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Dear colleagues, dear friends,
It is such a pleasure to be with you all at this landmark meeting of the International Federation for Research in Women’s History in Sofia.  And to be invited to give a plenary address is an even greater pleasure – as well as a great honor.  I would like to thank the organizing committee, and in particular, Krassi Daskalova, who as the current president of IFRWH has put together an extremely interesting program, with participants from over forty countries throughout the world.  
The theme”Women, Gender, and the Cultural Production of Knowledge,” is one that is dear to my own heart.  For as scholars and authors of histories, we are well aware that history writing of every kind, including women’s and gender history, is manifestly a cultural production of knowledge – a very important cultural production, in fact, for empowerment of groups and individuals, and especially of women and girls.  It is also a political production, inasmuch as we continue to challenge the corpus of male-centered historical knowledge.  Already in the late 14th century France, Christine de Pizan – the first woman (historian) to make her living from writing – put her finger on the problem.
“If women, though, had written all those books,” she asserted in 1399, “I know that they would read quite differently.   For well do women know the blame is wrong.  The parts are not apportioned equally, because the strongest take the largest cut and he who slices it can keep the best.”

Today I want to reflect on the history of our own organization, IFRWH, but with a different perspective than that of yesterday’s panel.
  Today I want to place IFRWH in a broad comparative historical context – the context of the growth of civil society and of women’s international associations, networks, and publications.  And I want to reflect on “parallels” and “intersections” in these experiences. To do this, I will be drawing from the archives of our own organization, particularly the files that were created on my computer – actually two previous computers (when putting in accents was more difficult than it has since become).  I will also be drawing on earlier feminist scholarship on gender, civil society, and international organizations, along with the work of colleagues on the growth of international women’s networks.  Their research and interpretative insights have helped me develop a deeper, more appreciative understanding of the significance of our own organization and its accomplishments to date. It has also helped me understand why I got so tired in those early years as well as not getting my French book finished (by the way, it’s still not finished!)
Civil society and the growth of international women’s organisations
Without the existence of the fragile space which we call “civil society” – that space for gathering, communicating, and organizing that can (but does not always) develop between what historically has been patriarchal governmental authority and patriarchal family authority – it is difficult to conceive of the development of women’s organizations, much less the development of our knowledge about women’s activities in the past. For centuries in the West at least, the “gender” of civil society  -- like the “gender of knowledge” has been subject to contest, characterized by sometimes unconscious, other times deliberate efforts by men in positions of authority to shut women out of discussions, decision-making processes, and the cultural production of knowledge. 
In fact, efforts to silence their voices and even to discourage their reading and writing can be documented from the very beginning of print culture in sixteenth-century Europe. 

Controlling women and dividing them can now be recognized as acts central to the development of certain western societies, well prior to the French Revolution.  
Today we see telling visual imagery of such efforts in other societies.  But we must remember that even in the Western world, it has not been that long ago that women were still being admonished to suffer and be still, or cover their heads and arms, not to mention their legs and torsos, and – especially - to shut up.

In the US academic history profession, when I entered graduate school, there were still quotas on admitting women.  When I finished in 1971, as a woman I was one of only 13% of the Ph.D.’s nationwide and that 13% found themselves quite unwelcome in the university system, except at the lower levels  Women’s history topics were taboo, and guaranteed not to enhance your employment options.  This has since changed dramatically.  And we have organized women’s historians internationally!
How does IFRWH/FIRHF, with its specific topical focus on women’s and gender history, fit into the context of women’s international organizing more generally?

In the early 19th century small clusters of like-minded European and American women pledged to ameliorating the status of women began to form transnational networks, as Maggie McFadden and Bonnie S. Anderson has documented in their very fine books. 
But it was only in the later 19th century that these efforts began to gather momentum and develop into organizations that extended to and bridged to other continents and cultures, and that began to hold conferences and congresses.
  Antislavery activists, peace advocates, temperance workers, opponents of government-regulated prostitution, and proponents of women’s suffrage (with some overlap) were the first to organize on this trans-national scale.
 
Marie Goegg  formed one such organization in 1869 in Geneva, during an international peace congress.  Seasoned radical American suffragists (especially Elizabeth Cady Stanton who spent several years in England) 
promoted association with seasoned British suffragists to form, first, the International Council of Women [ICW], and after her death, the International Woman Suffrage Association [IWSA].  Finally, the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom [WILPF] spun out from the IWSA.  These developments have been effectively studied by Leila Rupp .  The ICW has since begun to interest a whole network of women’s historians since its archives have come to rest in Brussels at the CARHIF.
 These were activist groups, dedicated to sociopolitical change in the condition of women, but their members also cared deeply about the cultural production of knowledge, and some cared particularly about women’s history.  As Henriette Wild put it in La Voix des femmes during the 1848 revolution in France, “What! such things have happened and no women were taught about them, and they were not engraved in the memories of every young girl? Women, women! And you are astonished at your own fall and your abjection! And you ignore the means of your own regeneration?”
  Acting on such feelings, these women began to gather the archives and to write the history of their own organizations.  The six-volume History of Woman Suffrage (compiled by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony and their associates) offers a case in point, but it was only the earliest example of a genre that continues to grow.  These women understood a point that has been made again more recently by Antoinette Burton (1992): “History is not simply what happened in the past but, more pointedly, the kinds of knowledge about the past that we are made aware of.”  Historical knowledge itself, particularly when it comes to women – and gendered issues – is a highly sociopolitical construction.  And we have learned that if we want our history to be recorded, we have to do it ourselves. 
In 1987 we founded IFRWH/FIRHF for a very specific purpose.  Here is how we’ve described it in the Statutes.  
We would now refer to this as a “Mission Statement.”  As you will see, it has four distinctive goals:

Purpose

        The International Federation is organized as a not-for-profit educational and charitable association. 

        The purpose of the Federation is to encourage, promote, and coordinate, at an international level, studies and scientific, scholarly research in women's history, during all periods and from all perspectives. The Federation intends:

        ∙ to work for exchange of information and publications; 

        ∙ to encourage or support international congresses and more restricted meetings of scholars; 

        ∙ to promote and support individual and collective high-quality research projects submitted to the Federation by its members, by other organizations, or by individual scholars, and to encourage publication of the results of such projects;

        ∙ to encourage the formation of national committees of professional scholars working on women's history.  [added at Montreal]
And here the parallels and intersections with earlier women’s international organizations begin to appear.  The problems they faced were also problems we faced.
1.  International/national

One of the striking things about IFRWH is its commonalities with earlier international women’s organizations.  For one thing, its baptism as “inter-national.”  In a world that has become increasingly “trans-national,” a world that thrives on the Internet, this may seem a bit strange to some.  But the decision to seek out and organize around national committees and representatives was a product of its times – an approach that still has many merits.  For one thing, an overwhelming amount of the scholarship in women’s history had – and  indeed still has  – a national focus.  For another, in the late 1980s it was easier for us to consolidate networks of women’s historians within national frameworks – these were the people who knew one another and each other’s scholarship.  For a third, the CISH/ICHS itself is organized around national committees as well as theme committees and organizations, and since we were attempting to establish women’s history within the CISH/ICHS, it made sense for us to do the same.  This does not, and never did mean, however, that our work would remain strictly national and/or inter-national.  Indeed, one of the merits of IFRWH (and of CISH as well) is to bring historians together across both national and linguistic boundaries, to consider common themes and formulate and address comparative questions with respect to developing the history of women – and by re-reading past records and narratives by placing gender at the center of our analysis – as it is in real life.  I think (and have argued in print) that there is a strong case for considering “gender history” as an aspect of “women’s history” and not something opposed to women’s history.

2.  Volunteerism  
A second parallel – IFRWH, like so many early international women’s organizations, began and continues as a volunteer effort.  Though we generate a considerable amount of paperwork, there is no “office,” no full-time staff, only a small treasury, and relatively little “administrivia” to speak of.  IFRWH piggy-backs on and is fueled by the desire of women’s historians to communicate with one another, and to build and share their expertise in this still new and – yes – still revolutionary field of historical knowledge.  
3.  Meeting Schedule  
Like our predecessors, the ICW and IWSA, we meet every five years in conjunction with CISH/ICHS, and we typically sponsor one conference in between.  This conference in Sofia is our “interim” conference – one that has become larger than the conferences we are able to hold within the CISH format and that is a tribute to the real internationalization of our efforts.  
4.  Languages

IFRWH/FIRFH has two official languages, English and French.  This has historical reasons, the most important of which is that these are the trans-national languages of the ICHS/CISH.  For all practical purposes, though, English has become the lingua franca of our organization, with French a distant second.  This is in line with contemporary globalization trends.
Like preceding international women’s groups, we have considered adding others, in particular German (which was an official language for the ICW) and Spanish.  But most of our German colleagues are fluent in English, as are our colleagues from the Netherlands and Scandinavia, India, and large parts of Africa.  When our Spanish national committee affiliated with IFRWH and hosted us in Madrid in 1990, Mary Nash requested that Spanish become an official language.  [slide-Madric reception]  Our reply at that time and since was that we would certainly consider it if the Spanish group could spearhead the formation of national committees in the other Spanish-speaking countries, most notably in Latin America.  To date, we are still working on that.  And it is not as easy as it might seem.  Already in 1990, two separate universities in Argentina applied – separately - to join IFRWH, but we could only accept one committee per country.  We counseled both groups to get together, form one single national committee, and re-apply.  To my knowledge, this effort at consolidation still has not succeeded.  Nor have other Spanish-speaking countries formed national committees, although individual scholars from Mexico and Costa Rica have participated in earlier IFRWH conferences.  IFRWH now a board member from Mexico.  Our energetic Italian affiliate Societa Italiana delle Storiche hardly ever sends participants to our meetings; undoubtedly the language issue has a great deal to do with that.  Note, though, the exchanges that go on in these photos:
As everyone is this room is well aware, knowledge of mainstream languages facilitates international work.  Lack of such knowledge throws up immense obstacles. Around 1900 and still today, Europeans were superior in linguistic abilities to Americans.  Here is a telling observation on this subject concerning the Berlin Congress of the ICW in 1904,  published in the New York Tribune.

“Now that international movements are on the increase, foreign languages will become a necessary part of the successful woman’s equipment. . . .  At Berlin, for instance, it was an eye-opener to see the effect produced by a colored woman, Mrs. Terrell [Mary Church Terrell]. daughter of a slave mother.  Her fine delivery of addresses in both French and German made her one of the prominent figures of the convention, while women accustomed to being treated as very much her superiors were thrown into the background by their ignorance of languages.  Hardly any other delegate from America, except Mrs. [May Wright] Sewall, could speak both French and German.  American women are very fortunate in having, in Mrs. Sewall, a president who could preside in three languages.  Had almost any other American woman concerned in the movement been in her place, American women would have been placed wo[e]fully at disadvantage.  Good dressing, tact, amiability, executive ability, good speaking, parliament[a]ry law, power to make a speech in several languages – it’s going to take a pretty able, all-round woman to hold the reigns [sic] of government in the great women’s organizations of the future.”

For precisely this reason, IFRWH has benefitted particularly from the multilingual capacities of our founding president Ida Blom and our current president Krassi Daskalova, and a number of others.  Admittedly, we who are native-English speakers (including our Australian and New Zealand colleagues, as well as those from India and Britain) have it easy – but here I want to recognize -- and admire and honor -- the linguistic talents of so many of you in this room tonight, from every corner of the earth, including especially Japan and Korea.  Having said that, I note also that a heavy proportion of the US scholars who helped launch IFRWH were all historians of France, not working on their own national histories (besides myself, Phyllis Stock-Morton, Claire Moses, and in the early phases Joan Scott)
5.  Difficulties in organizing committees, and the language question
Considering the importance of French, both in 1900 and today, it is curious to remark that the most difficult committee to organize during our early years was the French committee.  The same was true for the ICW, where organizational efforts, headed mainly by May Wright Sewall continued from 1888 until 1900.  With regard to our own French committee, efforts began already in 1986  -- when I first contacted Michelle Perrot (who thought it might be necessary to “ask permission,” given that professors were employees of the French state, it seems) -- but the group did not coalesce until the early 1990s.  Thanks to the efforts of a “younger” group of women’s historians headed by Françoise Thébaud, we were able to accept the French committee at Montreal in 1995.  This same year Thebaud and Michèle Zancarini-Fournel and their team founded the journal Clio: Histoire, Femmes et Societes, which began publication in 1995.  Subsequently, their association reorganized as Mnemosyne, for the promotion of women’s history; this group organizes an annual symposium, publishes its own bulletin, and has established prizes for graduate-level theses, teachers’ seminars, and other creative means of promoting women’s history.  These “younger ones” are now becoming senior historians and fortunately, they worry less about “asking permission” and more about lobbying the French government for recognition of the field as well as financial and moral support.  
Thanks to publication of the spectacular 5-volume History of Women in the West, masterminded by Georges Duby and Michelle Perrot (which has been widely translated, with the addition of more essays concerning the linguistic area in question), France’s women’s & gender historians have forced the highly masculinized academic hierarchy to pay attention to their efforts.  This series has provided an important model for other such efforts, in Spain, in Argentina, and most recently the 4-volume  Historia de las Mujeres en Espana y America Latina, directed by Isabel Morant.  It may also have “spawned” the “annual” transnational volume Aspasia, devoted to “Central, Eastern, and Southeastern European Women’s and Gender History,” which has just published its first volume, as well as the [slide of cover] Biographical Dictionary of Women’s Movements and Feminisms: Centra, Eastern, and South Eastern Europe, 19th and 20th Centuries, edited by “our own” multi-national team of Francisca de Haan, Krassimira Daskalova, & Anna Loutfi, and published by the CEU press in 2006. [slide –these three, from Sydney 2005] These works represent trans-nationalism at its best, and it also epitomizes the possibilities to come.  The ICW would be envious!  
6. Trans- or multi-national groups

Today, the language lines seem to be becoming more fluid.  Let me mention some recent developments on the linguistic front that have facilitated national organizing.  For example, Our well-established Canadian committee reports on women’s history developments in  both of Canada’s official languages -- French and English.  Historians from both sides of that divide welcomed us to Montreal in 1995.  In contrast to the situation around 1990, our Belgian colleagues, both French-speaking and Flemish-speaking, have begun to communicate with one another – and with us [see our July 2007 newsletter].  Efforts are underway to organize a Belgian committee.
Although our Austrian, German, and Swiss-German colleagues have organized separate national groups, they are increasingly working together across borders to promote women’s and gender history in the German language under the aegis of the Vienna-based journal L’Homme: Zeitschrift für feministische Geschichtswissenschaft.
The Swiss committee brings together the German- and French-speaking women’s historians, along with a smattering of colleagues from other countries, for its annual conference.  Our small but spirited groups of women’s history colleagues in Scandinavia, in addition to their own national efforts, sponsor a Nordic conference every couple of years – and these multilingual women welcome contributions in all four regional languages, including Finnish, as well as in English.  
IFRWH has always been flexible with regard to affiliating committees that are not strictly national.  One significant committee – our very active Irish committee – consists of women’s historians both from the independent Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, which is still part of the U.K.  Our own past-president Mary O’Dowd, from Queens University Belfast, as well as Mary Cullen, have been active participants in this group.  The British Women’s History Network also includes a Scottish women’s history committee which holds its own conferences and organizes publishing projects – most recently a biographical dictionary of Scottish women.
From the beginning, IFRWH has had transnational affiliations with the demographic historians, both the multi-national Société de Démographie Historique (based in Paris) and the International Commission on Historical Demography, which also meets in conjunction with CISH/ICSH.  Our founding vice-president, Solvi Sogner, came to us from these groups.
Overall, I think it would be fair to say that international and transnational activities seem considerably easier now than during the early 20th century. Even so, when the ICW was formed, for example, it was a time of intense national and imperial rivalries among the European powers, accompanied by mounting military tensions.  Does this sound familiar?  In 1900, however, there was no United Nations, not even a League of Nations, and efforts to organize transnational efforts, be it for peace and arbitration or for worker solidarity, were in their infancy.  It took weeks for women to travel to international congresses – which they nevertheless did in considerable numbers – and it was, relatively speaking, more expensive – and even more time-consuming for them to participate in such gatherings than it is for us.  This is not to underestimate the difficulties that international travel continues to pose today, in an era of high security, rising fuel prices, global warming, and continuing political disturbances and barriers to free circulation of people and ideas.
7.  Finances 
On a fundamental level, organizational multilinguality is primed by money – money to pay for meetings, travel,  simultaneous translation at conferences and for multi-lingual periodical publications.  IFRWH has greatly benefitted from piggy-backing on ICHS/ CISH for its logistical organization during the five-year conferences, but does not have the possibility of more independent actions without piggy-backing on the substantial – and gratefully-accepted hospitality of our universities or research institutes for the interim meetings.  Our predecessors in the early twentieth century, May Wright Sewall and Ishbel Aberdeen piggy-backed the ICW congresses on the calendar of international expositions and congresses: this was the pattern from 1893 on, when Sewall convened the World’s Congress of Representative Women during the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago.

Money has been a constant, nagging problem for women’s international organizing since the beginning.  In reading back through early reports of the ICW, for example, I am struck by the repetitive emphasis on “attracting” money to sustain the organization’s activities.  Then it was through the patronage of wealthy women; today it is primarily through foundations, local and regional governments, and some sponsorships.  Still today, our treasurers continue to report that extracting annual membership fees from affiliated committees sufficient to support our activities remains a problem that requires resolution.  IFRWH could benefit greatly from a much fatter treasury than we currently have – or several  major foundation grants.  The proceeds from sales of our books do not supply the needed funds.  Could we perhaps argue that women’s history is a global health issue?  a mental/physical health issue for women and girls, and thus an essential to their education?

In the early days of the ICW, IWSA, and eventually WILPF, there were no travel funds available to facilitate conference attendance by worthy individuals who could not individually afford to come.  This is still a problem!  I can remember at Bellagio that an surprisingly large chunk of our small Rockefeller Foundation travel grant went to a colleague from Yugoslavia (Croatia) for travel to Italy – not exactly a long way.  But because of the political situation at that time, this seemingly easy trip became an expensive problem.  [Our Chinese participant had to cancel, not because of funding, but because of visa renewal problems.]

What has changed since the early 20th century is that the president of our organization is not expected to shoulder the bulk of the costs.  The reason Ishbel Aberdeen was president of ICW for so many years was that nobody else could afford to help sustain its operations (the president from 1920-22, Pauline Chaponnière-Chaix, from Geneva, resigned for financial reasons).  

8.  Communications

One aspect of international organizing that has improved hugely is communications.  When IFRWH was launched in 1987, we were still communicating through letters, telephone, photocopies, and, can you believe this? cablegrams.  With the opportunity to meet at Bellagio, we discovered the fax – the Rockefeller foundation counseled us to communicate with Villa Serbelloni conference center by fax because the Italian mail service was, to say the least, highly unreliable.  This was a major breakthrough.  Then came the early days of e-mail.  This was not an option when we were editing Writing Women’s History: International Perspectives  a book with editors in three different countries and contributors from at least 22 more – everything went by airmail, courier, or FedEx, back and forth, to and fro   
Newsletters had to be photocopied and sent through the mail – another reason national committee representatives were essential.  We could mail one newsletter to that person, who was then responsible for mailing it out to the rest of the women’s historians in that country.  This was of course cheaper for us and spread the financial burden around, but it also meant that distribution was a fragile affair.  If the national or group representative did not do her job, the entire constituency would lose touch with us.  This has happened more than once.  Only in the last few years, with higher-powered computers and the Internet,  have we been able to efficiently send newsletters as e-mail attachments – not to mention the organizing of conferences like this one.  With the Internet, we now have our own IFRWH/FIRHF website, and we can post the newsletters there – making them available to many more individuals and groups worldwide.  Technology and, in particular, the Internet has been a blessing to women’s organizing generally and to academic groups like ours in particular. Without the internet, we would not be welcoming participants from 47 different countries here in Sofia.
10.  Entertainment and leisure activities
  IFRWH’s entertainments may not compare with the lavish list of parties, etc. that hosted earlier groups.  But there is no doubt that women’s historians, including the men among us, have a good time. Eating and drinking together has become a favorite activity, and our conference banquets have been superbly orchestrated by our local women’s history host committees. Perhaps nothing can compare with the recreational activities at the Bellagio conference facilities but our intense sessions have been interspersed with much laughter and good comradeship.  
Historical Foremothers: May Wright Sewall
I am a great believer that we can learn from history, and especially that we women historian-activists can learn from the actions of our predecessors.  With this in mind, I would like to share with you a couple of stories about the ICW  Knowing what I now know about international organizing, I appreciate all the more the efforts made by our foremothers who established that organization.  There are a number of women who are enormously impressive, and I have published on one such French woman – Ghenia Avril de Sainte-Croix,  a co-founder of the Conseil National des Femmes Françaises, author of an early book (1907) on the history and potential of feminism, and an extremely vital contributor to the work of the ICW, including service on official committees at the League of Nations.

Today I want to share with you (briefly) the story of another such woman, May Wright Sewall (1844-1920) from Indianapolis, Indiana, in the United States.  Sewall’s activities anticipated our own in many ways.  
Sewall is without a doubt the unsung heroine of international women’s organizing from the 1890s until the outbreak of World War I.  Her life & career offers us a particularly pertinent opportunity [not “site for analysis”] to develop parallels and explore intersections.  Drawing on a series of archives at Central Michigan University and the Library of Congress in the United States, , and on a series of underexploited published sources, I will highlight some salient characteristics of May Wright Sewall’s international networking efforts.

It bears insisting, with reference to the theme of this conference, that May Wright Sewall, born and raised in Wisconsin and an early graduate of Northwestern University in Illinois, began her career as a journalist, writing a lengthy series of newspaper articles on “women’s work,” by which she meant both unpaid and paid labor.  In the 1880s she joined her second husband, Theodore Sewall, in running the Girls’ Classical School in Indianapolis, a college preparatory school.  Childless, Sewall’s principal interests were girls’ education, both secondary and higher, the broad range of women’s work, suffrage, and increasingly, peace and arbitration.  Her approach to all of these issues was at once radically visionary and resolutely pragmatic.  

Her foundational role in promoting the “Council Idea” from 1888 on (when the ICW was founded in Washington, D.C. ,  in organizing the 1893 World’s Congress of Representative Women in Chicago, and in pursuing the formation of national committees to affiliate with the infant International Council of Women [ICW] has been unduly neglected by scholars.
  Sewall thought “big” – and already in 1893 her ultimate vision was a “Permanent International Parliament of Women,” “where [as she put it] not only the questions which are supposed peculiarly to concern womanhood shall be discussed, but where all the great questions that concern humanity shall be discussed from the woman’s point of view.”
  There you have it: “women” but also “women’s perspective.”
Sewall began her proselytizing of transnational alliances by contacting European women, some of whom were already known to Stanton and the now-legendary Susan B. Anthony – indeed, she traveled to Europe in 1889, 1891 and 1892 (and many times after that), to spread the word about the ICW, to encourage the formation of national councils, and to promote women’s participation in the 1893 Chicago Congress.  But her efforts did not end there; she was keenly interested in people from other parts of the world.  She was soon in touch with and actively recruiting supporters for the Council idea from Russia (notably Anna Philosophova, also spelled Filosofova, 1835-1912), from India (with the educator Pandita Ramabai), from Ceylon and Argentina, as well as entertaining the crown prince of China, Pu Lun, at her home in Indianapolis in 1904 and providing him with an American name for his baby daughter.  Her archived correspondence in Indianapolis includes letters from women and men from around the world.

Without the boundless enthusiasm, energy, vision, and organizational skills of Sewall, it is safe to say that the ICW – born in Washington D.C. in 1888 at the suggestion of Susan B. Anthony – would never have achieved fruition.  It was Sewall who almost singlehandedly recruited international participation by women in the Women’s Building exhibits at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago and (as I have said) orchestrated the World’s Congress of Representative Women, whose proceedings she also edited.  After serving as de facto president of ICW from 1890 to 1893, and vice-president at large from 1893 to 1899, she was elected president of the ICW at the 1899 London congress, serving until the Berlin Congress of 1904, which she mainly organized.  She was then succeeded by her vice-president, the indomitable – and also multilingual -- Scottish aristocrat Isabel Aberdeen (1857-1939), who had already presided over the ICW from 1893 to 1899, and would then serve continuously from 1904 to 1920 and from 1922 to 1936. 

From 1904 to 1914 Sewall chaired the ICW’s Committee on Peace and Arbitration, participated in international peace congresses, and at the age of 70, organized and presided over the International Conference of Women Workers for Permanent Peace at the 1915 San Francisco Pan-Pacific International Exposition.

Sewall was by all accounts a workhorse, unpaid for her labors though she considered herself a “working woman.”  She described the enormous load of correspondence during her presidency, a work in no way facilitated by the availability of airmail service, fax, or e-mail -- much less a photocopy machine or word processor, all of which so effectively facilitate our international activities today.  She did have a typewriter and, on occasion, hired a private secretary.  Good thing, too, because the paper load (even from today’s perspective) was simply staggering.  For organizing the 1893 World’s Congress of Representative Women, she reported:
“from the two offices of the chairman and the secretary between Sept. 13, 1892, and May 1, 1893, there were sent out 7,198 sealed letters home and foreign, and 55,000 copies of printed documents. This was in addition to communications relating to the congress issued during the same period from the Chicago office. . . .”

Organizing the 1904 Berlin congress was no less intimidating:

“The correspondence with a view to propaganda was conducted by the President [Sewall], whose letter-press record includes copies of over five thousand individual letters, besides a copy of a series of circular letters, the original of which cover five thousand pages and of each of which some fifteen to twenty-nine copies were sent out.”

The Corresponding secretary, Teresa F. Wilson (who also served as Lady Aberdeen’s private secretary), handled what Sewall called “routine” correspondence, while Sewall focused on building the “machinery” of the organization and effecting the establishment and active functioning of three working committees – the Press Committee, the Committee on Peace & Arbitration, and the Committee on Laws concerning Domestic Relations, later renamed as the Committee on the Legal Position of Women.  To these three, a fourth was added in Berlin – the Committee on the White Slave Traffic (chaired by Mme Avril de Sainte-Croix, of Paris).  

Parallels and Intersections abound……It bears repeating that May Wright Sewall was an ardent student of languages.  [You may remember the reference to her linguistic ability in an earlier quote, above.] An 1899 article on her in the Rochester Herald noted that she was conversant with Latin, French, Italian, German, Dutch, and Scandinavian languages.
  Already in 1889 she had spoken in French at the Congres des Oeuvres et Institutions Feminines in Paris.  She wrote and delivered her presidential address for the 1904 Congress of ICW in Berlin in German.
  Emphasizing the “solidarity of humanity” (p. 19) and the “increasing consciousness of the international spirit” (p. 20), she invited her audience to a greater, more expansive vision of human solidarity, above local, regional, and even national and patriotic claims.  Already she had insisted with some frequency in her 1900-01 lectures on “The New Internationalism” that women’s notion of internationalism was different from men’s, more supportive (in particular) of diversity, including diversity of class, religion, and race; national specificity, in Sewall’s view, was an “element of progress” that should be preserved even as women from one country made a serious effort to reach across barriers to those who were different from themselves and to understand and appreciate their perspectives.
 

Those of us who work in women’s history on a transnational plane, who have organized meetings and conferences, compiled and published newsletters, propagandized for inclusion of ourselves and our work in larger international (and male-run) bodies can acknowledge a deep sense of kinship with the remarkable activities of May Wright Sewall.  Some of the problems she confronted have been resolved, but many continue to confront us today.

I find it particularly compelling that May Wright Sewall also became a historian of women’s international organizing activity – and a good one at that.
  As I mentioned before, Sewall was a writer, public speaker, and a journalist.   She published incessantly.
  She understood the historic importance of documenting the ICW, whose historian she became – even as she ceased to be its driving force.  Her compendia concerning the first years of the ICW enormously illuminate the efforts of the organization, up to and including the planning for the 1904 Berlin congress.  Like her sisters in the women’s suffrage movement, Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Ida Husted Harper, who published the 6-volume History of Woman Suffrage, Sewall understood the importance of compiling a public record of her generations’ remarkable activity and accomplishments and of the ICW’s particular contributions.   Sewall was never trained as a professional historian, as we have been, but she didn’t need that to appreciate the importance of creating a historical record of women’s activity and entrepreneurship.    
Concluding Remarks
It is all very well for us as professional historians to talk retrospectively in broad, general terms about civil society, women’s organizational efforts internationally and their efforts to learn, to meet and to speak out.   And sometimes it seems all too easy to criticize these forebears for not thinking of everything we might consider essential today, for not doing many things we now view as necessary, for not being quite politically correct on every issue.  But when we study the contributions and lives of such foremothers in the context of their times and make a concerted effort to put ourselves in their shoes, to see the situation from their perspective, we recognize not only the talent and energy these late nineteenth-century women had, the triumphs they could celebrate.   We can also appreciate the enormous personal costs of their efforts. In a period marked by heightened nationalism and militarism, and the constant threat of war on an unprecedented scale, when pessimistic men bemoaned the fin de siècle and spoke in terms of “degeneration” and the socialists spoke of the coming revolution, these women were optimists.  They saw the “sun coming up” for women.  They took practical advantage of the opportunities that had opened up to them in this era of intense national rivalries.  They reached out across national borders to their sister feminists, founded bridging organizations that would achieve permanent substance and continuity, and took action to TRY to make the world a better, safer place for humankind.  And then they left us the recorded the history of their actions—a precious legacy, indeed.
Speaking for myself, I think that an understanding of these historic parallels and intersections, as seen through the lives of such women, provides inspiration for our own continuing action as well as appreciation for the past.  I have met so many wonderful, inspirational colleagues and friends through my work with IFRWH – and I know that each one of you have too – or will do so here in Sofia.  
May IFRWH/FIRHF continue to thrive and benefit from your energy — the energy of the new generation of women’s history practitioners, just as it has benefitted from the energy and hard work of its founders and early participants.  May these parallels and intersections that we can trace with earlier women’s international organizing efforts give us pride in the work we are doing, a sense of continuing mission.  May they stimulate our effort to recover and to leave a precious legacy of memory and a gender-inclusive history -- for women and girls, and for the boys and men with whom they share their lives in one way or another, all around the world.  May our historical contributions inspire us all to confront the future with wisdom, courage, and dignity.
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