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The Inauguration Lecture 

The Past and Future of Women’s History  
 
 

 

March 24, 2018 

GRL Lecture Room 

Chairperson: Chizuru Sakakibara (Nagoya University) 

 

Prof. Nancy F. Cott 
 

It is exciting to be able to participate in the opening of Japan’s first Gender 

Research Library. I’m sure that it will have much to offer for researchers in numerous 

disciplines. A library can also be far more than a repository for books and manuscripts, as 

important as that basic purpose is. A library can be generative. Besides providing crucial 

resources, it can serve as a meeting place where people with similar interests will form 

connections and networks, and produce new ideas and actions that might never come to 

pass without the institutional base. 

I am going to speak from the historical angle today. I see women’s history as a 

basic and essential underpinning of all research in the women’s studies field. Having a 

sense of history is a quintessentially human necessity, I think. A sense of the past is 

essential to construction of a present self and necessary for rational action. Just as an 

individual cannot operate in the world without having the capability of memory, human 

society can't operate without the collective organized memory that is history. 

We look to the past as one way of understanding ourselves. The experience of 

delving into history is something like traveling in a foreign country. We can find in the 

past, as in a foreign culture, other human beings and the societies they construct, and we 

can compare them to ourselves. The social creations and cultural practices we find in the 

past may be very different from what we're used to. These may give rise to various 

reactions. We may react with antipathy — or with sympathy — even envy. Our 

predecessors are not like us, in many ways, yet they are like us, in certain ways, and it is 

 The lecture was translated into Japanese by Junko Kobayashi (Nagoya University of Foreign Studies) 

16

GRL Studies Vol.1 (2018)GRL Studies Vol.1 (2018)



this doubleness that makes the comparisons so interesting. 

History is thus a field for imagination, a field in which to examine alternative 

human possibilities. Of course history involves research, the finding of evidence, and 

interpretation, but it is likewise a field for mental expansion, again like travel. The past can 

show us behaviors that expand the panorama of human possibilities. Like literature or 

drama, history provides us with characters, actions, turning-points—and it's up to us to 

figure these out, to put them in coherent order, to find their usefulness as comparisons or 

alternatives to our contemporary scene, to turn what we find into insight. 

The development of women’s history begins with asking— where are the 

women? when we look at the past. It begins also with asserting that gender has a history: 

that the ways men and women have been expected to behave as men and women has 

been historically constructed, rather than being biologically (or divinely) given. What 

you find in history depends on what you look for. The traditional practice of history 

typically obscured women, because it assumed men were the human norm, and took 

men's activities as representing all human pursuits. To see women as active agents in 

making history required a different perspective. 

I myself got interested in women’s history, many decades ago, because of the 

women’s movement in the United States, at the end of the 1960s. Like hundreds of 

thousands of other women, I had my eyes opened by feminist activism, and that made 

women's past lives fascinating to me. The movement for women’s liberation, as it was 

then called, made me want to investigate women in history. I discovered new intellectual 

premises that made it possible to see women as subjects in history and agents of change 

as never before. I was already in graduate school then, seeking a Ph.D. in history, but a lot 

of women outside graduate schools also looked to the past to understand where women 

had come from, in order to see where women could go. 

In the women's movement, academic women re-educated themselves through 

feminism. Scholars saw themselves as practicing a form of politics: For example, an 

important interdisciplinary journal called Feminist Studies (in which many historians 

published their work) used as its mission statement: “The feminist movement has 

demonstrated that the study of women is more than a compensatory project. Instead, 

feminism has the potential to reshape fundamentally the way we view the world. We wish 

not just to interpret women’s experiences but to change women’s condition. For us, 

feminist thought represents a transformation of consciousness, social forms, and modes of 
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action.” 

Women’s studies was an interdisciplinary or cross-disciplinary project from the 

start. Within the academic field of history, it was fortunate that a new trend to look at 

history "from the bottom up" had recently begun. The “new social history,” as it was called, 

meant to look beyond the rulers and the weighty affairs of state that were conventionally 

central in history, and to pay more attention instead to groups and individuals who were 

not famous or powerful. The idea was to document the lives of ordinary people in the 

past, and to analyze the continuous processes of social experience. Human lives and basic 

interactions within ordinary families and communities became a new focus. Standard 

history had relegated these features of life to the realm of the “natural.” The “new social 

history” subjected them to historical analysis. The insights arising from the new social 

history came together advantageously with the women's movement. 

So, when I was in graduate school, feeling inspired and energized by feminism 

and also able to walk through the door opened by the new social history, I sought to 

understand women of the past who were ordinary, not famous. I became very interested 

in the question of women's consciousness in the past: had women, centuries ago, been 

aware of themselves “as women,” and what would that look like? what would it mean? 

More than I acknowledged at the time, my approach was indebted to the emphasis on 

“consciousness-raising” in the women's liberation movement. Consciousness-raising 

was a political strategy; it brought women together in small groups, to share reflections 

on their lives. It was intended to enable the participants to recognize and to confront how 

they had been shaped to be “women”— that is, how they had been led to conform to 

expectations for femininity—and to accept the constraints imposed by femininity that 

contributed to sexual inequality. The larger aim of consciousness-raising was to enable 

women to throw off those constraints, and change the structures that maintained them. 

Most of the previously written histories that I could find that gave some account 

of women’s lives seemed to me limited or faulty in one way or another: they didn’t 

convey the depth, variety, and possibility for change that I was sure must characterize 

women’s lives. in my youthful arrogance I distrusted previous historians’ efforts. I turned 

quickly to look for primary documents, items from the past. To locate women as subjects, 

no sources seemed more promising than documents that women in the past had written for 

themselves and to other women. 

But how and where would I find such documents? My silent partner, so to speak, 
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was, a library—a repository of women’s documents. I was very fortunate. I discovered 

the Schlesinger Library on the History of Women in America at Radcliffe College 

because I lived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, at the time, where the library was located—

and it was open to the public. In 1970, when I first used its resources, the Schlesinger 

Library was entering its decades of greatest expansion. Its resources served hundreds of 

scholars and activists, while the library simultaneously collected papers, newsletters, and 

books to keep records for posterity of the women’s movement it was serving. 

By the time I found it, the Schlesinger Library had already been collecting 

documents of women’s history for almost thirty years. It was established in the 1940s, 

aiming to become “a national center for research in the historical role and cultural 

contributions of women in the United States... a field hitherto largely neglected by 

historians of both sexes” [quoting Wilbur K. Jordan, president of Radcliffe College, at 

the founding.] 

So, very fortunately, I was able to look on the shelves of the Schlesinger and find 

many primary sources in published form. I was able to find didactic writings addressed 

to women, accounts of schools for girls, published editions of family letters, diaries that 

editors or family members thought important enough to publish, women's religious 

narratives thought by their ministers to be usefully instructive to others—for example. 

This was a wealth of sources for a novice. Finding these primary sources easily at the 

Schlesinger in 1970 allowed me to put together readings for a successful class on U.S. 

women's history. The enthusiastic reception of the material then led me to edit an 

anthology of documents, in a book called Root of Bitterness: Documents of the Social 

History of American Women, first published in 1972. The women's movement gave me 

the questions about women's consciousness that animated my pursuit; and the personal 

documents from the past that I needed were there to be found in the library. I later found 

additional material in local historical societies and other repositories, but if my initial 

search had not met the resources of the Schlesinger Library, I’m not sure what would 

have been the result. I can imagine that the library you are now opening in Nagoya will 

fill the same crucial role for a new generation. 

If there is any single central premise within the research field of women’s 

history, it is that one must look for what women are doing— must look for women (as 

well as men) as historical actors and agents— in order to get a full picture of any society. 

But emphases within the research field in the United States have evolved over the years, 
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from the 1970s until now. The first impulses and ambitions in the field were simply to 

make women visible: to put women on the historical record, to enable women’s voices 

to be heard, listen to them, and show women’s points of view. That was not a simple 

endeavor. Making women visible involved broadening what had been seen as historically 

important— what had been seen as worth calling “history.” Because of the way history 

had been cast as a record of men (although without saying so) and as a record of power-

holders, women had been invisible for the most part—with the exceptions of a few 

queens or other outstanding and singular leaders. 

The historians pursuing early efforts (including myself) were very interested in 

power, but not very concerned with the state (by which I mean formal institutions of 

governance). Not formal politics but instead the household, the labor market, the street, 

were the relevant arenas— all non-state areas. There was a reluctance to focus on the 

standard political realm, because it was undoubtedly male-centered, and also because 

there was a magnetic appeal in discovering that the private realm had a politics of its own. 

That emphasis on the politics of private life (including intense interest in women’s 

consciousness) derived from the women's liberation movement. It was also in synch with 

trends at that time in social and labor history, and in demographic and family history. 

Women’s work was at the forefront in much of the early historical research. That 

stemmed from an assumption that a gender division of labor characterized every society. 

It seemed self-evident and widely relevant that the work a person did would be crucial 

to the life she led, and to her overall position and status. Wage labor was of great interest 

but so was the unpaid labor done by women— reproductive labor in the largest sense, 

the reproduction and nurture of husbands and children who would be workers. It seemed 

clear that women's economic participation had been underestimated because it had been 

measured by men's standards. Historians were now refusing to measure women by men’s 

standards and trying to re-see what women did, especially in the household, and to see 

its productive aspects. 

These early emphases continued into the 1980s, but several major challenges 

then arose. Being very schematic, I will suggest that these major challenges fell in two 

categories. First, the challenge to the color-- the whiteness-- of women’s history. Women 

activists of color and other scholars objected to separating gender analytically from race 

or ethnicity, in postulating who ‘women’ were. Their interventions broadened and 

deepened women's history, and made the endeavor more complex and realistic. Attention 
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would henceforward recognize and focus more on the intersection of gender with other 

forms of identity markedness. Women’s differences from one another came into the 

foreground. So did questions about subordination and hierarchy in relations among 

women, as well as between women and men. When some women experienced new 

freedoms or opportunities, for instance, did that mean other women suffered? In 1991, 

legal scholar Kimberle Crenshaw first named what she called “intersectionality,” to 

indicate that gender and race were inextricably bound together in personhood, in 

individuals’ subjectivity as well as in their positionality and how they were viewed by 

other. That has since become a hallmark in women’s studies in the U.S. 

Second, postmodern theory had an impact on women's history as in all areas of 

humanistic and interpretive scholarship in the 1980s. I won’t describe this large and 

complex set of developments except to mention two important results. One was that the 

work of the French historian Michel Foucault became influential. Foucault’s concept of 

discourse proved to be crucial to historians of women, gender and sexuality. Discourse in 

Foucault’s usage meant (roughly) ruling ideas, or knowledges, implemented in 

institutional forms of power, and made manifest in habits and practices. A central insight 

there was to see materiality in deployment of expertise or forms of knowledge. 

The second and closely related result I want to mention was a shift to examining 

gender as a social ordering system of society as a whole. Some scholars began to contend 

that more was needed than to excavate women's past lives and make them visible. The 

ultimate goal was to see gender as a system of representation, a set of symbols, and a 

language of power that suffused a society. This would mean more attention to men as 

gendered beings—not to men in the traditional way, as if they were the representatives of 

society as a whole, but to men as having been shaped by a prevailing gender order to 

make certain choices, to act in certain ways, in relation to women and children and indeed 

in relation to all they did, in work or play or public life (including politics). 

This new emphasis created contestation for quite a while, because historians 

who had entered women’s history in its early years thought the new emphasis on 

gender and representation risked burying the political and feminist content of the field. 

Some objected to studying men's roles and masculinity as if both sexes were equally 

burdened by the gender order, rather than understanding that gender was a system of 

hierarchy, of domination and subordination in which men greatly benefited. 

But when the dust settled, by the 1990s, it became clear that the turn toward 
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gender was fruitful, not destructive. It did not have to mean obfuscating attention to 

women, or negating questions about women's subjectivity or group identity. Questions 

about domination and hierarchy could be approached more inclusively when gender 

formation was being analyzed systematically. 

Gender is a descriptive term in part: it refers to the way sex is understood in the 

social order. But it is also a basic set of categories in human thinking, in that the two sides 

of the binary— male and female, masculine and feminine— exist without specific and 

necessary content. They persist even when the content of each category changes over 

time, because what they compose is a relational structure, of each to the other. One 

doesn’t exist without the other. Male does not exist without female, nor femininity 

without masculinity. They exist as categories only if and because they both are there, 

relative to one another— but not exactly equal. The relation between the two categories 

male and female is implicitly a ranking. The two implicitly indicate superiority and 

inferiority. The male or masculine indicates the stronger position; female or feminine 

indicates the weaker position, in any pairing. That is why historian Joan Scott, in a much-

cited article of 1984 in the American Historical Review, said that gender is a “primary 

way of signifying power.” Gender signifiers are called on ‘naturally,’ so to speak, to rank 

the two sides of any divide, in order to make one side appear stronger than the other. 

Thus between two men in conflict, one will insult the other by calling him a sissy (or as 

a famous California governor did, a “girlie-man.”) Gender rhetoric extends far beyond 

actual relations between men and women—and those additional ways of using gender to 

signify power relations circle back to keep the gender order between men and women in 

place. 

One can observe through history what I call the reproduction of gender. By that 

phrase I mean the repeated re-manufacture of assumptions about important differences 

between men and women. The gender order is never completely stable: disruptions occur. 

Take the example of modern wars. War disrupts roles and opportunities for the two sexes, 

especially on the home front, where women may take up previously men’s jobs because 

men are in the armed forces. The sexual division of labor on the home front is purposely 

altered during a major war. People say “women are becoming just like men.” Or, similar 

disruptions happen not during wartime, but because of economic change or through 

social movements. Relatively soon, however, a revived version of the gender order 

surfaces, reasserting important differences between men —who men are and what they 
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do—and women. Rarely is this recrudescence exactly the same as the original. Often new 

elements for each sex are stressed. What is being reasserted and re-solidified is gender 

itself, as a form of social ordering—the pairing of difference in an implicit hierarchy. 

Once women’s historians began to examine the changing gender order and also 

to pay attention to men and masculinity, their attention also migrated toward the state. 

These shifts happened in the 1990s, in part, I think, in response to what was happening 

in contemporary U.S. politics. Right-wing political advances achieved limitations on 

reproductive freedom and on social welfare provisions, both of which hit needy women 

hard. The retrenchment in reproductive rights, especially, forced feminist historians to 

see the extent to which formal state power controlled decision- making in women’s lives, 

even to the most intimate matters. 

Historians of women and gender then began to examine formal governing 

structures and political culture far more extensively. This produced very significant work 

on the origins of social welfare provision in the United States, among other things. 

Historians now seriously considered how gender was significant in the creation of 

nationalism, and in political change. Gender questions about citizenship became pressing. 

Analyzing the levels and meanings of citizenship available to women and to men seemed 

to offer explanatory frameworks previously unnoticed. 

Also in the 1990s, contemporary awareness of globalization brought attention 

to state borders and national allegiances—to transoceanic mobility, migration and 

immigration. “Bringing the state back in” led to thinking beyond the nation-state, to 

international and transnational frameworks. Imperialism became a big subject. The cross-

cultural contacts and conflicts intrinsic to imperialism, especially the mixing of peoples 

through imperial conquerors’ sexual use of indigenous women, became an area of very 

strong interest for historians of women and gender. Asking how imperial powers used 

intimate aspects of empire could be extremely revealing. 

These political themes have remained very lively up to today—with deep 

interests in the history of sexuality, and in mass culture, added. For the future, do some 

directions in women’s and gender history seem more promising than others? The first 

thing to be said, I think, is to continue efforts to discover and document women in their 

diverse reality. Symbols or abstractions gesturing at woman’s condition are insufficient. 

To look for women as actors and strivers, as well as to recognize gender-specific 

oppressions of women, remains a critical task. It is also a fascinating and rewarding 
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inquiry. 

The group called “women” is an internally diverse group— so much so that the 

historical experiences within the group range widely and have differed hugely, even while 

the whole group may share certain characteristics that distinguish them from men. In 

order to understand the past as prelude to the present, and to understand historical process, 

women’s lives and experiences in all their variety must be included. Even the family 

demands, the childbearing and childrearing that characterize most women’s lives 

everywhere, are not static elements; their meanings, burdens and joys vary across time, 

culture, religion, socio-economic level— so much so that women may be said to 

experience ‘gender’ differently. Nor is the diversity among women’s experiences merely 

random. Diversity expresses social power differentials between women of some groups 

and others. Women themselves come into direct conflict over what is considered best for 

women. 

I would like to think that more knowledge about women’s history and gender 

history would be effective in mending major problems in our current world and making for 

a more peaceful world. The principal kinds of violent conflict now are not standard wars 

between states, but nonstate conflicts— conflicts arising from ethnic particularities, from 

insular nationalism, from hate groups, or tensions over the homogeneity of communities. 

To understand and abate the violent ethnic, religious and nationalist conflicts of the 21st 

century, a focus on gender and power could be constructive. Groups come into conflict 

for material reasons— control over territory and resources—of course. But what sustains 

intense conflicts between groups, and seems to guarantee that they will flare repeatedly, 

are belief systems, above and beyond the material. Men and women together create and 

sustain the cultures of identity and belonging that fuel particularistic conflicts today. The 

cultures, ideologies, and religious convictions that support and nourish a nation’s or an 

ethnic group’s identification of itself as a group, and distinguish the enemy as “other,” 

are produced and maintained by men and women. Understandings of gender itself take 

part. Definitions of honorable manhood and of respectable womanhood (and the 

interrelationship of the two) feed into the cluster of beliefs that compose self- 

identification and self-justification by a nation or ethnic group. 

The conflicts scarring our world may be better understood, and resolved, by 

seeing such interconnections. Struggles over material resources must be seen in the 

context of beliefs about belonging. Belief systems, including religious convictions, are 
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also discourses about power over human lives and must be understood as such. The only 

way to get to answers that can grasp situations more adequately is to include both men and 

women, and to include gender itself as a system of signification. This can move us to a 

new phase in the utility and efficacy of all that women’s history has enabled us to know. 

As vast as the knowledge production in women’s history has been in the past 

forty years, communication to a broad public has been much less effective. Relatively 

little has been absorbed in public awareness. Dissemination has been nowhere nearly as 

successful as knowledge production. Individuals have been highlighted in public focus 

on women’s history, and while that is useful, the larger picture and results of women’s 

determination and agency so amply documented by women’s historians are little known. 

In Japan, the new Gender Research Library can help repair that lack, by serving not only 

as a resource for producing new perspectives, but also becoming a force for 

dissemination of new knowledge to the public. 
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