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For my students

“[A] VERY READABLE, COMPREHENSIVE HISTORY.”  —The Seattle Times
“Freedman has accomplished the impossible—a brilliant synthesis of feminist scholarship and activism, truly interdisciplinary and transnational. Her lucid analysis of the past and future role of women’s movements is inspiring and empowering.”
—GERDA LERNER 
Historian and author of Women and History  and Why History Matters
“Freedman brings alive the story of a global revolution, spanning centuries and cultures, with lively writing and spirited scholarship. . . . The accessible writing—tracing feminism from prehistoric societies through today—sparkles with a keen understanding. . . . Its thoughtful, user-friendly approach invites readers to think about how girls and women are treated.”
—San Jose Mercury News
“[An] illuminating analysis . . . The scope of this book is enormous.”
—London Economist
“[No Turning Back] serves as a reminder of how far women—in this country and abroad—have come in their efforts to gain equality and how much work still needs to be done.”
—Palo Alto Weekly

“ELOQUENT . . . THE BOOK IS GLOBAL IN ITS REACH. . . . [A] COMPELLING AND INSPIRATIONAL ACCOUNT.” —Charleston Post & Courier
“Compelling and surprisingly easy to read . . . Freedman’s emphasis on global experiences and progress, and her use of examples and stories of individual women from villages in Africa to urban areas in the United States, brings concepts to life. . . . Freedman’s skill in making complex material readable is evident, as is her passion for the subject.”
—St. Louis Post-Dispatch
“[A] rigorous work that not only stands as an excellent primer on the current state of feminism, but also includes a historical perspective for content. . . . With an accessible writing style and obvious love for her subject, Freedman has penned a major work that fits well both in the classroom and on the bedside table.”
—Publishers Weekly
“A welcome and stimulating overview that connects the modern feminist movement not only to its own past, but to global struggles for economic and social justice.”
—Kirkus Reviews
“No Turning Back is a model of how to write global history.”
—Women’s Review of Books
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PREFACE
Like each of the books I have written, this one began with a question that I could not answer. Several years ago a woman whom I admire asked me to recommend one book that she could read to learn about feminist scholarship. At first it seemed like an easy enough request. I had been reading widely in the interdisciplinary women’s studies literature since 1970, the year I entered graduate school in U.S. history and first defined myself as a feminist. Now I taught a course called Introduction to Feminist Studies and chaired the Program in Feminist Studies at Stanford University. As I began to name my favorite books, though, I realized that no one selection fit the bill. My choices tended to be studies of women’s history or important theoretical works in other disciplines that would not necessarily appeal to a nonacademic reader. Neither a textbook nor an anthology of short essays, such as those I assign in class, would do the trick either. I eliminated one possibility after another until I realized that no single book brought together the interdisciplinary literature that the past generation of feminist scholars has produced. Unable to fulfill her request, I jokingly said that I would have to write that book myself.
Our conversation that evening and my mental review of the literature stuck in the back of my mind as I finished another book and continued to teach Introduction to Feminist Studies. The course has been an education for me, not only because I must reach beyond my training as a historian to incorporate other disciplines but also because the material can have such a profound impact on students and teacher alike. Each time I enter the classroom, and whenever I witness the intellectual and personal growth that takes place there, I recall a definition I heard in the late 1970s that women’s studies is “the educational arm of the feminist movement.” My classroom is neither polemical nor overtly political, but by providing a space for rethinking how we treat women, teaching represents my personal contribution to feminism. I began to wonder if I could transpose this educational experience from the classroom to a book that would reach a wider audience.
I had a personal stake in writing about the history of feminism and its contemporary impact, for it allowed me to think back on my own education, particularly the way my consciousness as a woman has changed over the decades. Working with college students, I often recall myself as a sophomore at Barnard College in 1966. I wanted nothing to do with women’s movements or women’s history. When my advisor, Annette Baxter, suggested that I enroll in her course on U.S. women’s history, I had the nerve to reply that I would rather study “real” history. How swiftly times changed during that decade. Just two years later, my values shaken by the antiwar and student movements, I was questioning all of my old priorities. Working in Japan for a summer, I gained a more critical perspective on my own culture. Determined to apply my education to social change, I saw few clear paths beyond the then limited conventional expectations for young women. I was ripe for feminist analysis. As a senior, I was disappointed to learn that women’s history would not be offered that year, but as I wrote my honors thesis on African American history I also began reading about Emma Goldman and other radical women.
After graduation, a job in a social justice project that held few opportunities for women contributed to my growing feminist consciousness. It was 1970, and someone gave me a set of mimeographed radical feminist essays that would become Notes from the Second Year. They began to change my life. I eagerly sought ideas that could explain the contradictions between my aspirations and my options, between my generation’s goals of peace and love and the violence that pervaded our culture. Reading books such as Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook, Simone de Beauvoir’s  The Second Sex, and Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics threw open to debate all of my prior training as a nice Jewish girl. I was taking myself seriously in new ways and expecting others to do the same. By the time I started graduate school I needed to know why feminism had taken so long to reach me and how it could be sustained in the future.
Feminism unleashed my intellectual energies. It also made me appreciate the women in my life in new ways, valuing their friendship and love, respecting their choices, and admiring their struggles. Women’s caucuses at Columbia University, the early Berkshire Conferences on women’s history, and local women’s studies gatherings sustained me as I pursued a doctorate at a university that remained unwelcoming to women. Reading Gerda Lerner’s early historical writing, Angela Davis on slave women, and later Susan Brownmiller’s analysis of the history of rape supplemented my formal graduate training. In the burgeoning women’s culture of the 1970s I found music, poetry, and theater that fed my soul as well as my intellect. By the time I finished graduate school, women’s history had become a passion as well as a profession.
Once I began teaching, undergraduates asked me to offer my first feminist courses, on U.S. women’s history and on women in Third World revolutions. With other women faculty I formed reading groups on interdisciplinary feminist scholarship and worked to launch women’s studies programs at Princeton and then at Stanford. In the San Francisco Bay Area after 1976, local study groups on sexuality and on socialist feminism, the grassroots Lesbian and Gay History Project, and the creative and political writing by diverse women of color all transformed my own feminism from its middle-class, East Coast origins to a broader and more diverse political entity. My historical research on women’s social reform movements would reflect these concerns. I wrote my dissertation and first book, Their Sisters’ Keepers (1981), in response to a question about the origins of separate prisons for women in the United States, and I pursued the subject in Maternal Justice (1996), a biography of Miriam Van Waters. Writing about the history of sexuality with John D’Emilio in Intimate Matters (1988), and in my own essays on lesbian history, I repeatedly asked how gender, race, and class hierarchies have shaped sexual meanings. All of these experiences eventually led me to take on the introductory course in feminist studies.
Teaching FS101 has been as challenging and rewarding an experience as I can imagine. I have watched students change before my eyes, shedding their fears of feminism as they recognize their own power to make choices about their reproductive, economic, and sexual lives. I have seen a subtle shift over time as more students, some of them the children of feminist parents, come into the classroom already comfortable with the feminist label. It has been heartening to watch young women and men forge new political paths, linking gender to the environment or the economics of globalization. At the same time, I have hated being the messenger whose lectures evoke in students a sad recognition of the personal costs of persistent injustice. It disturbs me deeply to learn each year how many young women still struggle to find their voice, to accept their bodies, and to recover from sexual assault. I try to give all of these students the analytical tools to help them make sense of gender in their lives and in the world around them.
Looking back on the personal history that brought me to teaching FS101, remembering how important a book could be to my own development, I determined to write broadly about the history of feminism, largely based on my teaching. Seven years later, having completed the final version of this book, I realize how naive I was to think I could simply write what I teach. Although many of the ideas and examples in the following pages come directly from my lectures or the questions my students have asked, almost half is new material that I learned in the process of working on this book. Along with the historical approach that has structured my teaching, I incorporate more about economics, politics, the arts, and the world beyond my national and disciplinary borders. The task has been both exhilarating and humbling. My perspectives on both gender and feminism have grown enormously, but I remain acutely aware of how much I do not know. Early on, however, I made a conscious decision that I would rather risk making mistakes than ignore entire topics that I believe are critical to understanding feminist history.
In this book, I dwell on what I know best, reiterating throughout how historical changes shape both gender systems and feminist politics. I hope that my framework will allow readers to explore further both the topics I address and those I could not incorporate here. The bibliographical essays at the end of the book offer a guide to both wider and deeper literatures on women, gender, and feminism. They also hint at my debt to the many scholars and writers whose work supplied the building blocks for this synthesis. I have tried to credit everyone who has influenced my interpretations, and I regret any oversights.
I hope that this book can do for others what early feminist writing did for me. At a time of profound changes in women’s lives throughout the world, we need tools to probe more deeply into the meaning of gender. At a time when it would be easy to dwell on resistance to feminism, we need a longer historical perspective. Based on the vibrant scholarship surveyed here, I find that the prospects for women have never been brighter. We have much reason to hope that there will be no turning back from a feminist future.

ONE
THE HISTORICAL CASE FOR FEMINISM
In the past two centuries, a revolution has transformed women’s lives. Unlike national revolutions, this social upheaval crosses continents, decades, and ideologies. In place of armed struggle it gradually sows seeds of change, infiltrating our consciousness with the simple premise that women are as capable and valuable as men. To measure the breadth of this ongoing upheaval of old patterns, consider the way feminist movements have transformed law and politics, from divorce reforms in Egypt and sexual harassment cases in Japan and the United States to the nomination of equal numbers of male and female candidates by French political parties. Or note the change in leadership: During the 1990s, 90 percent of the world’s nations elected women to national office, and women served as heads of state in more than twenty countries. Just as important, consider the thousands of grassroots organizations such as Women in Law and Development in Africa, the National Black Women’s Health Project in the United States, and the Self-Employed Women’s Association in India. Women’s movements have never been so widespread.
In No Turning Back I explain why and how a feminist revolution has occurred. I argue that two related historical transitions have propelled feminist politics. First, the rise of capitalism disrupted older, reciprocal relations within families in ways that initially enhanced men’s economic opportunities and defined women as their dependents. Second, new political theories of individual rights and representative government that developed alongside capitalism extended privileges to men only. In response, feminist movements named these disparities as unjust, insisting on the value of women’s economic contributions and the justice of political rights for women. In short, the market economies and democratic systems that now dominate the world create both the need for feminism and the means to sustain it.
Feminist politics originated where capitalism, industrial growth, democratic theory, and socialist critiques converged, as they did in Europe and North America after 1800. Women and their male allies began to agitate for equal educational, economic, and political opportunities, a struggle that continues to the present. By 1900 an international women’s movement advanced these goals in urban areas of Latin America, the Middle East, and Asia. Since 1970 feminism has spread globally, in both industrialized nations and in the developing regions where agriculture remains an economic mainstay.
Given their specific historical origins, the feminist politics initially forged in Europe and North America have not simply expanded throughout the world. Elsewhere, abundant forms of women’s resistance to men’s patriarchal authority predated Western democratic theories; they continue to influence feminist movements today. Socialist responses to capitalism invite quite different women’s politics than where free markets prevail. Both the term feminism and the politics it represents have been continually transformed by the evolving responses of women and men from a variety of cultures. Indeed, women’s politics have developed organically in settings so diverse that the plural  feminisms more accurately describes them.
By the year 2000 these growing international movements to improve women’s lives increasingly influenced each other, due in part to the forum provided by the United Nations Decade for Women from 1975 to 1985 and the follow-up conference in Beijing in 1995. While they share the conviction that women deserve full human rights, international feminisms often diverge in their emphases. Only some concentrate solely on women, while others recognize complex links to the politics of race, class, religion, and nationality. Despite these differences, most Western feminists have learned that global economic and political justice are prerequisites to securing women’s rights. Women in the developing world have found that transnational feminist movements can help establish strategic international support for their efforts at home.
None of these feminist movements has proceeded without opposition, including formidable backlash in every era in which women have gained public authority. Nonetheless, at the beginning of the twentyfirst century the historical conditions that promote feminism can be found in much of the world. Whether through the influence of Western economic and political systems, the refashioning of earlier practices, or both, an impressive array of movements now attempts to empower women. At present, economic globalization, along with international efforts to create stable democratic governments, suggests that new forms of feminism will continue to surface. Because of their flexibility and adaptability, women’s political movements, whether explicitly labeled feminist or not, have set much of the world’s agenda for the twenty-first century.
THE HISTORY OF A TERM 
Since I use feminism to describe movements whose participants do not necessarily apply that label themselves, I want to acknowledge at the outset the specific historical origins of this term. Feminism is a relatively recent word. First coined in France in the 1880s as féminisme , it spread through European countries in the 1890s and to North and South America by 1910. The term combined the French word for woman,  femme, and -isme, which referred to a social movement or political ideology. At a time when many other “isms” originated, including socialism and communism, féminisme connoted that women’s issues belonged to the vanguard of change. The term was always controversial, in part because of its association with radicalism and in part because proponents themselves disagreed about the label. Although self-defined socialist feminists  appeared in Europe as early as 1900, many socialists who supported women’s emancipation rejected the label feminist. They believed that middle-class demands for suffrage and property rights did not necessarily speak to working women’s needs for a living wage and job security. Middle-class women also hesitated to call themselves feminists, especially when the term implied a claim to universal rights as citizens rather than particular rights as mothers.
In the United States this conflict over the political meaning of feminism split the women’s movement for almost half a century. In the 1800s the usual label for first-wave activism was simply “the woman movement.” Along with educational and property rights, many of its participants linked authority for women to motherhood. After 1910, however, a younger generation consciously rejected the maternal argument in favor of women’s common human identity with men as a basis for equal rights. They claimed a feminist political identity and staged dramatic public protests during the suffrage movement. After U.S. women won the vote in 1920, the feminists’ single-minded campaign to pass an equal-rights amendment to the U.S. Constitution further cemented the association of feminism, extremism, and a rejection of the concept of female difference. For decades, most women social reformers opposed the amendment and rejected the feminist label.
From its origins through the social upheavals of the 1960s,  feminist remained a pejorative term among most progressive reformers, suffragists, and socialists around the world. Even as universal adult suffrage gradually extended to women—in England in 1928, in countries such as France, Japan, Mexico, and China by the late 1940s—few politically engaged women called themselves feminists. Within the international women’s movement, participants debated whether the term humanist rather than  feminist best applied to them. Nations ruled by communist parties, such as China and later Cuba, officially pronounced the emancipation of women as workers, but their state-sanctioned women’s organizations rejected the feminist label and their suppression of oppositional political discourse precluded feminist politics.
A critical turning point in the history of feminisms occurred during the politically tumultuous 1960s. Women’s politics revived in the West, at first under the banner of “women’s liberation.” Although the press quickly derided adherents by calling them “women’s libbers,” this second wave proved quite tenacious. By this time, both capitalist and socialist economies had drawn millions of women into the paid labor force, and civil rights and anticolonial movements had revived the politics of democratization. In Europe and the United States, millions of women expected to earn wages as well as raise children. The old feminist calls for economic and political equality, and a new emphasis on control over reproduction, resonated deeply across generations, classes, and races.
Western women’s movements also significantly expanded their agendas after the 1960s. Along with demands for economic and political rights, women’s liberation revived a politics of difference through its critique of interpersonal relations. Women’s liberation championed both women’s equality with men in work and politics and women’s di ference from men within the arenas of reproduction and sexuality. In this way the two competing strains of equality and difference began to converge. Within a decade, the older term feminist began to be used to refer to the politics of this new movement, deepening its radical connotation but potentially widening its appeal. At about the same time, the introduction of the term gender, rather than sex, signaled feminists’ growing belief that social practices, and not only biology, have constructed our notions of male and female.
By 1980 an umbrella usage of the term feminism took hold in Western cultures. Anyone who challenged prevailing gender relations might now be called a feminist, whether or not they lived long before the coining of the term feminism, agreed with all the tenets of women’s liberation, or claimed the label. A generation of Western women came of age influenced by feminism to expect equal opportunities. The majority of this generation often proclaimed, “I’m not a feminist, but . . . ,” even as they insisted on equal pay, sexual and reproductive choice, parental leave, and political representation. The children they raised, both male and female, grew up influenced by these feminist expectations but not necessarily comfortable with the term. Outside the West, the term feminism could still evoke a narrow focus on equal rights. Thus a 1991 essay in the influential Indian women’s journal Manushi, titled “Why I Do Not Call Myself a Feminist,” contrasted Western concerns about women’s rights with broader human rights and social justice campaigns that address the needs of both men and women in developing countries.1
The term feminism, in short, has never been widely popular. Yet the political goals of feminism have survived—despite continuing discomfort with the term, a hostile political climate, and heated internal criticism—largely because feminism has continually redefined itself.
Over the past twenty-five years, for example, activists have amended the term to make it more compatible with their unique perspectives. Self-naming by black feminists, Asian American feminists, Third World feminists, lesbian feminists, male feminists, ecofeminists, Christian feminists, Jewish feminists, Islamic feminists, and others attests to the malleability of the label and to the seemingly contradictory politics it can embrace. To make the movement more racially inclusive, the African American writer Alice Walker once coined  womanist to refer to a “Black feminist or feminist of color.” In the 1990s young women in the United States such as Walker’s daughter promised to go beyond the second wave of feminism by forging a more racially and sexually diverse movement that emphasized female empowerment rather than male oppression. “I’m not post-feminist,” Rebecca Walker explained in 1992, “I’m the Third Wave.”2 Significantly, this generation reclaims rather than rejects the term feminist. Internationally as well, more women’s organizations incorporate the word, such as the Feminist League in Central Asia, the Center for Feminist Legal Research in New Delhi, and the Working Group Toward a Feminist Europe.
By the 1990s the cumulative contributions of working-class women, lesbians, women of color, and activists from the developing world had transformed an initially white, European, middle-class politics into a more diverse and mature feminist movement. Taking into account the range of women’s experiences, feminists have increasingly recognized the validity of arguments that once seemed contradictory. Instead of debating whether women are similar to or different from men, most feminists now recognize that both statements are true. Instead of asking which is more important, gender or race, most feminists now acknowledge the indivisibility and interaction of these social categories. Along with demanding the right to work, feminists have redefined work to include caring as well as earning. Along with calling for women’s independence, feminists have recognized the interdependence of all people, as well as the interconnection of gender equality with broader social justice movements.

DEFINING FEMINISM TODAY 
Given its changing historical meanings, is there any coherence to feminism as a term? Can we define it in a way that will embrace its variety of adherents and ideas? For my purposes, a four-part definition contains the critical elements of feminisms, including views that may be shared by those who claim the label as well as many who reject it.
Feminism is a belief that women and men are inherently of equal worth. Because most societies privilege men as a group, social movements are necessary to achieve equality between women and men, with the understanding that gender always intersects with other social hierarchies.
Each of the four components of this working definition—equal worth, male privilege, social movements, and intersecting hierarchies—requires some clarification. I use “equal worth” rather than equality because the latter term often assumes that men’s historical experience—whether economic, political, or sexual—is the standard to which women should aspire. The concept of equal worth values traditional female tasks, such as childbearing and child care, as highly as other kinds of work historically performed by men. It also allows us to recognize that women’s different experiences can transform, and not simply integrate, political life.
The term privilege can refer to formal political rights such as suffrage or the right to hold office, but privilege can also include more personal entitlements, such as the greater social value placed on male children as expressed by strong parental preference for boys across cultures. Privilege also ensues when societies have a sexual double standard that allows male heterosexual autonomy, punishing women but not men who seek non-marital sexual expression.
To refer to feminism in terms of social movements may conjure images of people marching in the streets or rallying around political candidates, but it may also mean individual participation, such as enrolling in a women’s studies class or engaging in artistic or literary creativity that fosters social change. While women may participate in a variety of social movements—civil rights, ecology, socialism, even fundamentalism—those movements cannot be feminist unless they explicitly address justice for women as a primary concern. Thus human rights or nationalist movements that insist on women’s human rights and women’s full citizenship may be feminist, while those that overlook or affirm patriarchal authority cannot.
Similarly, feminism must recognize the integral relationship of gender to other forms of social hierarchy, especially those based on class, race, sexuality, and culture. Despite the prevalence of hierarchies that privilege men, in every culture some women (such as elites or citizens) enjoy greater opportunities than many other women (such as workers or immigrants). Some women always have higher status than many men. If we ignore these intersecting hierarchies and create a feminism that serves only the interests of women who have more privilege, we reinforce other social inequalities that disadvantage both women and men in the name of improving women’s opportunities.
The overlapping identities of women as members of classes, races, and nations raises questions about the usefulness of the category woman  itself. I use the term but with the recognition that there is no single, universal female identity, for gender has been constructed differently across place and time. Because of historical, social, national, and personal differences, women cannot assume a sisterhood, even though we can find common ground on particular issues. At the same time, feminism cannot deny the significance of gender in a world in which 70 percent of those living in poverty and two-thirds of those who are illiterate are female.
Feminists must continually criticize two kinds of false universals. We must always ask not only “What about women?” (what difference does gender make?) but also “Which women?” (what difference do ideas about race, class, or nationality make?). Taking these concerns into account, a dual revisioning lies at the heart of this book. I believe that we must question both the assumption that the term man includes woman as well and the assumption that the term woman represents the diversity of female experience.
The American poet Muriel Rukeyser provides a compelling illustration of the first critique. In 1973 Rukeyser imagined a second conversation between Oedipus and the Sphinx, long after the legendary Greek king had saved his city by answering a riddle that the Sphinx once posed. Since that first meeting, Oedipus had unwittingly killed his father and married his mother; he then tore out his eyes and wandered the world in exile. In “Myth” Rukeyser has Oedipus ask the Sphinx, “Why didn’t I recognize my mother?” The poem continues:
“You gave the wrong answer,” said the Sphinx. “But, that was what made everything possible,” said Oedipus. “No,” she said. “When I asked: ‘What walks on four legs in the morning, two at noon, and three in the evening,’ you answered, ‘Man.’ You didn’t say anything about woman.” “When you say ‘man,’ ” said Oedipus, “you include women too. Everyone knows that.” She said, “That’s what you think.”3

Viewing the world through male eyes, the poem suggests, can misconstrue the female, with tragic consequences.
Similarly, however, assuming that all women experience the world alike can blur the power of feminist vision. A South Asian woman who attended the UN-sponsored Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 brought home this point. The signs publicizing the NonGovernmental Organization (NGO) Forum on Women held just outside the city proclaimed “Look at the World Through Women’s Eyes.” In response, Suneeta Dhar asked participants to think about the question “Which women’s eyes?”4 Just as “That’s what you think” exposes the false male universal, “Which women’s eyes?” reminds us that we cannot universalize the female, given our national and cultural differences. As feminism has expanded, sometimes through difficult intercultural conflict, it has embraced both of these critical positions—asking “What about women?” and “Which women?” In the process it has become more powerful and more broadly based.

WHY FEAR FEMINISM? 
Some readers of this book may be initially uncomfortable with my choice of the word feminism to describe diverse women’s movements. Ask most people in Europe or the United States if they believe that women should have equal rights, and they will answer in the affirmative, as did 85 percent of Americans in an opinion poll taken in 2000. Ask them if they are feminists, however, and most reject the label; the same year, only 29 percent of Americans in another poll claimed it.5 Ask others what they think of feminists, and you may hear a string of negative associations: radical, man-hating, bra-burning, and worse. Women may be acceptable as equals, but feminists are often seen as frightening, threatening, or simply unnecessary. This hostility to feminists and feminism cannot be dismissed simply by avoiding the terms, for these harsh stereotypes can always be used to discredit women activists, whether they call themselves feminists or not.
The media have contributed to this discomfort by treating feminism as a thing of the past. In the United States, for example, ever since its revival in the 1960s journalists have proclaimed the death of feminism. In 1976 Harper’s declared a “requiem for the women’s movement”; in 1980 the New York Times assured readers that the “radical days of feminism are gone”; in 1990 Newsweek trumpeted “the failure of feminism.” Unconvinced by two decades of obituaries, in 1998  Time asked readers to respond online to the question “Is feminism dead?” So ubiquitous is this story that a feminist journalist recently labeled it “False Feminist Death Syndrome.”6 Perhaps these writers notice feminism only during periods of mass public protest and overlook its quieter but more pervasive forms. Or perhaps they are engaging in a form of wishful thinking, for given the power of the media, declaring the death of feminism could become a selffulfilling prophecy.
If feminism, as I will argue, is so deeply rooted historically and so expansive in the present, why the contradictory claims in the press that it is near death? Why is feminism highly unpopular, even vilified, when first articulated? I suspect that the answers to these questions lie in part in what might be called “fear of feminism.” No matter how insightful its politics, feminism feels deeply threatening to many people, both women and men. By providing a powerful critique of the idea of a timeless social hierarchy, in which God or nature preordained women’s dependence on men, feminism exposes the historical construction, and potential deconstruction, of categories such as gender, race, and sexuality. Fears that feminism will unleash changes in familiar family, sexual, and racial relationships can produce antifeminist politics among those who wish to conserve older forms of social hierarchy.
Those who do not oppose change may still fear certain connotations of feminism. The recurrent caricatures of feminists as “mannish” reveal an anxiety that feminism is somehow antithetical to femininity, that to embrace its politics is to reject a gender identity that many women and men wish to preserve. For women of color, feminism has often seemed competitive with movements for racial justice. In former colonies and developing countries, suspicion, if not fear, of feminism may result from its association with Western colonialism. In some cultures, feminism connotes a form of rampant individualism associated with the worst features of contemporary Western societies.
Even in countries with strong women’s movements, feminism forces all women and men to think about social inequalities and about their own relationships to systems of power. For some, it conjures the fear of losing taken-for-granted privileges; for others, it brings up the pain of acknowledging lack of privilege. Neither is a very pleasant prospect, especially if feminism is presented in the oversimplified language of male oppression and female victimization. Portraying a movement as blaming one group (white men) and denying the resilience of another (all women) will keep it unpopular, even though, as I will argue, feminism at its best offers much more complex interpretations of the dynamics of gender, race, and power. For those of us raised in the United States, a related antipathy sometimes operates, since acknowledging any kind of structural inequality challenges the deeply held myth of equal opportunity. The myth professes that in America anybody can succeed, as if there were no obstacles based on gender, class, or race. To raise questions about fairness implicitly asks whether those who have succeeded are in fact the most deserving. Little wonder they are left fearful of feminism.

NO TURNING BACK 
I believe that a better historical understanding of feminism can assuage some of these fears and illuminate the impact that this revolutionary movement continues to have on all of our lives. In the following chapters I draw on a generation of interdisciplinary scholarship to show that despite recurrent opposition, feminism has passed the historical test of time, largely because it has redefined itself in response to a variety of local and global politics. Because my own expertise is U.S. women’s history, I provide fuller analysis of this locale, but I attempt to place it within the broader framework of world history that is essential to understanding feminism. The arguments I make throughout this book respond to four basic questions that I hope readers will keep asking: 
What difference does gender make? That is, how do women’s experiences change our understanding of social life and politics, and how do women differ from each other? 
Why did feminist politics emerge historically, and how have they changed over time and place? 
What do feminists want? That is, how do feminist interpretations of inequality lead to new ways of thinking and acting? 
Where is feminism going, and what strategies best advance gender justice? 
Although the title of this book suggests historical progress, I do not present a story with inevitable outcomes. Only with great struggle on the part of both women and men have feminist ideas remained part of our political landscape. Nor does this book tell a single, unified history of revolutionary triumph. Feminism has survived only through multiple, complex responses to economic and political change, through adaptation to diverse cultural settings, and through incremental shifts in popular thought. The future of women depends on how we continue to redefine and implement feminist goals.
To date, feminists from around the world have challenged the hierarchies of male and female, public and private, citizens and mothers. Millions of women and their male allies now engage in the serious political task of transforming gender relations and gender conventions. They struggle as grassroots leaders in peasant villages, as candidates for national office, in international agencies that challenge discrimination. Wherever democratization occurs, women’s groups seek to extend it to the fullest. Given the momentum that feminism has built thus far, combined with ongoing global economic and democratic movements, the quest for universal recognition of women’s equal worth is not likely to be reversed. To understand the future of women, we must appreciate the history of feminism that has brought us to this revolutionary moment.


PART I
BEFORE FEMINISM


TWO
GENDER AND POWER
The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman, having in direct  object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her.
—ELIZABETH CADY STANTON, UNITED STATES, 1848
Patriarchy as a system is historical: it has a beginning in  history . . . it can be ended by historical process.
—GERDA LERNER, UNITED STATES, 1986
At the first U.S. women’s rights convention, held in 1848 in the town of Seneca Falls, New York, three hundred women and men launched a major social movement. As convention organizer Elizabeth Cady Stanton read the Declaration of Sentiments, these early feminists heard a litany of complaints about the unjust laws and practices that denied women education, property rights, and self-esteem. Echoing the revolutionary generation that had overthrown British colonial rulers, the declaration boldly called for women to overthrow the male rulers who denied them liberty. Stanton introduced women’s grievances with a rhetorical flourish worthy of her rebellious predecessors. She pronounced a sweeping historical generalization: “The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her.” Only a movement to empower women legally and politically could correct this injustice.
If the Declaration of Sentiments was right, and men had been tyrants throughout world history, why did it take so long for women to rebel? What could have enforced such total, unrelenting patriarchal power throughout past millennia? Had patriarchy robbed women of their very ability to question male authority? Elizabeth Cady Stanton would have answered yes, women had been deprived of liberty throughout history. They did not rebel because the denial of education and self-respect had contributed to their becoming “willing to lead a dependent and abject life.”1 
Such downtrodden creatures seemed unlikely to foment a revolution. Surely Stanton knew that history was full of resilient women who defied tyranny, whether queens such as Nefertiti, warriors such as Joan of Arc, or simply clever wives and mothers who bowed to no man’s will. What distinguished these earlier, strong women from Stanton and later feminists was a new political view of the world. The future society envisioned at Seneca Falls in 1848 incorporated the concept of equality, a relatively recent political ideal that had already helped motivate the American and French revolutions. For most of world history, however, few people questioned the inequality of social hierarchies, including the rule of men over women, or patriarchy. Because they accepted supernatural (theological) and natural (biological) explanations of male dominance, women and men rarely questioned their inherited gender systems—until feminism, that is.
Inspired by democratic ideals of equal rights, when Stanton and her colleagues turned a feminist eye to women’s history, they vastly oversimplified the patriarchal past. True, most human societies value men more highly than women. Fortunately for the future of feminism, however, women have not been so tyrannized that they have no usable history. Even a brief review of the past refines the Declaration of Sentiments to show how patriarchy itself has changed over time in response to changing economic systems, family structures, and religious beliefs. In historian Gerda Lerner’s words, “Patriarchy as a system is historical: it has a beginning in history . . . it can be ended by historical process.”2 Understanding that history and women’s resistance to it is critical to the feminist political project.
THE EVIDENCE FOR PATRIARCHY 
The world before feminism offers ample evidence that men had more power than women. If we simply listen to folk wisdom or read sacred texts, we learn about the virtues of sons and the lesser value of daughters. A girl is “merely a weed,” in a Zulu saying. According to the Old Testament, “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Set the value of a male between ages of twenty and sixty at fifty shekels . . . and if it is a female, set the value at thirty shekels.’ ” A Dutch proverb declares that “a house full of daughters is like a cellar full of sour beer,” while Koreans learn that “a girl lets you down twice, once at birth and the second time when she marries.” Even contemporary parents usually prefer male children; a 1983 survey of forty countries found only two with daughter preference and only thirteen with equal preference for boys or girls. Where strong son preferences persist, parents may selectively abort female fetuses and neglect girls, leading to higher mortality rates for female infants in parts of the world, such as India and China.3
So widespread is the greater privilege, opportunity, and value attached to boys and men that anthropologist Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo once referred to its occurrence as “universal sexual asymmetry.” Almost all societies, Rosaldo wrote in 1974, not only differentiate by gender but, more important, they value the male more highly than the female. She provided a vivid illustration of this phenomenon in the case of a New Guinea culture that cultivated both yams and sweet potatoes. Although they were quite similar foods, the yams, raised by men, were reserved for festival consumption, while the sweet potatoes, raised by women, provided daily sustenance. In this case, as in so many features of social life, seemingly neutral traits or activities take on greater symbolic value simply by their association with the male gender.
Stories of human origins help support these beliefs in male superiority. Most of the supernatural theories of how humans came to be assert that a higher power—a God, gods, or other spiritual force beyond human reason—ordained that men should rule over women. When anthropologist Peggy Reeves Sanday surveyed stories of human origins she found that most cultures imagine a male divine force as the origin of life. Fewer than one-fifth of all creation stories include a female deity (usually in less patriarchal societies). The major Western monotheistic religions, which originated around five thousand years ago in the ancient Middle East, provide a good example of the use of supernatural theories to support patriarchy. In this settled agricultural region, fathers exercised extensive authority over wives and children, who had few if any rights. The Judeo-Christian Bible reflected this patriarchal gender system, as did later commentaries on the Islamic Qu’ran. Each cited the story of Adam and Eve to justify the rule of men: God created Adam to rule over the earth and the animal kingdom, while Eve, a physical outgrowth from Adam’s rib, brought sin into the world.
Aside from origin stories, religious institutions have often enforced patriarchy. In Judaism and Christianity, a male symbol for God the Father set the standard for earthly rule. The elevation of male prophets and male priests showed that only men were worthy of hearing or speaking the word of God. Both traditions denigrated women as mere flesh, closer to nature and less capable of spiritual growth than men. Like traditional Judaism, Islam segregated women during worship. An exclusively male priesthood in Catholicism reproduced patriarchy by treating women like subordinate members of the spiritual family. Even Buddhism, which began with a gender-neutral ideal of enlightenment, came to emphasize male qualities of the Buddha and mandated female obedience to men. As one Japanese Buddhist sect explains, “The husband is the lord and the wife is the servant.”4
The evidence for patriarchy is not universal, however. Prehistoric artifacts suggest that men and women have at times shared spiritual prestige. Ancient female deities, such as the Middle Eastern fertility goddess Astarte and the Greek earth goddess Gaia, attest to women’s powerful role in pantheistic religions. Historically, we know that women have sometimes held other powerful social positions. Women ruled as queens in ancient Egypt and among Bedouins in pre-Islamic Arabia. In ancient Japan, female emperors ruled as often as men. Jewish women, such as the biblical Deborah, played important public roles as judges in the era after the Exodus from Egypt.
Short of formal power, some women have enjoyed rights similar to men, as they did in pastoral, nomadic cultures in Asia and the Middle East, such as the Mongols. In ancient Sumer and Egypt, adult women could own property, serve as clergy, and play active roles in public marketplaces. Women in ancient Japan could also own property. In precolonial Latin America, some native cultures practiced what anthropologists term “gender parallelism,” valuing highly the distinct and overlapping tasks performed by men and women. Women traders sold goods in the marketplace, but even their household labors ranked as highly as men’s military exploits. In the Andes, girls learned to use brooms and looms—the latter called “weaving swords”—as if they were weapons of war; giving birth was equivalent to taking a prisoner of war, and death in childbirth was as honorable as death in battle.
The Seneca of North America provide another example of the influence women wielded in communal, agricultural societies. Well into the 1800s, Seneca women cultivated the land and shared child rearing with men. Because women controlled the food supply, Seneca men could not hunt or wage war unless elder women agreed to allocate food for these purposes. These elders knew they held political authority. During the American Revolutionary War, they explained to American army officers that “you ought to hear and listen to what we, women shall speak, as well as to the sachems [chiefs]; for  we are the owners of this land,—and it is ours.”5
Exceptions to patriarchal rule persist in more recent history. In the 1930s, Margaret Mead shook up our notions of “natural” male dominance when she described three New Guinea cultures, one in which men and women were equally parental, one in which men and women were equally aggressive, and one in which women were businesslike and men were decorative. Male tyranny was far from universal, even in this one region. Sanday too noted that on the Pacific Island of Bali, male and female social roles are highly interchangeable. Another contemporary case is Vanatinai (the name means “motherland”) Island, also in the South Pacific. Both women and men share in child care and decision making and use gender-neutral language. Significantly, both sexes can officiate during the public yam-planting ritual.
What Happened to Women’s Power? 
At the time Elizabeth Cady Stanton called for a female independence movement, she seemed unaware of the Seneca women who lived just a few dozen miles from her Seneca Falls home. In 1848, the year of the women’s rights convention, the Seneca formed a constitution that granted both men and women voting rights. Had Stanton taken notice, the early feminists might have couched their demands for equality in less universal terms; perhaps they would have called for a return of women’s power. Unlike the subsistence farming villages of the Seneca, however, in the middle-class, commercial, and increasingly urban world that Stanton inhabited, women no longer shared formal authority, nor did they control economic life, although they certainly contributed to it. The democratic governments of the United States denied women voting rights and legitimated a husband’s control of his wife’s property. For her own culture, Stanton correctly observed that legal inequalities denied women the rights enjoyed by men. Unaware of the alternative histories around her, she failed to ask how a patriarchal world had emerged, given the more egalitarian potential of human cultures.
That question is worth contemplating, even if we can never answer it definitively. The short answer is that as human societies became more complex, they became less egalitarian. Among the early hunter-gatherers, men and women had distinct but complementary tasks and shared important economic and religious duties. Though women never ruled over men, as the term matriarchy implies, they once enjoyed more equal footing. When these egalitarian societies shifted to settled agriculture (around 3100 to 600 BCE), they developed complicated class and gender relations. More-specialized farming, the barter of surplus goods, and an emerging class hierarchy contributed to patriarchal families in which only male children inherited property and wives became subjects in their husbands’ homes. Around the same time, female deities seemed to disappear, replaced by a single male god. In Western cultures, by the time of the Hebrew Bible and Greek and Roman civilizations, only men exercised political power. Women retained some authority in the home but little in the public realm. Gone, for example, were the temple priestesses of earlier civilizations. By the time of Christianity the Virgin Mary had become an intermediary to God rather than a goddess in her own right.
Two influential theories of the emergence of patriarchy help explain this process. The first appeared in an 1884 essay, “On the Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State,” by Friedrich Engels (the coauthor, with Karl Marx, of The Communist Manifesto). Engels argued that the subjugation of women began only when economic surpluses accumulated; thus private property, which leads to class hierarchy and the formation of states, is the source of women’s oppression. When individual families replaced larger clan and communal living groups, women lost their reciprocal roles. In short, Engels argued, private property was the source of “the world historical defeat of the female sex.” 6 In the second, more recent account, The Creation of Patriarchy (1986), feminist historian Gerda Lerner revised Engels’s theory. She agreed that male control over women gradually formed during the long transition to settled agriculture. A new farming system in the Middle East, based on private land ownership and domesticated farm animals, coincided with the emergence of a hierarchical state led by military elites and based on the rule of fathers in the family. Male gods and ultimately monotheism replaced earlier female deities. To this story Lerner added a critical point: Reproductive labor was key to men’s subordination of women.
In Lerner’s view, children helped a family produce more crops, allowing the accumulation of surpluses that created family wealth. Since women’s reproductive labor provided these workers, reproduction itself became a commodity, something purchased from a father when a young man’s family paid a bride-price to a young woman’s family. In order to ensure the husband’s paternity, and with it his ownership of the wealth produced by children, women had to be chaste before marriage and faithful within it. Another source of reproductive labor was the theft of women during war raids. By acquiring captive female slaves as additional wives, men could increase the number of children they fathered, adding to the family’s workforce and its ability to accumulate surpluses. According to Lerner, women were the first slaves, and all other forms of enslavement built upon female reproductive slavery. “Economic oppression and exploitation,” Lerner wrote, “are based as much on the commodification of female sexuality and the appropriation by men of women’s labor power and her reproductive power as on the direct economic acquisition of resources and persons.” 7 In this way she turned Engels upside down by arguing that the appropriation of women’s labor led to the possibility of accumulating surplus private property, rather than private property giving rise to women’s subjugation.
Historical theories that emphasize the economic and reproductive origins of patriarchy do not dismiss the role of culture. For Lerner, denying access to education played a key role in the patriarchal control of women, whether as slaves or as wives. Myth, folktales, and religious precepts helped deepen the hold of patriarchy; thus knowledge could enable women to question their status.
Limits of Patriarchy 
Whatever its precise origins, the history of patriarchy cannot be understood in isolation from a larger matrix of social relations. Aside from the power of mythology and religion to enforce male dominance, women did not rebel in the past because gender was only one of many power relations affecting their lives. In short, not all men exercised control over all women. The privileges of age or family status could mediate patriarchal power. In simple societies, for example, older women command service from younger men, who are obligated to provide food for both male and female elders. In many patriarchal cultures, the wives of elite men enjoy privileges, and women often exercise authority as mothers. Indeed, as long as they do not challenge the legitimacy of the patriarchal ideal, women could find ways to advance their own interests and those of their children. Allowing some female authority also helped prevent disloyalty to patriarchy.
Given the interconnection of gender and other social hierarchies, the simple fact of being born female was not necessarily the most important one in a woman’s life. Consciousness of gender identity, a precondition for feminism, surfaced only rarely when caste, class, and family defined one’s social position. Take, for example, the Hindu caste system, which mandates what tasks each group may perform; women and men of a common caste share more than women of different castes. Or consider those African women who as slave owners once benefited from the labor of captive women. In either case, thinking about oneself primarily as a “woman” did not always make sense. The Chinese language illustrates how distinct, age-related kinship identities could be more important than a broader gender identity. The terms for daughter, wife, mother, or mother-in-law once sufficed to name most women. Only after 1900 did terms such as funü and nuxing define “women as a political category,” apart from their family relations.8 
A final problem with Stanton’s assertion of absolute male tyranny is that it presents a static picture. As economic practices, family relations, and religious beliefs change over time, they shift the balance of gender and power. Although the pace of change is uneven across cultures, in each phase of economic development—from settled agriculture to urban trade to early world capitalism—we find evidence of a female resilience that strongly contradicts Stanton’s claim of unrelenting sexual oppression.

COMPARATIVE PATRIARCHIES: AGRICULTURAL LIFE IN AFRICA, CHINA, AND EUROPE 
Patriarchy took unique forms once humans moved from a nomadic life to the cultivation of crops in settled communities. Men exercised most formal authority, and a sexual division of labor organized the production and exchange of food and child care. But the particular tasks performed by each sex and the political balance of power varied widely across regions and eras. In parts of West Africa, for example, men cleared fields, but women planted and harvested the crops; women bore children, but fathers and uncles maintained strong ties to children who would one day support them. In China and Europe, men dominated agricultural field labor while women primarily raised children and often produced textiles. Depending on the systems of farming, kinship, and religion, both patriarchal power and women’s influence could be relatively stronger or weaker.
Female Farming in Africa 
Women’s agricultural labor provided a critical source of social authority in certain parts of sub-Saharan Africa. In regions where small populations lived on abundant land, crops tended to be raised collectively rather than on individual plots. Whoever planted and harvested on a piece of land had rights to the food they raised. In parts of the Congo region and in West Africa, wives and children raised most of the crops, leading Dutch economist Ester Boserup to label this system “female farming.”
Even though men officiated in farming villages, both sexes played important economic and political roles. Young men engaged in tasks such as herding, hunting, and clearing land; adult men practiced medicine and diplomacy or waged war. Wives prepared daily meals and cared for children, but they also hoed, planted, and harvested in fields to which they had usage rights. If women produced more than they needed to meet their family obligations, they might barter the surplus at a local market. Through trade women could accumulate wealth and enjoy physical freedom of movement.
Because women produced food, they represented a form of wealth, whether in matrilineal groups, in which men inherited rights to land use through maternal relatives (uncles), or the more common patrilineal practice of sons inheriting from their fathers. In polygynous societies, as a man grew older he gained prestige by acquiring more wives who could cultivate more land and produce more children. As long as her family returned the bridewealth given by the husband or his family, usually in the form of animals or household goods, a woman could leave her husband. Senior and junior wives worked together, sometimes cooperatively and sometimes with intense rivalry. The senior wife might welcome other wives because they shared domestic work and child care and provided female companionship, but her authority could also feel oppressive.
The male elders who had the most wealth usually arranged these marriages, and they held most—but not all—of the formal political leadership within the village. Women in some parts of Africa could wield significant political authority. In a few ancient African kingdoms mothers shared royal power with their sons; in an exceptional case, during the 1600s the former slave Nzinga became the ruler of a region in what is now Angola. Even in recent history, Nigerian villages included both male and female rulers, each of whom had their own advisers. The female ruler, called “mother,” headed a social hierarchy with authority over village women. Acting as local judges, the female ruler and women’s network regulated the market, set prices, settled disputes, maintained order, meted out justice, and represented women’s interests. These women’s organizations might take collective action against husbands who behaved badly toward their wives, ridiculing the men publicly to force them to change their behavior.
Village women often cooperated with each other through mutual aid associations, such as those made up of a cohort that came of age together. In some cultures a group of young women who underwent ritual genital cutting in a particular season pledged to help each other throughout their lives in times of financial or family troubles. This mutual support, as well as the importance placed on genital cutting for marriage, helps explain why mothers insisted on the painful ritual for their daughters.
In West African cultures, motherhood carried great weight, both economically and spiritually. Land represented Mother Earth, as illustrated by an Igbo annual prayer that asked Mother Earth for permission to cultivate her. For both women and men, children served as farm labor, ensured support in old age, and created a link from the ancestors to the future. Therefore, women derived prestige from producing children. In art and poetry, the Yoruba celebrated the Great Mother, and one of their proverbs proclaimed that “mother is gold.” But a barren woman could be divorced and socially stigmatized. Even a fertile woman experienced pressure to bear sons and to sacrifice her own well-being for them. “Her love and duty for her children were like her chains of slavery,” wrote the contemporary Nigerian novelist Buchi Emecheta.9
Male Farming in China 
The dominant form of agriculture in China provides a fairly stark contrast to those areas of sub-Saharan Africa where women worked the land. In much of Southeast and East Asia, the high population pressure on available land required intensive cultivation of crops. Men utilized the plow on individual land holdings. Although they might help in the fields, especially in rice-producing areas, women usually remained in or near the home. In what Boserup called “male farming” areas, women were more economically dependent on their husbands than in cultures where women raised most of the food.
The major form of Chinese kinship required female subservience. Although the practice varied regionally, a majority of rural Chinese women left their parental homes following arranged marriages to reside within their husbands’ families (patrilocality). A woman’s family had to provide a dowry—a certain amount of wealth—to obligate the man she married to support her. In her new home a wife worked within the household under the strict, sometimes harsh, supervision of her mother-in-law. Family life for most Chinese women involved extremely hard domestic labor, centered around preparing food and caring for children. Women’s work also included processing silk and weaving textiles in the home. During centuries of early Imperial Chinese history (before 1000 CE), women’s domestic cloth production contributed significantly to both family and state economies.
Until the revolutions of the twentieth century, the family system regulated gender relations in rural China. If a woman bore sons, they would marry and bring their wives into the family to be subservient to the now powerful mother-in-law. Because daughters left their parental homes, while sons brought wives into the household to work, families strongly preferred sons. In addition, male descendants ensured the worship of ancestors. The birth of a male child was cause for celebration, while the birth of a female child was considered only a “small happiness.” As an early Chinese poet, Fu Xuan, explained, “No one is glad when a girl is born / By  her the family sets no store.” In rural China, a barren woman, or a woman who bore only daughters, could be divorced by her husband; a wife rarely had recourse to divorce, even in cases of abuse. Once divorced, she could support herself only as a house servant, prostitute, concubine, or beggar. “How sad it is to be a woman!” wrote Fu Xuan. “Nothing on earth is held so cheap.”10
Along with male farming, the moral principles established by Confucius (551–479 BCE) shaped the patriarchal Chinese family system, especially for elite women. As the foundation of the larger state, the family provided a model and training ground for a world in which women provided an “inner space” to balance men’s public lives. These ideals encouraged gender segregation and female subordination. In elite households, women ideally remained in an inner area that only male family members could enter. Confucian ideology also required obedience of children to elders and wives to husbands. The ideal woman worked hard in the home, remained meek and modest around others, and achieved status through her sons. If widowed, an ideal woman remained “faithful” to her husband by not remarrying; in some eras, widows who committed suicide won great respect. In peasant families, of course, girls and women engaged in hard labor, whether spinning cloth or processing foods. Even among elites, women’s manual labor contributed to the household economy.
Despite the constraints of the Chinese family system, women could circumvent strict patriarchal control. Elite women often maintained some property rights. In areas such as Taiwan, some wives made decisions about family formation when they adopted girls who would later marry their sons. Other mothers ensured that they would achieve authority in later years by forging close ties with their sons, a practice labeled “uterine politics” by anthropologist Margery Wolf. Drawing on the Confucian requirement of obedience to elders, the aging mother-in-law could expect power over her daughters-in-law as well as her sons. For women in poorer families, however, the very lack of property mediated patriarchy; if a father did not have land to leave his sons, they might strike out on their own with wives who would head their own households rather than work under the rule of their mother-in-law.
Other women avoided the patriarchal marriage system entirely. Some insisted on remaining within their family of origin instead of accepting an arranged marriage. Others turned to Buddhist or Taoist monastic life. As nuns, they could study and live in a community of women; widows sometimes joined convents as well. Buddhist nuns lived together in common houses, renouncing sexuality and pledging not to marry or eat meat. Some single women who did not become nuns simply joined one of these vegetarian halls. These Buddhist women could adopt daughters to raise so that they would have aid in their old age. Though convent celibacy rested upon negative views of female sexuality, women used the institution to their best advantage as an alternative to patriarchal marriage.
European Peasant Life 
As in Africa and China, elite women in Western European history occasionally shared power or owned property within ruling families, but for most women agricultural life predominated for centuries. Before 1500, and in some regions until the 1800s, the self-sufficient rural household produced much of the food and clothing needed by the peasant farm family. Women’s productive labor was essential to this endeavor. “One woman in the house will always be working,” an Irish proverb explained.11 Women helped cultivate and prepare food; they raised chickens and cows; they also produced textiles and made clothing, served as both midwives and healers to the sick, and engaged in a number of domestic crafts. In this preindustrial world, the work lives of men and women often overlapped, although each had primary responsibility for different tasks. Peasant women joined in planting and harvesting, as they would well into the contemporary era, while male labor in agriculture or crafts took place close to the home. Only sons usually inherited anything owned by the peasant family, but at marriage a daughter received goods to establish her home. (In the case of serfs, who owed labor to their lords, neither men nor women could own or leave the land they worked.)
European religions, like African and Chinese beliefs, emphasized the cultural importance of maternity. In the Judeo-Christian Bible, women’s prestige typically came through motherhood. Bearing children in old age redeemed Sarah, the wife of the Hebrew patriarch Abraham, making her “a mother of nations.” Judaism praised women for raising children in religious homes, while men officiated at public worship. Popular Christian views of women supported the patriarchal rule of men. In contrast to earlier interpretations of Eve as a spiritually powerful figure, by the fourth century CE St. Augustine emphasized Eve as the source of “original sin.” Christian thinkers now justified patriarchy by blaming Eve for the troubles of the world, adding biblical authority to the older Greek myth of Pandora. Over time, the roles available to women within Christianity narrowed to the maternal, with Mary as the ideal. The church structure itself reinforced gender hierarchy, since only men could become priests.
Both religion and law required that peasant women obey their husbands as superiors, and men expected to rule within their households. At the wedding of his daughter, a father transferred to her new husband both the responsibility for protecting her and the right to her labor. Wives who disobeyed could be chastised physically, and women who fought back were exceptional. Summarizing the European case, historians Bonnie S. Anderson and Judith P. Zinsser explain that, exceptional women aside, the “majority of peasant women throughout the centuries accepted the circumstances, the attitudes, and the necessities of survival even though they were left vulnerable and subordinate.” 12

TOWNS, TRADE, AND MARKETS: NARROWING AND WIDENING SPHERES
At different historical moments, a shift from subsistence agriculture to trade fostered urban commercial life and with it more highly stratified societies. In towns and cities, women’s experience of patriarchy became more varied as a widening gap separated classes. Elite women enjoyed greater privileges, including some education. A far greater number of urban women, however, shared poverty, and some shared enslavement. In each group, women faced constraints based on their gender, and in each they found ways to resist those limitations.
The growth of market towns in Africa illustrates these divergent female experiences. Women participated in the long-distance trade that increased after 1400, when Europeans arrived to exchange goods and procure slaves. By serving as intermediaries to European traders, some African women on the Atlantic coast gained new prestige. Elsewhere women traders acquired wealth and with it higher status. Among the Igbo, in a region that is now part of Nigeria, a wealthy woman could buy a wife to work for her, becoming what was called a “female husband” (although she herself might be the wife of a man). Trade required legal institutions to settle disputes; among groups such as the Yoruba women elected their own female representatives to hold court and protect their trading interests.
Trade, however, also involved the exchange of humans. Well before the arrival of Europeans, an internal slave trade operated in parts of Africa. Female slaves captured in war performed agricultural labor and also provided household help, including child rearing for elite African families, such as local rulers or traders. As concubines, they often bore children, who could eventually become free. In contrast, the European slave trade would transplant Africans to distant cultures without the possibility of social integration; their offspring would remain slaves. While male captives were more likely to be sold overseas, Africans valued slave women for their agricultural, domestic, and reproductive labor. In African towns, female slaves increasingly relieved elite women of manual labor.
We can see how growing class stratification affected women’s lives in China as well. After 700 CE, an economic revolution expanded trade, the production of goods, the growth of cities, and a commercial class. This small-scale (petty) capitalism created new opportunities for some women to travel when they brought goods to market towns. Growing commercialization, however, diminished the importance of women’s home weaving. Once partners in domestic production, women found their roles narrowed to reproductive labor. In cities, the trade in women expanded. Poor families devastated by famine or war might sell a daughter in order to bring in money to buy food. These daughters worked as servants in other homes, as concubines for elite married men, or as prostitutes in cities in China (and during the nineteenth century in the United States). Girls sold to brothels in China represented the low end of a trade that also encompassed highly educated courtesans who entertained men with poetry and dramatics.
Commercial growth afforded some elite urban Chinese women greater leisure and even access to education. Although families usually educated only boys, tutors sometimes taught girls within their households. A few educated women became scholars, and many produced highly admired poetry. In the 1600s, for example, elite Chinese women in cities such as Beijing could become “teachers of the inner chambers,” sharing their art and literature and sometimes engaging in scholarship. Only exceptional women defied the limits on their sex by traveling and living independently. Most educated elites embraced Confucian values of women’s obedience. As one woman writer, Gu Ruopu, explained, “Bring girls together, let them study / . . . the Four Virtues, the Three Obediences.” Another poet, Fang Weiyi, exulted maternal influence when she advised her widowed niece that “when your son completes his studies / Your day of honor and glory will come / . . . Generations will emulate your motherly virtues.”13
Despite these educational opportunities, elite urban women experienced greater seclusion in their families over time. The neo-Confucian thought that flourished after 1000 CE renewed ideals of female obedience and chastity. In addition, foot binding enforced women’s dependence and helped limit their mobility to the inner quarters of the family home. The practice originated among elites after 1300 CE but ultimately spread to other classes as well. It severely deformed the toes by binding them from childhood to lie under the foot, making movement slow and difficult. Foot binding and the desire for diminutive feet may have reflected a concern about controlling women’s sexuality to ensure virtuous mothers. Initially it also served as an indicator that a family could afford to remove a woman from active labor, although bound girls could perform light labor at home, such as spinning. As compensation for enduring foot binding, a girl could expect a good marriage rather than life as a servant. Because it became so fashionable, even peasant women who worked in rice fields aspired to the small, painfully achieved feet of the ideal in order to ensure their marriage prospects. Foot binding spread through much of China, lasting into the twentieth century.
In addition to convents, some Chinese women devised alternatives to marriage. Where daughters continued to produce textiles at home, they might delay moving to their husbands’ homes for several years after they married. In addition, after 1800 women in coastal boomtowns began to renounce marriage without taking religious vows. They lived independently with other women, a practice known as “combing your own hair.” When silk manufacturers hired female workers in areas such as the Canton Delta, young women who knew they could earn wages pledged spinsterhood to avoid marriage. They paid for a “celibacy ceremony” equivalent to a wedding, and some worshiped the goddess of mercy, Guan Yin, because she had been unmarried. When women migrated out of the Canton area to take jobs as domestic servants in cities, they took the practice with them. Anthropologist Janice Stockard considers these forms of marriage resistance the loopholes in gender hierarchy in China. As in other cultures, both productive labor and female solidarity softened the harshest features of patriarchy.
European Cities and the Ideal of Separate Spheres 
Where urban life and trade flourished in Europe, as in Africa and China, class greatly affected the experience of gender. As early as the ancient city-states of Greece, when urban wealth allowed some European women to cease agricultural labor, new ideals for elite women emerged. Because these ideals became highly influential in western European thought, they deserve close attention. Beginning with the ancient Greeks, Western political theory divided life into the polis, or public arena, a male domain of politics, and the oikos, a private female sphere of the home. These spaces were not simply different; they were differently valued. Because the ancient Greeks and later Europeans associated the polis with male rationality and the oikos with female irrationality, they excluded women from politics. Their weaker natures, Plato argued in The Republic , meant that women endangered the state. As Aristotle put it in the fourth century BCE, “The courage of a man is shown in commanding, of a woman in obeying.”14 Exceptional women transcended the limitations of gender, as did the Greek poet Sappho or the wives of Sparta’s military elite, who accumulated wealth while their husbands fought foreign wars. But the ideological framework of separate spheres remained influential for centuries.
Class differences affected women’s experience of these ideas. In medieval Europe, wealthy urban women could enjoy the privileges of servants and the possibility of some education, and those who ran feudal manors could exercise significant authority. Like their Chinese Buddhist counterparts, Christian women could choose religion over marriage by becoming nuns, especially if they had the wealth to join a convent. Female abbesses exercised authority over large religious institutions during the Middle Ages. Some ran convents with up to eight hundred nuns, far removed from male church authorities. The exceptional twelfth-century nun Hildegard of Bingen established several convents, preached widely, and wrote medical treatises, books, and music inspired by divine revelations.
Outside of convents, urban women exercised religious authority in the public sphere when they cared for the needy, healed the sick, or organized charities. This model of women’s charitable role continued to provide a source of public female authority in later eras of western European history. Servants, serfs, and poor urban women had no such opportunities. Most of these women continued to contribute productive labor in the home, where husbands retained authority over their wives and daughters. Outside the home, women could earn wages as servants, a very important source of income that also delayed marriage. When women engaged in skilled crafts, they could expect to be paid one-half to two-thirds of what men earned.
The decline of feudalism and the birth of a “modern” worldview in Europe seemed to accentuate gender asymmetry rather than undermine it. Intellectual and cultural life reflected this distinction, as the historian Joan Kelly once suggested in an essay titled “Did Women Have a Renaissance?” The Renaissance era, roughly from 1400 to 1600, witnessed an important flowering of the arts and literature, but Kelly pointed out the greater distinctions between male and female modes of authority. In intellectual life, woman represented the antithesis and inferior of man. According to Thomas Aquinas, men were created in the image of God, while women came later as the subordinates of men. Men were active but women passive; as perpetrators of original sin, women were not capable of perfection. Reviving classical notions about women’s irrationality, Renaissance depictions viewed woman as the flesh, sexually uncontrollable and liable to temptation by the devil. This association of women, sin, and the devil laid the groundwork for the accusations of witchcraft that targeted women during the Inquisition and the later witch hunts. From 1500 to 1800 four times more women than men were persecuted as witches, with estimates of those killed ranging from a hundred thousand to more than a million.
The narrowing of European women’s sphere affected their public influence. For centuries nuns had ministered to the poor and sick in their communities. Increasingly, however, the church required nuns to remain in the convent rather than the world at large. Once-powerful abbesses came under the oversight of the male church hierarchy, losing their administrative independence. As universities formed to expand higher education outside the Church, only elite men could benefit from the new knowledge of the Renaissance. Exceptional women might still succeed at trade or in the arts. Christine de Pizan overcame opposition to her writing in the 1400s by arguing that God had created men and women with equal potential. The Jewish merchant Glikl of Hameln left a memoir of her life in the 1600s that included travel, trade, and business as well as piety and motherhood. Nonetheless, influential women in public life remained on the margins of European society as both religion and the law prescribed a stronger domestic ideal for women and a stricter gender division of labor.

CAPITALISM AND COLONIALISM 
Capitalism intensified the growth of markets, the specialization of labor, and the belief in separate male and female spheres. In China, the petty capitalism of family shops and trading expanded, but state economic policies precluded large-scale capitalism from taking root. In contrast, after 1600 a predominantly capitalist mode transformed the western European economy, setting the stage for an industrial revolution that would take off after 1800. Based on the unlimited accumulation of wealth, investment for profit, and expanding commercial markets, capitalism affected all features of European life. In addition, it encouraged the colonial enterprise and the slave trade, which would in turn disrupt gender relations in Africa and the Americas.
With its merchants, shops, and the putting-out system of production, capitalism encouraged a new economic division between women and men by separating wage labor from the household. Early capitalism narrowed women’s opportunities for work outside the home. The guild system, through which apprentices advanced in rank as they learned crafts and trades, excluded women workers, who could engage only in certain types of labor, such as laundry or clothing production. By the 1500s, only one professional role remained for women, that of midwife. As wage labor spread, the value of women’s traditional work in the home diminished. Women’s home production helped fuel economic expansion (spinning provided the basis for textile production, for example), but factories and shops would soon supplant the old domestic economy. Whether as laborers or merchants, men increasingly earned money, the measure of worth under capitalism. Limited by child-rearing tasks to the home, women had less access to wages and thus became more dependent on men in the family.
Separate Spheres Revisited 
Along with these economic changes, ideas about gender increasingly relegated many European women to a more dependent, domestic role. Although the Protestant Reformation inspired a few radical sects that preached gender equality, in England and northern Europe, Protestantism eliminated the option of the convent and emphasized woman’s piety as wife and mother within the home. Women who did not fit into the family, such as spinsters and widows, became more economically vulnerable. They were more likely to be accused as witches in the trials that lasted into the early 1700s. European legal thought reinforced women’s subordinate status in the family. Influential commentaries on English common law emphasized that in marriage the husband and wife became one legal entity, represented solely by the man. According to William Blackstone, “The very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage.” 15 A married woman had no right to her own property or her own wages. This concept of “coverture” enforced patriarchy within the middle and upper classes. For propertyless families, it had less direct impact.
During the 1800s, the ideology of separate sexual spheres intensified. “Man for the field and woman for hearth . . . Man to command and woman to obey; all else confusion” was how Alfred Lord Tennyson characterized the British point of view in an 1849 poem.16 In England and the United States, the mark of middle-class status became a wife who remained in the home while her husband earned money in trade, commerce, or the professions. In contrast to this private ideal, a woman who turned to prostitution became a “public woman,” stigmatized for her fall from chastity. Although working-class women had to help support their families, the domestic ideal shaped the occupations available to them— mostly servant or seamstress—and their low wages.
In the nineteenth century, new scientific ideas bolstered earlier religious precepts in support of women’s dependence on men. According to Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theory of sexual selection, reproductive strategies produced different male and female natures, his much stronger than hers. In order to compete for mates, Darwin proposed, male animals had more variations (the colorful peacock, for example) and were more advanced than females. Generalizing to humans, Darwin wrote, “Man is more courageous, pugnacious, and energetic than woman, and has a more inventive genius.” Man thus attained “a higher eminence, in whatever he takes up, than woman can attain.”17 A product of his own time, Darwin’s ideas and his language rested upon Victorian views of proper female and male behavior. His examples from animal life overlooked or ignored the many species that do not fit a Western cultural ideal of aggressive males and passive, nurturant females. (Had Darwin considered the red queen and black widow spiders, who destroy the male after mating, or those polyandrous shore birds with larger and more brightly feathered females who leave males to sit on their eggs and feed hatchlings while they mate with a few other males, he might have revised his view of the female sex.)
Darwin’s views of women’s weaker intellect came to justify male privilege. Influential nineteenth-century scholars invoked evolutionary theory to discourage women from seeking higher education or entering male professions. Herbert Spencer in England and G. Stanley Hall in the United States warned that using their brains made women unfit for motherhood because it would “enfeeble their bodies.”18 Similarly, these social Darwinists believed that natural selection had endowed Europeans (particularly Anglo-Saxons) with greater mental and moral capacity than “primitive” peoples. Because they associated higher civilization with the elaboration of gender difference, they denigrated cultures in which male and female tasks overlapped.
Gender and Colonialism 
As capitalism expanded, the colonial conquest of native peoples in North America, Asia, Africa, and Latin America exported European technologies and values throughout the world. Beginning around 1500 Christian missionaries proselytized their patriarchal religion, converting pantheistic cultures by force or persuasion. By 1900 Great Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, and the United States had established global economic and political outposts. Together, missionaries, merchants, and colonial officials brought Christianity and capitalism to much of the world.
Europeans justified colonialism in part by the belief that they could bring the benefits of civilization, progress, and technology to the peoples they deemed to be primitive. In fact, the colonized included highly developed cultures, such as the Maya and Inca in Central and South America and the Arabs, Persians, and Chinese in Asia, who had developed advanced technologies long before the Europeans. Nonetheless, colonialists viewed all of them as uncivilized heathens, more primitive and less modern than Europeans. Since colonialists themselves produced the opposition between the “traditional” and the “modern” (as well as between “heathen” and “Christian,” and later “First World” and “Third World”), these terms must be used with caution. They provide insight into the European worldview but not an accurate description of the rest of the world.
Colonialism transported many ideas about gender that both reinforced existing inequalities and introduced new ones. European colonial rulers assumed the natural superiority of the separate male and female spheres idealized in their own societies. To missionaries and colonial officials, all other gender systems oppressed women. Separate spheres, however, did not fit gender relations among the Seneca, the Inca, or, for that matter, working-class or peasant families within Europe. Yet missionaries attempted to impose a strict gender distinction. In North America, Protestants encouraged Seneca women to give up agriculture and spin cloth in private households. During the Spanish conquest of Latin America, Catholic priests persecuted as witches those women who worshiped female deities, while colonial officials recognized only male political leaders.
Colonialism and Gender: The Case of Africa 
From the mid-1400s to the mid-1800s colonial economic projects profoundly affected African life. Aside from the extraordinary human costs of the slave trade, the accumulation of capital altered the balance of gender relations. Europeans encouraged cash crops, trade, and the individual ownership of land. Where women had once controlled home production, the marketing of goods for sale in other parts of the world upset their reciprocal family relations. Cloth production in the western Sudan provides a good example. Maraka women had produced most family clothing, which enabled them to maintain rights to their own wealth and authority within their families. During the era of slave labor, however, production for a regional market expanded. Men, rather than women, controlled this process. Although their families became wealthy, wives lost their customary rights and the balance of power in families shifted toward men.
In the past, farm life in Africa had imposed obligations and constraints on both genders. Although men enjoyed greater privileges, women could earn wealth and status by providing food, trading surpluses, and bearing children. In the colonial era, Europeans encouraged only male cultivation of land, preferring to import men from other parts of Africa rather than hire female farmworkers. Men, but not women, learned to use the plow and other farming innovations, creating a technological gap between male and female productivity. Among the Igbo, the British government not only gave new technology solely to men but also banned the custom of “female husbands.” Colonial policies eroded Igbo women’s customary land use rights as well.
A range of colonial practices further weakened women’s social authority. Most missionaries in Africa proselytized for patriarchy when they emphasized the biblical image of God the father as a model for the family. In addition, colonial administrators, such as the British in Nigeria, ignored women’s local political power by recognizing only male rulers. Even though colonial courts often ruled in favor of women, the courts themselves supplanted the women’s tribunals that once had jurisdiction over women’s local disputes. The colonial economy encouraged migration, particularly by sons who sought work for wages on plantations and in cities. In the early 1900s, male migrants to cities had access to education and thus to more desirable jobs, such as those in the civil service. Women who migrated to cities usually became domestic servants or prostitutes. When men’s wages could not support their families, wives entered the informal sectors of the urban economy, bartering or selling goods such as matches and cigarettes on city streets.
African women recognized their loss of economic and political leverage and tried to preserve their customary rights. A major resistance movement, the 1929 “women’s war” in Nigeria (the British called it the Aba riots), was a response to rumors among Igbo women’s trading networks that the British were going to impose a new tax on women’s property. Long-seething resentments erupted as tens of thousands of women participated in mass protests. In an effort to prevent men from enforcing these new policies, the chanting women ridiculed and attacked both African chiefs and colonial officials. Women went to the jails en masse and released prisoners. They burned down the very courts that had usurped female juridical power in the villages. To try to quell the women’s revolt, the British first sent police, then soldiers, and finally even the Boy Scouts. Eventually shooting into crowds, the British killed fifty women and injured fifty others, ending the “women’s war” for the moment.
Elsewhere in Africa group resistance occurred sporadically. In 1959, about two thousand eastern Nigerian women protested their declining status by marching into a neighboring town, occupying the market, and setting fire to it. They negotiated a resolution that eliminated all foreign courts and schools in their area and expelled all foreigners. The movement spread to neighboring ethnic groups, especially where new farming techniques had been introduced. Resistance occurred within the family as well. In the Cameroon, men given land by European law consulted with their wives before making decisions (in part so their wives wouldn’t desert them). Some wives refused to help their husbands produce cash crops or perform household labor unless they were paid for their labor or at least consulted about decisions.
The colonial encounter in West Africa illustrates the historical complexity of patriarchy. Long before feminism called for political equality, African women had enjoyed forms of authority as farmers, traders, or mothers. Capitalism and colonialism weakened their base of power and increased women’s dependence within the family. Resting firmly on an ideology of separate spheres, colonialism failed to value sufficiently women’s labor in the family, and it did not view women’s economic dependence on men as problematic. In their acts of resistance, African women recognized their historical losses.
As the examples in this chapter suggest, even if we acknowledge the ubiquity of male privilege in African, Chinese, and western European history, the wide ranges in both patriarchal practices and women’s resistance are equally striking. Women’s power in relation to men could be reciprocal or subordinate, depending on economic structure and cultural beliefs. Certain practices have historically heightened gender asymmetry: patrilineal, patrilocal families, such as those in rural China; the removal of women from productive labor when early capitalism reshaped European and African economies; or the imposition of external gender systems, as during the colonial encounter in Latin America and Africa. History reveals as well common themes in the empowerment of women under patriarchy. The status that women achieve through bearing children, along with the cultural celebration of motherhood, recurs across cultures. So does the importance of solidarity with other women. “Even if you girls are not sons,” wrote the Chinese poet Zhang Shulian, “. . . develop together, support and do not impede each other.”19 Women supported each other in alternatives to the family, such as convents and the women’s trading networks that regulated markets and intervened in family conflicts.
Finally, this cross-cultural review reveals the importance of labor as a critical source of women’s power in the past. When women’s labor entitled them to use or sell products such as food or cloth, they enjoyed greater leverage in the family and were more likely to hold public authority. When the labor of wives and children enhanced men’s prestige, as among African farmers, women might have greater influence, even if they were culturally devalued. Capitalism produced sharper contrasts between men’s and women’s labor in Europe and its colonies. When women’s economic dependence in the family deepened and new ideas questioned inequality, the stage was set for feminist politics.
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*Parliament = unicameral assembly or lower chamber of bicameral assembly

Sources: The World's Women 1970-1990: Trends and Statistics (New York: United Na-

tions, 1091), 32; The Warld's Women 2000: Trends and Statistics (New York: United

Nations, 2000), 164
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