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PREFACE

A comparative history of feminist movements would scarcely have been
possible five or six years ago. It is only since the end of the 1960s that
scholarly interest in the history of feminism has awakened, and only
since 1972-3 that academic studies of women’s emancipation move-
ments in the past have become available in any number. We still do not
know enough about the history of feminism in most countries; some
female emancipation movements have yet to attract the interest of a
single historian, Nevertheless, I believe that sufficient work has now
been done to warrant a first attempt at a comparative synthesis. Many
people have tried to explain why feminist movements emerged, what
they wanted and how — or whether — they achieved their aims. Almost
invariably they have based their explanations on the example of one
country alone, usually England or America. It is only by looking at the
development of feminism in a variety of countries, however, that we can
overcome the distortion of perspective which this involves, and reach
towards a more comprehensive grasp of the history of women’s efforts
to emancipate themselves through political action.

I first became aware of the need for a comparative study of feminism
at the beginning of the 1970s, when working on a history of the feminist
movement in Germany. In part, therefore, this book is the outcome of
my own need to place German feminism more firmly in an international
and comparative context than I was able to do then, limited as I was by
the necessity of concentrating on the presentation and interpretation
of detailed archival research within the confines of a book devoted
primarily to German history. I also felt it would be a useful exercise
for a general study of feminism to be written from the point of view of
a practising historian, sympathetic to, but not a member of the
present-day feminist movement. At the same time, this book also comes
out of the personal experiences in which I became involved through my
work on Germany. Initially, my work on German feminism was con-
ceived as a case study in German liberalism, and had no connection at
all with the Women’s Liberation movement, which at that time (1970)
was only in its earliest stages. Although the historians and archivists
with whom I came into contact in the course of my research could not
have been kinder or more helpful, many of them, both in East and West
Germany, were unable to conceal their surprise that I had chosen to



study feminism, and some of them clearly thought I would have done
better to have picked a subject that was more central to the concerns of
the historical profession in general and to have left feminism to women.
At the same time, my research aroused a good deal of interest in
supporters of the Women’s Liberation movement, and it naturally
brought me into contact with many of them. These two influences
forced me to embark on a more general consideration of women’s
history, the reasons for its neglect, and the problems involved in re-
searching and writing it.

These considerations on the hybrid parentage of this book may
help to indicate to some extent where its focus lies. My basic concern
is not to analyse the history of women’s position in society, nor to dis-
cuss the structures and realities of women’s everyday life in the past
and the variety of techniques used by women to adapt to them, change
them or escape from them. These are important subjects, of course,
and they are inspiring a great deal of significant and trail-blazing re-
search. But I also believe that there is room for a discussion of the politi-
cal dimension of women’s history, or, in other words, for a history of
feminism. It is a curious feature of the present historiographical climate
that it should be necessary to justify such an enterprise, but necessary
it is, not least because of the tendency for women’s history to be sub-
sumed under the category of social history, where the habit is to dis-
miss active feminists as ‘untypical’ and to concentrate on rediscovering
the lives of the ‘average’ housewife or working woman. Yet millions of
women were involved in feminist movements over the period covered
by this book, and this fact alone, quite apart from any relevance their
experience may have for the Women’s Liberation activist of the present
day, surely justifies the attempt to understand them. If this study must
be categorised into a sub-branch of the historical discipline (though
such categorisations are in my view artificial and constricting), it is to
the category of political history that it should be assigned, not to that
of social history.

The intention of this book is not to be definitive or comprehensive,
but rather to establish a general framework of interpretation tracing the
origins, development and eventual collapse of women’s emancipation
movements in relation to the changing social formations and political
structures of Europe, America and Australasia in the era of bourgeois
liberalism. It is not primarily an account of personalities, ideas, or liter-
ary expressions of feminism. Its focus is mainly on organisations and
their development, rather than on the effects which feminism had on the
mass of women, though of course objective changesin the social position



of women are taken into account in the analysis. The first part of the
book discusses the origins of organised feminism and advances a model
or ‘ideal type’ description of the main general features of its develop-
ment. The second and longest part of the book takes a number of case
studies of individual feminist movements to illustrate the main varieties
of organised feminism and the differences in its structure and evolution
from country to country. Brief accounts are given of the development
of feminism in America, Australasia, Britain, Scandinavia and the
Nordic countries, the Habsburg Monarchy, Germany, Russia, France,
Belgium, Holland and Italy, and in each case there is an attempt to
determine the extent to which the feminist movement conformed to or
deviated from the model outlined in the first chapter. The third part of
the book, which strictly speaking is not in conformity with the book’s
general title, deals in a similar way to parts one and two with socialist
women’s movements. Some consideration of these is necessary since
their emergence played a crucial role in the further development of
middle-class feminism, but I have thought it important to go beyond
this and discuss socialist women’s movements in some detail since they
formed the major, indeed almost the only alternative form of women’s
emancipation movement to that developed by the feminists of the
middle classes in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The
fourth part of the book discusses the reasons for the collapse of bour-
geois feminist movements after the First World War. A general conclu-
sion pulls together some of the arguments advanced in all four chapters
and tries to explore some of their implications. There is a brief appen-
dix on international feminist organisations. A short note on further
reading concludes the book,

The first draft of this book was written during a semester’s sabbati-
cal leave granted to me by the University of Stirling in 1976, and I am
most grateful to the staff of the University of Stirling library for their
unfailing courtesy and helpfulness in dealing with my requests for
material. I also wish to express my thanks to the British Library,
Reference Division, and the Fawcett Library, for their assistance in
obtaining the original sources on which parts of this book are based. I
have also made use of some of the documentation collected during my
researches on German feminism, and once more I am happy to express
my gratitude to the various archives and libraries in whose care the
material rests. In a synthesis of this kind, the author is more than
usually indebted to the labours of others; I particularly wish to acknow-
ledge the debt I owe to the historians whose work I cite, and to offer
my apologies to them for using their hard-won information to support



arguments which they might not always accept. My debt to particular
works on individual countries is indicated in more detail in the notes;
it is to be hoped that some at least of the many important PhD disser-
tations which have appeared on the history of various feminist move-
ments in recent years, and which I have derived much from consulting,
will reach a wider public by appearing in print in the not-too-distant
future. I am also grateful to all those individuals who have helped me
obtain material, especially Agneta Pallinder, Gunnar Qvist and Anna
Sigurdardoéttir. Parts of the typescript were read and commented on by
David Barrass, Jane Caplan, Elin Hjaltad6ttir, Karen Leonard, Stewart
Oakley and Neil Tranter, and I am very grateful to them for their
critical suggestions and remarks. I would also like to thank Marjan
Bhavsa, Pat Jackson and Margaret McCallum for their assistance in pre-
paring the final draft, which was completed in February 1977. Cathleen
Catt kindly undertook the task of reading the proofs. Finally, I owe a
more general debt of gratitude to Elin Hjaltadéttir, who helped me in
many ways, but above all with her constant criticism and encourage-
ment; it is to her that this book is dedicated.

Norwich
February 1977 Richard J. Evans

Preface to the Paperback Edition

For this edition I have mostly confined myself to the correction of mis-
prints and minor errors, and the insertion of a few stylistic improve-
ments. There are two substantial alterations to which I must draw the
reader’s attention. On pages 1689 I have recast my account of the
Finnish Social Democratic Women’s Movement in the light of informa-
tion kindly provided to me by Dr David Kirby, of the School of Slavonic
and East European Studies in the University of London. Secondly, I am
grateful to Jill Craigie for pointing out in her generous review of this
book in The Spectator that the account which I gave on page 191 of
the English suffragettes’ ‘truce’ in 1910-11 was misleading, and I have
amended the passage accordingly. Neither this nor any of the other
points made by Ms Craigie alters my more general views on the political
significance of the suffragettes. Finally, a number of important studies
on the history of feminism have appeared since the completion of the
original manuscript of this book in February 1977, and I have men-
tioned a few of them in the ‘Note on Further Reading’ on pages 254-5.

Norwich, 1978 Richard J. Evans
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