Histories, 1881-1914

Feminist Internationalists and the Antislavery
Origin Myth

In 1901, German education reform association Verein Frauenbildung-
Frauenstudium ran a contest to produce a feminist ‘catechism’ which
would capture the women’s movement’s doctrinal and historical tenets.
The winning entry devoted several questions to the movement in America,
and included this call and response:

In what way did the emancipation of negro slaves contribute to the
progress of the women’s movement?

The women did not want their rights to stay behind those of a humble
race, for whose liberation they had fought themselves. (Wollf 1905, 12)*

Compressed to the point of warping, this catechism expressed a gene-
alogical understanding of the relationship between women’s rights and
abolition that was widely shared and often restated. This chapter traces
how, in the expanding range of histories, instructional texts, articles, and
other knowledge production by feminist internationalists, this specifi-
cally American story became a foundational myth of the international
women’s movement. The consolidation of the ‘antislavery origin myth’,
a specially crafted story grounded in indignation and racial animus, as
an authoritative, strategic, and emotive origin story was fuelled both by
well-documented memory politics among American movement leaders
and by a demand for a suitably unifying narrative for the growing phalanx

' ‘In welcher Weise wirkte die Emanzipation der Negersklaven auf den Fortgang der
Frauenbewegung?
Die Frauen wollten an Rechten nicht hinter den S6hnen einer niedrigen Rasse, fiir
deren Befreiung sie selbst mitgekdmpft hatten, zuriickstehen’ (Wollf 1905, 12). It took
several years before the association found a suitable winner (Wollf 1905, iv).
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of upper middle-class European campaigners who hoped to convince the
public that women’s emancipation was a natural next step in the progress
of the age.

Central to this chapter’s thesis is the genre of the comparative his-
torical survey, of which women’s rights advocates published a number
between 1881 and 1914.> Increasingly structured international contact
and collaboration, chiefly supported through congresses and associa-
tions, paved the way for these collaborative efforts. Instead of reflect-
ing the movement’s diversity, the works became a vehicle for proving
that the movement for women’s rights was a uniform world-historical
event. Though there was much variety in how ‘feminist international-
ists’ (Rupp 1997, 11) made this case, they had in common their empha-
sis on the importance of the American example and particularly on the
centrality of the antislavery origin myth in this history. Figure 5.1, a
networked representation of the people and events referenced in these
histories, showcases this. Though other overlaps between the histories
existed, the only two events referenced across all volumes were: the story
of the meeting between Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott at the
World’s Anti-Slavery Convention in 1840 and Seneca Falls Convention
they came to host in 1848.3

The story of the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention, first told by Elizabeth
Cady Stanton herself, held a powerful imaginative potential both in the
US and in Europe. It was formalised in the first volume of the History of
Woman Suffrage (1881), a monumental project directed by Stanton and
Susan B. Anthony, and proliferated into wider circles at home and abroad,

* Elizabeth Cady Stanton et al.’s History of Woman Suffrage, vol. 3 (1887); Léon
Giraud’s Essai sur la condition des femmes en Europe et en Amérique (1883); Theodore
Stanton’s The Woman Question in Europe (1884); Kithe Schirmacher’s Le féminisme
aux Etats-Unis, en France, dans la Grande-Bretagne, en Suéde et en Russie (1898) and
Die moderne Frauenbewegung (1905); the first volume of Helene Lange and Gertrud
Baumer’s Handbuch der Frauenbewegung, Die Geschichte der Frauenbewegung in den
Kulturlandern (1901); and Alice Zimmern’s Women’s Suffrage in Many Lands (1909).

3 The data were input manually into Nodegoat. As ‘persons’ I recorded anyone who was
named by minimally a surname and as ‘events’ any event tied to a specific date and place.
Processes were not included as events. If texts mentioned the beginning of a development
with a relevant date, an ‘event’ was entered for the beginning of that development. The
other central nodes also mostly relate to this episode and to antislavery more generally.
Wendell Phillips and William Lloyd Garrison, for instance, who are mentioned in six
of the works, both showed their support for the American female delegates at the 1840
conference. Other central nodes (shared between four or more works) are names and
events connected to women’s professional advancement and suffrage achievements, such
as Elizabeth Blackwell and the achievement of women’s suffrage in Colorado (1893).
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percolating up into scientific discourse and trickling down into suffrage
pamphlets. This chapter follows the makings of this tale and its later adap-
tations. Paying close attention to the rhetorical uses the story was put to by
different feminist internationalists casts light not just on how the women’s
rights campaign oriented itself towards what, at the turn of the century,
supporters painted as the rapidly receding prehistory of their own strug-
gle, but also on the different ways in which they used the production of
authoritative knowledge to create a highly exclusionary semblance of unity
out of increasingly complex international collaborations. Rather than post
hoc fact-finding, the evolving discipline of history writing was a powerful
medium to do just this, with its claims to having the final word, its intimate
alliance with liberal common-sense attitudes regarding historical progress,
and the narrative opportunities it afforded to rouse emotion and promote
implicit logics, such as the equation of emancipation with the achievement
of suffrage. This chapter will turn to the History of Woman Suffrage first,
before examining the game of telephone taking place in knowledge pro-
duction on the other side of the Atlantic, where this book served as a key
source. In this way, this chapter will unpick the role of history writing and
memory actors such as Stanton in the development of the feminist interna-
tionalist aspirations of the era.

THE HISTORY OF WOMAN SUFFRAGE

Though different accounts of feminism’s relationship to antislavery
existed side by side, the urtext of the antislavery origin myth was the
History of Woman Suffrage (HWS). This project, started by Elizabeth
Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda J. Gage in 1876, would
ultimately result in a monumental, three-volume account which, along-
side its narrative interpretation, reproduced much of its documentary
evidence (1881-1886).* As the preface explained, the editors’ ambi-
tion was to create an ‘arsenal of facts’ for future historians out of the
individual experiences of movement actors (Stanton et al. 1887, vol.
1, 7). Though the women billed themselves as editors, they composed
much of the book themselves, with Stanton and Anthony particularly
pruning texts to the needs of their project (Tetrault 2014, 125-127).
They likened collecting first-hand accounts and materials to building a

4 These three volumes would later be completed with another three, with the last volume
appearing in 1922. This was, however, not part of Stanton, Anthony, and Gage’s original
design.
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‘magnificent structure’ out of individual bricks (Stanton et al. 1887, 8)
and, with their suggestion that an actor-produced history gets ‘nearer
the soul of the subject’ (8), explained the particular merit of their text to
future scholarship. With this explanation, in one fell swoop the editors
gave two compelling arguments for their account’s lasting authority —
apart from the sheer, unparalleled girth their writing would assume. The
project was itself part of the arc of the historic progress of women, with
its contributors central among those whose untiring labour had fuelled
it. The editors also promised to let the actors speak for themselves, with-
out inflecting their words with their own well-known controversies.
This was a well-designed, if ultimately untenable, claim of objectivity,
sidestepping questions about the team’s credentials as representatives,
chroniclers, or, indeed, historians.

Throughout, the editors emphasised that the roots of women’s rights
claims lay in their experiences in organised abolitionism, though, as will
become clear, they told that story differently to many of their colleagues
(Tetrault 2014, 122). Chapter 3 of the first volume, which begins the
historical narrative, described the 1840 World’s Anti-Slavery Convention
in London. On the first day of this event, Stanton recounted, delegates
voted against allowing women attendees to participate in the debates but
instead had them follow the proceedings from the spectator galleries.
It was on this occasion that young Elizabeth Cady Stanton met veteran
advocate Lucretia Mott and, as the story went, commiserating over their
outrage at their exclusion, they conceived the idea of organising a wom-
en’s rights conference.

As Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton wended their way arm in arm
down Great Queen Street that night, reviewing the exciting scenes of the day,
they agreed to hold a woman’s rights convention on their return to America, as
the men to whom they had just listened had manifested their great need of some
education on that question. Thus a missionary work for the emancipation of
woman in ‘the land of the free and the home of the brave’ was then and there
inaugurated. (Stanton et al. 1887, vol. 1, 61-62)

This idea became reality in 1848 with the Seneca Falls Convention,
which Stanton and Anthony claimed as the birthplace of the women’s
rights movement. The events of 1840 were a pivotal point in the his-
tory of women’s rights, the editors explained, as ‘[T]he debates in the
Convention had the effect of rousing English minds to thought on the
tyranny of sex, and American minds to the importance of some definite
action toward woman’s emancipation.” The chapter finally concluded
that “The movement for woman’s suffrage, both in England and America,
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may be dated from this World’s Anti-Slavery Convention’ (Stanton et al.
1887, vol. 1, 62).

As later historians have pointed out, the HWS provided a ‘very full
account of only half the story’ (Cullen DuPont 2000, 115; see also
Dubois 1998). The project bore the marks of a bitter dispute within the
ranks of American feminism. The Fourteenth Amendment, ratified in
1868, had established birthright citizenship and equal protections of the
laws for all ‘persons’, which included African Americans, but it had also
introduced the qualification ‘male’ into the Constitution in the section on
determining apportionment and the right to vote in states — though it did
not specifically enfranchise males, African Americans, or anyone exclu-
sively. This turn of events led to controversy within the American Equal
Rights Association (AERA), founded in 1866 to ‘secure Equal Rights to
all American citizens, especially the right of suffrage, irrespective of race,
color or sex’ (Stanton et al., 1887, vol. 1, 173). Leaders like Lucy Stone
and Frederick Douglass considered the compromise necessary to ensure
the protection of newly freedmen and women. The faction led by Stanton
and Anthony, on the other hand, considered the Fourteenth Amendment
a significant setback for the cause of women’s equal rights, which they
now prioritised outright. They also denounced their former colleagues’
support for this compromise, which they came to frame as a stab in the
back. At the contentious AERA Convention of 1869, disagreements over
whether to support the proposed Fifteenth Amendment to extend the
suffrage to black men turned increasingly hostile and, soon after, the
AERA split into two rival women’s rights organisations: the National
Woman Suffrage Alliance (NAWSA), led by Stanton and Anthony, and
the American Woman Suffrage Alliance, under the helm of Lucy Stone
(Davis 2011 [1981], ch. 4; Dudden 2011; Tetrault 2014, 31ff.). In the
decades that followed, each side would point to the other as the rene-
gade. This dissolution, in Angela Davis’ influential estimation, ‘brought
to an end the tenuous, though potentially powerful, alliance between
Black Liberation and Women’s Liberation’ (Davis 2011 [1981], 84).

The HWS justified NAWSA’s side of the story. In addition to what-
ever tactical concerns Stanton and Anthony brought to the project, this
sidedness was exacerbated by the reluctance of former collaborators
like Lucy Stone and Henry Blackwell to contribute to the project. In her
detailed analysis of suffragist memory work and the composition of the
HWS, Lisa Tetrault estimates that this was a crucial missed opportu-
nity (2014, 119, 138). The HWS, a sweeping story and unprecedented
archival effort all in one, became Stanton and Anthony’s ‘most robust
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intervention in post-Civil War memory politics’ (Tetrault 2014, 15). In
the story of the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848, the HWS launched the
American suffrage movement’s ‘first and most enduring master narrative’
(120). The books are still the major gateway for research into this period
in the American women’s movement — though they might not have been
had Anthony not burned the immense archive of sources the team had
amassed over years of labour on the book as she neared the end of her
life (Tetrault 2014, 181).

The HWS used compositional, narrative, and stylistic strategies
which marshalled the history of antislavery in ways that supported
Stanton and Anthony’s point of view and which had considerable trans-
national effects as they made their way into later European accounts.
In weaving acerbic observations into their factual accounts, the editors
of the HWS stylistically signalled that they took up the mantle of the
abolitionist hard-liners. The content note at the start of chapter 3, for
instance, announced discussions of ‘Bigoted Abolitionists’ and of how
‘James G. Birney likes freedom on a Southern plantation, but not at
his own fireside’ (Stanton et al., 1887, vol. 1, 50). The description of
Mott and Stanton’s resolution as ‘a missionary work for the emanci-
pation of woman in “the land of the free and the home of the brave™’
was recognisable to English and American readers not just as a play
on imperialist discourse, but more specifically as an echo belonging to
a well-established tradition of abolitionist rhetoric, which frequently
drew on ironic reversals of who and what counted as ‘civilised” and
‘savage’ persons and countries (see Chapter 2; Bormann 1971, 20ff,;
Walters 1973; Carey 2005, 135ff.; Plasa 2007). In echoing Garrisonian
rhetoric, the authors cast their own actions as the spirit of ‘true’ aboli-
tionism. They coupled this with a narrative arc that returned often to
the ‘betrayal’ by abolitionists of both women and principle and with
their foregrounding of indignation as the emotive force behind critical
junctures in the history of women’s rights.

The story of the World’s Anti-Slavery Conference was central to these
narrative effects. The events of 1840 were well known among the com-
munity of feminist abolitionists both in the US and the UK, with key
figures, including Anne Knight, having been personally present. Casting
this event as the fulcrum of feminism’s relationship to antislavery, how-
ever, and suggesting a sense of competition between abolitionists and
women’s rights advocates, was an innovation by the editors. Though
Stanton attributed momentous significance to her meeting with Lucretia
Mott, Mott’s diary does not suggest that she attached any such special

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009411943.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009411943.006

186 Slavery in the International Women’s Movement

consequence (Sklar 1994; Tetrault 2014, 27). Moreover, when Stanton
suggested women’s activism had started in 1840 in personal correspon-
dence, Mott corrected her to suggest that honour instead went to the
1837 National Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women (Tetrault
2014, 16). The 1840 Convention and subsequent Seneca Falls Convention
were made central because that was Stanton’s experience, casting her as a
direct foremother of the suffrage movement and developing the broader
theme of abolitionists’ betrayal.

Foregrounding the historic significance of women’s exclusion at the
Convention contributed powerfully to the theme of betrayal that rings
throughout Stanton and Anthony’s account of those early decades. To
bolster the impression of 1840 as an instance of disloyalty, the HWS’s
opening narration of events presented the rejection of women’s participa-
tion as having been unexpected:

The call for that Convention invited delegates from all Anti-Slavery organisa-
tions. Accordingly several American societies saw fit to send women, as dele-
gates, to represent them in that august assembly. But after going three thousand
miles to attend a World’s Convention, it was discovered that women formed no
part of the constituent elements of the moral world. In summoning the friends
of the slave from all parts of the two hemispheres to meet in London, John Bull
never dreamed that woman, too, would answer to his call. (Stanton et al. 1887,
vol. 1, 53)

In reality, the Garrisonian delegation had anticipated the controversy in
London. The question of women’s role in the cause had caused a rift
among American abolitionists the year before, resulting in the split of
the American Anti-Slavery Society between the Garrisonians and the
more conventional followers of Arthur and Lewis Tappan, who opposed
women’s public advocacy. Moreover, when the London organisers
received word that Garrisonians intended to send female representatives
to London in February, they immediately sent a statement specifying that
only male delegates would be welcome (British and Foreign 1841, 25).
Garrison’s correspondence shows he considered it ‘quite probable, that
we shall be foiled in our purpose’ (quoted in Sklar 1990, 463). By pre-
senting this event as unpredicted, the HWS emphasised the experience of
betrayal at abolitionists’ supposed abandonment of the women’s cause,
foreshadowing the conflict of the 1860s. Heightening the pathos of this
moment, the writers represented a visceral shared experience of indig-
nation as the springboard for the first women’s rights movement. This
decision universalised Stanton and Anthony’s experience to a supposedly
movement-wide dynamic.
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The indignation of women’s advocates was a frequent motif of the
HWS and was described in detail in the discussion of the World’s Anti-
Slavery Congress. Moreover, Stanton specified that it was only women
who experienced it, providing ammunition for the argument that only
women could adequately represent their sex. Even while praising the
efforts of Wendell Philips, she reflected on his reconciliatory rhetoric,
after the motion to include women delegates had been defeated:

Would there have been no unpleasant feelings in Wendell Phillips’ mind, had
Frederick Douglass and Robert Purvis been refused their seats in a convention of
reformers under similar circumstances? and, had they listened one entire day to
debates on their peculiar fitness for plantation life, and unfitness for the forum
and public assemblies, and been rejected as delegates on the ground of color,
could Wendell Phillips have so far mistaken their real feelings, and been so insen-
sible to the insults offered them, as to have told a Convention of men who had
just trampled on their most sacred rights, that ‘they would no doubt sit with as
much interest behind the bar, as in the Convention’? [...] [Phillips] might be con-
sidered as above criticism, though he may have failed at one point to understand
the feelings of woman. The fact is important to mention, however, to show that
it is almost impossible for the most liberal of men to understand what liberty
means for woman. This sacrifice of human rights, by men who had assembled
from all quarters of the globe to proclaim universal emancipation, was offered
up in the presence of such women as Lady Byron, Anna Jameson, Amelia Opie,
Mary Howitt, Elizabeth Fry, and our own Lucretia Mott. (Stanton et al. 1887,
vol. 1, 60-61)

Extending the insult to the English women present, and not just
American delegates, this indignation was presented as a motor of fem-
inism internationally.

Outrage took on still more prominence in the second volume, first
published in 1882, which picked up the historical narrative from 18671
to 1876 and narrated the tensions around the Fifteenth Amendment. The
increasing conflicts arising from the experience of competition between
the interests of black men and suffragists is at times presented as a tragic
split, at times as a philosophical question, and at times as a source of
righteous anger. Some passages, particularly printed speeches by George
Francis Train, the racist Democrat whom Stanton supported much to the
Republicans’ dismay, hinge on the blatant stoking of racist sentiments.
Other passages, however, reflected on the split more thoughtfully:

It has been a great source of grief to the leading women in our cause that there
should be antagonism with men whom we respect, whose wrongs we pity, and
whose hopes we would fain help them to realize. When we contrast the condition
of the most fortunate women at the North, with the living death colored men
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endure everywhere, there seems to be a selfishness in our present condition. But
remember we speak not for ourselves alone, but for all womankind, in poverty,
ignorance and hopeless dependence, for the women of that oppressed race too,
who, in slavery, have known a depth of misery and degradation that no man can
ever appreciate. (Stanton et al. 1887, vol. 2, 347)

None of the European accounts retained this ambivalence around the
tactical question of how to approach rights advocacy. As will be shown,
instead the idea of opposition between black men and white women was
dramatised and made into a vivid illustration of illiberal dangers the
authors saw encroaching on women’s rights progress. Tetrault remarks
how the second volume ‘brims with indignation, understandably — but
sadly and painfully, it also brims with elitism and racism’ (2014, 130).
Looking at the take-up of the antislavery origin myth casts further light
on the interplay between these different pillars of the story. Indignation
was not just a natural outflow of the historic events, but was powerfully
strategic as a transculturally legible motivator, and elitism and racism
proved useful handmaidens to this feat of imagination.

FEMINIST INTERNATIONALISTS AND THE
ANTISLAVERY ORIGIN MYTH

Though the story of the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention first found its
currency in the national context of women’s advocacy in America, Stanton
and Anthony were eager to broadcast it internationally. As Mineke Bosch
and Leila Rupp have documented, the late nineteenth century was a high
point for organised internationalism and Stanton and Anthony had made
first efforts towards an international women’s association during their
visit to Europe in 1882. In her study of the International Council of
Women (ICW, 1888), the eventual outcome of Stanton and Anthony’s
ambition, the International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA, 1904), and
the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (19135), Leila
Rupp showed how, at the turn of the century, many influential middle-
and upper-class feminists prioritised international organisation and used
organisational and symbolic means to forge a transcultural identity of
‘universal sisterhood’ (1997, 82—-83). This construction was, as many
critics have pointed out, less inclusive than it sounded. In their study of
IWSA correspondence, Bosch and Annemarie Kloosterman demonstrated
how the maintenance of international friendships between leading femi-
nists like Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Aletta Jacobs, and Rosika Schwimmer,
in their ‘prosaic’ organisational and ‘poetic’ rhetorical dimensions, left
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a lasting mark on women’s political culture and ‘suffrage sisterhood’
(Bosch and Kloosterman 1990, 21-23). This movement of feminist inter-
nationalism was marked by its association with middle- and upper-class
leading figures; other internationalisms, such as that among socialists,
had different aims and organisational concerns (DuBois 1994; Moynagh
and Forestell 2012, 9; Carlier 2014; Oesch 2016).

By the 1880s, the United States had become an ineluctable point of
comparison for European commentators. As French lawyer and wom-
en’s rights advocate Léon Giraud estimated, in civilisational stadial dis-
course characteristic of this branch of feminist internationalism (Burton
1994; Midgley 2007), Americans, with their advanced suffrage cam-
paign, educational, and travel opportunities for women, were as far
ahead of Europeans as Europeans were of ‘Orientals’. Having taken an
organisational head start, it is little wonder that American ideals and
models quickly took on primacy within much feminist internationalism
(Offen 2017, 23 5; Gehring 2020, 308ff.). The ICW and IWSA prioritised
key American concerns, including American suffragists’ relatively con-
servative preoccupation with unity, collective identity, and ideological
harmonisation at the expense of radicalism and diversity (Rupp 1997,
15—21; Carlier 2014). In addition to the use of folkloric symbolism and
the forging of a shared language, calling this unity into being involved
memory work and this internationalist campaign left distinct marks on
early feminist self-historicisation.

The significance of memory in this crystallising vision of international
feminism speaks from the inaugural congress of the ICW in Washington
DC. International events were an important stage for constructing a
unified vision of international feminism and its history and this event
was organised in honour of the fortieth anniversary of the Seneca Falls
Convention. Tireless cultural brokers like May Wright Sewall, Elizabeth
Cady Stanton’s émigré son, Theodore Stanton, and French Isabelle
Bogelot organised international meetings alongside fairs and exhibitions,
including the Paris Exposition of 1889, the Chicago World’s Columbian
Exposition of 1893, and the Paris Universal Exposition of 1900 (Offen
2018). As Tracey Jean Boisseau suggests, international gatherings and
particularly women’s exhibitions, such as the Dutch National Exhibition
of Women’s Labour in The Hague, offered an ‘aspirational fantasy’ of
what woman’s world might look like, to both domestic and foreign
visitors (2018, 248; Grever and Waaldijk 2000; van den Elzen 2025).
Occasions like these, rich in symbolism, broadcast a vision of the world
where women’s differences were celebrated and did not mar the general
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harmony of sisterhood and in which self-actualised women worked to
bring peace, progress, and prosperity to their families, their nations, and
the world — and had been doing so for decades.

Several American delegates used the platform of the 1888 ICW
Convention to tell the story of World’s Anti-Slavery Conference. Stanton
opened her speech by describing her experience in London (1888, 322~
323). The story also featured in Rev. Annie H. Shaw’s opening sermon
before the formal opening on 25 March. Shaw mused:

Who would have dreamed, when at that great meeting in London some years ago
the arrogance and pride of men excluded from its body the women whom God
had moved to lift up their voices in [sic] behalf of the baby that was sold by the
pound, who would have dreamed that that very exclusion would be the key-note
of woman’s freedom? [...] That out of a longing for the liberty of a portion of the
race, God should be able to show to women the still larger, grander vision of the
freedom of all human kind? (Report 1888, 29)

As Shaw’s speech indicates, by 1888 the antislavery origin myth had gained
currency and speakers glossed over the details in order to develop its full
dramatic potential, using the humble origin story to point to men’s hypoc-
risies and the ‘grand’ nature of their movement. As Harriet Robinson put
it in her article on American feminism for a French audience, by now there
was ‘no doubt that the anti-slavery movement gave the impetus to the
movement for the emancipation of women, and that not only in the United
States, but perhaps even in England and other countries [...]” (1898, 248).
The editors of the HWS were eager to get their stories, as well as the
calf-bound volumes of the work itself, to readers in Europe. Anthony,
who was particularly motivated in her quest to circulate the book widely,
even if this meant foregoing profits, frequently gave away copies of the
expensive work to Congressmen and other influential readers at home
and abroad and distributed around 1,000 copies to European and
American libraries (Kelly 2005, n.p.; Tetrault 2014, 143-144). The most
important broker for the story in Europe was Theodore Stanton. He pro-
moted the account of the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention on multiple
occasions, including in his speech at the 1878 International Women’s
Rights Conference in Paris (Stanton 1878, 36—37), where he analysed
the ways in which women’s rights advocates had become emboldened
by their antislavery activism. The report of this event indicates that
French audiences were not necessarily well versed in the particulars of
the American story; the compiler referred to Garrison as ‘William Llayd
Garnom’ (Stanton 1878, 37). Stanton’s analysis evidently impressed sev-
eral European delegates and Léon Giraud closely reproduced it in his
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own history (1883, 303). Theodore, working on a first comparative his-
tory of feminism (Stanton 1884), distributed fifty copies of the HWS,
fresh off the press, among his collaborators, all eminent women’s rights
advocates of their day (Bosch 2009, n.p.). Among European readers the
story would soon take on a significance of its own.

WOMEN’S PROGRESS AND WOMEN’S HISTORY IN EUROPE

Anthony and Stanton’s efforts hit their mark and the HWS became an
important source for European students of the history of this big social
question of the day. The antislavery origin myth diffused among European
women’s rights circles, becoming a key part of the account of American
feminism told in the radical press, in pieces like Kdthe Schirmacher’s
article series on ‘Le féminisme aux Etats-Unis’ for La Fronde (1898),
and Evolutie’s account of the historical importance of Elizabeth Cady
Stanton (‘12 November’ 1895, 302), and in popularising studies such as
Avril de Sainte-Croix’s Le féminisme and Martina Kramers’ articles in
the prestigious Dutch literary magazine De Gids, where it attested to the
philanthropic genesis of women’s rights activism (Sainte-Croix 1907, 99;
‘De plaats der vrouw’ 1907, 259).

When the Paris Law School announced its prestigious annual Rossi
constitutional law essay competition for 1891 on the subject ‘The condi-
tion of women from the point of view of the exercise of public and polit-
ical rights: a comparative study of legislation’ (Mossman 2006, 255), the
three prize-winning contributions by Giraud, Louis Frank, and Moise
Ostrogorski all used the HWS as their source for data on the US (Giraud
1891; Frank 18925 Ostrogorski 1892). These studies were well received
(Grasserie 1894, 432ff.) and Ostrogorski’s treatise was translated into
English in 1893. Whereas Giraud and Frank were women’s rights advo-
cates, Ostrogorski considered himself neutral on the issue (1892, 192).
He nevertheless affirmed the authority of the HWS when he explained:

It was the abolitionist movement which paved the way for Women’s Rights.
Claiming for the negro the rights inherent in human nature, the abolitionists
insisted on the complete equality of mankind, which rejects every distinction,
especially if based upon physical qualities. If white men had not the monopoly
of liberty, if blacks too had an equal right, could women be shut out from this?
(Ostrogorski 1893, 56)

Ostrogorski’s reproduction of the antislavery origin myth as setting in
motion suffragist reasoning attests to the general acceptance of this story
not only as objective truth, but as common knowledge.
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As the works cited indicate, the late nineteenth century was a fertile time
for feminist knowledge production and particularly for women’s history.
While academic historians were busy professionalising their discipline as
the ‘heroic study of records’ (Lord Acton [1895], quoted in Smith 1998,
125), scholars, philosophers, and belletrists met the public fascination
with women’s changing social role with ambitious attempts at defining
woman’s place in world history. Works like Bachofen’s Mutterrecht und
Urreligion (1851), which speculated about the existence of ancient ‘gyne-
cocracies’ (matriarchies), and Jules Michelet’s L’Amour (1859) and La
Femme (1860), which sacralised women’s role in the home and suggested
women’s power worked counter to linear history (Moses 1984, 152ff.;
Gaudin 2006, 48), were widely read and discussed. Other projects, like
Olympe Audouard’s unfinished series Gynécologie: La fermme depuis six
mille ans (1873), tried to tell the story of women’s history since biblical
times, tying the rise of modern woman to the rise of Christianity much
like the romantic socialists of the 1830s had attempted.

Women’s rights advocates saw an opportunity in the general (amused)
fascination with women’s history. As Gisela Bock has pointed out, pro-
ponents of women’s rights had different master narratives available to
them to legitimate the aspirations of the women’s movement (Bock 2002,
117). There was a well-established tradition of examining the question
of woman’s genius by way of accounts of the lives of great women in
history, which had been the dominant genre until the mid-nineteenth
century (Grever 1994; DiCenzo 2005, 43; Ernot 2007, 167-168; Offen
2018, 73ff.). But with five decades of public campaigning under their belt,
women’s rights activists now also turned to historical interpretation, and
particularly to the fashionable master narrative of progress, to narrate
how the first steps towards emancipation, and towards the final break
with age-old despotism, were presently being made.’ They participated
in a major historical trend which would, in the English context, come to
be termed the “Whig interpretation of history’ (Butterfield 1965): glossing
over factional differences and dead ends, the authors and editors set out to
tell a unifying story of women’s part in the ‘progress” which had become
the byword of nineteenth-century reform culture.® The rhetorical power

“©

For this tendency in British suffragist historiography Dodd 1990; Holton 2000; DiCenzo
2005. More cynical commentators like Friedrich Engels treated the nineteenth century as
a nadir in women’s history, from which the woman’s movement would ‘rise like a phoe-
nix out of the ashes’ (Bock 2002, 117).

¢ The unifying function of this frame can clearly be seen at work in Dutch suffragist
Johanna Naber’s history, Wegbereidsters [Female Pathbreakers] (1909), which described
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and general popularity of history in this mode inspired several ambitious
projects to chronicle the history of the international women’s movement
in the same way as Stanton and Anthony had achieved for the American.
Initially, authors like Theodore Stanton and Kithe Schirmacher set out
to appeal to liberal common-sense attitudes by addressing readers in the
non-partisan, scientific register of supposedly universal appeal. Later on,
truncated programmatic versions of these histories appeared, promoted
especially by the NAWSA to rally their membership. Casting America
as the pinnacle of women’s progress, women’s historians were unerr-
ingly interested in the relationship between antislavery and the story of
feminism. Losing its specific cultural, political, and factional context in
the process of translation, however, the antislavery origin myth came to
be caught up in European racial anxieties and in a broader structuring
mechanism of ‘ethnological order’ that pervaded feminist international-
ism (Bosch 2009).

COMPARATIVE HISTORIES AND THE
ETHNOLOGICAL ORDER

The Woman Question in Europe (1884) was the most direct descendant
of the HWS and, as Bosch has noted, its representational choices yield
insight into how the American perspective was received in Europe (2009).
Theodore Stanton organised its composition under his mother’s guid-
ance. The book presented a collection of contributions on the history of
the women’s movement in various European countries, written by leading
campaigners such as Millicent Garrett Fawcett and accompanied by an
introduction by well-known Anglo-Irish reformer Frances Power Cobbe.
Bosch has discussed how the idea for the book was first conceived in the
process of collecting materials for the HWS (2009, n.p.) and its form
closely follows this model. The Woman Question in Europe shared its
professed forward-looking perspective to service future scholars, as well
as its emphasis on the individual initiative of leading women. Stanton
stressed the pains he took to ensure historical accuracy, so that the work

the lives of four English philanthropist-feminists to make the case for a strong connec-
tion between philanthropy and suffrage activism. Naber explicitly stated that her British
cases served as the most pronounced examples of a universal development: “This process
is international. It is how matters developed here, and how they developed elsewhere’
(1909, 7). This ultimately allowed Naber to use English cases to argue that female suf-
frage was the ‘lever’ with which more philanthropy could be achieved in other national
contexts, as well (8).

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009411943.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009411943.006

194 Slavery in the International Women’s Movement

could serve as the basis of a later ‘philosophical investigation’ (1884, vii).
The eminent standing of all the contributors within the women’s move-
ment is emphasised not only in the introduction, but also in a lengthy
biographical note opening each chapter. Stanton downplayed his own role
in the volume as a mere compiler, translator, and editor (1884, viii). His
many footnoted comments, however, suggest the extent of his editorial
control (Bosch 2009, n.p.). They indicate the tension between the desire
to conceptualise the women’s movement as a transnational community,
expressed in the invitation of different voices into the narrative, and an
urgent need to keep tight control over the definition of women’s progress.

This tension also determined the thrust of Cobbe’s introduction. Using
the metaphor of a tidal wave, Cobbe described a ‘uniform impetus’ which
‘has taken place within living memory among the women of almost every
race on the globe [and] has stirred an entire sex, even half the human
race’ (Stanton 1884, xiii—xiv). Thus, stressing that the national initiatives
described in the chapters that followed took the same shape, she posited
that political franchise would prove the single ‘crown and completion
of the progress’ (Stanton 1884, xv). Whereas in previous decades it had
been customary for feminist organisers to express solidarity and empha-
sise similarities between victims of different forms of oppression, Cobbe
insisted on keeping emancipation movements for ethnic groups and for
women separate, both practically and conceptually. She warned col-
leagues to distance themselves from what she called ‘experiments fraught
with difficulty and danger’, the extension of suffrage to men of ‘alien
races’ whom she considered untrained in civil liberty and representative
government (Stanton 1884, xv). Despite her initial metaphor and run-
ning somewhat at odds with Stanton’s aims, in making this argument she
soon reverted to singling out for praise the ‘Anglo-Saxon race’ (Stanton
1884, xv). Cobbe leaned into the master narrative of general progress
to argue that including white women in the franchise would represent a
next step forward as they would ‘[bring] with them, not an element of
weakness and disintegration, but a completer union’ (Stanton 1884, xvii,
my emphasis) — and brought none of the dangers of enfranchising ‘rival
races, rival classes, rival sects’. Her emphasis on competition with, and
even danger from, the groups described as ‘untrained’ and ‘lliterate’ con-
veyed the tacit assumption that only white, middle-class women partook
in the general upward tendency (see also Hamilton 2001).

Stanton explained that he grouped his chapters in an ‘ethnological
order’ (Stanton 1884, vi), presenting certain countries together. His
ordering was suggestive and reinforced the narrow, liberal definition of
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progress his circle had in mind; he opened with ‘Anglo-Saxon’ England
(138 pages), followed by Germanic (‘Teutonic’) nations (42 pages),
Scandinavian countries, Latin states, ‘Latin-Teutonic’ countries
(Switzerland and Belgium), and Slavonic states before ending with a
single chapter on the Orient (15 pages). The chapter on the Orient is
itself again hierarchically divided; Athens-educated, Greek nationalist
contributor Kalliope Kehaya distinguished between Greek women in
Greece, Christian Greek women under a ‘foreign yoke’ (Stanton 1884,
458), and Oriental women, among whom she counted Ottomans and
Jews. The latter category she not only determined to be irrelevant to this
history, but to history in general: ‘I shall say but little concerning these
latter races, for their women are in a state of lamentable inactivity which
offers almost nothing worthy of record’ (Stanton 1884, 458). Though
Stanton did not say so explicitly, this multi-level imaginative ordering
identified the movement’s impulse and agency on a gradient, with white,
Protestant, middle-class women at the top.

The Woman Question in Europe, so closely connected to the HWS,
in turn served as a source for a comparative study by a young German
expatriate academic, Kithe Schirmacher’s Le féminisme aux Etats-Unis,
en France, dans la Grande Bretagne, en Suede et en Russie (1898), and
the Geschichte der Frauen in Kulturlindern by the veteran editors of
Die Frau, Gertrud Baumer and Helene Lange, who had co-founded the
IWSA. Le féminisme, published in Paris, sought to portray the women’s
movement as a sociological phenomenon which was a natural outflow
of societal progress. Schirmacher took pains, however, to emphasise the
limited range of her study and to reflect on national differences, end-
ing each chapter by discussing the strengths of the particular national
branch of feminism under discussion (see also Gehmacher 2024, 256—
257). Nevertheless, she offered the tentative conclusion that feminism
is an international movement which is in every context born from the
same ‘intellectual, moral and economic causes’ (Schirmacher 1898,
71), pointing out that early feminists everywhere combined their agita-
tion for women’s rights with concern for other social causes. She also
stressed that for countries where women’s rights had not progressed far,
it should not be attributed to the women, nor to ‘ethnic differences’, but
to insufficient progress of ‘the idea of social justice’ (73). Rather than
an exhaustive overview, then, Le féminisme presented the differences
between the movement in different national contexts as a resource and
source of inspiration. The introduction explains that factual and statisti-
cal accuracy, as well as detailed contextualisation when necessary, took
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precedence over reading pleasure, positioning the work as a resource for
historical knowledge rather than as propaganda. Nevertheless, this con-
ception of difference as a resource only extended to middle-class tradi-
tions in Western countries. Except for France, Schirmacher contended,
no socialist feminism existed (72) and, regarding non-Western traditions,
it is indicative that she introduced Russia as a victim of Asian influences
to explain Russian women’s domestic confinement: “Situated on the bor-
ders of Asia, Russia has not been able to elude certain Oriental influences’
(60).7 Schirmacher’s account stressed the importance of developing a suf-
ficiently liberal society for women’s rational advocacy to have any suc-
cess. In accordance with this, she presented a similar ‘ethnological order’
as the Woman Question in Europe, ranging from her favoured example
of the United States to Russia, where pioneering individuals had not yet
been able to make a dent (Schirmacher 1898, 68).

Helene Lange and Gertrud Baumer’s Geschichte der Frauen in den
Kulturlindern formed the first part of their four-volume Handbuch der
Frauenbewegung (1901). In addition to a 158-page history of the German
women’s movement, they collected contributions detailing the history of
the movement in 15 European nations, as well as Russia and the US.
They hoped that, by providing a handbook, they could unite women’s
individual efforts into a larger movement:

So many work industriously on little tasks, without connecting these to the grand
goal, which they too help achieve, and some stand at the rudder without having
a compass, exploring opportunities for development, where they haven’t learned,
from the history of the movement, its developmental laws. (Lange and Baumer
1901, vi)®

Lange and Baumer explained they not only wanted to provide women
activists with historical knowledge, but also to demonstrate the trans-
national ‘Gesamtentwicklung’ by prioritising coherence (Einbeitlichkeit)
over including all details: “The expanded propaganda is more prone to
lead one astray, than to orient her’ (1901, vi).? Their coherent narra-

~

‘Située sur les confins de I’Asie, la Russie n’a pu se soustraire a certaines influences orien-
tales’ (Schirmacher 1898, 60).

‘[S]o wirken viele drinnen in emsiger Kleinarbeit, ohne diese Arbeit in Beziehung zu set-
zen zu dem grossen [sic] Ziel, das auch sie mit erreichen helfen, so stehen manche am
Ruder und haben doch keinen Kompass, sie verkennen die Entwicklungsmoglichkeiten,
da sie aus der Geschichte der Bewegung nicht ihre Entwicklungsmoglichkeiten gelernt
haben’ (Lange and Biaumer 19071, vi).

‘Die ausgedehnte Propagandalitteratur ist eher geeignet, irre zu leiten, als zu orientieren’
(Lange and Bdumer 1901, vii).

)
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tives served to prove, for each national case, that the women’s move-
ment was not an economic side-effect, but originated in women’s social
initiative, which they in turn deemed a ‘cultural inevitability’ after the
Enlightenment (ix). With this argumentation, they sought to promote
moderate, but persistent awareness-raising over more radical approaches
they considered publicity stunts ‘gerduschvolle Agitation’ (ix).

Their aim of providing readers with an arsenal to argue for the inev-
itability of women’s emancipation specifically post-Enlightenment goes
some way in explaining their interest in only those countries they con-
sidered Kulturldndern. As the endpoint to their story, they took national
women’s movements’ entrance into international alliance. Colonial
contexts were not discussed, as the editors considered that explaining
their historical circumstances would require too much space (Lange and
Baumer 1901, 286). Geschichte der Frauen aimed to provide feminists
with a specific usable past that they could incorporate into their own
argumentation, which emphasised the cultural effects of women’s agita-
tion. This aim suffused the volume, even if the editors made substantial
efforts to collect detailed, authoritative contributions on the countries
they surveyed. Like Stanton and Schirmacher, Lange and Baumer pro-
moted a stadial view of world history. They encouraged women to affil-
iate with a transnational sisterhood and even went so far as presenting
this as the most advanced stage of feminism. However, they allowed for
asymmetry in this affiliation, with the onus primarily on women that
were ‘behind’ — and their work on Kulturlindern facilitated, and implic-
itly invited, this unilateral connection.

The three cases so far were presented as scholarly resources. A decade
later, however, two popular programmatic comparative surveys appeared
which, undisturbed by resilient facts or recalcitrant contributors, further
crystallised an asymmetric sisterhood through a unifying narrative of
historical progress grounded in racialist logic: Kiathe Schirmacher’s Die
Moderne Frauenbewegung (1905; second edition 19115 English trans.
1912) and Alice Zimmern’s Woman Suffrage in Many Lands (1909; sec-
ond edition 1910; French trans. 1911). Both are prime documents of
feminist internationalism. They were used as semi-official handbooks by
the IWSA (Van Voris 1996, 230; Gehmacher 2024, 156) and were widely
recommended by IWSA’s president Carrie Chapman Catt, who had also
written the introduction to Zimmern’s volume. These works built on
and cited the more scholarly volumes. However, affiliated as they were
with the IWSA, they went further in their urge to unify and homogenise
their vision of the international women’s movement, describing it as
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suffrage-oriented and emphasising how white, middle-class women from
the US and Western Europe took a leading role.

Like her earlier work, Kithe Schirmacher concluded her Moderne
Frauenbewegung by placing her hope in education: ‘Education is surely a
slow process, but it is also “everything to be hoped for”, and once “ideas”
will have seized the masses, they will be an irresistible victorious force’
(1905, 130)."° But where Le féminisme still positioned itself as a scholarly
resource and stressed gradual development, Moderne Frauenbewegung
strikes a different tone. Le féminisme explicitly left indeterminacy in
its conclusions, suggesting that the study of other national contexts
might further enrich the understanding of the women’s movement.
Moderne Frauenbewegung instead doubled down on the master narra-
tive of liberal progress, presenting women’s history as a battle between
Enlightened liberal progressivism and barbaric backwards attitudes. It
attested to the conversion Schirmacher, an indispensable translator for
the feminist internationalist movement, had undergone, from being a
committed internationalist to a fierce proponent of ethnic nationalism
and German expansionism (Gehmacher, Heinrich, and Oesch 2018, esp.
386ff.; Gehmacher 2024, esp. 9-11, 283ff.). Moderne Frauenbewegung
cast women’s emancipation as an achievement of Germanic protestant
culture, with its ‘more robust training in one’s independence and sense
of responsibility’ (Schirmacher 1905, 1), in need of protection against a
hostile world."*

Schirmacher relied on Orientalist and racial othering to concretise
this central conflict in the book (Gehmacher, Heinrich, and Oesch 2018,
386ff.). Die Moderne Frauenbewegung again discussed the progress of
the women’s rights movement divided by national context, ordering coun-
tries into ethnic groupings. The survey begins with an eighty-six-page sec-
tion on Germanic countries, in which, unusually enough, she included
both her favoured example of the United States and even the UK, and
ended with the ‘Orient and Outer Orient’, in a section taking up only nine

' Her phrase, ‘Alles zu Hoffende’ is a reference to Nietzsche’s Wir Philologen, pub-
lished posthumously as part of his Nachgelassene Fragmente. In this unfinished work,
Nietzsche attempts to rethink the role of Classics teachers in modern society. The full
quote is: ‘Meine Religion, wenn ich Irgens etwas noch so nennen darf, liegt in der Arbeit
fur die Erzeugung des Genius; Erziehung ist alles zu Hoffende, alles Trostende heift
Kunst’ (‘Note 284, n.p.).

‘[Dlurch die stirkere Erziehung zur Selbstindigkeit und eigenen Verantwortlichkeit, die
in germanischen-protestantischen Lindern auch fir die Frau ublich ist’ (Schirmacher
1905, I).

1

—
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pages. In the section introduction, Schirmacher explained that the wom-
en’s movement had been most successful in Germanic countries because
of moral and economic factors, the superiority of Protestant values and
education, and the fact that in Germanic countries, women outnumbered
men (Schirmacher 1905, 1). She suggested that women’s movements in
Slavic countries, discussed in the second to last section, had only little suc-
cess as these countries ‘lack an old and deep Western European culture.
Everywhere have oriental conceptions of women’s character left persistent
traces’ (108)."> Though suggesting any protest against men’s power is
‘women’s movement’, Schirmacher explicitly called on white women to
lead organised feminism to global success. In the work’s introduction,
which presented the ICW, TWSA, and the World’s Christian Temperance
Union (1873) as the high point of the movement, she wrote: ‘Leadership
in this movement has fallen to the women of the white race, and among
them, to American women’ (iii).*3

Schirmacher’s brief sections on the Orient, which included Turkey,
Egypt, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Persia, India, China, and Japan, served to
evoke the sense of an overwhelming oppositional force working directly
at odds with liberal progress globally. She attributed women’s rights
activity in these regions to individual praiseworthy Western initiatives
(Schirmacher 1905, 129). She also explicitly identified examples of illiber-
alism in European countries with ‘barbarism’ in the Orient: ‘Here [in the
Orient] woman, nearly without exception, is a mere toy or pack animal,
to such an extent that it viscerally affects us Europeans. Of course analo-
gies may be found with us, and these unfortunate backslides into barbary
cannot be reprimanded and despised enough’ (120)."* She returned to the
central theme of a struggle between Enlightened ‘Germanic’ liberal prog-
ress and Oriental barbarism in the brief conclusion of the work, opening
it by ominously reminding readers of the staggering numbers of unfree
women globally: ‘In the greater part of the world, woman is a pack ani-
mal or slave [footnote: 825 million inhabitants in Asia, 200 in Africa!]

2 In allen slawischen Lindern fehlt eine alte und tiefe, west-europiische Kultur. Uberall
haben die orientalischen Anschauungen vom Wesen der Frau harte Spuren gelassen’
(Schirmacher 19035, 108).

'3 ‘Den Frauen weifler Rasse ist hierbei die Fithrerschaft zugefallen, und unter diesen wie-
derum den Amerikanerinnen der Vereinigten Staaten’ (Schirmacher 1905, iii).

™4 ‘Hier ist die Frau, fast ohne Ausnahme, Spielzeug oder Lasttier, und zwar in einem mafe,
das ons Europidern auf die Nerven fillt. Freilich lassen sich Analogien dazu auch bei
uns finden, und leider ohne daf§ solche Riickschldge in die Barbarei immer scharf genug
geriigt und geahndet werden’ (Schirmacher 1905, 120).
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[...] Even in a large number of the countries that have European civilisa-
tion, woman remains mute and unfree’ (129)."5 Schirmacher expressed
no further expectation of progress outside of the West in the first edi-
tion. The second edition ends on a more hopeful remark on the further
development of the women’s movement in European countries, and the
‘awakening of women even in the depths of old Oriental civilizations’
(Schirmacher 1909, 146)."°

In the perspective Schirmacher developed, the Germanic West trans-
formed into a progressive bastion against an overwhelming tide of back-
wardness and barbary. Even though the short section on the Orient
contained little historical analysis, it was of structural importance to the
book. Schirmacher sought to agitate her readers by painting a picture
of embattled Western liberal values, of which feminism was the most
progressive and most precarious. This progress was up against an Orient
which, rather unlike Europe’s timeless Other (Said 2006), transformed
into an active purveyor of the ‘barbary’ from which Europe only recently
distanced itself and into which it may very well ‘backslide’. Where
Le féminisme left open the possibility for gradual progress, Moderne
Frauenbewegung cast the international movement for women’s rights as
an active battlefield into which readers were to be recruited.

English suffragist Alice Zimmern’s booklet Womien’s Suffrage in Many
Lands (1909) was published to coincide with the fourth congress of the
IWSA and quickly received a second printing and French translation. The
work is organised in the same chapter-per-country fashion as the oth-
ers, starting with the US and ending with chapters on South Africa and
Australia and New Zealand. Zimmern explains that she had to confine
herself to those countries where there was sufficiently organised effort,
which meant her selected cases ‘are for the most part members of the
[TWSA]’ (1909, iii). Whereas Lange and Baumer’s Geschichte addressed
itself to readers already affiliated with the movement, Zimmern’s account
was also meant to extend to a general audience. In her foreword, Carrie
Chapman Catt wrote that after a long period of quiet suffrage efforts,
‘now all the world is talking of it, and is asking questions concerning its
past, its present, and its future aims. This little book will answer those

'S ‘In dem grofSten Teile der Welt [1) 826 Millionen Einwohner in Asien, 200 in Afrika!]
ist die Frau Lasttier und Sklavin. [...] In einem grofSen Teil selbst der Lander mit
europiischer Zivilisation bleibt die Frau eine unmiindige und Unfreie’ (Schirmacher
1905, 129).

6 ‘[Dals Erwachen der Frauen bis in die Tiefen der altern orientalischen Zivilisationen’
(Schirmacher 1909, 146).
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questions’ (Zimmern 1909, i). Considering Zimmern’s association with
the TWSA, it is little wonder that Women’s Suffrage presented the right
to vote as the women’s movement’s ultimate goal and downplayed the
importance of other emancipatory claims. Accounts of suffrage activity
and internationalisation round out most chapters. Catt’s foreword made
explicit the conformity which Zimmern’s survey sought to prove: ‘The
history, with change of scene and personality of advocates, is practically
the same in all lands; a struggle against similar customs and traditions
which have held women in universal tutelage’ (Zimmern 1909, i).
Like Schirmacher, Catt wrote her foreword in an embattled tone:

[Readers] cannot fail to be impressed with the international character of the
movement for the enfranchisement of women. [...] The movement represents
a universal awakening of women and a universal appeal to the world to rec-
ognise that women as well as men are people, with distinctive interests to
be protected, and that all representative governments are mere travesties of
justice unless they endow women and men equally with the ballot. (Zimmern

1909, I-ii)

Though less steeped Orientalism than Moderne Frauenbewegung, which
was a main source for Women’s Suffrage (Zimmern 1909, ii), Catt simi-
larly pits women’s emancipation against an enemy of backwardness and
barbarism. Zimmern’s chapters pruned national histories to represent
suffrage and international organising as the state of the art in feminist
development and the bar by which individual countries were to be judged.

Whether purporting to be historical reference works or more straight-
forwardly argumentative, all comparative histories made the case that
international women’s rights advocacy enjoyed a uniform development
which culminated in suffragism, both explicitly and implicitly. It is little
wonder that the early twentieth-century texts, appearing in the heat of
the suffrage campaign, were so focused on mobilising their readers with a
strong central thesis. On closer examination, however, both the scholarly
and the programmatic works substantially regulated the way their read-
ers related to the past. They ultimately portrayed a single transnational
movement, arising from the same sources and obeying the same devel-
opmental laws. In addition to this fundamental connective strategy, the
authors also emphasised explicit analogical developments and instances
of transnational cooperation. Zimmern was fond of pointing out histor-
ical parallels, like the one between the British Anti-Corn Law movement
and antislavery: ‘To many Englishwomen this proved the inspiration
which the anti-slavery agitation had been to Americans. It helped them
too to realise how closely politics affected their own lives’ (Zimmern
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1909, 19, 20). Schirmacher highlighted transnational interconnection
by emphasising interpersonal exchanges, mentioning, for instance, that
Susan B. Anthony had visited the Berlin international congress in 1904
(Schirmacher 1905, 5), and stressing the German influence on American
suffragism: ‘It should be emphasised that there was a number of European
women who, filled with the ideas of the February Revolution of 1848,
had to seek a new home in America (among these was Westfdlin Ernestine
Rose), who promoted the women’s suffrage movement among American
women through their lively propaganda’ (Schirmacher 1905, 5)."7

Each history offered a slightly different, restrictive entrance to an inter-
national imagined community, as their stated goals and approach brought
along specific omissions, distortions, and excisions. Over the course of
the development of this feminist internationalist knowledge production,
and most overtly in Zimmern and Schirmacher’s later work, liberal, white
middle-class stories were turned into the ‘official’ history of women’s polit-
ical activism and agency and women’s rights progress was measured by the
yardsticks of liberal ideology, organisational impulse, and the prominence
of the demand for suffrage. Relying on the popular narrative of liberal
progress, and refashioning it to suit their own purposes, they navigated the
contradiction between their stated ambition to chronicle different histories
and their need to communicate a strong sense of ideological unity. The
antislavery origin myth, which proliferated throughout these histories and
beyond, was an important site within which these feminist internationalist
conceptions were both legitimised and dramatised.

EUROPEAN LIVES OF THE ANTISLAVERY ORIGIN MYTH

Without fail, the European accounts presented the antislavery—feminism
relationship following the basic narrative promulgated in the HWS.
Antislavery was presented as the ‘first definite impetus’ for women’s
organised action (Zimmern 1909, 2). Early female orators like Angelina
Grimké were invoked to show how the ‘fight became a school’ for wom-
en’s rights (Giraud 1883, 303) and readers were told how disagreement
over the propriety of women’s active participation and assumption of
public functions such as speaking engagements increasingly became a

'7 “Zu betonen ist noch, dass eine Anzahl europdischer Frauen, die von den Ideen der
Februarrevolution 1848 erfiillt, eine neue Heimat in Amerika suchen mussten (so die
Westfalin Ernestine Rose), die Frauenstimmrechtsbewegung unter den Amerikanerinnen
durch lebhafte Propaganda forderten’ (1905, 5).
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‘wedge’ in the ‘ranks of the abolitionists’ (Strinz in Lange and Biumer
1901, 460). Key to this narrative, as discussed, was the World’s Anti-
Slavery Convention and Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott,
who, following the ‘great humiliation’ (Schirmacher 1898, 7) of their
exclusion from the Convention, resolved that ‘they too would summon a
congress, but its aim should be the deliverance of women from bondage’
(Zimmern 1909, 4, my emphasis). This ambition, it is suggested, became
reality with the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848.

All authors affirmed the special status of 1840; Robinson wrote that
‘it was then that the fight for the enfranchisement of woman really began’
(1898, 249)™ and Giraud described Stanton and Mott’s decision ‘like
a new oath of Hannibal’ (1883, 302)."” The events of 1840, and the
conflicts around the extension of suffrage to black men in 1869-1870,
were presented as pivotal moments when female abolitionists realised the
injustice, or even hypocrisy, of their own subordination. Both the nar-
rative details and the irony of the original passage found their way into
European accounts. Giraud reproduced the detail that Stanton and Mott
made their decision during a ‘nocturnal walk in the streets of London’
(1883, 302) and Cauer reimagined the event with dramatic flair:

On the evening of this memorable day two representatives of the female sex
walked up and down the foggy streets of London for hours, in a state of deep
excitement. They were Lucretia Mott and Mrs. Stanton [...]. It was on the pave-
ment of ‘Old England’ that the decision to found an association for women’s
rights was made. (1893, 19)*°

Cauer not only changed the staging of the scene; she also replaced the
irony of the original with a tone of earnest solemnity when she reports
the inception of the idea. Zimmern, on the other hand, reintroduced
irony in her retelling of the vignette, telling readers that Stanton and
Mott ‘resolved that when they returned home they too would summon a
congress, but its aim should be the deliverance of women from bondage’
(1909, 4, my emphasis).

8 Bt ce fut alors que commenca véritablement la lutte pour I’affranchissement de la
femme’ (Robinson 1898, 249).

™ The reference is to the Carthaginian military commander Hannibal (247—c. 181 BCE)
and the promise he made to his father to fight Rome.

*© ‘Am Abend dieses denkwiirdigen Tages gingen zwei Vertreterinnen des weiblichen
Geschlechts in den nebligen Straflen Londons stundenlang in tiefer Erregung auf und ab.
Es waren Lucretia Mott und Mrs. Stanton [...]. Auf dem Pflaster von “Old England”
wurde beschlossen, das man eine Gesellschaft fir Frauenrechte griinden wollte” (Cauer

1893, 19).
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Despite the efforts of Americans like Stanton to embed this partic-
ular American narrative into the movement, the adoption of the basic
timeline of the HWS and its hostility towards abolitionists into these
European histories were choices, not inevitabilities. Other accounts of
the history of organised women’s rights advocacy were available, such as
Paulina Davis’ History of the National Woman’s Rights Movement for
Twenty Years (1871), which took the 1850 Worcester Women’s Rights
Convention as the starting point of the movement and had served as a
source for the ‘Kurze Ubersicht der amerikanischen Frauenbewegung’
which the Frauenanwalt published in 1873; or Harriet Hanson
Robinson’s Massachusetts in the Woman Suffrage Movement (1881),
which emphasised the role of working-class women in the movement
and which she publicised in a French quarterly (1898).>" Moreover, on
numerous points, the European histories did significantly depart from
the HWS. As Figure 5.1 shows, the antislavery origin myth was unique
in its centrality and many other stories of American feminism were
also told. However, this story held several advantages for European
authors, who used it for its powerful legitimising and affective potential
and contributed to its consolidation as a key site to promote interna-
tional sisterhood. It was used to suggest a philanthropic genealogy for
the demand for women’s suffrage, to legitimise recasting the women’s
movement as one primarily about the right to vote, and was retold in
an emotive way to promote affiliative fellow-feeling with the American
movement leaders. This utility contributed to European writers elevat-
ing the story into a central element of the usable past of middle-class
feminist internationalists.

The antislavery origin myth was used to illustrate and evidence an
inextricable relationship between women’s rights advocacy and philan-
thropy, which legitimised the movement among middle-class readerships.
As discussed in the previous chapter, this philanthropic genealogy was
useful as it framed traditionally feminine virtues as a proper basis for
women’s active citizenship. As a bestselling Dutch feminist novel, Hilda
van Suylenburg, put it in 1897:

Women have always passionately participated in all great movements that ani-
mated her time: Christianity, the French Revolution, the American emancipation

** Robinson had originally written the piece for the HWS, but had withdrawn her piece in
frustration with Stanton and Anthony’s invasive editing (Tetrault 2014, 127) and pub-
lished it independently.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009411943.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009411943.006

Histories, 1881-1914 205

of the slaves, etc., etc., and nowadays, too, there really isn’t a serious movement
that does not sport its female champions.**

Bourgeois feminists promoted this ideal in their self-historicisation, as the
setup of Naber’s Wegbereidsters (1909) and Lange and Baumer’s system-
atic survey of German women’s humanitarianism in the second volume
of their Handbuch (1901) exemplify. Women’s active citizenship was,
they suggested, inspired by their gender’s benevolence and was poten-
tially of great benefit to societal progress.

Linking feminism to a philanthropic conception of antislavery also
allowed authors to attach to their cause the cachet of illustrious reform-
ers. While before the Civil War, Garrisonians had a reputation for being
dangerous firebrands, by the end of the century they had become the
celebrated figureheads of the greatest moral victory America had ever
seen. The writers of these European women’s rights histories leveraged
the now well-established authority of the abolition movement, high-
lighting how central figures of that cause, such as Garrison and Irish
abolitionist Daniel O’Connell, had been supportive of a greater role for
women in society. They even claimed figures who had not in fact been on
their side, such as Harriet Beecher Stowe, whose accomplishments they
proudly recounted (Giraud 1891; Robinson 1898; Schirmacher 1898), to
indicate burgeoning feminism within the august antislavery movement.
These claims worked to improve the reputation of international suffrag-
ism, from a radical fringe cause into that ‘still larger, grander vision of
the freedom of all human kind’ (Report 1888, 29).

Some accounts went still further, attributing the genuine philanthropic
impulse within antislavery to female rather than male leaders and suggest-
ing that female abolitionists understood the cause at a deeper level than
their male counterparts. In her work of 1898, Schirmacher insinuated that
it had been women who first started organised antislavery (1898, 6). The
forging of this connection is especially clear in suggestions that women’s
experience of subjection had led to their agitation in the antislavery
cause — or the other way around. Martha Strinz, for instance, suggested:

In the discussions of the lawless state of the Negro they heard about those prin-
ciples on which they later based their own demands. The women, who saw

** ‘Want aan alle groote bewegingen die haar tijd in beroering brachten, het Christendom,
de Fransche revolutie, de Amerikaansche slavenemancipatie, enz., enz. hebben de vrou-
wen altijd met hartstocht deel genomen, en tegenwoordig is er toch ook eigenlijk geen
eene ernstige beweging op welk gebied ook, die niet haar vrouwelijke kampioenen heeft’
(De Jong van Beek en Donk 1984 [1897], 141).
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themselves excluded from men’s work because of their sex, turned the teachings of
the rights of the individual, with which the liberation of the Negroes was fought,
against their opponents. This way, the first organised rise of women to obtain their
rights emerged from the lap of the Anti-Slavery Movement. (1901, 461)?3

In 1905, Schirmacher suggested that women’s agitation against slavery
came from their own lived experience. Rather than telling the customary
story of the political awakening women underwent within abolitionism,
she inextricably linked the two movements:

Because women knew from experience, what oppression and slavery taste like,
because they, much like the Negro, strove for the recognition of their ‘human
rights’, they belonged to the most zealous opponents of slavery, to the most spir-
ited warriors for ‘freedom’ and ‘equality’. (1905, 2)**

These patterns elaborated on well-established motifs of antislavery.
Women’s heightened sensibility had already been a theme of the 1830s
novels, as discussed in Chapter 2, as was the exploration of the supposed
similarity between women’s experience and that of the enslaved (which
went further than a simple assertion of the woman-slave analogy). Now,
however, these established strands were woven into avowed authorita-
tive institutional histories, gaining the force of historical causation rather
than pathetic appeal.

The myth was also used to justify the concentration of women’s
efforts on suffrage. As Rupp discusses, despite the intentions of initiators
like Stanton and Anthony, feminist internationalists were at first reluc-
tant to wholeheartedly embrace the divisive demand for the vote. The
ICW did not include it in its agenda until prompted to by the split-off
of the IWSA - instigated by two German dissidents who balked when
ICW leadership proposed to give anti-suffragists a platform at the 1899
congress (Rupp 1997, 20—22). By the 19108, however, suffragism had
become a unifying frame for feminist internationalists of different back-
grounds and ideological priorities. The antislavery origin myth supported

*3 “In der Erorterung tiber die rechtlose Lage des Negers horten sie tiber die Prinzipien
diskutieren, auf die sie spiter ihres Geschlechts wegen von der Arbeit der Minner aus-
geschlossen sahen, kehrten die Lehren von den Rechten des Individuums, mit denen
man fiir die Befreiung der Sklaven stritt, wider ihre Gegner. So wuchs die erste organ-
isierte Erhebung der Frauen zur Erlangung ihrer Rechte aus dem SchofS der Anti-
Sklavereibewegung hervor’ (Strinz 1901, 461).

*4 ‘Da die Frauen durch Erfahrung wussten, wie Unterdriickung und Sklaverei schmecken,
da sie, ganz wie die Neger, nach Anerkennung ihrer “Menschenrechte” strebten,
gehorten sie zu den eifrigsten Gegnern der Sklaverei, zu den begeistertsten Verfechtern
von “Freiheit” und “Gerechtigkeit™ (Schirmacher 1903, 2).
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this move, as a site where the early women’s movement was rewritten
as a rights-oriented, political campaign from the onset (see also Tetrault
2014). In 1898, Schirmacher suggested: ‘[Stanton]| had become convinced
that all of woman’s civil disabilities stemmed from her political incapac-
ity. Thus, from the beginning, American feminism assumed a political
character, was a suffragist movement, to use a convenient neologism’
(Schirmacher 1898, 8).>5 Moreover, retellings of the antislavery origin
myth offered an occasion to explore the congruence between women’s
and slave emancipation post-Civil War. The myth was narrated in ways
that supported the reconceptualisation of suffrage as the ultimate step of
emancipation movements generally. Robinson invoked the parallel when
she wrote of the dawning of the idea of women’s rights:

This fact [women’s exclusion at the 1840 Convention] and other similar circum-
stances taught the abolitionists that there was still another class of human beings
in America, besides the Negroes, who had rights that a white man has the duty
to respect. And it was then that the fight for the enfranchisement of the woman
really began. (1898, 248-249)*°

Giraud was especially explicit on the relationship between the move-
ments, as he emphasised both feminism’s genealogy from, and its paral-
lels with, antislavery:

We said earlier that the movement for women’s suffrage could take its place, in
the facts of modern life, alongside the movement for the emancipation of blacks.
It’s not just a simple analogy that unites them, but a community of effort, argu-
ments and timing: so that people engaged in one are almost always won over by
the other, and could, if need be, make only one set of congresses in which the
words of liberty resounded simultaneously, either for the black men [roirs] or for
the white ladies [blanches]. The beginning of the movement [in 1840] is topical
in this respect [...]. (1883, 300-301)*7

5 “Elle [Stanton] avait acquis la conviction que toutes les incapacités civiles de la femme
avaient pour source son incapacité politique. Ainsi, dés le début, le féminisme américain
prit un caractére politique, fut un mouvement suffragiste, pour employer un néologisme
commode’ (Schirmacher 1898, 8).
‘Ce fait et d’autres circonstances semblables apprirent aux anti-esclavagistes, qu’il y
avait encore en Amérique une autre classe d’étres humains, outre les négres, qui avaient
les droits qu’un homme blanc a le devoir de respecter. Et ce fut alors que commenca
véritablement la lutte pour I’affranchissement de la femme’ (Robinson 1898, 248-249).
*7 “Nous disions tout a I’heure que le mouvement pour le suffrage des femmes pouvait pren-
dre place dans les faits modernes a c6té du mouvement pour ’émancipation des noirs.
Ce n’est pas seulement une simple analogie qui les unit, mais une communauté d’efforts,
d’arguments et de dates: en sorte que les personnes engagées dans I'un sont presque
toujours gagnées a ’autre, et qu’on pourrait au besoin ne faire qu’un seul ensemble
des congres ou retentissaient concurremment les mots de liberté soit pour les noirs, soit
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Stressing the equiform development and interconnection of the move-
ments was not just salient in the context of American memory politics,
where it was part of a tussle over legitimacy. It also allowed European
commentators to rely on the history of abolition and civil rights to
make the case for a political rights focus in their own contexts. With the
American conflict in mind, to internationalist suffragists both the eman-
cipation of the enslaved and that of women were becoming synonymous
with suffrage.

The antislavery origin myth also usefully regulated readers’ emo-
tions, promoting the feeling of indignation as rightly constitutive of the
women’s movement. Across the histories, indignation was presented as
a potent motivational force and narrated in ways that invited readers to
partake. Most European accounts emphasised women advocates’ sense
of injustice at the Congressional debates over the Fifteenth Amendment
and presented it as a motivator for women’s organising in the 1860s
and 1870s. The most vitriolic accounts are given by Schirmacher and
Zimmern, who tapped into prejudice and fearmongering to highlight the
injustice of women’s exclusion and to stimulate readers’ fellow-feeling
with particular American actors. The histories created a narrative arc
of ‘double betrayal’, casting the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention and
the conflict around the Fifteenth Amendment as two decisive events at
which women were let down by abolitionists. Strinz used the events of
1869—1870 to excuse the passion of Stanton and her followers to her
more moderate German readers: “This mood to an extent explains the
sharpness of tone and the ferocity of the agitation, which in the follow-
ing years came to light and which has so discredited the suffrage move-
ment with the majority of women’ (1901, 473).*% Other authors leaned
into the melodramatic possibilities of this narrative to elicit an affective
response from readers. Describing women’s faithful self-restraint during
the Civil War, for example, added further pathos to Robinson’s account:

After the slaves, we will take care of the women, said the main orators: wait, help
us to abolish slavery and then we will work for you. And women, patriots like
the men, remained quiet, busied themselves in hospitals and in the countryside,
sacrificed their children and their husbands [...]. And they waited. [...] The war
was over, the black rights were guaranteed, but thanks to the new amendment,

pour les blanches. Le début du mouvement est topique a cet égard [...]" (Giraud 1883,
300-301, my emphasis).

28 ‘Diese Stimmung macht zum Teil die Schirfe des Tones und die Heftigkeit der Agitation
erklaren, die in den folgenden Jahren zu Tage tritt und die Stimmrechtsbewegung bei der
Mehrzahl der Frauen stark discrediert hat’ (Strinz 1901, 473).
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the white woman was more than ever kept in the same state of political slavery.
(1898, 252-253)"

Robinson emphasised the injustice of the “political slavery’ of white woman
by lingering on the betrayal of her interests after she had faithfully sup-
ported the battle for abolition. This arc is also present in Schirmacher’s
pamphlet: ‘the white women, who had so bravely worked for the libera-
tion of the Negroes, remained deprived of their political rights’ (1905, 6).

In addition to structuring their account around two betrayals, some
accounts dramatised the strategic disagreement within the AERA.
Visualising the conflict in terms of white women and black men sharing a
space, they invoked a common nineteenth-century melodramatic contrast
to arouse indignation (Brooks 1995; Williams 20025 Vaughan 2005; Meer
2018). Robinson’s reference to white women’s political slavery exploited
this melodramatic potential and it is most pronounced in Zimmern’s
account. In a section titled “The Negro’s Hour’, she visualises the ‘insult to
the free-born and patriotic women’ that African American male suffrage
was portrayed as, by saying the women were bidden to ‘stand aside’:

When the war was over, and the slaves emancipated, the next step was their
enfranchisement. Uneducated, ignorant men of an alien race, untrained and unfit
to take up such grave responsibilities, were now to help govern the country; while
the women who had worked with all their hearts to promote their emancipation,
who had borne their full share in the sufferings of the war and the attainment of
victory, were to stand aside to make room for the black voter. [...] They were
bidden to stand aside and not press their claims. “This is the negro’s hour’ was the
cry on all sides; ‘let us do our duty by him first, perhaps some day he may help
you in return.’ (1909, 7, 8, my emphasis)

Zimmern condensed a protracted debate within the ranks of the AERA
into a single dramatic scene. She warped the phrase ‘negro’s hour’,
Wendell Phillips’ common short-hand, into a taunting cry from the
assembly. The rest of Zimmern’s quotation suggests a cavalier or even
snide attitude on the part of the male abolitionists, an inventive addition
that further heightened the pathos of the moment. Ominously conclud-
ing that women would have to rely on a dubious alliance with black

29 ‘Apres les esclaves, on s’occuperait des femmes, disaient les principaux orateurs: atten-
dez, aidez-nous a abolir I’esclavage et alors nous travaillerons pour vous. Et les femmes,
patriotes comme les hommes restérent tranquilles, s’employérent dans les hdpitaux et
dans la campagne, sacrifierent leurs enfants et leurs maris [...] Et elles attendirent. [...]
La guerre était terminée, les droits de ’homme noir étaient garantis, mais, grice au nou-
vel amendement, la femme blanche était plus que jamais maintenue dans le méme état
d’esclavage politique’ (Robinson 1898, 252—253).

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009411943.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009411943.006

210 Slavery in the International Women’s Movement

voters in some unspecified future as their only means of enfranchisement,
Zimmern represented the women present at this congress as mute, sur-
rounded by menacing, shouting men — a clear break with Stanton’s truc-
ulent self-representation.

A little later on in the story, Zimmern reinvoked this potent image
in her discussion of Gladstone’s refusal to have women included in the
extended suffrage of the 1883 new Reform Bill. This section of the chap-
ter on England was called “Women Thrown Overboard’:

Mr. Gladstone made a speech, of which the main point was: ‘The cargo which the
vessel carries is, in our opinion, a cargo as large as she can safely carry.” Under
his orders no less than 104 professed friends to the cause broke their pledges, and
helped to ‘throw the women overboard’. [...] The enfranchisement of the agricul-
tural labourer was the British equivalent to the enfranchisement of the negro. In
each case women were told to stand aside and make room for their intellectual
inferiors. (Zimmern 1909, 25, 26, my emphasis)

This passage restaged and reinforced the affective work of the discus-
sion of the Fifteenth Amendment. Zimmern visualised a historic parlia-
mentary debate at which no women were present, this time painting the
scene of upper-class women and uneducated masses packed together on
a small deck. Where the women in the first vignette had to endure being
shouted down, here they are ‘thrown overboard’, with political measures
visualised as violent attacks and women as helpless victims in mortal
danger. This textual parallelism strengthened the case that developments
in America and England were similar and the passages roused readers’
indignation in a gesture of affiliative fellow-feeling.

In Zimmern’s account, meek white women are described as in such close
proximity to ‘ignorant men of an alien race’ that they had to ‘step aside’ to
make space for them. This dramatisation exuded a sense of threat, trans-
forming the optimism of the master narrative of liberal progress into an
arena of active struggle and adding a sense of urgency to women’s action.
The repeated emphasis on the ‘ignorance’ and ‘alien’ status, and there-
fore supposedly unpredictable character of non-white or working-class
voters, further added to the threat. Robinson’s account made a similar
move: {Women]| began to wonder why thousands of ignorant, irrespon-
sible men could suddenly become voters, while the women had to remain
in the bonds of political servitude’ (1898, 253).3° Strikingly, in Moderne

3° [E]lles commencérent a se demander pourquoi des milliers d’hommes ignorants, irre-
sponsables, pouvaient tout a coup devenir électeurs, tandis que les femmes devaient
rester dans les liens de la servitude politique’ (Robinson 1898, 253).
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Frauenbewegung, Schirmacher invited readers to visualise the opposition
between black and white interests by describing a painting she had encoun-
tered during her visit to the Chicago Exhibition of 1893:

Heavily and deeply American women felt it, that in the eyes of their lawmakers a
member of a lowly race, merely for being a man, was to be placed over the most
educated of women. And they expressed their outrage in an image: ‘American
Woman and her Political Equals’. There one sees the Indian, the idiot, the lunatic,
the criminal — and woman. They all are politically disenfranchised in the United
States.>" (1905, 6, my emphasis)

The pastel in question visualised a common refrain about the injustice
of women’s continued exclusion from suffrage (Figure 5.2).3* In its orig-
inal form, which circulated both in the Anglo-American world and in
Europe, the phrase spoke of ‘criminals, idiots, women, and minors’, but
late nineteenth-century preoccupations inspired a racialised update.?3
Schirmacher incorporated the immediacy of this visual object into her
narrative. Asking readers to imagine this image, Schirmacher connected
the antislavery origin myth to her wider frame of racial antagonism.
By drawing together these cultural materials into a new coherence,
Schirmacher communicated a specific logic that went beyond the remit
of her research. Independently from her American source materials,
Schirmacher invited her German readership’s personal affront not just
over the behaviour of abolitionists, but over the American racial order
she described and dramatically visualised for her readership.

The affective strategy of rallying racial anxieties to foment collective
outrage worked hand in glove with the establishment of civilisational
hierarchies and pitting of liberal progress against barbarism. In retelling
the events 1840 and 1869-1870, European authors transformed tactical
discussions about the order of enfranchisement into a dramatic struggle.
They invited women to respond emotionally to the story of American
women’s rights advocates and mobilised indignation, and sometimes

3t ‘Schwer und tief haben die Amerikanerinnen es empfunden, das in den Augen ihrer
Gesetzgeber der Angehorige einer niedrigen Rasse, wenn er nur Mann ist, tiber die
noch so hochgebildete Frau gestellt wird. Und sie haben ihrer Emporung in einem Bilde
Ausdruck gegeben: Die Amerikanerin und ihre Genossen in der Politik. Da sieht man
den Indianer, den Idioten, den Wahnsinnigen, der Verbrecher — und die Frau. Sie alle
sind in dem Vereinigten Staaten politisch rechtlos’ (Schirmacher 1903, 6).

3* The pastel drew a substantial crowd at the Exhibition and created a small media stir,

even being discussed in the foreign press. Its designer also sold the image printed on

postcards, long after the event (van den Elzen 2018).

For instance, Cobbe 1869. Mineke Bosch notes several examples in the Dutch

context, 20T9.

3
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FIGURE 5.2 American Woman and Her Political Peers. Commissioned
by Henrietta Briggs-Wall in 1892 and exhibited at the World’s Columbian
Exhibition in Chicago, 1893. Kansas Historical Society.

a sense of threat, to make the American account relevant to Europe.
By establishing an affiliative fellow-feeling for women across different
national contexts, they worked to cement a transnational community of
like-minded feminist internationalists.

Without fail, accounts of the events of 1840 and 1869-1870 visual-
ised a conflict between white women and black men, exclusively. The
rhetorical oppositions on which the authors based their case left no room
for stories of women of colour. This exclusion became the price at which
writers bought this narrative of international, middle-class sisterhood.
These histories showcase how this exclusion developed discursively as
it was negotiated between texts and baked into the foundational stories
that the movement told itself. European writers, who used the story for
genealogical, tactical, and emotional purposes, took this further than the
myth’s American originators, consolidating its status as a feminist origin
myth as well as its attendant exclusions.

ERR
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While labour-intensive, lovingly compiled transnational histories were
its crowning glory, the production of historical knowledge by feminist
internationalists took place across a web of explicitly interconnected
texts, events, and objects. The wide reach of the antislavery origin myth
and, specifically, Stanton and Anthony’s account of the mutual animosity
between the causes is indicated by two German feminist ‘catechisms’,
distributed by the local organisations Frauen-Rundschau and the afore-
mentioned Verein Frauenbildung-Frauenstudium at the start of the twen-
tieth century.3* These catechisms were cheaply produced pamphlets and,
as such, were low-threshold promotional materials which could cater
equally to an audience of diverse class and educational backgrounds.3$
They contain exceptionally brief summaries recounting the relationship
between American antislavery and women’s rights advocacy, recording
the beginnings of the movement as follows:

When did the first beginnings of the modern women’s movement
appear in North America?

Following the American war of Independence (1775-1783) women,
who had forcefully supported the American Independence movement,
also began to fight for their own independence. [...]

When did the second great chapter of the American women’s move-
ment begin?

In the time of the American Civil War (1861-1865), which led, against
the will of the united Southern states, to the abolition of slavery
throughout the Union.

34 These German examples are not the only feminist texts appearing in this form. Louis
Frank, for instance, published his 120-page Grand catéchisme de la femme in 1894.
This text is of a different order than the two discussed here, as it is more in-depth and
analytical. See also Joseph Rénaud’s Catéchisme féministe, 1910. And the translated
publication of a chapter of Léonie Rouzade’s La femme et le peuple under the title The
Feminist Catechism (1905). Gehmacher 2024, 172.

35 From the sixteenth century onwards, catechisms were a widespread education tool
to teach young children across Europe basic literacy and the fundaments of religious
knowledge. They were produced in the vernacular and structured in the dialogic form of
questions and responses, to aid memorisation (Green 1996; Wallbank 2012). Religious
catechisms were an important tool to normalise shared Christian knowledge across dif-
ferent layers of the population, and to this end nineteenth-century printed versions were
designed for mass circulation, written accessibly and succinctly, and produced cheaply.
The utilisation of this genre by the women’s rights campaign can be contextualised in the
broader propagandistic repertoire of rationalist and emancipatory philosophies of the
time. Starting in the eighteenth century, a growing body of secular, political catechisms
appeared (Kirsch 2018).
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In what way did the emancipation of negro slaves contribute to the
progress of the women’s movement?

The women did not want their rights to stay behind those of a humble
race, for whose liberation they had fought themselves.?®

%ok

So when did our modern women’s rights movement begin?

It began in the slave emancipation movement in the North American
Union. The abolitionists’ demands for the abolition of slavery, which
they based on the natural equality of the human race, according to
which the Negro possesses the same inherent rights as the White, pro-
vided the grounds for claims for women’s rights as they concluded that
if this equality of black men assured equal rights as the white, that
woman should no longer be excluded from them. In 1848, women
held their first conference in Seneca Falls (New York), at which the
demand for political equality was formulated. Soon the question of
women’s suffrage preoccupied public opinion and a lively agitation in
their favour developed, in which eminent men participated. In 1869
two major suffrage organisations formed, which merged into the
National American Suffrage Association in 1890.

Was this movement confined to America?
No. From there, it travelled to Europe, and now there isn’t a civilised
country [Kulturstaat] in which it does not exert its influence on social
life. (Von Troll-Borostydni 1903, 47-48)37

36 53, Wann zeigten sich die erste Anfinge der modernen Frauenbewegung in

Nord-Amerika?

Im Anschluss an den nordamerikanischen Freiheitskrieg (1775-1783) begannen die
Frauen, die die Unabhingigkeitsbewegung der Vereinigten Staaten kriftig unterstiitzt
hatten, auch fiir ihre eigene Unabhingigkeit zu kampfen. [...] 55. Wann begann die
zweite groffe Epoche der amerikanischen Frauenbewegung? Zur Zeit des amerikan-
ischen Biirgerkrieges (1861-1865), der gegen den Willen der zu einem Sonderbund
vereinigten Siidstaaten die Aufhebung der Negersklaverei im ganzen Gebiete der Union
zur Folge hatte. 56. In welcher Weise wirkte die Emanzipation der Negersklaven auf den
Fortgang der Frauenbewegung?

Die Frauen wollten an Rechten nicht hinter den Sohnen einer niedrigen Rasse, fiir
deren Befreiung sie selbst mitgekdmpft hatten, zuriickstehen. 58. In welcher Weise
organisierte sich die politische Frauenbewegung in Amerika? Im Jahre 1869 wurden
zwei grofle Stimmrechtsvereine gegriindet, die 1890 zu der National American Suffrage
Association verschmolzen wurden’ (Wollf 1905, 12).

37 Wann also nabm unsere moderne Frauenrechtsbewegung ihren Anfang? Sie nahm
aus der Sklavenemanzipationsbewegung in der nordamerikanischen Union ihren
Ausgang. Die von den Abolitionisten auf Grund der naturrechtlichen Gleichheit des
Menschengeslechts, welcher gemifS der Neger dieselben angeborenen Rechte besitzt wie
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This story of the genesis of American feminism had become pre-eminent
in the cultural imaginary of the European wing. In these catechisms,
it was presented not just as common knowledge, but as foundational
knowledge for European women’s rights advocates.

This examination of the comparative historical surveys produced by
feminist internationalists showed that, despite their stated ambitions to
provide transnational overviews of diverse cultures, these works allied
themselves with the powerful narrative of liberal progress in order to
serve the conception of a global ‘sisterhood’ of suffragists. This narrative
found expression in the persistent emphasis on the connection between
Western liberal tenets and women’s rights and especially in the sugges-
tion that the demand for suffrage was the pinnacle of feminist develop-
ment. It was also at work in increasing expressions of hostility towards
the ‘backward’ and ‘barbarous’ non-West. To support these mobilising
interpretative frames, writers happily brought American stories and pre-
occupations into European understandings of the history of organised
feminism.

Central among these American stories was what this chapter has
called the antislavery origin myth of the women’s rights movement. The
relationship between antislavery and women’s rights agitation and, more
specifically, the story of the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention was not
only a stake in an American conflict but was promoted in feminist his-
torical knowledge production transnationally and became a foundational
myth for feminist internationalists. Both push and pull factors drove the
reproduction of this story in Europe. A major push factor was Stanton
and Anthony’s powerful memory work, of which the History of Woman
Suffrage was the most monumental achievement. The retellings of the
antislavery origin myth, however, also fulfilled legitimising and affective
functions for their European narrators, with the myth being an important

der Weifse, geforderte Abschaffung der Sklaverei schuf den Boden fiir die Forderung
der Rechte der Frau, indem man konsequent folgerte, dass, wenn diese Gleichheit
den schwarzen Minnern die gleichen Rechte gewihrleistet wie den Weiflen, die Frau
davon nicht ausgeschlossen bleiben diirfe. In Seneca-Falls (New-York) hielten 1848 die
Frauen ihren ersten Kongress ab, in welchem die Forderung der politischen Gleichheit
der Frauen aufgestellt wurde. Bald beschiftigte die Forderung des Stimmrechts der
Frauen die 6ffentliche Meinung und entwickelte sich eine energische Agitation zu deren
Gunsten, an welcher hervorragende Manner sich beteiligten. 1869 bildeten sich zwei
grofle Stimmrechtsvereine, die 1890 zu der National American Suffrage Association ver-
schmolzen wurden. Blieb diese Bewegung auf Amerika beschrinkt?

Nein. Sie nahm von dort ihren Weg nach Europa, und heute giebt es keinen Kulturstaat,
in dem sie nicht das soziale Leben beeinflusst’ (Von Troll-Borostyani 1903, 47—48).
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site for the consolidation of a sense of (a highly exclusionary) sisterhood.
The retellings promoted a conception of the women’s rights movement
which located its supposedly universal origins in the liberal, middle-class
engagement in philanthropy and emphasised its orientation towards
political rights. Moreover, the retellings invited readers to affiliate with
a community of like-minded feminist internationalists by sharing in the
American founders’ outrage at their ‘double betrayal’ by abolitionists,
which was promoted to a historical force to reckon with. Accounts of the
double betrayal stoked racist animosity and fears, presenting the enfran-
chisement of African American men as a threat to white women. The
now-enfranchised male black voting population in America was turned
into an icon of the danger of reactionary forces globally.

With their claim to authoritative, objective knowledge, these histo-
ries exerted authority over the usable past of the international women’s
movement. They produced substantial gaps and exclusions, not just in
the historical consciousness of a generation of reformers, but also in their
sense of sisterhood. The antislavery origin myth did not open vistas on the
historical collaboration between women across race and class, or on the
way women’s struggle for civil rights intersected with other movements.
Instead, these connections were forgotten in the course of a sustained
campaign to prune the usable past to a particular, authorised, history and
to nurture a conception of universal sisterhood in which white, bourgeois
women took, and had always taken, the lead.
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