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25 Years of Gender & History 

Introduction 

Lynn Abrams, Eleanor Gordon and Alexandra Shepard 

 

This virtual issue, compiled to mark twenty-five years of Gender & History, contains 

a range of new resources to celebrate this milestone. The founding editor, Leonore 

Davidoff, discusses the journal’s origins in a video cast interview with Katie Barclay, 

a promising new contributor to the field.
1
 It also features ten of the most influential 

articles published in Gender & History over the last twenty-five years, accompanied 

by various forms of reflection on each article either by the authors or by a scholar for 

whom the essay has proved foundational.  

This virtual issue is designed to showcase some of Gender & History’s 

achievements over the past twenty-five years and to inspire future scholarship that 

continues to challenge and push beyond the boundaries that have long placed gender 

at the margins. The feminist agenda driving Gender & History’s commitment to 

analysing relations of power outlined by Judith Bennett in her article in volume 1 

remains as relevant over two and a half decades on. It is notable that many of the ten 

articles highlighted here were first published in special issues and tackle the big 

questions underlying the study of gender in the past. Together they represent the 

chronological reach and the methodological inventiveness of the journal as well as 

longevity: Bennett’s article was published in 1989 and remains a key point of 

reference; Sinha and Canning’s contributions appeared in the ten-year anniversary 

special issue in 1999 and have lost none of their ability to stimulate new thinking. As 

a group our highlighted ten articles represent some of the abiding themes 

underpinning the journal’s raison d’etre: periodisation, sexuality and the body (which, 

Leonore Davidoff’s interview reminds us, were ‘taboo’ topics before the 1980s), 

masculinity and, overarching all of these, the intersection of gender with other 

determinants of power. 

Interventions that challenge the boundaries of a conventional periodisation or 

chronology predicated upon male categories feature prominently in the virtual issue, 

perhaps indicating the continuing salience of the manifestations of gender for a 

critical historical narrative. Julia Smith’s article, first published in 2000, which poses 

the question of whether women experienced a ‘Transformation of the Roman World’, 
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pointed out the absence of a gendered perspective in the historiography of the early 

Middle Ages which, until then, had been largely resistant to such interpretations. In 

her reflections on the impetus behind the article twelve years on, Smith articulates 

how the combination of a personal intellectual journey and a very particular 

historiographical moment prompted a contribution which not only highlighted the 

very obvious gender blindness of scholarly work in this field but which offered a 

challenge to some of the underpinning master narratives of European and national 

histories. Adding gender was perceived as a ‘bolt-on’, in Smith’s words, rather than 

something integral to the whole project of understanding the big questions of social, 

economic and political change in the period between antiquity and the early Middle 

Ages.
2
 Approaching gender as a determinant of change is a project still unrealised.  

In 2008 the twentieth anniversary special issue invited contributors to 

reconsider the challenge of gender history to rethink and complicate narratives of 

continuity and change. It contained articles that offered critiques of historical 

narratives from the early Middle Ages to the twentieth century as well as 

contributions focusing on specific themes and problematics which, looked at through 

the prism of gender, offer exciting new perspectives on the ways in which we frame 

our study of the past. In that volume, Merry Wiesner-Hanks put the case for the value 

of periodisation not least because without it women’s and gender history risks 

becoming ‘motionless’ (and therefore irrelevant or at least marginal on account of its 

unchanging profile). In a return to Joan Kelly’s now famous question, ‘did women 

have a Renaissance?’, Wiesner-Hanks suggests that the rejection of the Renaissance 

as a useful category does not mean throwing out the baby with the bathwater. Women 

did experience the early modern, and interpretations of the early modern period need 

women and gender. The changes wrought by the Reformation and the cross-cultural 

interactions initiated by new global trade connections at the very least warrant 

continued attention to women and gender. ‘The story of modernity … needs our 

continued assertion that women were important agents in its creation and that gender 

is central’.
3
  

We hope that the journal continues to interrogate and complicate the 

frameworks and concepts we use to think about continuity and change over time. Two 

further articles in the virtual issue press us to consider how we deploy the body both 

conceptually and methodologically in historical practice. Karen Harvey’s article, ‘The 

Substance of Sexual Difference’ (first published in 2002), focuses precisely upon the 

eighteenth-century transition in scientific understandings of sexual difference 

whereby, according to Laqueur, models of the sexed body were fundamentally 

redrawn with profound consequences. However, for Harvey the Laqueurian model – 

so widely accepted and reproduced as a useful framework for understanding changes 

in gender roles in the period c.1650–1850 – requires modification and complication in 
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order to incorporate evidence from non-scientific and non-medical fields. Harvey’s 

findings in this piece, based on analysis of eighteenth-century erotica, suggest that 

throughout the period different concepts of sexual function and sexual difference 

coexisted. That one-sex and two-sex models, sameness and difference, sat alongside 

one another is an important corrective, at the very least making us think harder about 

the dominant story of the relationship of the body with sexual difference.  

The body though, is not just a reproductive vessel. Kathleen Canning’s ‘The 

Body as Method? Reflections on the Place of the Body in Gender History’, first 

published in 1999, offers a kind of route map to historical uses of the body, from the 

symbolic to the representational and the experiential, arguing that we need to find 

ways of making connections between the material and the discursive body while at the 

same time paying close attention to the precise contexts within which the body is 

politicised, inscribed and supervised. For Canning it is important not simply to equate 

the body with reproduction or sexuality but to embed the body in all areas of historical 

investigation from the state to the workplace, incorporating citizenship, war, social 

protest and political violence. However, the bodies under interrogation have 

invariably been white bodies just as, until relatively recently, the sexualities analysed 

have been the sexualities of white women and men. Michele Mitchell’s analysis of the 

historical literature on black men and women and sexuality in her article ‘Silences 

Broken, Silences Kept: Gender and Sexuality in African-American History’ which 

also appeared in 1999, shows how identification of issues surrounding respectability, 

dissemblance and sexual identity has shed light on power relations within the 

American black community. Mitchell argues that it is important to draw attention to 

conflict within that community as well as normalising those relationships as a means 

of countering external perceptions of sexual relationships between black men and 

women as pathological.  

The appearance of Mitchell’s article in our virtual issue is testament to the 

journal’s place as a venue for an article that challenges perceptions. And it is no 

exaggeration to note Gender & History’s longstanding commitment to publishing 

material that encourages our readership to reorientate the analytical gaze. Mrinalini 

Sinha’s ‘Giving Masculinity a History: Some Contributions from the Historiography 

of Colonial India’, which appeared in the same 1999 volume as Mitchell’s essay, 

pushed the boundaries of gender history by taking colonial India as its centre of 

gravity (looking from the inside out rather than from the western outside in) and 

problematised the emerging field of masculinity by suggesting that masculinity should 

not simply be equated with men as gendered beings. Indeed, writes Sinha, 

‘Masculinity, seen thus, traverses multiple axes of race, caste, class, sexuality, religion 

and ethnicity. Masculinity, that is to say, cannot be confined solely within its 

supposedly “proper” domain of male-female relations’.
4
 As Clare Midgley notes in 
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her appreciation, this powerful analysis which decoupled men and masculinity offered 

a fresh perspective on the workings of gender from an unfamiliar and therefore 

arresting point of view which explains why it has become one of the most influential 

works in the field, a ‘guiding star’.
5
 

Toby Ditz’s article in our virtual issue argues that historians of masculinity 

should nonetheless proceed with caution if they are to complement rather than 

undermine some of the founding principles of gender history. ‘The New Men’s 

History and the Peculiar Absence of Gendered Power: Some Remedies from Early 

American Gender History’, warns that the danger inherent in masculinity studies as 

they had developed by then (2004) risked characterising masculinity ‘as everywhere 

fragile and endangered, and even in constant crisis’, which moreover downplayed or 

ignored the implications of masculinity in the working of power, especially in relation 

to the subordination of women – which takes us full circle back to Judith Bennett’s 

cautions in her contribution to the first volume of the journal. Sinha’s article 

nonetheless epitomises the value of the transnational perspective, the ability to draw 

upon concepts and ideas from one place or context to inform and enlighten one’s 

perspective on another, often in transformative ways. Rebecca Rogers, in her 2009 

article ‘Telling Stories about the Colonies: British and French Women in Algeria in 

the Nineteenth Century’, although at first sight adding to the already extensive 

literature on European women’s encounter with the colonies, not only positions 

women centre stage in the history of French colonialism but also shows how the 

historian can deliver new insights by moving beyond the national perspective, in this 

case that of the French interpretation of the French colonial project.  

Perhaps the most controversial article in our virtual issue is Jeanne Boydston’s 

‘Gender as a Question of Historical Analysis’, which appeared in 2008, just weeks 

after her untimely death. Boydston challenges gender historians to rethink the salience 

of gender and to question the view that has become a shibboleth since the publication 

of Joan Scott’s essay, ‘Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis’, that gender 

is a universal category for symbolising relations of power. Drawing on her expertise 

in the history of the early American Republic and the writings of scholars of colour 

inside and outside the academy, Boydston argues that this concept of gender reflects 

the white culture and experience of the western world. Her analysis is based on the 

conviction that the introduction of a global and a comparative perspective leads to a 

radical reassessment of categories that have been universalised and invested with a 

sense of permanence. For example, she cites the work of African scholar Oyeronke 

Oyewumi to illustrate that in pre-colonial Yoruba seniority and not gender was the 

principal axis of power. Boydston’s aim was to encourage gender historians to look 

beyond binary oppositions and fixed categories and to unearth the complexities and 

multiplicities of gender identities across time and place. As Tracey Deutsch observes 
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in her commentary on Boydston’s article, to do otherwise results in the ‘flattening of 

complex historical process and meanings’. For Boydston, irregularities and 

variabilities are the stuff of human experience rather than exceptions that do not fit a 

given model. 

Boyston’s article will strike a chord with historians who have long argued for 

intersectionality and the importance of other categories such as race, class and age in 

shaping the lives of men and women. However, the novelty and core of Boydston’s 

argument is in its title, which urges us to question the character of the category of 

gender itself rather than accept the oppositional binary as a universal formation 

‘within which specific cultures might impose specific variations’. In this sense, 

Boydston’s article embodies the practice of gender history since its inception: self-

reflection and a constant process of reassessment. It is a reminder that history 

informed by gender involves a complex process of decoding and a historically 

specific approach to the ways in which gender has been understood, constructed and 

experienced. 

Lynn Abrams, Eleanor Gordon and Alexandra Shepard 
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