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Gender and Power in Irish History

ways in which gender history throws into sharp relief the power struc-
ture of a particular society. From witches to witness statements, from
motherhood to abortion, from cities to safaris, the exploration of gen-
der leads to an examination of power in a more complex and exciting
narrative — ‘a kind of madness’.
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See, for example, Gerda Lerner, ‘Reconceptualizing Differences Among Women’, Journal
of Women’s History (Winter 1990 , pp-106-19.

Joan Hoff, “The Impact and Implications of Women’s History’, in Maryann Gialanella
Valiulis and Mary O’Dowd (eds), Women and Irish History. Essays in Honour of Margaret
MacCurtain (Dublin: Wolfhound Press, 1997), p.33.

For a discussion of the use of the term patriarchy in women’s history, see Judith M.
Bennett, History Matters: Fatriarchy and the Challenge of Feminism (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006). The ‘Book Forum’ of the Journal of Women’s
History (Summer, 2006), pp.130-154 provides an interesting response to Bennett’s views.

CHAPTER TWO

Thoughts on Gender History

MARY O’DOWD AND PHIL KILROY

OF THE MUSES
GENDER HISTORY, IRISH HISTORY AND THE MADNESS
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boundaries or the conservation of what are currently established as
traditional ways of writing women’s and gender history.*
Coming almost ten years after her challenging article on using gen-
der as a tool of analysis, Scott’s summoning of the madness of the
Muses, may, at first reading, induce despair rather than desire among
historians of women.’ Having struggled to come to terms with her
advocacy in 1985 of post-structuralism, feminist historians were urged
by Scott in 2004 to engage in a continuous process of thinking about
the unthinkable: ‘the passionate pursuit of the not-yet-known’.
Gender, she acknowledges, is not the only category of analysis and is
itself being ‘defamiliarized’ by a new generation of scholars interested
in queer theory, ethnic and post-colonial studies.

There are also, however, common themes that can be traced
throughout Scott’s writing in relation to feminism and feminist poli-
tics. In 1985 she presented gender analysis as a ‘useful’ or ‘good way
to think about history”.” In 2004, she urged feminist scholars to con-
tinue that quest to think about history in interesting ways. Scott’s aim
is not, however, to engage in a restless chase of new or innovative
ideas for their own sake, or to reduce historical analysis to an intel-
lectual game, but to develop methodologies that advance the feminist
project. The goal is not just to destabilize interpretations of the past
from the perspective of gender but ultimately to destabilize patriarchy
in the present.?

In 1985 Scott had proposed gender analysis as a way around the
continuing dilemma of women’s history: how to widen the perspective
of ‘mainstream’ history to incorporate the findings of the accumulated
research on women’s history. Scott defined gender as a social construct
that can vary in different cultures, social groups and over time. She
pointed to several ways in which thinking about gender could be use-
ful to historians. The first involves comparing men’s and women’s
experiences in the past, an approach that had led to the development
of the field of men’s studies and the history of masculinity but had not,
in Scott’s view, done much to change the way in which history was
written. An alternative definition of gender defines it as an essential

component in social relationships: a ‘primary way of signifying rela-
tionships of power’.” Hierarchies of difference, subordination and
dominance, exclusion and inclusion are frequently based on gender.
Metaphorically and literally, gender is used to define difference and
establish power relationships. The organization of society is often
implicitly rooted in concepts of gender that are perceived as normative
but, Scott notes, often vary over time and in different cultures. Used in
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‘seem predictable and repetitious — more information gathering to
nt that has already been made’?*

Historians of women in Ireland have been slow to take up the chal-
lenge of Scott’s advocacy of gender as a category of analysis. There
are understandable reasons for this reluctance. Irish historiography,
even more than its British counterpart with which it shares a com-
mon empirical emphasis, has always been suspicious of theoretical
liance on the difficult and, at times, inaccessible,
language of post-structuralism did little to win her converts among
Irish women historians. Moreover, her self-conscious political agenda
as a ‘feminist historian’ sits uncomfortably in an historiographical tra-
dition that was constructed in opposition to the labelling of historians

s ‘nationalist’ or ‘unionist’. In the 1980s and 1990s, historians of

a
women in Ireland were enthused by the discovery of women in the

Irish past and the application of the gender/women’s history debate to
an Irish context seemed, at best, premature and, at worst, part of the
generational conflict among American women historians that had no
direct parallel in Ireland.

Gender, of course, has not been totally ignored by Irish historians
and a number of collections of essays have pointed to the potential of
it as a category of analysis although the emphasis, as among British his-
torians, has tended to be on examining the relative experiences of men
and women with initial forays into the history of Irish masculinity.”
There has, however, been no sustained debate on the value of gender
as a category of analysis in Irish history. The conference call for papers
for the 2006 Women’s History Association of Ireland (WHAI) confer-
ence on gender history in Trinity College Dublin elicited a very limited
response among the more traditional Irish historians. The papers pre-
sented to the conference did, however, underline the potential of gen-

der history at an international level, as this volume indicates.
Compiling lists of topics to be researched can be a lazy way of
analyzing the state of research in an academic field. Rather than lists
of unresearched topics on Irish gender history what we perhaps need
is the initiation of a discussion among historians of women in Ireland
as to the value of gender as a category of analysis. Is it an ‘interesting
way’ to look at Irish history? Many of the themes and issues that have
benefited from gender analysis in US history also have a relevance for
the study of Irish history. Republican ideology, the structure of the
labour market, ideas about the family, concepts of masculinity and
femininity are all perceived as more complex and more relevant by
historians when they incorporate gender analysis into their writing.

prove a poi

approaches. Scott’s re
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Scott’s thesis that political metaphors that are gender based reflect
attitudes to gender in society also merits interrogation in an Irish con-
ggest that we passively follow the American

bate if it is worth exploring some of the con-
ceptual frameworks now being developed by American historians of

text. This is not to su
model but rather to de

women and gender wit
such a debate could b
WHAL

Irish historians of women can bemoan the lack of gender aware-
ness of a new generation of doctoral students (and often, their super-
visors) but perhaps, too, we need to demonstrate more explicitly that
gender analysis is among the gifts of the Muses and can be used to

bring the ‘kind of madness that takes over, igniting and transforming
the subject’ of Irish history.

hin an Irish perspective. A possible forum for
¢ the new email list being developed by the

Mary O’Dowd
Queen’s University, Belfast

THE GENESIS OF WOMEN’S HISTORY/GENDER HISTORY

Discussing the genesis of the History of Women is rather like describ-
ing how over the centuries a world landscape or garden, or series of
gardens, have been rendered visible. They were always there. Skilled
and persistent gardening has enabled them to come into view. The
landscape of a woman’s life, of women’s lives, the context of their
lives, the history, geography, the society and culture in a given time

and place, all serve to create the fuller picture. Whatever has emerged
in the course of research is placed in a certain way,

a certain place and
space, in harmony or in polarity,

to other plants and growths. Then
the gardeners sit back and exchange commentaries and reflections,

hear dialogues and reactions. New aspects of the landscape emerge
and the process of gardening is enriched and expanded.

There was nothing idyllic in the creation of such gardens, such
landscapes. Over centuries women have striven to find their space and
growth in the cosmic garden, but it was barred to them (as it was to
other disadvantaged groups of race, colour, class and creed) as by
divine decree. Yet the conviction that the garden gates should be open
to them was always alive, and over centuries grew, first in individuals,
then groups of women, and finally they began to knock on the door of
the Academy. Yet it is hardly more than a century since women were
formally admitted to the garden of history, and Academy gardeners

Gender and Power in Irish History
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’ 1 n on their sacred soil.
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serious questions to address, beyond the metaphors. For example, in
Iecent times many Centres for Women’s Studies have been renamed
Centres for Gender Studies/Equality Studies:

* Has this brought the issue and place of women in society more
into public consciousness?

* Hasitexpanded the influence, skills and position of women in our
world?

* Are such Centres better positioned to effect changes in attitudes
between women and men in the Academy?

* Have in-depth studies of men and women led to radical, innova-
tive changes in gender equality perceptions and actions?

* Has the change advanced the essential task of rigorous research
and writing on women?

* Do such Centres consistently and critically address the basic ques-
tion: why is the actual position of women in society, at all levels
and in all fields, still so imbalanced?

* At present over 15,000 women are (December 2007) enrolled in
honours degree programmes in Ireland, compared with just 5,000
men. What models can Centres for Women’s Studies/Gender
Studies/Equality Studies offer these women so that they can take
their place as our decision-makers in the near future?

By addressing such issues, new and different landscapes/gardens could
emerge in the field of history, with truly pioneering and imaginative
designs, with possibilities for growth now and in future generations.

Phil Kilroy
Trinity College Dublin
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