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Why We Still Need WomenO

Mary Klann, PhD Candidate
University of California, San Diego

I received my MA in Women's History from Sarah
Lawrence College, home to the first graduate
program in Women’s History, founded by Dr.
Gerda Lerner in 1972. Although my class shared a
recognition of the importance of women in history,
we frequently disagreed on how gender should be
used as a category of analysis. Our seminar rooms
were filled with loud, impassioned, even comical
arguments about race, class, power, sexuality, and
the legitimacy of universal sisterhood. For
example, a good friend became so worked up over
what she perceived as a threat to the concept of
“sisterhood" that she brought a copy of Robin
Morgan’s Sisterhood is Powerful to class, only so
she could dramatically drop it on the seminar table
while making a point about the day’s reading.
Within this unique environment, we were free to
dig deep into criticism of theories and scholarly
arguments, without having to defend women's
history as a discipline.

In 1979, Gerda Lerner published, The
Majority Finds Its Past, where she argued that
“Women’s history asks for a paradigm shift.”
Lerner asserted that women’s history demanded “a
fundamental re-evaluation of the assumptions and
methodology of traditional history and traditional
thought.” In our Sarah Lawrence bubble, which
Lerner herself had created, we were fully invested
in this conceptualization. | didn’t realize it then,
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but that understanding of women's history as a
paradigm shift was a gift. | was fresh out of my

SBL"A%E%}/ frustrated with the dense theory and

the real work participating in Lerner’s paradigm
shift involved. As a result, | had a very tumultuous
relationship with one particularly important
theorist, Joan Scott.

In Gender and the Politics of History, Scott
challenged historians to address how bringing
women to the foreground as important actors in
history might not be enough to force the paradigm
shift we desired. Scott demanded that we assess
the ways in which history itself had reified gender
differences, recapitulating “women” and “men” as
universal categories. | was reluctant to engage with
Scott’s critiques because they forced me to take
responsibility for these issues in my own work.
Scott argued for a “reflexive, self-critical
approach,” which would elucidate the
“particularistic status of any historical knowledge
and the historian’s active role as a producer of
knowledge.” As a 22-year-old MA student, a
“reflexive, self-critical approach,” was daunting
and nerve-wracking. Scott’s work suddenly made
my own scholarship infinitely more complicated.
It took me a few more years to fully appreciate
what that unnerving, frustrating experience has
done for me as a scholar and a person. As |
expanded my understanding of the role of the
historian and began to couple my research of
women and gender with the role of racism and
settler colonialism within the American state, |
realized what was at stake in Scott’s call for
reflection and self-criticism. Writing women’s
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Why We Still Need WomenOs History, contd.

history wasn’t just about inserting women into
history, but, for me, writing women’s history
fundamentally changed how | thought about all
categories of historical identity formation.
During a 2012 seminar on theory in my
current PhD program, we were assigned another

history. Something about women’s history itself is
still challenging for today’s students.

So why do we still need women’s history?
Training in women’s history provides the
opportunity for self-criticism and self-reflection
and expands what are considered legitimate lines

Joan Scott essay. By then, as a “wizened” graduate of historical inquiry. When we frame our

of Sarah Lawrence, |
felt more of a
connection to and
appreciation of Scott’s
work. But this time,
Scott faced additional
challenges reaching
the graduate student
audience. The reaction
to Scott was personal.
And to be clear, no
one brought Robin Morgan to class to
dramatically drop on the seminar table. Reading
Scott was challenging for some, not because of

her critique of universal gender categories, but

because she was talking about women and gender.

Students became defensive about their own
research, claiming that there just were no women
in their sources. The critique culminated with a
colleague asking,“Well, if there’s women’s
history, why isn’t there men’s history?” This all-
too-recent exchange reflects the reality that
women’s history might not quite be, in Scott’s
words, a “recognized insider” within the field of

“Writing women'’s history wasn't just
about inserting women into history,
but, for me, writing women's history
fundamentally changed how |
thought about all categories of
historical identity formation.”

understanding of women’s
history as the paradigm shift
that it is, as conceptualized
by Lerner, Scott, and many
others, it becomes bigger
than women. It even becomes
bigger than gender. It is about
recognizing that the historian
plays a role in the production
of knowledge and about
interrogating seemingly fixed
categories. It is about challenging what is
“significant” in history. It is threatening and
uneasy, nerve-wracking, and frustrating. That is
why we still need it.

1 Gerda Lerner, The Majority Finds Its Past: Placing Women
in History (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1979), 180.

2 |bid.

3 Joan Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1988), 7.

4 Joan Scott, “Feminism’s History,” Journal of Women's
History 16, no. 2 (2004), 11.
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WAWH for Grad Students

Kate Flach, PhD Candidate
University of California, San Diego

As a graduate student, | always look
forward to the annual WAWH conference.
It’s one of the few professional spaces where
the majority of people who attend are
women, not men. | leave feeling inspired and
rejuvenated. The type of supportive
camaraderie among women the conference
offers is a rare and invaluable experience for
graduate students as panels and panelists mix
the personal with the professional. Karen
Lystra’s talk on “Women’s History as
General Education” and her personal journey
with teaching women’s history throughout
her career was particularly moving. She
argued that teaching methods and curriculum
of women’s history classes should continue
to grow, adapt, and change not just in tandem
with the current literature, but also with the
new interests of undergraduate students
themselves. On her last day of instruction,
before retirement, for example, she and her
class analyzed Beyonce’s Flawless to better
understand contemporary feminism.

Similar approaches were
implemented at the roundtable on “The
Future of Women’s History,” during which
Eileen Boris, Ula Taylor, and Mary Klann
gave emotional accounts of their experiences
and thoughts on the direction of the field, and
what’s at stake with the turn towards a more

Summer 2016
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niche tailoring of gender studies. The Q&A
portion that followed brought larger
questions to the floor regarding how much
we, as teachers, should move with the
direction of students who are more interested
in queer analysis than gender analysis, or
whether we should continue to remain
grounded in the social and cultural studies of
women.

Blending the personal with the
professional and considering and listening to
the intersectional perspectives that different
women brought to these panels is at the base
of my feminism, and at the heart of WAWH’s
origins. What | got out of this year’s annual
meeting, however, is that my feminism may
not be the same feminism as my students’
and probably will not be the same feminism
of the next generation’s students. What |
think is more important is that the conference
provides a space where graduate students can
feel comfortable having these types of
conversations with professors who have
more experience. This sentiment is reflected
in WAWH’s emphasis on graduate
mentorship and in the scholars the annual
meeting attracts. It’s refreshing to hear
historians present on historical subjects from
100 years ago, and be open and honest about
how their personal narrative is reflected in
their own scholarly work. This marrying of
the personal with the professional is why |
consider WAWH a conference that should
not be missed.
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story with wider audiences and received much-
needed encouragement from two scholars in

On Friendship, OWomanO & phmisulghesegularly do this via blogs and

Sharony Green, Assistant Professor
The University of Alabama

At WAWH, the friendships made give
meaning to the work we do. WAWH in
particular was the sort of history conference,
however, where a scholar opening a fancy
box of chocolates will lean
over and offer you one.
You will be grateful for
this, but also with the
revelation that the
chocolate comes with the
giver’s long time
friendship with someone
you met in Paris years
before you ever thought
about going back to school.

WAWH is also the

Mural in Denver’s airport reflects presence of African American women in the
West.

freelance writing. Thank you both.

But I have mostly thought through the
discussion had during a panel inviting attention to
why “women” as a category still matters. | was
forced to retrace my encounters with women’s history
in the academy.

The only time | can recall sitting in a class
focused primarily on how “woman” is a useful
category of analysis was

in a course taught by
Elizabeth Pleck,
University of Illinois
Professor Emerita. At the
time, | was just a
prospective student. The
year was 2009. After
being admitted into
Illinois’ History doctoral
program, | recall being
introduced to a lot of

place where the closing

group dinner invites all present to sing clever lyrics
concerning women'’s history to the tune of “The
Battle of the Hymn of the Republic.” Mention of
Linda Kerber is in one of the verses.

WAWH is a place where two historians can
have a post-conference chat in a local independent
bookstore and do as much wanting earlier
conversations to continue. We said goodbye offering
to someday swap houses as she wants to know more
about the South and 1I’d love to spend a month in
California again.

At the risk of this sounding like a promotional
campaign, | will also say WAWH is a place where a
historian who is a woman of color can feel the sort of
kinship felt as conferences like the Association for
the Study of the Worldwide African Diaspora
(ASWAD).

During this conference, I continued to think
through the difficulties experienced in sharing this

literature presenting other
labels and concepts. Indeed, | was once interested in
“queering” antebellum “mulattos.” 1 am glad | did not
do that. While I see value in such terms, | can see
why scholars and students need not discard “woman”
or “women” either.

Before attending this WAWH meeting, | had
not thought deeply about the possibilities and
limitations of using “woman” beyond working on
various syllabi though. | have a 75 percent
appointment in the University of Alabama’s
Department of History and 25 percent appointment in
Gender and Race Studies. Sometimes words like
“gender” seem to help us reach students with
different interests more than the word “woman” does.
Indeed, I have been, generally speaking, impressed
by the ways in which my students have embraced
women’s history. | have worked with even
undergraduate students who are drawn to various
concepts, among them, “intersectionality.” For
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example, this was the theme of a paper from a
graduating student in my “Bebop to Hip Hop: Young
America and Music” class this past spring. She
wanted to explore how Janet Jackson sits at the
intersection of oppression experienced by both
women and people of
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persuaded (This was before the artist’s Lemonade
visual album). | have decided even if this recent
graduate is not persuaded, she was engaged and that’s
what we want as teachers.
There is much to ponder. | will try to stop
here and simply say the people

African descent.

But during the
WAWH conference, | found
myself wondering if |
should assess if this student
was a unique case. Should |
go back and look at old
exams from my “American
Civilization to 1865”
course and count how
many students in a class of
more 200 selected the ever-

WAWH presenter Kate Aquilar and I share an interest in

Miami’s racial politics during the 1980s.

I met and ideas shared at
WAWH will be with me. | hope
the same will be true for a
graduate student | emailed while
in Denver. | rushed to tell her
about Sharon Romeo’s, Gender
and the Jubilee: Black Freedom
and the Reconstruction of
Citizenship in Civil War
Missouri, a study on how black
women used military law to
claim power in St. Louis during

present question on the
unique challenges and
triumphs of women of varying backgrounds in the
early national and antebellum period? That question
is always among three from which they get to choose.
If memory serves, many of the students choose that
question.

Should I assess my upper level undergraduate
classes, among them my “Antebellum America”
course? | teach in a region that produced the southern
belle image. So womanhood is not easily discarded as
a concept worth studying. That said, sixty five
percent of our freshmen are residents of other states.
Some of them are from California and Illinois, places
that are hardly southern. If these demographics dilute
regional attitudes, | do not easily see it.

During the WAWH panel addressing the
future of women’s history, “youth culture” was
mentioned as being something that influences my
students’ ways of seeing. Such a culture includes
Beyonce’s feminist politics, something | get to hear a
lot about in my “Bebop to Hip Hop” course. Not all
agree with Beyonce’s portrayal of her political
position though. | recently sat on a Masters
committee for a graduate student who is not

the Civil War.
| was particularly

impressed by meeting Kate Aguilar whose
dissertation addresses the gender and racial politics
faced by African American men who played for the
University of Miami’s football team during the
program’s rise to prominence during the “Reagan
revolution.” While the initial reaction of most
scholars looking at the same thing as someone else
would be, “Oh no. Not my topic!” mine was “Yay!
Someone else is interested in “The U’ | have someone
to talk to.”

| take this position because of the words of
wisdom from my dissertation advisor who said one
should never be afraid to share one’s work. The more
people you have participating in a conversation, the
better. Thank you, WAWH, for reminding me of that.

Printed with permission from Professor Green s blog.
For her full post see: https://sagreenl . wordpress.com/
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Ann(ncement
Prize Winners, WAWH 2016

The Western Association of Women Historians is
proud to announce the winners of our 2016 prizes:

2016 Chaudhuri Prize - Winner

Karen Hansen, Encounter on the Great Plains:
Scandinavian Settlers and the Dispossession of
Dakota Indians, 1890-1930 (Oxford University
Press), 2013

2016 Chaudhuri Prize - Honorable Mention

Lori Flores, Grounds for Dreaming: Mexican
Americans, Mexican Immigrants, and the
California Farmworker Movement (Yale University
Press), 2015

Founders Dissertation Prize-Winner
Jennifer Robin Terry, “Making Believe: The
Business of Denying Child Labor in America.”

Founders Dissertation Prize-Honorable Mention
Mary Klann, “Citizens with Reservations: Race,
Colonialism, and Native American Citizenship in
the Mid-Twentieth Century American West.”

Judith Lee Ridge Prize-Co-Winner

Margaret Connell-Szasz, “A4’ Ghaidhealtachd and
the North American West,” Western Historical
Quarterly 46 (Spring 2015): 5-29.

Judith Lee Ridge Prize-Co-Winner

Karissa Haugeberg, “’How Come There’s Only
Men Up There?’: Catholic Women’s Grassroots
Anti-Abortion Activism,” Journal of Women s
History 27, no. 4 (Winter 2015): 38-61.

Frances Richardson Keller-Sierra Prize

Terri Snyder, The Power to Die. Slavery and
Suicide in British North America, (University of
Chicago Press), 2015.

Summer 2016
VVolume XLV, Number 1

Sarol Gold Graduate Student Paper Prize

essica Derleth, “Kneading Politics: Cookery and
the American Woman Suffrage Movement.”

Barbara "Peggy” Kanner Prize

Sharony Green, Remember Me to Miss Louisa:
Hidden Black-White Intimacies in Antebellum
America, (NIU Press), 2015.

Graduate Student Poster Prize
Carrie Streeter, “Swedish Movement-Cures and
American Reform Movements.”

Congratulations to this years prize winners! For
more information on WAWH prizes, please visit our
Awards page at wawh.org

WAWH Spea
at AHA-PCB

The WAWH is
pleased to announce
our lunchtime
speaker for this
year’s AHA-PCB.
Professor Erica Ball
will discuss her current research in a talk entitled
“Roots, History, and the Politics of Popular
Culture” on Saturday, August 6t. Professor Ball’s
talk will reflect on her recently co-edited book
(with Kellie Carter Jackson): a collection of
scholarly essays on the iconic 1977 television
miniseries Roots. Reconsidering Roots: Race,
Politics and Memory will be published by the
University of Georgia Press in spring 2017. Ball is
currently working on a cultural history of Slavery in
the Modern American Imagination and a study of
beauty and black self-fashioning at the turn of the
twentieth century. Tickets for the event may be
purchased through the PCB.
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