernists sull
assume, for just one examiple,
that contraception and birth
control began in Eurupe
sometime in the nineteenth
century. And femunist theory is
diminished when it is pursued
without the insights gencrared
by early history and withourt the
theoretical benchic of the sheer
distante of the distant past.
Feminwsrn has given 4 great deal
to medicval studies 1n the pasc

thirty years; let's now rewurn
the tavor by bringing back to
the toreground of teminist
scholarship the lost pasts of
women who Lived long
before modermam.
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This commentan, bortuws tiecl,
ttom chaptes 3 of my [lstory .
Maatrers: Dacrinrchy amd il \’-_'fm.*l'm;{r
af Forndnitn {(Philadelphia; U
Pennsyvama Pand Mancheer:
Muncheseer 119, 20060, 1 thank
Marvame Kowaleski tor reviewing a
dratt of chis text on exveedingly shor
notice. Although T e “women's
biscory” throughout, it is shorrhand
for "women's and gender histuy.”
* Jane O Newrman, “The Present
and e Past: Stmone de Beauvorr,
Descartes, and Presentise in the
Histonography of Femmsm,” in
Woomen's Sewdes on frs Dheer, od, Robyn
Wiepman {(Durham, NC. [uke I'I’,'
2002}, pp. 141-173 p. 144,
P Kelly's essay on che renaissance ind
her other theorerical conceriburions
tu wonien's histony were teprinted
posthumously in Joan Kelly, \Women,
Hicory and Theory (Chicago: 1 of
Chicago T, 19840
*Tnterview {?.;J!'\:;\go Tribnne, My,
25, 19l
T hyen Hunt, "Agnese Presenusm,”
Perspecaves (newslerter of the
Amencan Histarical Assoctation?
(May. 2002}, Available online
at: horpe/faww hiseenuns.org/
perspectives/issues/2002/0205/
U205prel. .

" T cecent anmues of this golden
HEC TIITATIE, et :_‘npeu;ﬂ])': Cyntiia
Eller, The Myeh of Masriarcba
Pn‘!'_l:\!w_-_y: Why an Drivented Pt
Wen't Lite Women o Fruture (Boston
freacon, 20000 Lauren E Talalay,
"A Femimist Baomerang: The Vireat
Godidess of Greek Prehisewon,”
Gender wnd Fistory 0.2 11994} 13
1835 Judich M. Beroneog *Medieval
Women, Modeon Wornen: Acros
the Grem Theide,” in Cudenre aned
Fhstory £350- 1600 Enay on Englich
€ earannttes, Tdentitiog and Werting,
e [Xoad Aers (ondon: [’i.il’\"t“,'[t‘l"
Whearsheal, 19923, pp. 147- 173, and.
i revised version, in Femmts Revision
Hoaury, ed. Ann-Louise Shapiro {New
Brunswick, N). Rutgers UP, 1994),
pp. 47-72.
“Jenniler Manion, “Calling all
Laberaly: Connecing Feiminist
Theory, Activism, and Hiscary,” in
Faking Back the Academny! FHistory of
Avtrvsm, Jrcary e Acavim, ed. fun
Pavans znd Jenniler Marion (New
York: Reutedge, 20041, pp.145 159
poLas
P Newman, " he Present and Ouar
Past.”
" he comparative numbers for
liistory articles, review exsays, and
repores i S are fnllows: (2) fisr
1975-8 Madeen West, 18; Baely
MModerr West, 4 Premaodern \’C’:t'\t,
4. Transhistorical West 3; Non
Western, 7 {rwo teanshistori 4], 5
modernt: Gloebal, 0; (1) far 2001 -
Muodern West, 5; Farly Modern Woese,
U Premodern YWese, 4 [ranshistorioal
Wear, 0, Noo-Wewern, 2: Global, 1.
M For a trend e discussion on sach
enclaves wirfun medieval studies,
see Lee Pareerson, *On the Murgin:




Postmadernism, [rome Hisrary and

Medieva! Studies,” Speculum 65019903

8/-108, il h¥A
"E. Jane Burns, "Courtly Love. Whe
Needs it? Recent Femuinist %ork in

the Medieval Feench Tradicion,™ Signs:

A Journa! of Women tn Culture and
Sociery. Z71{2001): 23-57. p. 56
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