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I. Introduction

Feminism as a Symptom
Since the nineteenth century, in one way or another, gender relations
have been a contentious issue in societies across the globe. The vari-
ous ways in which gender differences were established, transformed,
and upheld, as well as their symbolic usages, became characteristic for
modernizing societies and the national, multinational, and imperial
identities they developed. As a result, in many countries women chal-
lenged gender hierarchies that were, to a large extent, to their disad-
vantage. However, they did so in different ways. Women envisaged
diverse paths to, and different concepts of, what they saw as a just re -
lationship between the sexes. In the same way that there are different
modernities, modernizing societies were neither all based on the same
gender regimes, nor did they all produce the same kind of wo men’s
movement. However, what many of them did have in common was
that at some point their asymmetrical gender order was challeng ed by
various forms of women’s activism. In the course of the twentieth cen-
tury the term ‘feminism’ has become a shortcut to describe these
developments, although by no means all historical protagonists later
associated with the term would have identified with it at the time.
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Feminism takes place in different languages and idioms. Scholars
analysing historical gender regimes and women’s activisms in differ-
ent countries, empires, and colonies have criticized notions of what is
seen as avant-garde, and what is seen as belated, in Western and non-
Western countries respectively. They have called for greater attention
to be paid to the ‘contemporary-ness’1 of feminist discourses in many
places. More specifically, Marilyn Booth has suggested that we ’think
of feminism as . . . coevally produced across locales’ and with ‘a
notion of contemporaneity that recognises difference but does not
hierarchise it’.2 The very term ‘feminism’ itself, as well as parallel
expressions, moving through time, fields of agency, languages, and
disciplines since the beginning of the twentieth century, can be
analysed as a ‘travelling concept’ that has a sinuous career of chang-
ing meanings.3 Historians, as well as scholars of translation studies,
have addressed various uses, ideas, and ideologies that were linked
to the word and the concept, and have argued both for and against a
generalizing use of the term feminism in scholarly research.4 They
have done so in the context of a broader analysis of the gendered
binaries, asymmetries, imbalances, and in/visibilities that are estab-
lished and translated through languages.5 That said, translation itself
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is a complex practice that creates and traverses transnational spaces.
While it has to tackle different concepts of gender, identity, commu-
nity, and the individual in different cultures, translation also takes
place in hierarchical political and economic spaces. Accompanying
global relations of political dominance and economic inequality, lan-
guages were given different value and offered, and still offer, unequal
chances to make their speakers’ ideas heard on a transnational level.

Moreover, historians of feminism are confronted with the fact that
feminism is both a term used in historical sources in a variety of ways
and an analytical concept in the context of feminist theory. Following
Caroline Arni, this article argues that historians should bring a criti-
cally reflexive approach to anachronisms (embracing rather than
rejecting them), and at the same time radically historicize both his-
torical expressions and analytical concepts.6 Substantial research has
already been carried out in this field. In the course of a critical assess-
ment of conceptual history, Gisela Bock has analysed the history of
the German term ‘emancipation’ and its parallel concepts. Among
the latter, she also looked into feminism, which made its first appear-
ance in that language around 1900.7 Reflecting a workshop held in
Oxford in 2017, Kathryn Gleadle and Zoë Thomas differentiated var-
ious terms by which activism against gender injustice had been iden-
tified around the world and discussed the appropriateness of the
analytical concept of feminism in these contexts.8

Building on these and similar studies, in this article I start from
the assumption that the term feminism can neither be conceived as
one single concept nor as one neatly defined historical movement.
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Rather, I claim that its use or that of parallel expressions in a specific
historical situation should be read as a symptom, a signpost to con-
stellations and conflicts that need further inspection. The occurrence
of such expressions should become a starting point for the analysis of
concepts and contexts, networks and practices of very different forms
of activism aimed at changing gender relations to women’s advan-
tage. In the context of this analysis, I will, for the sake of clarity, avoid
using the term ‘feminism’ as an analytical concept. I do, however, use
the attribute and the noun ‘feminist’, in a broad sense, to describe
spaces, organizations, or personalities devoted to the improvement of
the situation of women, to an expansion of their chances and rights.

In the following, I will consider some conceptual frameworks for
this analysis. More specifically, I will discuss approaches to women’s
activism on a global scale as well as concepts of transnational histo-
ry, translation history, practice theory, and biographical research. In
the second step, I will introduce the case of Käthe Schirmacher, and
the part she played in circulating feminist ideas between various
European countries. I will conclude by discussing the relevance of
practices of cultural transfer in creating and maintaining transna-
tional spaces of European and transatlantic women’s movements
around 1900. More specifically, I will argue that translators had a cru-
cial but often veiled part to play in the globalizing arena of women’s
movements before the First World War.

II. Concepts

Women’s Activism in Different Places
The global scale of women’s activism9 does not mean that there was
ever such a thing as one single women’s movement. Historians of
feminist and non-feminist women’s movements, and of international
and transnational women’s networks and associations have shown
the various, often conflicting, approaches of research into those his-
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tories. They have highlighted the power relations and global hierar-
chies among them, as well as the tensions entailed in these move-
ments’ attachment to various political issues.10 Historians of wo -
men’s movements have shown how liberal European feminists, will-
ingly or unwillingly, legitimized and reinforced imperialist poli-
cies,11 while scholars of colonial and postcolonial studies have elabo-
rated on how Western gender images lead to the homogeneous con-
cept of a ‘Third World Difference’. In a seminal article, Chandra
Talpade Mohanty criticized the notion of a ‘stable, ahistorical some-
thing that apparently oppresses most if not all the women in these
countries’ through which Western feminisms appropriated ‘the fun-
damental complexities and conflicts which characterize the lives of
women of different classes, religions, cultures, races and castes’ to
support their cause.12 Feminist historians have also analysed the
ways in which various political movements included and, at the
same time, often marginalized gender issues.13 Studies of racism and
nationalism have demonstrated that identities of nationality, ethnici-
ty, and race were inextricably linked with ideas of femininity and
masculinity.14

In the course of their critical reflection of earlier approaches, fem-
inist scholars have developed transnational perspectives on women’s
activism on a global scale. These efforts can build on long-standing
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commitments in women’s and gender history to go beyond national
frameworks.15 However, although the call to provincialize Europe
has spurred a variety of new perspectives on global and transnation-
al history, this cannot entail a history ‘on equal terms’ without a ref-
erence point that defines equality.16 Therefore, this article argues that
a critical analysis of gender orders and gender inequality in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries should build on the concept of mod-
ernization as a driving force without stipulating one singular concept
of modernity.17

Further to that, any transnational approach has to meet method-
ological challenges of command of languages and availability of
sources. Archives more often than not impose the historical perspec-
tive of those who were in power. The spread of languages and the
availability of translations also strongly reflect global relations. That
said, a seemingly global perspective still can reproduce transnation-
al hierarchies and blank out marginalized histories in global periph-
eries. Education systems that support a hierarchy of languages as
well as long-standing archival practices have institutionalized hier-
archies that inevitably lead to methodological nationalism that can-
not be avoided just by the wish to do so. Therefore, I want to clarify
that although protagonists in the networks discussed below claimed
that they were speaking for the world as a whole, this article will not
support their claim. Moreover, as it relies on sources from European
contexts and upon knowledge of European languages only, the arti-
cle can only develop a fragmentary perspective on transnational
women’s networks.
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Transnational History
It has been claimed that transnational, entangled, and global histories
no longer have to be defended. Rather, Angelika Epple holds that
approaches based on methodological nationalism do not count as
‘state of the art’ any more in historical research. Those who do not use
any kind of relational perspective (the notion she uses to include the
various concepts) nowadays have to explain their narrow focus.18
Although it might, therefore, appear to be obsolete to repeat all the
valuable arguments that have been raised for a non-national per-
spective in history over the last decades, concepts such as global,
transnational, or entangled history still have to be defended against
the prevalence of national perspectives. This is complicated by the
fact that they do not necessarily provide a stable theoretical and
methodological basis for research. For one thing, this is due to con-
flicting and overlapping concepts of comparative, entangled, global,
transnational, and relational histories that can be traced back to the
contentious history of the historical discipline since the 1970s and the
many turns this entailed.19 Here I use the term transnational to em -
phasize this article’s partial perspective. What is more, the reference
to the concept of the national can also reflect that Western women’s
movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had
a strong relationship to the nation-state.

In a frequently cited definition, Akira Iriye and Pierre-Ives
Saunier delineated transnational approaches as dealing with the
‘links and flows’ of ‘people, ideas, products, processes and patterns
that operate over, across, through, beyond, above, under, or in-
between polities and societies’, a concept that has been criticized for
its vagueness.20 In a more recent text Saunier defined transnational
history as being a way of historicizing ‘contacts between communi-
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ties, polities and societies’, and as an analytical strategy to decon-
struct the co-construction of the ‘foreign’ and the ‘domestic’, as well
as the analysis of, often veiled, ‘trends, patterns, organizations and
individuals’ that ‘have been living in between and through these . . .
entities’.21 Given the multiplicity of possible subjects that this entails,
such a thing as one methodology of transnational history while
avoiding the establishment of sub-disciplines seems to be unattain-
able. Probably, it can most appositely be characterized as a special
point of view, a ‘transnational perspective’.22

This openness can also be an asset. It provides an avenue into
what Epple has suggested as a further step of relational historiogra-
phy which, in her view, should not only look into flows between var-
ious social entities but also analyse how such entities are created
through their relations with each other.23

This questioning of pre-established entities connects transnation-
al history and women’s and gender history. Furthermore, women’s
and gender history and transnational history likewise take the devel-
opment of the modern nation-state of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries as an important context and question the limitation of
analysis to a national arena. Historians of women’s movements have
looked into relations and networks beyond national boundaries for a
long time and have engaged with transnational perspectives in many
ways.24 However, historians who were instrumental in developing

10

ARTICLES

Dec. 2010, p. 1 <http://www.ieg-ego.eu/patelk-2010-en)>, accessed 25 July
2019.
21 Pierre-Yves Saunier, Transnational History: Introduction (Basingstoke, 2014),
8.
22 Ann Taylor Allen, ‘Lost in Translation? Women’s History in Transnational
and Comparative Perspective’, in Anne Cova (ed.), Comparative Women’s
History: New Approaches (New York, 2006), 87–115, at 89–90.
23 Epple, ‘Relationale Geschichtsschreibung’.
24 E.g. Leila Rupp, Worlds of Women: The Making of an International Women’s
Movement (Princeton, 1997); Mrinalini Sinha, Donna Guy, and Angela Woolla -
cott (eds.), Feminisms and Internationalism (Oxford, 1999); Karen Offen, ‘Un -
der standing International Feminisms as “Transnational”: An An achron ism?
May Wright Sewall and the Creation of the International Council of Women,
1889–1904’, in Oliver Janz and Daniel Schönpflug (eds.), Gender His tory in a
Transnational Perspective: Networks, Biographies, Gender Orders (New York,
2014); Madeleine Herren, ‘Sozialpolitik und die Historisierung des Trans -
nationalen’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 32/4 (Oct. 2006), 542–59; Clare



the field of transnational history sometimes failed to acknowledge
the contribution of gender historians.25

In their introduction to an influential anthology on gender histo-
ry from a transnational perspective, Oliver Janz and Daniel Schön -
pflug include questions of comparison when they define transna-
tional history as an approach that looks at ‘similarities of and differ-
ences between national spheres’ while it is ‘aware of the hierarchies
and asymmetries’ that characterize these spheres. For a gender analy-
sis, their focus on ‘effects of appropriation, refusal, reinterpretation
and translation’ is especially relevant.26 They distinguish three per-
spectives in feminist research: different gender orders, transnational
biographies, and transnational networks. The latter they characterize
as ‘transnational spaces [which] are also likely to . . . develop specif-
ic features that cannot be traced back to their national origins’.27

These ‘spaces’ evolving between national spaces turned out to be
particularly interesting for historians of women’s movements. The
spread and diversification of civil societies that took place in many
industrialized countries during the second half of the nineteenth and
at the beginning of the twentieth century had an important transna-
tional dynamic. That said, this development did not necessarily ques-
tion the national concepts of identity and politics. Rather, as Dominik
Geppert remarks, historians of globalization have argued that ‘trans -
national interactions’ have ‘aided the formation and consolidation’ of
national boundaries.28 Movements and networks that considered
themselves as ‘international’ developed in dense interaction with
national movements, connecting them, and sometimes also initiating
them, providing them with concepts, models, and strategies. As
information on initiatives in another region or country can motivate
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similar activism at a distance, the relationship between different
forms of activism is often complex. 

Historians of women’s movements have pointed to considerable
tensions between the ‘international’ and the ‘transnational’. Taking
the example of the multinational Habsburg Monarchy, Susan
Zimmermann has argued that as the participation in an international
association like the International Council of Women required the for -
mation of a ‘national’ league of women’s associations on a state level,
going international actually spurred national conflict and nationalism
at home.29 Julie Carlier and Corinna Oesch have both de monstrated
that transnational women’s organizations of the late nineteenth cen-
tury which were not structured by the membership of national
leagues indeed met with considerable difficulties and could not sur-
vive for very long.30

Practices
The extent to which transnational spaces have generated institution-
alized frameworks varies widely. However, the instances above illus-
trate the precarious character of transnational spaces and point to the
fact that they have to be constantly nurtured and upheld. I claim here
that the various relations of exchange between social and political
movements, regional and global, would not have worked without
the help of a set of cultural practices such as travelling, hosting, and
corresponding (to name only a few), which need to be investigated in
more detail. To develop and persist, transnational spaces require that
people engage in ‘doing transnational’ in some way, usually in the
shape of various practices.

In recent years, the concept of practice, as developed by practice
theory, has increasingly informed methodological approaches in sev-
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eral humanities disciplines. However, this needs to be adapted for
research specifically about transnational women’s networks and or -
gani zations. Early on, feminist theory related to the theory of sym-
bolic interactionism. In a seminal article, Candace West and Don H.
Zimmermann argued that gender differences are created in ongoing
daily interactions.31 Therefore, patterns of practices that accomplish
and corroborate specific notions of (gender) difference in a society
need to be analysed and deconstructed. More recently, Susanne
Völker has set out the uses of practice theory and a praxeological ap -
proach for research on women and gender and has highlighted the
long-standing ties between practice theory and gender research by
pointing to the concepts of ‘doing gender’ and ‘doing difference’.32

Likewise, research on international relations has embraced the
concept of practices to explain the development of rules in the trans -
national field of military conflict and diplomatic exchange.33
Emanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot have argued that the analysis of
transnational exchanges of all sorts cannot solely rely on addressing
the interplay between ideological perspectives and power structures
but also has to take into account routines of communication, rituals,
bureaucratic practices, and personal relationships. They define prac-
tices as ‘socially meaningful patterns of action, which, in being per-
formed more or less competently, simultaneously embody, act out,
and possibly reify background knowledge and discourse in and on
the material world’.34 They point to the epistemic dimension of prac-
tices which unfold in the repetition and variation of patterns rooted
in social structures. That said, this does not imply a simple repro-
duction of a given order but entails agency; actors can create alter-
ations and thereby establish new meanings.35
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Adler and Pouilot particularly emphasize that a focus on practices
can dissolve dichotomies as the former partake in continuity and
change, link individual and structural aspects, and are both material
and meaningful.36 However, they completely fail to include a gender
perspective, although the new diplomatic history, albeit slowly, has
begun to recognize the relevance of gender aspects in its research.37

This article takes inspiration both from the concept of gender dif-
ferences that are established in everyday practice, and from the new
interest in practices that constitute and change rules of communica-
tion in international relations. It argues that a focus on practices will
help us to understand a vital aspect of transnational and internation-
al relations, not only on the level of governments but also when con-
sidering non-governmental networks and transnational movements.
Here, I want to argue that gender history could benefit from a per-
spective on practices that is not limited to the production of (gender)
difference but includes a variety of patterns of communication in
women’s networks as well as in mixed spaces. Likewise, I argue that
research on international relations and diplomacy could profit from
the inclusion of gender on a practical as well as on a symbolic level
of analysis.38

Translating
Among the practices that support governmental and non-govern-
mental transnational networks, translation plays an important role.
Translation studies have pointed to various aspects in which transla-
tion needs to be analysed as gendered.39 These include the agency of
those who translate, the variations of meanings of gender in different
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cultural contexts, and the analysis of gendered metaphors of transla-
tion. Luise von Flotow and Lawrence Venuti have both called into
question the invisibility of the translator.40 While Flotow particularly
points to the hidden work of women translators, Venuti criticizes the
ideal of ‘transparent’ translation that leaves the reader with the im -
pression of reading the original and erases linguistic and cultural dif-
ferences.41 This ideal obfuscates the work and process of translation
and veils slippages of meaning as well as decisions that have to be
made during that process.42 The same strategy also renders the per-
son who does this work invisible. Taking into account that at least
during the twentieth century the vast majority of translators were
women, this effectively means that the work of women is blanked out
from research on transnational and international relations.43

What renders translation specifically challenging are the many
instances where, due to cultural differences, the literal and the meta -
phorical vary. The literal translation of a metaphor used for a joke or
out of politeness can destroy the meaning of what was said. On the
other hand, to find a comparable metaphor in the target language
always entails a transformation of meaning as the translated meta -
phor alludes to different cultural practices and meanings. These pre-
carious decisions are as unavoidable as they are, indeed, essential for
the quality of a translation. Sherry Simon has pointed to the gendered
metaphors through which they are discussed: fidelity of meaning
and beauty of language.44 The example demonstrates that gender is a
powerful metaphor that pervades languages. However, it also has
various meanings in different languages.

As a discursive construct, gender is built on the gender order in a
specific society while also stabilizing this same order. Since the 1980s
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feminist translation studies have pointed to the practical and ethical
questions which this entails. While the variations in meaning of load -
ed concepts such as femininity or masculinity are difficult to translate,
this is not only a practical question of translation. It also implicates
political decisions that form part of the translator’s agency. The way
translators interpret gendered images or concepts of femininity, how
they deal with the grammatical visibilities and invisibilities of gender
has effects on what impact a translated text will have in another soci-
ety.45 When these questions are taken into account, translation can
also become a feminist practice.46 Feminist translation studies have
also pointed to the considerable imbalances of the flows of transla-
tion that pertain to political hierarchies between societies, to the
inequality of languages, as well as to the gender of translated authors.
The spread of specific European concepts of gender in colonial and
postcolonial societies is only one of the effects of these complex rela-
tions between societies and languages.47

Discussing the challenges of an interdisciplinary approach to cul-
tural phenomena, Mieke Bal used the metaphor of travel to describe
the circulation of scientific concepts. In doing this, she inserted time
and place into a concept and thereby addressed the situatedness of
knowledge.48 Bal does not shun the insecurity this entails but rather
embraces the possibilities that emerge through an analysis of what
happens between the more stable moments of a concept for which
we, of course, always strive. She, therefore, contends that ‘concepts
are not fixed. They travel—between disciplines, between individual
scholars, between historical periods and between geographically dis-
persed academic communities.’ Therefore, their ‘meaning, reach, and
operational value’ differ between disciplines. In her methodology Bal
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takes these differences seriously. She holds that ‘processes of differ-
ing need to be assessed before, during and after each “trip”’.49 Here,
I want to broaden the use of Bal’s approach and use the idea of con-
cepts as travelling in a wider sense when I look into the term femi-
nism as also moving between national and political spaces. Thereby
I also follow the example of Ann Taylor Allen, who demonstrated the
relevance of conceptual history for transnational history when she
analysed various concepts of motherhood and their uses and circula-
tion among women’s movements in France, Germany, and the
United Kingdom before the First World War.50 Her work particular-
ly emphasizes that an approach that actively addresses slippages of
meaning instead of avoiding the semantic uncertainties that so often
occur in the interstices between languages can open up new perspec-
tives. It can thereby contribute to comparative historical analysis in a
very productive way.

Biography
In spite of all the advantages of the concept, the openness of transna-
tional history also involves difficulties. To provide and maintain a
transnational perspective requires a subject that sustains a certain
degree of consistency while it transgresses borders. It needs an enti-
ty or a defined context that can be linked to a delimitable body of
sources. One way of meeting this challenge has been to focus on pre-
constructed subjects such as transnational organizations. Another
way has been to analyse one particular type of policy. Reconstructing
(hierarchical) relations of economic or cultural exchange between
two or more societies by way of certain commodities or concepts has
also proved to be rewarding. Quite a few historians, however, have
examined various kinds of transnational biographies to explore diver-
sity beyond national spaces.51 These studies focus on various (chosen
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as well as imposed) experiences and itineraries that can include sin-
gular migrations as well as continuous mobility. However, sometimes
research on political movements that includes biographical material
encounters a difficulty in gauging the ratio between structural and
individual forces. The use of the term ‘leader(s)’ often reveals a very
specific (hierarchical) conception of a political movement. There are,
however, also more diverse biographical approaches to transnation-
al women’s movements. Some of them provide a large number of
biographies from diverse countries;52 others reflect the transnational
lives of cosmopolitan personalities who in various ways established
and maintained transnational relations.53

For several decades now, biographical research of all kinds has
experienced severe methodological and theoretical debates that both
denounced biography as an illusion and proclaimed its rebirth.54
Feminist scholars, for their part, have strongly criticized the ideolog-
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ical link between masculinity, individuality, and the idea of the polit-
ical subject that has deprived women not only of political rights but
also of a narrative of individual agency.55 This article suggests con-
structing limited cases based on biographical material. While this
approach can produce differentiated knowledge about a variety of
cultural and political contexts, it avoids the illusion of a ‘whole’ biog-
raphy.56 However, as any biographical work is entangled with the
autobiographical practices and desires of the individual under scruti-
ny, the critical deconstruction of these practices is a prerequisite for
any biographical analysis.57

A biographical perspective on transnational spaces allows the
political and cultural contexts of which the protagonist was part to be
studied in a productive way. Likewise, it illustrates various practices
that are or were specific to a transnational life, and provides insights
into intangible transfers of concepts and ideologies. In the following,
this article will use the case of the transnational life of Käthe Schir -
macher to illustrate some benefits of this approach.
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That said, considerable methodological problems arise when
researching a transnational life. Sources on transnational lives are
often stored in unexpected contexts; they may be held in multiple
countries, or they may have been redefined in a new political context
that reduces them to a national political perspective. In the case of
Schirmacher, we do, however, have access to the extensive personal
papers she left to the University Library of Rostock.58 These papers
are organized around her later nationalistic political views. The auto-
biographical desire expressed in Schirmacher’s papers partly consists
of the wish to produce a continuous narrative that shows her femi-
nist activities as part of a patriotic commitment. Provided this frame
is properly analysed and deconstructed, these papers represent an
extremely valuable collection of sources relating to international
women’s movements at the turn of the twentieth century. They also
record transnational cultural practices that played an essential role in
the creation of internationally connected civil spaces that developed
rapidly at that time.

III. Case Study

A Modern Woman
In an earlier project, together with my colleagues Elisa Heinrich and
Corinna Oesch, I showed how Schirmacher deliberately constructed
herself as a ‘modern woman’.59 Schirmacher, who came from an orig-
inally well-to-do German middle-class family, grew up in Danzig.
There, languages met and collided: the upper and middle classes
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generally spoke German, while the workers and the inhabitants of
the surrounding countryside generally spoke Polish. Her father’s
involvement in international trade before the economic crisis of the
1870s as well as the multilingualism of her home town may both have
contributed to her interest in languages. However, the Polish–
German conflict in West Prussia was most likely also the background
for her later nationalist stance. As a young middle-class girl in the
early 1880s, Schirmacher was without a dowry because of the decline
of the family business, and therefore had poor marriage prospects.
However, as for many unmarried middle-class women, it was also
difficult to find a way of earning her living, as barely any professions
were open to women. Schirmacher’s wish to study, ex pres sed at an
early age, was initially met with disapproval by her family. University
studies were not held to be appropriate for women and, at that time,
no German university would admit women.60

It was Hugo Münsterberg, later a pioneering psychologist at
Harvard University, who set Schirmacher on the path to becoming a
translator when he was only a student in his first semester. Schir -
macher began to exchange letters with her sister’s brother-in-law
when she was 16 years old. She already had ambitions to become a
student herself, but her correspondent advised strongly against that
idea, giving her lurid impressions of how badly the male students
treated their female fellow-students in Switzerland. Instead, he came
up with a suggestion closely linked to his own needs: he was very
interested in new developments in the humanities taking place in the
English-speaking world. But as young, middle-class, German men at
grammar school learned Greek and Latin instead of modern lan-
guages, he did not know English. Young, middle-class, German
women, meant to be wives of educated men, however, often learned
some French and English as part of their education. Münsterberg
suggested to his young relative that she should study the English and
French books he would send her. She should improve her language
skills as much as possible and likewise keep pace with him in his own
discipline. They would form a perfect working couple in the aca-
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demic field. By translating academic books, she could incrementally
become an academic herself, first only giving explanations about her
own translations, at a later stage also writing introductions to texts
she had translated, and, finally, becoming respected as an academic
in her own right.61

Learning modern languages, was, indeed, a more accepted path
to refining a middle-class girl’s education. Schirmacher’s choice of
discipline, therefore, can probably be seen as a way of reconciling her
thirst for knowledge with social expectations.62 Equally, the idea of
an academic working couple as envisaged by the young Münsterberg
eventually became a widespread model of the mostly invisible inclu-
sion of the intellectual work of women in academic work.

However, Schirmacher’s ambitions soon went beyond becoming
the educated, supportive wife of a prominent male figure. From 1886
onwards she studied German and French in Paris to become probably
the first German woman to earn a French university diploma. After
that, she served as a teacher at Blackburne House School in Liverpool
and studied at University College Liverpool during the same year. A
few years later, she was among the very few German women to study
at the University of Zurich at a time when Switzer land was virtually
the only country on the Continent to accept female students. In 1895,
again a pioneer, she received a Ph.D. in Romance Languages from the
University of Zurich.63

Schirmacher’s trajectory was exceptional in many respects, and
her achievements soon won her a high public profile. However, she
had to accept that her ambitious goal of becoming a professor (at a
time when no European woman was admitted to this position) was
unattainable. Instead, she embarked on a career as a lecturer, writer,
and activist. Her language skills were essential for that career. For
many years, translating was also a way of earning money for her.
What is more, her multilingualism also paved her way into journal-
ism and led her into the transnational space of women’s activism.

Between 1895 and 1910 Schirmacher lived in Paris. She worked as
a journalist and lecturer for several women’s organizations as well as
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for the International Abolitionist Federation.64 Even tually she became
a founding member of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance
(see Fig. 1). Between 1893 and 1913 she was also a regular delegate at
many international women’s congresses. As early as 1893, at the age
of 28, she was an acclaimed speaker at the World’s Congress of
Representative Women in Chicago. Despite her young age, she had
to give several talks, as she was the only German delegate to speak
English well enough for spontaneous communication.65  

In many of her lectures, Schirmacher discussed the difficulties she
and other academic and professional women experienced. In some of
these talks, she also outlined the concept of the ‘modern woman’. In
describing a large proportion of middle-class women as ‘modern’,
Schirmacher highlighed a social group under considerable, often
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Fig. 1: International Women’s Congress, Berlin 1904, delegates. Käthe
Schirmacher on the right, wearing a hat.
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severe, economic stress. At the same time, she also designed the
‘modern woman’ as an idealized model, as somebody who not only
had to be, but also wished to be self-reliant in every respect: ‘She sup-
ports herself, and so does not want to marry in order that she may be
provided for. She is fond of her work, absorbed by it, makes friends
by it, is respected for it, and so need not marry in order to obtain the
regard due to a useful member of society.’66

What needs to be emphasized here is the fact that Schir macher
could only present herself as the model of a modern woman through
her transnational life of travelling and living abroad. Even to attain
an academic education she had had to live far away from her home.
Building on that experience, travelling became a life-long personal,
economic, and political practice for her. Schirmacher was on the
move for nearly half of every year, campaigning for her causes while
earning her living through lecturing and writing about the countries
she travelled in. What had first been a necessity soon became a
lifestyle, a political agenda, and a business model. Later in her life,
Schirmacher structured her travel carefully and well in advance, car-
rying out lecture tours during the winter months (when heating costs
rose) from November until April, when she often used to visit fami-
ly and friends.67

Schirmacher’s life epitomized how individual travel can be a prac-
tice closely linked to political movements. At the end of the nineteenth
century, many thousands of lecturers like her travelled along the lines
of the fast-growing railway networks.68 In return for their commit-
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ment to a number of causes, the organizations they were connected
with supplied them with addresses, invitations, audiences, lodgings,
and sometimes even fees. For Schirmacher, travelling was also a way
to escape social surveillance, and it gave her the opportunity to pub-
lish her writings in German, Austrian, French, and British media. Her
case shows that at a time when models of social identity seldom kept
pace with technical and economic developments, transnational
spaces, with the variety of expectations and opportunities they offer -
ed, could be both a refuge and a place of freedom.69

However, her cosmopolitan life did not keep Schirmacher from
becoming a fervent nationalist. Rather, her life abroad enhanced her
identification with her country of origin. Certainly, her German-
nationalist stance brought her into growing conflict with some of her
transnational networks. Parallel to her estrangement from the inter-
national and national organizations of the liberal women’s move-
ment, Schirmacher gradually began to participate in German-nation-
alist activism, most prominently in the context of the Deutscher
Ostmarkenverein. During the First World War, she supported the
war effort as a member of right-wing nationalist organizations.70

In 1919 Schirmacher won a seat in the national constituent assem-
bly of the Weimar Republic for the Deutschnationale Volks partei
(German National People’s Party), a far-right, openly antisemi tic
party also known for its anti-feminism and misogyny. But she lost her
seat when her electoral district of Danzig was separated from
Germany by the peace treaty. During the 1920s she became a vener-
ated role model of the developing far-right women’s associations. In
her autobiography, written after the end of her parliamentary career,
Schirmacher attempted to integrate her radical feminist and her
right-wing nationalist commitments and contributed significantly to
her fame in these circles.71
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Käthe Schirmacher died, only 65 years old, in Meran in southern
Tyrol in 1930. The place of her death reflects her close connection
with German nationalists there, but it is also typical of her highly
mobile way of living.

Translating as an In/visible Practice
Among the various practices that make international and transna-
tional relations possible, translating plays an important role. But
although translators were indispensable in many situations, they
often remained invisible. In a short memoir, Hungarian suffrage-
activist Rosika Schwimmer recalled the language difficulties of early
meetings of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance: ‘I remember
how we were sitting the whole day and disturbing each other by ask-
ing continually: “What did she say?” when the highly envied few lin-
guists among us showed by signs of appreciation or opposition that
they knew what was going on.’ Schwimmer reminisced about a
warm embrace from Susan B. Anthony, whose words she barely
grasped, to epitomize the emotional atmosphere full of admiration
and geniality that bridged the lack of understanding.72

However, professional translation became an important strategy
of the Alliance. Its journal, Jus Suffragii, not only had an English and
a French edition, but also provided funds for the translation of
excerpts from its issues that were to be published in newspapers in
other languages.73 An editorial note highlighted the demand: ‘Surely
the generous contributors to the Translation Fund will rejoice to see
mentioned in our organ how many nations wish to avail themselves
of the proffered aid, and probably the zealous translators of the Lind -
sey-article will be no less eager to know in how great request their
work is already.’74 Various forms of translation are invoked here:
interpreting at international meetings, editions of the same publica-
tion in different languages, and translated excerpts which may or
may not have been published as a whole. In all these cases, the trans-
lators had an important role to play, but they remained anonymous.
Already in these two short quotations, it is telling that the text only
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mentioned what was (or was not) translated—Susan B. Anthony’s
words, the ‘Lindsey-article’—but the ‘zealous translators’ who ac -
complished the transfer were not remembered by name.

For Schirmacher, translation became a major vocation and
employment.75 It came in various forms and was often connected
with her political commitments. However, this connection rendered
it less likely that she would remain invisible. She earned money by
translating literature but also turned to texts more explicitly express-
ing her political views.76 In 1893 she translated Men, Women, and Pro -
gress by Emma Hosken Woodward, a British novelist who had criti-
cized women’s inferior position in Victorian England quite harshly.
Schirmacher wrote a preface for this book, thereby making herself
known as the translator and also as somebody who wanted to pro-
mote a specific cultural transfer with her translation work: ‘check
everything and keep the best—in this sense the book should also be
of interest in Germany’ was how she summed up her introduction.77
The fact that she signed the introduction with her name has to be
noted; very often at that time, the translator remained nameless even
when s/he commented on the text.78

Another aspect of Schirmacher’s translation practices was inter-
preting. As a founder member and board member of the Inter national
Woman Suffrage Alliance, she was also an official interpreter during
the regular international meetings of the Alliance. An illustrated
newspaper report of the opening of the Alliance’s second congress in
Copenhagen in 1906 pictured her as sitting at the right hand of the
President, Carrie Chapman Catt (see Fig. 2). Schirmacher’s prominent
position and the fact that she was the only board member apart from
the president to be mentioned by name underlined her importance
for the meeting: ‘Mrs. Chapman Catt opened the international con-
gress for women’s suffrage at 9 a.m. yesterday morning. On the right
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in the picture is the characterful figure of the energetic lady; she has
Dr phil Käthe Schirmacher at her right hand.’79

At the same time, her role as interpreter for all the negotiations
remained unmentioned. This might have been because of Schir -
macher’s double role as a leading activist and translator. However,
no other board members were mentioned. Therefore, this picture
epitomized how the significance of the translator was visible and
veiled at the same time.
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Translating Feminism
Often the most intriguing questions of translation pertain to in -
stances where words seem to be identical but do not always have the
same meaning. It becomes important to look into processes of re-con-
textualization when expressions, and the notions linked to them,
move back and forth between languages at different paces, thereby
creating an ambivalent and heterochronous transnational space. One
such word was the term feminism, which originated from the French
but circulated between different languages from the late nineteenth
century.80 At the same time, parallel concepts began to show up in
other languages and eventually became connected with the very
word feminism.81 Translation studies analyse how a concept that
exists in various languages triggers varying associations, addresses
disparate agencies, and slips semantically between the languages.82
Historians, however, can add yet another level of analysis in explor-
ing the contexts in which that circulation started.

Schirmacher was very much at the centre of this transfer too. She
was the author of several widely read and translated histories of
women’s activism in her time. Indeed, the term feminism made a
prominent early appearance in a French book on ‘le féminisme’ which
she published in 1898 (see Fig. 3). It listed the countries it covered in
the title (The United States, France, Great Britain, Sweden, and
Russia), thereby explicitly applying the concept to movements out-
side of France. But although the author’s exemplary approach avoid-
ed an openly universalistic perspective, her choice still established a
hierarchy, as she presented these countries as paradigmatic examples
of different political systems and cultural identities.83 Draw ing on her
French text but expanding it geographically, Schir macher brought out
a German book called Die moderne Frauen be we gung: Ein geschichtlicher
Überblick (‘The modern women’s movement: A historical survey’) in
1905 (see Fig. 4).84
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Fig. 3: Käthe Schirmacher, 
Le Féminisme aux États-Unis, en
France, dans la Grande-Bretagne,
en Suède et en Russie (Paris,
1898), title page.
Source: Bibliothèque nationale de
France.

Fig. 4: Käthe Schirmacher, 
Die moderne Frauenbewegung:
Ein geschicht licher Überblick
(Leipzig, 1905), title page.

Source: University of Michigan
Libraries.



Interestingly enough, the title of Schirmacher’s German book
referred to a historical instead of a geographical dimension, although
the French and the German books both combined the two dimen-
sions. The text now claimed to cover the whole world. Moreover, its
content was structured in an ethnicizing hierarchy of modernization,
depicting the ‘Germanic’ countries as those where women’s move-
ments were most advanced and successful, and Asia and Africa as
continents where women barely had any rights.85 Fairly successful,
Die moderne Frauenbewegung was republished in 1909 and subsequent-
ly translated into English, not by Schirmacher herself but by another
translator. While she had been able to draw upon her own French
book rather freely as a resource for her new text, the translation by
somebody else was expected to be precise; and it turned out that the
German word ‘Frauenbewegung’, then suggesting an explicitly femi-
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85 Gehmacher, ‘Reisende’, 63; Gehmacher, Heinrich, and Oesch, Käthe Schir -
macher, 280 (Oesch).

Fig. 5: Käthe Schirmacher, The
Modern Woman’s Rights
Movement: A Historical Survey
(New York, 1912), title page.

Source: University of California
Libraries.



nist context in Germany, had to be made more specific in the English-
speaking context. In 1912 the English translation was published under
the title: The Modern Woman’s Rights Movement (see Fig. 5).86

Both translations call for some explanation. Although the word
feminism had been introduced into the German language in the years
around 1900, it was obviously not yet identified with the women’s
movement at that time.87 Schirmacher’s numerous newspaper reports
on the women’s movement in France and Germany make that per-
fectly clear. When she wrote in French, she used the term ‘féminisme’
to address the French and the German movements equally, while
when she wrote in German, she always used ‘Frauen be wegung’.88 A
comprehensive review of the book Le Féminisme in the German femi-
nist journal Neue Bahnen illustrates that the term had not yet arrived
in Germany. It stated that the title was difficult to translate, as neither
‘Frauenfrage’ nor ‘Frauenbewegung’ were identical in their meaning.
Attempting to resolve this problem, the anonymous author ex -
plained that ’féminisme’ referred to a faction of the women’s move-
ment that judged all public developments in the light of women’s
rights but also with a general striving for women’s liberation. For
want of an alternative, the author then used the German neologism
‘Feminismus’ in her text.89 However, apparently this did not result in
a more general use of the term in the French sense. An article by
Schirmacher on ‘Frauenbewegung und Feminismus’ six years later
exemplifies the problem; in it she identifies ‘Frauenbewegung’ with
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the development of a woman to the level of self-realization, as a con-
sciously individual personality (‘Entwicklung der Frau zur be wußten
Persönlichkeit’) while ‘Feminismus’ in her view was built on un -
healthy eroticism and liberation only of carnal desires (‘ungesunde
Erotik, einseitige Emanzipation des Fleisches’).90

Another issue is the translation from German to English. It seems
that at this time, ‘women’s movement’ was already such a broad con-
cept that it could not capture the political meaning of the German
word ‘Frauenbewegung’. It is interesting that the translator solved
the problem by adding a clarifying attribute (‘women’s rights move-
ment’ rather than simply ‘women’s movement’) instead of using the
term ‘feminism’, which had already made its appearance in English
by that time. However, its meaning was still rather ambivalent. In
1911 the translation of a French book was published as a Feminist
Catechism.91 Often linked with France, ‘feminism’ and ‘feminist’ were
sometimes also used in either a very broad sense, applying them to
far-distant historical periods or, in a very specific sense linking them
to the most radical faction of the British movement.92 Both the jour-
nal Freewoman and the London-based retailer, the International Suf -
frage Shop, claimed to support a ‘feminist movement’.93 Presumably,
this latter reference to radicalization in the British context was the
reason why Schirmacher’s US translator did not find the term femi-
nism suitable for the larger contexts her book addressed. Moreover,
it turned out that the term ‘feminism’ was often used by anti-femi-
nists in a pejorative sense in an English context too.94
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However, ‘feminism’ soon did gain a broader meaning. In 1913
socialist feminist Ethel Snowden published her book The Feminist
Move ment, in which she held that the object of feminism was ‘to make
female human beings as free as male human beings, and both as free
as it is possible for the individual to be in a complex society like that
of the present’.95 Like Schirmacher, whom she also quoted, she claim -
ed to be speaking for the entire world. And like Schirmacher again,
Snowden compared countries in an orientalizing way. She declared:
‘[t]he Romance countries are far behind the Teutonic communities in
their treatment of women, whilst the Slavic and Oriental races are
still in the earlier stages of development in this particular.’96 Obvi -
ously, it was exactly this imperialistic universalism that rendered the
transfer of the term into colonial and postcolonial societies problem-
atic. However, this did not mean that these societies did not develop
their own concepts of women’s liberation.

Interpretation Disrupted
The invisible presence, or visible absence of the translator, was sud-
denly interrupted three years later at a conference of the Inter national
Woman Suffrage Alliance held in London in 1909 (see Fig. 6). At the
morning session on the fifth day, after the previous day’s minutes had
been approved, the proceedings stated: 

Before beginning discussions, Dr Schirmacher said that she
wished the following entry made in the minutes: ‘That though
I have been appointed as interpreter for this Convention, I feel
that I must not continue my office if called upon, unless it is
explicitly stated and entered into the minutes that I have
always asked [for] the suffrage for women on exactly the same
terms as men have or may have it.’97

Her statement was indeed recorded, and so she continued to trans-
late.
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Taking the example of that interruption, it might be inferred that
the translator becomes visible in a moment of conflict. But which con-
flict? At first sight, it appears to be not about translation at all.
Actually, Schirmacher was present not only as an interpreter but also
as a board member who had wanted to be re-elected to a specific posi-
tion, which she had failed to achieve the evening before. Obviously,
she supposed that this was the case because of conflicts regarding the
international organization’s position concerning universal suffrage.
In some countries that did not yet have male ‘universal suffrage’
(which is, of course, a contradiction in itself), activists argued that
fighting for this ambitious goal would only delay female suffrage.
Equality with the situation of men should be demanded first, while
universal suffrage was to be the next step.98 Repre sen tatives of the
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Diskurse über die Taktik der Suffragetten’, in Sandra Maß and Xenia Tip -

Fig. 6: Conference of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance, Lon -
don 1909, delegates. Käthe Schirmacher in the back row, third from
the right.

Source: National Library of Norway.



radical wing of the German women’s movement, however, rejected
this as an elitist approach. Schirmacher, from a more nationalistic
standpoint, feared that universal suffrage would weaken imperial
Germany. With her reference to the formula the suffragettes used—
‘as men have or may have it’—she obviously wanted to demonstrate
that she still took the same position as the most radical activists in the
United Kingdom.99

It was only years later that Schirmacher came across a slander that
seemed to illuminate the conflict from quite a different angle. As she
explained in a letter to the president, Chapman Catt, she had found
out that rumours had been spread anonymously accusing her for one
thing of leading an ‘immoral life’, but second, and clearly more seri-
ously for her, of having coloured her translations according to her
German nationalist political interests by ‘leaving out of it the strong -
est argument made by the speaker’, if she disagreed with it:

From 1909 you have been knowing that, as interpreter, I was
charged with ‘not translating correctly’; with . . . ‘leaving out
of it the strongest argument made by the speaker’, if not in
accord with my own views. This would come up to invalidat-
ing all the transactions, votes and resolutions of the Alliance
from 1904 up to 1909.100

Schirmacher urged Chapman Catt to conduct an investigation into
the second accusation as it not only touched upon her reputation but
was also damaging to the whole organization101—a demand the presi -
dent first refused, as, she said, her ignorance of French rendered her
‘unfit to judge’ the allegations. She wrote to Schirmacher:
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In my judgement, the only way to stop gossip is to stop . . . We
are at work in a great cause, but these picayunish personal dif-
ferences are making the big movement a very small one in
Germany . . .  Progress has come because we have forgiven and
forgotten all we could and passed over what we couldn’t.102

We might say that at this point different levels of transfer, and
translation, collided. At a historical moment of rising nationalistic
emotions in many European countries, it appeared to be of great
importance to translate more than just words. Feelings and historical
allusions also had to be interpreted—or left out. And, indeed, in her
correspondence with Chapman Catt, Schirmacher did go to some
lengths to explain the conflict-laden history of German–Polish rela-
tionships, which was at the centre of her own nationalistic concerns.
But then she demanded that this conflict must not be carried into the
international organization, as it would risk endangering further co-
operation on their common cause—female suffrage.103 This had
already been the intention of a resolution she had proposed at the
Copenhagen conference in 1906: 

That as the International Alliance for Woman Suffrage stands
for union and not for division, all allusions in public speeches
to recent political conflicts between nations, must for the sake
of international peace and courtesy, be carefully avoided,
unless such subjects are on the programme for discussion.104

One might therefore say that even though she defended her trans-
lation(s) at the London conference as impeccable, it eventually
turned out that Schirmacher was convinced that only deliberate
silence on certain issues would allow continuing communication on
what was at the heart of the activists’ common interest—suffrage.
That could, of course, also mean that not to translate might become a
prerequisite for the continuation of exchange. Chapman Catt, on the
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other hand, held that only if Schirmacher stopped her ongoing inves-
tigation into who had falsely accused her, could peaceful communi-
cations within the organization be maintained. In fact, therefore, the
conflict between the president and her long-time translator was
about what had to be kept quiet. In the course of the conflict, Schir -
macher retired from the International Woman Suffrage Alliance and,
indeed, from most of her transnational feminist networks. She
remained in close contact, however, with representatives of the suf-
fragettes until well into the First World War.105

‘Tolle Weiber’: Transfers between Countries and Times
For several decades, Schirmacher kept a working diary, taking short
notes on her correspondences, her writings, lectures, travels, and
talks. As always, she wrote her diary in French. However, on 12
March 1912, at a time when she was living in her partner Klara
Schleker’s house in Marlow in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, there was
a sudden striking change of languages in this most personal of docu-
ments.106 Right in the middle of the page, amongst the jottings on
daily tasks, the newspapers she wrote for, and possible topics for her
writings, we read the line: ‘Écrit Tag. Mrs Pankhurst. “Tolle Wei -
ber”.’107 ‘Écrit Tag’ referred to communication with a newspaper
Schir macher worked for regularly. The two German words, ‘Tolle
Weiber’, however, call for further explanation.

First, the question of translation arises: what are the two German
words supposed to mean? Is this a quotation, or are they the diarist’s
own words? In either case, it is an interesting choice. ‘Toll’ can mean
‘formidable’, ‘awesome’, but also ‘crazy’. The German noun ‘Weib’
equally carries ambivalent connotations: to call a woman a ‘Weib’ is
insulting, denying her attractiveness as well as rationality. But used
with the attribute ‘toll’, it can be an expression of admiration. We
should also consider the political context. The immediate context,
‘Mrs Pankhurst’, points to the English suffragettes. What happened
in the first days of March 1912 in the United Kingdom to provoke this
exclamation by the diarist? What were Schirmacher’s sources of
information on events there? 
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With the expression ‘tolle Weiber’, used in March 1912, Schir -
macher was probably referring to the arrest of several suffragettes
after the beginning of the window-smashing campaign by the
Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) activists in London.108
The fact that she used quotation marks around ‘tolle Weiber’ implies
that this was probably not an expression of emotion but a quotation,
either from a newspaper article she had read on the events, or from a
piece she planned to write. For both, we have indications but no
proof. Apparently the newspaper Der Tag she referred to published
no article under her name, although the story of the suffragettes was
covered.109

Some weeks later she wrote an article for Anita Augspurg’s
Frauenstimmrecht, thereby co-operating with the radical German fem-
inists with whom she had argued in London in 1909. She harshly crit-
icized the German media for their ignorance:

I have not encountered any objective description of what hap-
pened, nor any accurate description of [the suffragettes’]
motives, in any German paper. When it comes to the suffra-
gettes, we only get the news that appeals to sensationalists.
The suffragettes are never discussed in the reports of the polit-
ical press, they have not achieved the right to be mentioned in
the news section of the papers, and reporters and editors
remain unfamiliar with their cause. I believe I can safely say
that none of our leading editors reads Votes for Women; and
clearly, neither do any of the reporters, for if they did, their
reports would be very different.110

It remained unclear whether Schirmacher was accusing her male col-
leagues of not reading English papers or of ignoring female activists.
However, as in her diary, she made female identities an issue, asking
in the title ‘Are these still ladies?’ The suffragettes, she argued, were
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the antithesis of ‘ladies’, who were characterized by narrow class
interests. But instead, she wrote: ‘They are “human beings”, human
beings hungry and thirsty for justice. Christ blessed them, and
Heinrich von Kleist says that God loves those who die for their free-
dom.’111

The article is only one example of a series of texts supportive of
the suffragettes that Schirmacher wrote for a feminist German audi-
ence, the majority of which viewed the British militants very critical-
ly. And at the end of 1912 she published a book on the suffragette
movement that presented yet another mode of translation, mixing
journalistic reportage with lengthy translations of excerpts from the
material she used, particularly from the journal Votes for Women to
which she was a subscriber.112 With this book, Schirmacher again
took a radical position within the German women’s movement but
also intended to enlighten ignorant German reporters and newspa-
per directors, including in her article the address of the WSPU in
London where they could get more material on the cause. 

Schirmacher tried to translate militant activism as it took place in
Britain into a German context and thereby push the boundaries of the
hegemonic discourse again, but failed. Her book on the suffragettes,
however, translated into Polish shortly after it had come out, was
republished in Germany in the 1980s and remained the only book on
the British suffragettes written in German for many decades. It was
possible to translate the text into Polish (of all languages), and later it
‘translated’ into concepts of second-wave feminism of the late twen-
tieth century, precisely because it focused on the cause of suffrage
and mostly left out Schirmacher’s other convictions.113
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IV. Concluding Remarks

Precarious Practices in Transnational Spaces
This article has called for the patterns of ‘doing transnational’ to be
looked at more closely. It began by arguing that transnational spaces
only exist if they are constantly nurtured and sustained. I have
argued that not only ideologies and institutionalized networks con-
stitute these spaces, but that practices also play an important role in
their creation and continuation. Therefore, an analysis of practices
based on practice theory can enhance the understanding of the daily
dynamics of transnational spaces. In this analysis, practices are con-
ceived as patterned forms of action based on specific competences
and rooted in a social context. Although repetition plays an impor-
tant role in their realization, they are based on individual agency
through choice and variation.

Gauging the challenges of historical research on transnational
spaces, I argued that a biographical case study focused on a set of rel-
evant practices could help to tackle the heterogeneity and disconti-
nuity that characterize transnational spaces. Focusing on transna-
tional women’s activism in Western countries before the First World
War in this study, I examined the case of German-born Käthe Schir -
macher, a multilingual writer and activist who played an important
but also conflictual role in the creation of a transnational women’s
movement to provide some insights into the relevance and the limits
of practices of transfer for the development of transnational spaces of
civil society. Among her various practices of transfer, such as travel-
ling and transnational journalism, which both enabled her transna-
tional life and formed an important part of her contribution to the
development of a transnational women’s movement, I looked more
specifically at her practices of translation.

Analysing some examples of Schirmacher’s work as a translator in
the context of transnational women’s movements, I argued that
translation was a crucial practice for the development of a transna-
tional women’s movement around 1900, and encouraged it to thrive.
The International Woman Suffrage Alliance was aware of this, and
invested work and money in the transfer of information. That said,
those performing the work still often remained anonymous. How -
ever, Schirmacher’s hybrid status as a leading activist, journalist, and
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translator rendered her doings much more visible, especially when
conflicts occurred. Her case, therefore, is particularly valuable for the
analysis of practices of translation. It helps to bring attention to the
kind of work that proved a viable path into academic professions for
women. However, as the profession became feminized during the
twentieth century the work of translation failed to receive the neces-
sary recognition both in the history of knowledge and in the history
of international relations.

Taking the example of different types of translation Schirmacher
carried out, I contend that translation history could benefit from tak-
ing a broad perspective. Including various uses of translation such as
self-translation, (oral) interpretations during transnational meetings
reflected (but often not explicitly mentioned) in written reports of
meetings, and also translated excerpts in newspaper reports as well
as in books adds considerably to the analysis. It emphasizes the spe-
cific contexts of these transfers and opens up new questions. Further,
it argues that a historical approach to translation in particular could
profit from looking into moments of conflict when otherwise hidden
patterns of transfer become visible. What represents a failure in terms
of translation—the moment when interpretation is suspended—
holds opportunities for the historian. When the routine practice of
translating is interrupted, the translator’s agency comes to light and
otherwise invisible processes of transfer enabling transnational com-
munication become evident. The very moment of silence, a disrup-
tion in itself, creates new insights into processes of transnational
transfers. It also points to the sinuous itineraries of political ideas as
they move between different contexts.

The agency of the translator was one focus of this article. It includ-
ed not only moments of conflict but also questions involving choice,
such as which texts to translate, how to address semantic differences
between languages, how to deal with the audiences’ attitudes, and
when to remain silent. The second focus was on how concepts change
when they travel. I took the example of the term and concept of fem-
inism that began to move between languages around the turn of the
century. While the term’s varying meanings pointed to distinctions
between movements in different countries, the circulation of the con-
cept also could spur new perspectives in national contexts. Schir -
macher was instrumental in the transfer of the very term and the con-
cept between countries and languages and, therefore, her transla-
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tions, and her specific use of the term feminism illustrate this point
well.

To open up a perspective on ‘doing transnational’ in the research
on women’s movements around 1900 is the central intention of this
article. I thereby hope to contribute to several fields of research,
more specifically, to the transnational history of civil spaces, to the
history of women’s movements, and to translation history. Another
aim is to call for more exchange between approaches that, from dif-
ferent disciplinary angles, take practices seriously. That said, this
case study can only indicate some possible directions. An analysis of
practices in women’s transnational movements that revisits previ-
ous work on organizations and networks, on travel, correspondence,
lecturing, and organizing conferences and meetings in the light of
practices of transfer could be enormously rewarding. To establish
more contextual knowledge on specific practices of translation, on
the spread of multilingualism, the education of translators, and on
the funding of their work would add considerably to the under-
standing of hierarchies, economies, and politics of transnational
movements.

Another vein of research pertains to the changes translation spurs
in ‘receiving’ as well as in ‘sending’ milieus, to speak in terms of com-
munication theory. Although very valuable research has already
been done, particularly in literary and translation studies, women’s
and gender history could also gain from this perspective. Analysing
paths and effects of translations as well as the images of the commu-
nicating cultures they establish could help considerably in differenti-
ating historical knowledge about transnational transfers, entangle-
ments, and hierarchies.

This article has suggested that translation must be understood as
part of a broader political, social context. It also claims that the
volatile dynamic of transnational political spaces and the provision-
al character of any translation are intimately entangled with each
other and therefore have to be analysed together. I argue that the
ambivalences of interpretation and the choices it requires both form
an essential basis for the agency of the translator and put the very
person who translates into a dangerous liminal place in the context
of transnational political transfer. Walter Benjamin, however, has
reminded us that translations always have to include both: what is
meant and the way of meaning it. Pointing to such ruptures he has

43

IN/VISIBLE TRANSFERS



also made clear that all translation can only be ‘a provisional way of
coming to terms with the foreignness of languages’.114

114 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Task of the Translator’, in id., Selected Writings,
vol. i: 1913–1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge,
Mass., 1996), 253–63 (translation: Harry Zohn).
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