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Twenty Years After the Beginning

Presentation by Professor Ida Blom, University of Bergin

Dear colleagues, dear friends,

It is so sad not to be with you for this conference and for the celebration of the 20 years of the International Federation for Research in Women’s History.  But sometimes life only offers you the possibility of choosing between two kinds of misfortunes. That cannot be helped…
Let me start by saying that the program for the present conference is very impressive!  38 panels with between 4 – 5 participants each testify to a lively interest in women’s and gender history, practically all around the world. 

How did all this start?  

Thinking back at how efforts to establish the Federation began, brings many wonderful memories.  But it also brings regret that, during the winter of 2007 I have sent all my papers concerning this part of my life, to the women’s archive in Amsterdam.  Now without documentation, I have to try reconstruct as best I can events leading up to the foundation of the Federation in 1987.  That is a very uncomfortable situation for a historian, used to battle with dusty documents.  We all know that remembrances do not necessarily represent the correct version of the past.  But I shall do my best…

In the late 1970’s I acted as the head of the Norwegian national committee within the International Committee for the Historical Sciences, the ICHS.  It is often referred to as the ICHS, using the French abbreviation for Comite International des Sciences Historiques.   The CISH is the institution that organises the world history conferences every five years. For a short time I represented Norway on the board of CISH. This gave me the opportunity to observe how ICHS functioned, and I found that there were various internal commissions on special themes within the historical sciences.  They organised their own sessions as part of the bigger conferences and I attended some of these sessions. I saw that this was a fine instrument for exchanging views and news within a special field of history.  In 1980, during the world conference in Bucharest, one of the main themes was ‘women’s history’.  It had been proposed by a French historian, whose name I have forgotten.  I was asked to chair the session, and this meant meeting a big group of historians all working within the newly emerging field of women’s history. I later met some of them again in the USA at a Berkshire Women’s History Conference.  Networks started growing.  
In 1983, Nordic historians organised the first Nordic Women’s History Conference in Oslo.  By then I had also met a considerable number of colleagues from Britain, from Germany and other countries and I found the international discussions of this field of research extremely rewarding.  Consequently, I sent a letter to the then general secretary of CISH, the distinguished historian Mme. Ahrweiler in Paris.  I asked her what would be the procedures for forming an internal commission dedicated to women’s history.  If this could be done, it would provide wonderful opportunity for historians of women to meet, and also for other historians to get acquainted with this field of history.  
In 1985, the board of CISH met at the world history conference in Stuttgart.  I was no longer on the board, but I gave a paper at the conference.  One of my colleagues informed me that at the board meeting, a request to accept women’s history as an internal commission had been turned down.  The Canadian representative on the board, Ruth Roach Pierson, had then asked to see this request, and she found my letter.   She, too, thought that the idea of an internal commission for women’s history was tempting, and we met to discuss the possibility with other historians, among them, as far as I remember, Mary Beth Norton and Natalie Zemon Davis, both from the US. 
We found out that we needed to form an international association consisting of national member committees. We then set about contacting colleagues in a long number of countries, asking them if they would be interested in forming national committees within an international federation for research in women’s history.  In a rather short time we  had an organisation, consisting of what I think was around 17 national committees, including – again as far as I remember - India, Japan, Australia, Nigeria and I think Brazil.  This was before what has been termed ‘the fall of the Iron Curtain’, dividing Europe in East and West.  Eastern Europe was represented by the the DDR - the then (East) German Democratic Republic.  All were interested in cooperating within our Federation. 
Remember this was before the day of the e-mail. Consequently, this work meant writing an awful lot of letters.  I do not know how many long addresses I wrote on envelopes and how many stamps I licked to do my part of the job. 
By the way, to me personally, this was a great experience and a boost for my interests in women’s history around the world. At the time I was working as the editor of a women’s world history, written by ten Scandinavian historians, published in three volumes during the early 1990’s. This was a fascinating business, but filled with problems that I shall not go into here.  So meeting historians of women from so many places around the world was a great encouragement. 
The next step with respect to the Federation was to find funding for a meeting where the Federation could be formally constituted.  By then I was also in contact with Karen Offen.  She and Mary Beth Norton opened access to the Rockefeller Foundation. The director for the Humanities, Susan Garfield, on a visit to Scandinavia passed by my home town.  We had a long and informative conversation on the importance of international cooperation within women’s history and we got funding for a meeting at the Rockefeller Foundation’s Conference Centre in Bellagio in Italy.  Here the formal organisation of the Federation was decided, with me as the first president, a vice president – Sølvi Sogner, also from Norway - and a secretary treasurer – Karen Offen, from the US. Karen also took care of the newsletter.  Now we had all the formalities ready for an application for acceptance as an internal commission within the CISH.
Another very important result of the conference in Bellagio should also be mentioned, the book edited by Karen Offen, Ruth Rendall and Ruth Roach Pierson, Writing Women's History - International Perspectives, Macmillan Co., London. 1991. This book presented the state of women’s history in a long number of countries, mainly drawing on the papers presented in Bellagio, but also including other contributions.  It is now accessible on the internet!
Well, the decision on whether we would be accepted or not was made at a board meeting of the CISH in Athens.  Nathalie Zemon Davis and Karen Offen, my Norwegian colleague Sølvi Sogner and I met for dinner the night before.  We discussed how we would present our case during the meeting the next day in order best to convince the board of accepting the Federation as an internal commission.  We had many good arguments, and were quite optimistic. 
The question of accepting possible new internal commissions was one of the last items on the program the next day.   Mm. Ahrweiler reported three applications of which one was ours. She asked if there were any comments, - and very quickly, before anyone said a word, - she just ascertained that the applications had been accepted.  She then proceeded to the next item on the agenda.

We were thrilled, but also felt surprised that there were no discussions. It seems that Mme Ahrweiler had the experience of how to handle difficult matters.  The less said, the better. That was, of course, fine with us. We had reached our goal and were extremely happy.

The Federation has since then assumed three different tasks, first, the conferences organised during the greater conferences of CISH, then what might be termed the ‘in-between’ conferences and finally publishing the newspaper.

Organising the first Federation conference
The following world history conference was to be held in Madrid in 1990.  This was where we would make our debut with a 1 ½ day program.  We decided to have sessions on special themes and invite papers from all over the world.  We also decided that a commentator should introduce all the papers in a theme, and that the paper presenters should then react to the comments. After that the audience was invited to take part in the discussions. The idea was to break with the then very common way of organising sessions, where two or three professors would talk for at least half an hour each, leaving very little time for discussions. We hoped the way we did it would allow us to offer the possibility for many historians of women to present their research to an international forum. We were eager to hear as many voices as possible in order to share experiences, approaches and varying theories in open dialogues. 
By chance, I gave a paper in Madrid some time before the world history conference. This offered me the opportunity of a meeting with the main organisers of the conference. They expressed some concern, seeing that we had accepted so many papers and wondered if the quality would be good enough for an international audience. They were also somewhat anxious about the way we wanted to organise the sessions, leaving so much time for discussion and correspondingly less time for paper presenters.   I did my best to convince them that our plans would work fine.

Our Spanish national commission, headed by Mary Nash, had gracefully assured simultaneous translations during our program.  To our delight the big auditorium we were offered, was filled with attendants, also historians who did not usually show much interest in women’s history.  The papers were interesting, the commentators excellent and discussions were lively, as you may imagine.  In short, I think our first conference was a great success.
Thus, the Federation had started on the way it has since followed. Every fifth year we now have a 1 ½ day program at the world conferences.  In 1995 in Montreal, in 2000 in Oslo and in 2005 in Sydney.   The conference in Montreal also resulted in a book, 
	Nation, empire, colony : historicizing gender and race,  edited by Ruth Roach Pierson and Nupur Chaudhuri ; with the assistance of Beth McAuley   Bloomington and Indiana University Press, 1998


Every five years, then the Federation offers a presentation of some of the latest scholarship within women’s and gender history to all of the participants of the international conferences of the historical sciences.
In addition to these five year conferences, we have arranged what might be termed ‘in-between- conferences’.  The conference this year in Sofia is part of these conferences.
Federation conferences.
This idea came up with the initiative from the German historian, Gisela Bock, who in 1993 organised a fascinating conference in Bielefeld in Germany on the theme ‘Rethinking Women and Gender Relations in the Modern State’.   In this instance, people were invited to participate, since there had to be a limit to the number of participants.  This conference was so successful, that we decided to continue with ‘in-between’ conferences.  The next one was organised by Patricia Grimshaw in Melbourne in 1998, and then the third in Belfast in 2003, organised by Mary O’Dowd, all extremely successful.  Now there were no limits to the number of participants and I think that between one and two hundred historians took part in these truly multicultural events. 
And now you are all together in Sofia, for this impressive conference on ‘Women, Gender and the Cultural Production of Knowledge’.
The Newsletter.

The third main activity of the Federation has been the newsletter.  Karen Offen was the first editor.  As you all know, this is a means of helping national committees to keep updated on what is going on in the various member countries. Some national committees are wonderfully active and tell us about conferences, books and articles published. Others seldom contribute with information, my own country unfortunately being one of the worst in this respect.  Karen started the publishing of bibliographies that is still running and has been very helpful to many of us. Other information on conferences, calls for papers, etc., are also important, and not least the information on the conferences organised by the Federation.
Stepping down.

As the first president of the Federation for five years I had a wonderful cooperation with Karen Offen, the first secretary-treasurer.  We attempted to solve all the problems in starting a new organisation and organising the first conferences.  That meant many intense discussions on what to do, often celebrating victories, but also mourning lost causes, such as finding more permanent and affluent financial funding for the Federation. 
The job as president of the Federation runs for a five year period. At every world history conference a new president, a vice-president, a secretary-treasurer, a newsletter editor and a new board are chosen.  It is up to the president to organise the ‘in-between’-conferences and they take place in the home country of the president.  In this way work and responsibilities circulate among members of the Federation

The first presidency and board stepped down in Montreal in 1995.  This ended my direct involvement with the running of the Federation.   It felt strange to leave the organisation to our successors, but we felt confident that it would be in good hands.  Patricia Grimshaw from Melbourne, Australia took over as president, then Mary O’Dowd from Northern Ireland and now Krassimira Daskalova from Bulgaria.  
In a way, following the further development of the Federation has been a little like seeing a child grow up, and the Federation has been a delightful and successful child. With twenty years she is now a grown-up women, who is proceeding on her fascinating way to assist historians all over the world in presenting their research, in getting together for discussions and dialogues and not least in presenting all this also to historians outside this special field.

I wish the Federation and all of you, a busy and enriching future, with lots of important conferences, lots of important research and not least, lots of warm friendships.

Thank you… 

Ida Blom,

Bergen, Norway. 

July 2007.

