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Conceptual thinking and planning for Women and Social Movements, International-- 1840 to Present began in the 2007-2008 academic year when Kitty Sklar and I began to plan an online archive that would make it easier for scholars and students to explore the history of women’s international activism from the mid-nineteenth century to the present.  We thought it might be as large as 100,000 pages.  We had just completed an online archive of 90,000 pages of publications by federal, state and local commissions on the status of women in the United States, which we included in the Scholar’s Edition of our online journal, Women and Social Movements in the United States, so we were familiar with that scale of publishing primary materials online.   But we knew that an international project would differ from anything we had previously undertaken, and we began with more questions than answers.  

We didn’t know whether 100,000 pages would offer sufficient depth for the breadth of a century and a half.  We didn’t know what technology would best duplicate the material—scanning, photography,or key-entered text.   How would we handle handwritten, archival material?  How would we index such a vast and diverse array of sources?  Would we include copyrighted material?  If so, how would we obtain permissions? What languages other than English would we include?  This essay describes the process by which we answered these and other questions about the construction of Women and Social Movements, International.  
Our most important motivation grew out of our commitment to international history, which was reflected in our print publications and in our editing of Women and Social Movements in the United States (WASM). We had been editing WASM for a decade by 2007, and had fostered its steady increase in international content.    We knew that U.S. women’s history was one of the most international dimensions of U.S. history and that it was connected to a vast array of women’s international activism globally.  We also knew that women’s international activism was underappreciated by scholars in U.S. history and thought that might also be the case globally.  So we hoped we could facilitate the development and recognition of scholarship on women’s international activism by organizing a large online archive of related primary sources.   

With the encouragement of Alexander Street Press, with which since 2003 our Center for the Historical Study of Women and Gender at SUNY Binghamton had been co-publishing the Women and Social Movements, and with funding for graduate students through the center, we began to discuss the prospective international archive with friends and colleagues.  They were uniformly positive.  With their help the project took shape during 2008.  

In the spring of 2008 we began to prepare a bibliography of items that might be included in the archive.  Recent technological innovations supported the project’s ambitious scope.  We reviewed bibliographic software programs for their capacity to draw on the data embedded in the online catalog, WorldCat.  After talking with librarians and computer consultants at SUNY Binghamton, we decided to adopt as our primary bibliographical tool the open-source database program Zotero, developed at the Center for History and New Media at George Mason University.  We needed a semi-automated way to assemble bibliographical information and a means of analyzing multiple characteristics of the resources we were selecting, particularly their diverse geographical content and time periods.  Zotero permitted us to download card catalog information from online catalogs including WorldCat.  Zotero also allowed us to sort and generate bibliographies of items in the database.  And we could transfer Zotero data to other formats for analysis by other programs.  Early in 2008 graduate students working with us began to learn Zotero’s ins and outs and coaxed it to perform the tasks we needed. 
While these technical explorations were underway, we began to involve colleagues in the process by which we shaped key conceptual issues.  We reached out to members of the Women and Social Movements editorial board in March 2008, at the annual meeting of the Organization of American Historians in New York City.  They joined us in a brainstorming meeting about the kinds of organizations, events, and issues that the archive would ideally embrace. We and they immediately pushed up against the limits of our expertise as Americanists and decided to meet with a wider array of historians at the upcoming Berkshire Conference on Women’s History at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis in June 2008.  At a dinner meeting there, we brought together about forty historians, most of whom were not Americanists, and discussed with them our initial ideas about the bibliography.  They strongly encouraged us to widen the project’s horizons and make sure that it was more than “American women abroad.” The meeting was transformative.  We expanded our focus thematically from one centered on American women’s international activism to one that explored women’s international activism regardless of national origins. 
We returned home from Minneapolis with the goal of providing board members with an extended bibliography by November 2008.  We worked hard that summer and early fall.  In addition to expanding the project thematically, we came to realize the importance of sources generated by women’s NGO’s after 1960.  That led us to emphasize the years after 1975 more than we had initially contemplated.  Working with two women’s history graduate students, Denise Ireton and Carol Linskey, who were funded through the Center for the Historical Study of Women and Gender, we prepared a list of organizations and events that we could use to search WorldCat.  Denise and Carol, later joined by Jessie Frazier, scoured WorldCat search results and we steadily built bibliographies within the search categories. Later, Denise and Jessie also developed the Zotero and Excel tools that allowed us to the track the work process in all its dimensions.
This process revealed that we needed to complement our list of organizations and events with a list of leading people, since in many cases key materials, and indeed key organizations, were generated by individual activists.  This led us more deeply into manuscript collections as well as published works.  In addition to searching WorldCat and its coverage of academic libraries, we used the same search terms with Readers’ Guide Retrospective to find periodical articles by and about these individuals and organizations. .
 By early November 2008 we had assembled a 128-page bibliography that identified almost 2,300 items for possible inclusion in the archive.  We sent the bibliography to advisory board members and asked them for suggestions—especially for new categories we might use in our bibliographical searches and for individual works that we had missed. We also took the bibliography to Alexander Street Press (ASP), discussed with editors there the conceptual thinking that underlay the selections, and contracted with them to co-publish the archive online with the Center for the Historical Study of Women and Gender.  Important in our decision to work with ASP was our confidence that the search and database capabilities that the Press brought to the project and the excellent indexing they offered would add significantly to the value of the final product.  Moreover, we knew from working with them on Women and Social Movements in the United States that colleagues at the Press cared about the scholarly apparatus, such as metadata, that is so important to online scholarly work. ASP provided financial support for graduate students working on the new international project and funds to scan documents and photograph archival resources. 
By preparing the 2008 bibliography we confirmed the shape the archive would take.  We anticipated that about a third of material would consist of proceedings of women’s international conferences and that we would make a concerted effort to secure whole runs of organizational proceedings.  Second, we drew on women’s writings related to international activism, sometimes reports of women’s organizations, at other times the writings of individuals.  Finally, we sought personal documents like letters, diaries, and memoirs, which showed the subjectivities that women brought to their activism.  These three kinds of documents interact synergistically in current scholarship and we wanted to do justice to all three dimensions of women’s activism.
With this conceptual and technological design in place, we prepared guidelines for acquiring and scanning documents.  We began by scanning sources that were available in the SUNY Binghamton Library.  Then we began to request others through interlibrary loan. We decided that we would scan materials for the archive, rather than rekeying texts, as had been our practice with Women and Social Movements in the United States.  This decision coupled with use of OCR technology permitted us to anticipate an archive with 150,000 pages of primary sources rather than the 100,000 page figure we had planned initially.
As we arrived at these criteria for the selection of documents, we also addressed the question of languages.  We found extensive publications in Spanish, French and German about women’s international activities. Initially we estimated that four to five percent of our documents would be in those languages, but as the work proceeded that proportion steadily grew.  Spanish was commonly used in the publications of the Inter-American Commission on Women in western hemisphere activities and also for grass-roots (non-governmental) initiatives known as encuentros feministas.  Most of the proceedings of international feminist conferences in France in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries were published only in French. And  many international organizations in the first half of the twentieth century designated English, French, and German as their official languages.  As we complete the final gathering of sources, we now estimate that 7-8 percent of the archive will be in Spanish, French, or German.  Since our Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software is English-specific and is able to convert only typed or typeset sources, we decided to prepare abstracts of the non-English and handwritten sources. Thus, when users do a full-text search of the archive, that search will be based on the scans of documents and on the abstracts prepared for handwritten or non-English-language documents.  In this way full-text searching in the archive will extend to all the sources brought together in Women and Social Movements, International. 
Before we began scanning, we addressed copyright issues, which quickly became an important focus of our work.  Items published in the U.S prior to 1923 were in the public domain, but the vast majority that we had slated for inclusion were still under copyright. We focused first on obtaining publication permission from twenty women’s international organizations.  Our Zotero database showed us that these twenty groups accounted for more than five hundred works, almost twenty percent of the total archive at that point.  We contacted women’s organizations around the world by email and phone calls, explaining our project and seeking their permission to include scans of their publications.  This process was laborious, but it was also inspiring since it brought us into contact with organizations and women who had done so much to shape the world we live in.  
While we corresponded with international women’s organizations to secure these first permissions, we began scanning works that were published before 1923 and were in the public domain.  That step confronted us with the online giant Google and its project of digitizing academic libraries.  After extensive comparisons of their work and ours, we were relieved to discover that our bibliography overlapped very little with full-text works that Google had made available online.  In part this was due to our focus on the printed records of women’s organizations, which we often found in archival collections rather than on library shelves, and due to our emphasis on materials that were in copyright because they were published after 1923.  After another bout of evaluation and discussion, we decided that we would not duplicate any materials available through Google.  Where Google had made available full-text versions of materials that we would otherwise have included, we decided that we would link to the Google versions, but would not include them in our page count.  We made the same decision about a few other online archives, including the Internet Archive.  
When we began scanning in the fall and winter 2008-09, we also began to explore archival repositories for manuscript materials.  We first approached the Sophia Smith Collection, the Schlesinger Library, the Swarthmore College Peace Collection, and the Library of Congress.  Initially we expected that manuscripts would comprise perhaps five percent of the archive, knowing that they would be labor-intensive and therefore expensive additions.  Yet as we explored these archival holdings we realized that they included rare published works as well as manuscripts and we began to think of them as a larger component of the archive.  We secured licensing agreements with these archives and arranged for photographers to make high-resolution digital images of the materials that our graduate students had identified in extended visits to the archives.  Later, we also approached smaller repositories, securing material from the Clarke Historical Library, Williams College, the Hoover Institution, Rare Books and Special Collections at Columbia University, and Hollins College.  In 2010 we worked in archival collections in Amsterdam at the Aletta Institute for Women’s History and the International Institute for Social History, where we identified extensive additional material for scanning.  We also arranged to include material from the National Library of Australia, the Archive Center for Women’s History in Brussels, and the Landesarchiv Berlin.  We expect to scan or photograph about 33,000 pages at these archival repositories around the world.  Some 8,500 pages are manuscript sources, another 9,500 pages are rare printed sources found in manuscript collections, and the remaining 15,000 pages are publications found in the libraries of these repositories.
Generally speaking, we approached these special repositories after our preliminary bibliographical research revealed holdings that interested us.  But that was not always the way contact originated. In May of 2009 we received email from Professor Jill Weber, in Communications Studies at Hollins College, letting us know about a rich collection of papers that had just arrived at the college archive.  Consisting of more than fifty boxes, the Mildred A. Persinger Papers traced the international activism of a remarkable graduate of Hollins College.  With the aid of library director Joan Ruelle, we spent three exciting days working in the Persinger collection in April 2010.  We identified for inclusion in Women and Social Movements, International about 3,200 pages of primary materials related to the four UN women’s conferences between 1975 and 1995.  We had these resources photographed in August 2010.  Earlier, in March 2010, as we had prepared for our initial work with the papers, we interviewed Mildred Persinger, now 93, in her home in Dobbs Ferry, New York, and she directed us to a former colleague of hers at the International Women’s Tribune Center in New York City, who shared with us more than 300 slides taken at these UN women’s conferences.

 Colleagues also brought material to our attention.  Professor Leila Rupp recalled that some years ago she had come across minutes of executive committee meetings of the International Council of Women while researching in their Paris office.  I called a former officer of the ICW, whom I had contacted earlier about permissions, and learned that when the ICW closed its Paris office it donated its papers to the Archive Center for Women’s History in Brussels.  Several phone calls and emails later, I was viewing sample pages from these minutes, dating from 1897-1900, sent to me as email attachments.  I then arranged for them to be scanned and added to Women and Social Movements, International.  In another serendipitous development, Annette Mevis, archivist of the Aletta Institute, alerted us to an excellent online collection of photographs assembled by Carrie Chapman Catt of international suffrage meetings in the first three decades of the twentieth century.  Two phone calls later, I was speaking with Eric Pumroy, Director of Library Collections at Bryn Mawr College, about the possibility of adding Catt’s photographs to the archive.  These two extensive collections of photographs, one from the UN conferences of 1975-1995, and one from the woman suffrage movement between the 1900s and 1920s, will offer scholars and students new visual ways to analyze change over time in women’s activism. 
We relied extensively on the interlibrary loan department at Bartle Library at the State University of New York at Binghamton, but commonly found it useful to supplement the work of our ILL librarians with phone calls of our own to the ILL staffs of prospective lending libraries.  Frequently libraries had a single catalog entry for a run of proceedings, treating the set as a serial.  Phone calls helped clarify libraries’ holdings and often turned up unexpected treasures.  Communication with the Library of Congress uncovered half a dozen proceedings of conferences of the Open Door International for the Economic Emancipation of Women that were on the Library’s shelves but not recorded in its catalog.  A phone call to the University of Auckland Library found many more published reports of the triennial meetings of the Pan-Pacific and South East Asia Women’s Association than had showed up in the WorldCat catalog.  Other libraries cut through the red tape by boxing items and mailing them to us without going through the formal interlibrary loan process.  We hovered protectively over those volumes during the scanning process and got them back in the mail as soon as possible.
The process of securing permissions often provided us with new leads.  On WorldCat we came across a fascinating book, Many Voices: The Journals of a Women's Touring Company at the Nairobi Conference, 1985.  I tracked down the publisher--Streetfeet Publications of Roxbury, Massachusetts-- through a google search that found Streetfeet Workshops.  When I wrote seeking permission to include the Nairobi journal, Elena Dodd, founder of the workshops and co-founder of the group’s successor, Streetfeet Women, agreed to bring the permission question before the group.  The group approved and Dodd wrote that Streetfeet Women had also attended the Beijing women’s conference and wondered if we would like to include the group’s journal for that second conference.  Now both journals are part of Women and Social Movements, International.
Interlibrary loan and archival work supplied the vast majority of the primary sources assembled in the archive, but the Worldwide Web has been a valuable source for recently published materials from non-governmental organizations.  As we approached NGO’s for permission to reprint documents found on the Web, we always asked if their staff could recommend other materials that might fit the archive’s focus.  The International Women’s Rights Action Watch, the World Courts of Women, and Women on Waves mailed us particularly rich sets of documents.  Many more NGO’s pointed us toward online or library sources of others of their publications that spoke to women’s recent international activism.  The networks we established with those who responded to our permission requests often led us to new resources and contributed significantly to Women and Social Movements, International.  It “takes a village” to do this work successfully, and we are truly grateful for the support our work has received from those we have approached.
As our work progressed in accumulating scanned documents for the archive, we came upon a wonderful opportunity to vet the project with international scholars and to expand our editorial advisory board.  The International Congress of Historical Sciences (ICHS) meets every five years and in August 2010 it was scheduled to meet in Amsterdam.  An affiliated organization, the International Federation for Research in Women’s History (IFRWH), planned a parallel three-day women’s history conference at the Aletta Institute for Women’s History during the ICHS meeting.  Kitty Sklar and I contacted the IFRWH program committee and arranged to speak about Women and Social Movements, International. We also contacted some conference participants and invited them to join our international editorial advisory board.  More than fifty historians attended the talk at the Aletta and we had a lively discussion of the project. The Aletta conference permitted us to expand our advisors dramatically from the U.S.-based group that had attended the Berkshire Conference in Minneapolis two years earlier.  By September 2010 we had an advisory board of more than 120 scholars from 30 countries. With this much larger group in place, in October we posted bibliographies for the forty-eight organizational sections of the archive on a passworded online site and solicited one more round of comments and suggestions from these international scholars.
Two more issues highlight the process of the archive’s construction—first, our use of the scholarly literature about women’s international activism; and second, the process by which we excluded material from the archive.  Initially we identified primary sources through searches in WorldCat and Readers’ Guide Retrospective and through reading online inventories of archival collections.  As the work progressed we drew increasingly on readings in secondary books and articles for references to important sources that we had overlooked. As we became more familiar with the historiography of organizations and events in our database, we discovered helpful references to additional primary sources in the secondary literature. The shifting flow of our interlibrary loan requests reflected our own increased understanding of the pioneering scholarly work of the past twenty years.
As we approached our goal of 150,000 pages, it became necessary to employ more care in evaluating prospective materials for inclusion.  In the process of securing permissions, finding libraries to supply copies of the works, and examining books before we scanned them, we regularly removed items from consideration.  Sometimes conference proceedings of mixed-gender organizations were so thoroughly dominated by male voices, despite the focus on women’s issues, that we decided not to include them.  In other sources women were the authors but they said little about women’s issues or their approaches were not particularly gendered.  
We excluded remarkably little material because we could not obtain permission or afford permission fees.  Three organizations that denied permission to reprint their publications were religious.  A few commercial publishers set permission fees beyond our means.  Occasionally we included a chapter from a work rather than the whole work, out of permissions considerations.  Yet at the time of this writing, materials from only nine organizations or publishers have been excluded from the archive for permissions reasons--a tiny number, given that we have been in touch with hundreds of organizations, individuals, or publishers in the permissions process of constructing the archive.  
 The 150,000 pages that will constitute the archive represent only about half of all the material that we entered into our Zotero database and examined in the course of the work.  And this figure does not include the vast quantity of published and manuscript material that we considered but did not add to Zotero.  As large as the final archive will be, with probably 3,500 documents totaling 150,000 pages, it is very much a selective edition of published and manuscript works related to women’s international activism since 1840. 
From our work on Women and Social Movements in the United States, we came to appreciate the importance of complementing primary documents with interpretive perspectives. With that goal in mind Kitty Sklar and I surveyed the secondary literature and identified and contacted noted scholars of international women’s activism and asked them to write brief essays on particular aspects of the archive and on the scholarship in their areas of expertise.  We expect to include about 25-30 such essays from scholars around the world.  They will be added to the archive along with the archive’s primary sources.  These essays will offer valuable perspectives in accessing and using the archive’s primary sources.  In many cases they will summarize the state of the current literature and point to important issues that remain to be explored.  We hope that these interpretive essays and the archive’s rich primary sources will significantly enhance scholarship on international and transnational women’s history.  We look forward to hearing from and working with the scholars and students who use this new resource.
